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EITHER MY KILLER black heels or the overabundance of tequila swishing through my system was to blame for my wobbly walking. As Doug pulled me further away from the ballroom and down the dimly lit hallway “Crazy in Love” by Beyoncé drifted into the ether. This impromptu rendezvous was nothing more than a drunken disaster about to take place during our friend’s wedding reception.

Three years ago, my best friend, Bryson, reunited with her soul mate, Hart Mitchell. Theirs was the type of love that inspired epic romance novels. Hart was perfect except for one thing—a six foot two inch, dark sandy-blond-haired, golden hazel eyed pain in the ass named Doug Truman. Because of Hart’s lapse in judgment in the bud/dude/bro department, I was forced to allow Doug into my hemisphere.

We met right before one of Hart’s basketball tournaments. I wasn’t thrilled with Bryson dragging me to the game. For one, I didn’t like sports and for another, I was pissed that she’d kept her feelings for Hart a secret from me. As I stood pouting, a tall, lean and cut body with flailing arms headed toward Bryson and me. With each step, it became very apparent that he was a little crazy and could pose a real threat. So a split second before he lunged toward Bryson, I grabbed him by the wrist, twisted his arm behind his back, and demanded he drop to his knees. Two seconds later Bryson explained that Doug was one of Hart’s best friends. And that he wasn’t lunging but coming in for a hug. 

Once I helped Doug up and he came into focus, tingles spread throughout my body. His entire being exuded a relaxed sexiness with his messy hair and five o’clock shadow. And his bright green eyes and crooked grin screamed mischievous devil. Even though he was so not my type, I had a sense of relief realizing that maybe the day wouldn’t be a complete loss. A little flirting with Doug would occupy my time while Bryson stared at every move Hart made. But suddenly something happened that doused the tingles and skyrocketed my annoyance level into the stratosphere… Doug spoke and… Never. Shut. Up.

Doug was that guy who had convinced himself that he had game, when in reality, the game had been rained out, indefinitely. So the past three years has consisted of one feeble attempt after another to sleep with me. Even though he was constantly testing the boundaries of acceptable social behavior, I found it freakishly flattering. Doug was nothing if not tenacious in his pursuit. There was no question he was aesthetically pleasing to the eye. But each time Doug opened his mouth, he turned into an emotionally stunted, maturity lacking, uber-horny Neanderthal. 

I’d been successful at resisting his lame attempts at wooing me up until tonight. I was in a weird mood. Maybe it was seeing how in love Bryson and Hart were that caused my chest to ache with a yearning desire, that someday, I too, would find the one person I connected with—body, mind, and soul. I’d heard opposites attract, people say once you stop looking love finds you, and sometimes what you want is right in front of you. After four shots of tequila and an appletini, I began to wonder… Could Doug be my person?

Contemplate.

Contemplate

Contemplate. 

My body shuddered at the thought. I was simply a bundle of pent-up sexual need that had to be released. Doug was hot and as long as he kept his mouth shut, the green light for a quickie was shining bright.

I hadn’t been to the aquarium since senior prom but if memory served there was a maintenance closet right around the corner. I yanked my hand from his.

Doug’s head whipped around in my direction, his expression heated. “What the fu…”

“I can’t run in these shoes. Besides you have no idea where the hell you’re going,” I said, slipping out of my heels. 

He stepped in front of me, wrapped his arm around my waist, and pulled me to his chest. “Oh, I know exactly where I’m headed. I’ve got VIP access.”

“VIP access?”

“Very Impressive Penis.” His voice was low as he leaned in for a kiss.

I stabbed my finger into his chest. “Not so fast, jackass. Let’s get one thing straight. Presently, you’re sitting in the nose bleed section. I haven’t decided if you’re worthy of a backstage pass.”

Doug’s hand slid down and cupped my ass. “Holy shit! I didn’t know that was even an option.”

“You have no idea how many items are on my a la carte menu. But, before we go any further… this thing between us… nothing more than a simple uncomplicated, one-time hook-up. Understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m drunk.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You’re drunk.”

“Actually not so much,” he admitted.

“No matter. I think you’re hot. You think I’m hot. Period.”

“Exactly. Just two flamers getting it on.”

My nose crinkled. “What?”

“I don’t know what I’m saying. I can’t believe we’re finally going to do this.”

I stepped back, grabbed his hand, and took the lead, guiding us around the corner. 

“Where are you going? The bathroom is in the other direction,” he said.

“Ew, I’m not hooking up in a public bathroom.”

“Why not? It’s hot.”

“You realize what else people do in there, right?”

A tiny spark of recognition glimmered in his eyes. “Why’d you have to go ruin hot bathroom sex for me?”

The closet was exactly where I remembered. I pushed open the door and pulled Doug inside. The dim fluorescent light bounced off the metal shelves as the scent of cleaning supplies filled the air. Slamming him against the door, I shoved the black tuxedo jacket off his broad shoulders. His hands ran up the sides of both my thighs, pushing my dress up along the way. When he reached my pink lace panties, his eyes closed and an expression of pure bliss crossed his face. It was as if he’d found the land of milk and honey. His reaction caused a shiver to swirl all over my body.

The fingers of his right hand slipped between my legs, moving my panties to the side. “God, I can’t wait to get some part of me into some part of you.” 

“Me first.” I shoved his hand out from under my dress before stepping back into my shoes. 

“I’m trying to do you first,” he said.

Placing my palms flat against his chest, I moved in close, barely touching his lips with mine. “I mean, I want to taste you first.”

A sexy smirk took over his face. “Gee, you’re swell.”

Holding Doug’s gaze, I made my way down his body. The art of squatting in heels was a talent I’d perfected back in my college days. It had been my experience that no guy could resist the sight of a girl maintaining a steady balance on a pair of five-inch stilettos as she prepared to blow him.
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IT TOOK EVERY ounce of strength I had to keep my shit together as Sophie’s body pushed against mine. I’d been hot for other women before but nothing like this. We hadn’t kissed and we weren’t naked, but I felt as if I was going to explode in a matter of seconds. My dick was pressed so hard against my pants, I was afraid it might break free and poke one of her gorgeous violet eyes out. 

Gripping the doorknob, I braced myself as she unbuckled my pants and slowly slid the zipper down. She hooked her fingers around my waistband and began inching my pants and boxers toward the floor. I knew the sight of her kneeling in front of me would be too much to handle, so at first, I willed myself not to look down. But the feel of her fingernails scraping over my skin caused the last ounce of strength to drain from my body. I sucked in a sharp breath as my gaze dropped. Sophie’s attention was zeroed in on me. The corners of her plum colored lips twitched into a smirk just before the tip of her tongue skimmed over her bottom one. I felt completely helpless against her womanly wiles. 

A deep growl rumbled from my chest. “Soph, if you don’t speed this up my head and dick are going to explode in less than ten seconds.” 

With one quick tug, my dick sprang free followed by what sounded like a giggle. 

“Are you laughing at my dick?”

“I’m laughing at this ridiculous tattoo on your hip,” she said.

Not one of my better moves, trying to pick up the girlfriend of the tattoo shop owner. Dude sought revenge by inking fucking Hello Kitty onto my hip. When I went back demanding he fix it, he gave me a fire-breathing dragon body but left the kitty head. The grudge holding motherfucker. The entire tattooing experience was so painful, I decided to live with the damn thing. 

“Give me a second, I haven’t eyed your dick yet,” she joked. 

Tilting my head back against the door, I waited for that first bolt of electricity to shoot through my body as she took me into her mouth. Out of nowhere, something shot through my body, but it wasn’t electricity. It was a sharp pain as her nails sunk into both of my thighs. I looked down to find Sophie swaying from side to side. Her cheeks puffed out right before a deep guttural burp pushed its way past her lips. 

I cringed. “What the fuck was that?”

Unclenching one of my thighs, she slapped her hand over her mouth as another burp reared its ugly head. 

“I’m going to be sick,” she mumbled into her palm, dropping to her knees. 

“The sight of my dick makes you want to puke? Goddam, Sophie, I know you always act like I gross you out but…”

With her hand still plastered to her mouth, she shook her head, and said, “Too many shots. I need a bucket.”

“Where the fuck am I going to find a bucket?” Panic was evident in my tone.

I was kind of a reactive puker. If she spewed, chances were, I’d follow close behind. Not to mention my dick was still hanging out and the idea of her… I couldn’t even finish the thought. My throat closed and my stomach gurgled. 

Her body lurched forward. “We’re in a fucking maintenance closet! Look around or there’s going to be mini chicken and waffles all over the walls in three seconds!”

I stuffed myself back into my pants and zipped up. “Hold on!” 

Scanning the small space, I spotted a bucket, and shoved it in front of her as quickly as possible. In a matter of seconds what appeared to be every morsel of food she’d consumed over the past month came gushing forth.

I took a step back, making sure I was out of the line of fire. “Ugh! For the love of God! I’ve never seen that much stuff come out of a human before. It’s like a volcano of puke.” 

“A fucking play by play is not required,” she groaned. 

Needing a distraction, I mindlessly slipped my iPhone from my pocket and focused on the screen. The closet was silent for only a few seconds before Sophie’s body trembled and another eruption of epic proportion took place. 

Ding. 

“What was that?” she whimpered.

I cleared my throat. “What was what?”

“That noise. It sounded like a ding.”

“I didn’t hear anything.”

“I swear to God, if you took a picture of me getting sick…”

“Soph, I promise I did not take a picture of you in this compromising position.”

She shifted her gaze up to me, checking to see if I was telling the truth.

“However, I am taking a video. A picture wouldn’t do it justice.”

Flames flickered in her eyes as she balled her hand into a fist. She aimed for my crotch. I jumped back, causing her to fall to the side.

Pushing herself back to a kneeling position, she said, “If you show that video to anyone, I will come to your home in the middle of the night while you’re dead asleep and run your dick and balls through a meat grinder.”

“Once you get a little distance from the situation I think you’ll see the humor.” 

She opened her mouth to speak when her body convulsed. Gripping the bucket, she tossed her cookies once again. After slipping my phone into my pocket, I gathered Sophie’s soft dark hair into my hands and lifted it up. Heat radiated off her body, so I blew on the back of her neck in hopes of cooling her down. 

Sitting back on her heels, she pushed the bucket away and moaned. “Oh God, I hate throwing up.”

“Yeah, I hate it for you,” I said, joining her on the floor. 

“I wish I had something to wipe my mouth with.”

I undid my tie and handed it to her.

“I can’t use your tie.”

“It’s Colin’s.” I smiled.

She snatched the tie from my hand. “Thanks.”

Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a pack of gum. “Take this.”

Sophie unwrapped two pieces of the peppermint sticks and quickly shoved them in her mouth. 

We remained quiet while I rubbed her back and she chewed every ounce of juice from the wad of gum. I felt bad for her but kind of liked taking care of her. 

“Here,” I said, handing her my phone. “Go ahead and delete the video.”

Sophie took the phone and tapped the screen. 

Cringing, she quickly tossed the phone back to me as if it were on fire. “I can’t believe you have a dick pic. The audacity you have sending a woman something like that… it’s unfathomable.”

“You were supposed to click on videos, not photos. And give me an ounce of credit. I don’t send out crap like that. It’s not even my dick.”

She stared at me blankly. “I don’t want to know.”

Holding the phone up so she could see, I deleted the incriminating video. “All good?”

She nodded. 

“How ya feeling?” I said. 

“A little better.” The closet fell silent for a few seconds. “Thanks for helping me out.”

“No problem. Just let me know when you’re ready to give it another go.”

A look of confusion washed over her pale face. “Excuse me?”

“I figured since you’re feeling better…”

“You’re a top-notch asshole, you know that?”

“Well excuse the fuck out of me for trying to salvage this night.”

“We’re going back to the reception to tell our friends goodbye. Then you’re going to take me home because I’m in no condition to drive or… suck your dick!”

“Can I at least see your tits?”

Slowly turning her head in my direction, Sophie’s gorgeous eyes shot daggers through me.

“What?! You can’t blame a guy for trying,” I snapped.

Coming to grips that the night was over and done with, I stood, extended my hand, and helped Sophie stand on shaky legs. Once I was sure she wouldn’t topple over, I snatched my jacket from off the floor. I watched as she adjusted her dress, running her hands down her body to smooth out the wrinkles. Next, she combed her figures through her long black hair a few times to fluff it out. Even after getting sick she was still the hottest woman I’d ever seen. Her head shifted slightly, catching me in the act. 

She took a step toward me with what looked like regret in her eyes. “Listen, I’m really sorry…” 

“It’s okay. You couldn’t help it.”

“I appreciate you being so understanding. I owe you.” 

Taking one last shot, I asked, “Can I finger you on the drive home?”

Sophie’s face contorted as if I’d grown another head and I’m not talking about the one in my pants. 

“Only you would still hit on me knowing the condition I’m in,” she sneered.

“You said you were feeling better!”

“Better! Not in the mood!”

“I thought you’d be flattered that I still wanted to fuck you after what I just witnessed. That wasn’t a pretty sight, my friend.”

“I wouldn’t hook up with you now if you were the last man on earth.” She tilted her head back and raised her hands. “Thank you, Señor Tequila, for stopping me before I made the worst mistake of my life!” 

“Oh yeah! Worst mistake?!” 

My eyes roamed up and down her body in desperate search of something to criticize. I was not going to give her the satisfaction of having the last word. 

“Well, I’d take another look at those earrings,” I said smugly.

Sophie’s hands shot up to her ears. “What’s wrong with them?!”

“They’re… um… too dangly.”

“They’re supposed to be dangly.”

“Did I say dangly? I meant gaudy.”

The earrings weren’t gaudy at all, far from it. In fact, Sophie looked like a million bucks. Strike that. She looked like a trillion bucks. 

Narrowing her eyes, she sneered at me in silence. Sophie was at a loss for words. I stood stunned. I had actually won. As I was about to revel and gloat, two small hands pushed against my chest. 

“Out of my way,” she spat out.

“Awesome comeback.” 

Both of us reached for the doorknob at the same time. 

“Let go.” Her words ground out through clenched teeth.

“Now we’re going to argue about who’s opening the door?”

“We’re not arguing.” With her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed, she jerked open the door and marched out.

When we were a few feet away from the ballroom, Sophie said, “I still need a ride home.”

I didn’t know what I liked more, her incredible body, her smartass mouth, or the moments when she had to eat a little crow and ask me for a favor. Figuring I’d let her stew for a while, I didn’t answer. I should have made her go around and find some other sap to drive her home. After a minute of the silent treatment, she glanced at me with those big eyes and I caved as usual. 

“I’ll bring the car around,” I said.

“And will you bring me back over here tomorrow so I can get my car?”

I pushed opened the door leading to the outside. “Yes.”

I remember the first time I laid eyes on Sophie, every part of my body twitched with excitement. She was breathtakingly beautiful with her long wavy hair, never-ending curves, and eyes that made me hot every time they were aimed at me. Before Bryson was able to introduce us formally that day, Sophie wrapped her delicate fingers around my wrist, twisted my arm behind my back, and had me on my knees. In that moment while protecting her friend, I knew this woman was different from all the others. She was intelligent with a sharp tongue and never put up with my bullshit. Sophie challenged me and found pleasure in pushing my buttons. All the time. She was confusing and exhausting. 

One minute I was so hot for her I could hardly bear it and the next minute I wanted to get as far away from her as possible. By this point, I would have gotten over her if it hadn’t been for my best friend Hart. Once he and Bryson were officially together, Hart made it clear that Sophie was off-limits. The forbidden fruit aspect sent my libido into overdrive. I’d be able to get her out of my system if I could get into her pants one time… two times… thirty times tops. Since day one Sophie did a lot of squawking about her aversion to me. But tonight there was no denying the deep desire that took over her body. The shivers running through her body, the molten heat filling her eyes, and the quiver of her lips, all indicated that she was severely jonesing for some Douglas MacArthur Truman.
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Two Years Later…

 

“GOOD GIRL, LADYBUG! You had a semi-solid poopy.”

“Bryson…”

“Yes, you did.”

“Bryson…”

“Your daddy’s going to be so proud of you when we tell him about your big girl poopy doopy.”

“Bryson! What did I tell you about the shit talk?”

Covering her daughter’s little ears, Bryson snapped, “Shhh, language.”

I walked over to the changing table holding the hot pink dress I’d bought Hope for her first birthday. “Unlike you, my perfect goddaughter understands her Auntie Sophie’s repulsion to your stool chat.”

“Sorry, but if you had changed as many messy diapers as I have, you too would be thrilled with the slightest of solid-tudes.”

“You’re still talking about it.”

I watched as my best friend finished dressing Hope. I had never seen Bryson as happy as the day she married Hart. She positively glowed with joy as she vowed to spend the rest of her life with the love of her life. If any two people deserved to have a family, it was Bryson and Hart. There was so much love between these two that they needed to share it otherwise they’d combust. They went through a long and difficult process due to Hart’s motorcycle accident years earlier, causing him to spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair. But, nothing could stop their love. They powered through, being rewarded with the birth of Hope Sophia Mitchell one year ago. 

The gorgeous little girl was the perfect combination of her parents. She had her mom’s bright green eyes and her dad’s blonde locks. I’ll never forget how emotional I was the day they told me they wanted to name their daughter after me. Usually I liked being first in all things but had no problem taking second billing next to Hart’s mother’s name. She had passed away from cancer during our senior year in high school. I always knew Bryson would be a fantastic mom and except for the bodily function talk, she was. 

“Done with the dirty talk. I promise,” Bryson said. 

“Well, I could get into some dirty talk.”

“Speaking of… Doug is coming today.”

“Um… Let’s see, there’s free food and booze… There is booze, right? I know it’s a kid’s party, but…”

“Yes, adult beverages will be served.”

“Fantastic. Continuing on… Where there is free food and booze, Doug Truman can’t be far behind.”

“He’s bringing someone,” she said sheepishly, glancing at me. 

“Like a date? Not that I care.”

“I guess. All Hart said was that Doug asked if it was okay to bring Hazel today.”

“Hazel?”

Bryson lifted Hope in the air and made a funny face, causing the sweetest giggle to flutter out of her cherub lips. “Yeah, Hazel.” 

“Who the fuck names their kid Hazel?”

Bringing Hope to her chest, Bryson scolded, “Sophie!”

“Sorry. Who the fudge names their kid Hazel? It’s an old lady’s name.”

“At some point old lady Hazels are young lady Hazels.”

“It’d be like Doug to bring an old, wrinkly, sagging Hazel to this party.” I huffed out a laugh. “He’s so inconsiderate.” I shook my head with righteous indignation.

Bryson slipped the party dress on Hope. “For bringing a date?”

“I don’t care if Doug brings a date. He can do whatever he wants. He’s a grown man, at least legally. All I’m saying is that after all these years of not bringing a date, why would he choose to show up at this extremely special event with a complete and total stranger? None of us has any connection to this person. We all know Doug’s taste in women is questionable at best. He could be exposing sweet innocent Hope to a gun-wielding crack whore.”

“Somehow the name Hazel doesn’t scream gun-wielding crack whore.”

“Well, your house, your rules. If you and Hart are fine with this, then far be it from me to stop you. Just answer me this, Bryson. Why would you allow this to happen?”

I knew my words were running at full speed, but for some reason, I couldn’t shut my mouth.

Bryson looked at me in shock. “Because… um…”

“The way I see it, one of two things are going to happen. Either she’s a gun-wielding whore, or, this old wrinkly Hazel is going to see my smooth tight skin, gravity-defying breasts, and feel horrible about herself. Either way, Doug’s an ass.”

I finally breathed in a desperately needed ton of oxygen.

“Wow, you seem pretty upset and quite enamored of yourself.”

“I am upset… for all of us.” 

“Doug doesn’t strike me as the type to date a MILF or a crack whore.”

“What are you talking about? Doug would screw anything that had a pulse.”

“Oh, yeah.” She placed one hand over Hope’s ear and hugged the child to her chest. “He’d screw them, just not date them.” Bryson hesitated for a moment before continuing. “Sophie, I can understand your feelings of jeal—”

My hand shot up, stopping her from saying another word. “Don’t even think about finishing that sentence. The only thing I’m feeling right now is utter disgust for Doug. And pity for the crack whore or old wrinkly Hazel, whoever shows up.”

“But I don’t think she’s…”

I glared, clipping each word to emphasize my point. “Whore. Or. Old. Wrinkly. Hazel.” Bryson pursed her lips and nodded. “Now if you will excuse me, I’m going to partake of an adult beverage before Dou-g-guests… get here.” I cleared my throat hoping to cover up my stupidity. “Before the guests get here.”

I mustered the biggest smile I could and marched out of the room with confidence. As I went in search of red wine, Bryson’s accusation of jealousy clanged around my head. Doug was the biggest jackass I’d ever met and I had met some pretty big ones. The mere idea that I would be jealous if I saw him with a woman was absurd. I mean, was the knot in my stomach and the tightness in my chest due to the thought of him being with this Hazel chick? Maybe a little bit, but it could also be the questionable Mexican food I had for lunch. 

In all the years we’d known each other, neither of us had ever brought a “date” to one of our friend’s gatherings. It was an unspoken rule. A rule that had been strictly adhered to until today. But I’m nothing if not a positive person. In fact, the more I thought about it, the better I felt. Today would be Doug free. 

I wouldn’t have to stave off his juvenile advances. There’d be no following me around like a puppy dog giving me his undivided attention. Although that did come in handy when I needed a drink refill or a second helping of food. Sure, I’ll miss his flirty, albeit crass and vulgar comments. I did get a kick out of our banter even though he pushed my buttons and we usually ended up fighting. He was funny in a stupid way. Well anyway, thank you Jesus, I’m finally free of all his foolishness. It will now be directed toward Hazel. Old, wrinkly, crack whore Hazel. 
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THE FESTIVITIES WERE held in Hart and Bryson’s backyard. When I first heard Hope’s party was going to be a cookout, I cringed. Slapping meat on a grill seemed to be such a masculine thing to do for my princess’s first birthday. But I had to hand it to Bryson, the backyard looked adorable. Pink, white, and silver decorations made the place look like a little girl’s dreamland. The guest list was small— Bryson’s parents, brother, our close knit group of friends, and a few little ones and their parents from Hope’s play-group. 

I was standing on the back porch next to the helium tank blowing up a giant pink balloon when Doug entered the backyard with a young, leggy blonde by his side. I waited several seconds hoping that old, wrinkly Hazel would make an appearance, but no such luck. I hated when good-looking people had nerdy names. It’s false advertising. To make matters worse, she had on the cutest short sleeve turquoise jumpsuit and a pair of Victoria Beckham silver wedge sandals. Her curls were up in a messy bun and her makeup was light. She was a natural beauty. 

Cunning and conniving bitch.

Taking her by the elbow, Doug guided Hazel toward the crowd and introduced her to all the familiar faces. She shook hands and smiled, revealing perfectly straight white teeth. Doug popped open a bottle of beer and handed it to young, firm, natural beauty Hazel before grabbing one for himself. I couldn’t take my eyes off of them. It was like watching a National Geographic special. I was curious to see how Neanderthal Doug interacted with what appeared to be a normal female. 

While Doug talked and joked with Hart, Colin, and Ronnie, I noticed that his baby blue T-shirt seemed to hug his chest more today than I’d seen before. Even his biceps looked bigger. The damn shirt probably had shrunk in the laundry. Apparently, at thirty-two, Doug still didn’t know how to read washing instructions. His jeans were relaxed fit, worn, and hung off his narrow hips in a slightly provocative way. 

Suddenly, his green eyes zeroed in on me. I redirected my gaze to the limp balloon in my hand. Frantically, I fumbled, trying to stretch the latex over the nozzle of the helium tank. Once I was positive the balloon was secured, I twisted the knob releasing the gas. Before I could register what was happening, the force of the helium caused the balloon to slip through my fingers, whiz around my head like a swarm of killer bees, before finally making a crash landing. 

Doug’s chest vibrated with laughter as he pointed in my direction. Narrowing my eyes, I glared at him. Not only was Doug an ass, he was also an ass man. Though Hazel was young and leggy, she didn’t have much junk in the trunk. An area in which I had been proportionately blessed. So turning to leave, I made sure to add a little extra wiggle to my ample bottom. 

Take that you Hazel bringing rule breaker. 

For the rest of the afternoon, I kept my distance from the newly dubbed Dazel. I stayed busy helping host so that Bryson and Hart could relax and enjoy their little one’s day. As I made sure snacks kept stocked and drinks stayed topped off, I’d glance every so often in Doug’s direction. A couple of times our eyes locked, but he never made his way over to me. Instead, he hovered in the vicinity of his beloved Hazel. At first, I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but there was something different about him. Then it dawned on me. 

Doug was very comfortable and respectful around this woman. And she seemed just as comfortable around him. They both looked like they enjoyed being together. At one point, Doug said something to her. I was too far away to hear but could see his lopsided grin and raised eyebrow make an appearance. Whatever he had said, Hazel found it to be hilarious, tossing her head back and clutching onto Doug’s arm. That was when I looked down to discover my wine glass needed refilling.

I wasn’t delusional. Far from it. Doug and I weren’t together. I had never considered us friends, really. We were two people thrown together due to circumstances beyond our control, our two best friends falling in love. Sure, there’d been flirting and a few close calls, but I had no claim to him. I didn’t want any claim to him. 

It saddened me that our little group of friends had remained intact all these years and now he was screwing things up. It had always been Hart and Bryson. Ronnie and his wife Julia. Doug and me. Not that we were together, together. That was just usually the way the numbers fell. And there was the odd man out, Colin, but he never seemed bothered by it. My point being, Doug knowingly threw a wrench in the delicate balance of the group. 

Obviously, I was well aware that Doug had been with other women. So what. Big deal. I’d been with other men. Lots of other men. But I never deemed any of them worthy enough to meet my friends. They were simply something to pass the time and blow off steam with. I was focused on my career as a project manager at a multinational technology company specializing in internet-related services and products. My career was everything to me. I didn’t want or desire any type of romantic relationship. 

Walking into the kitchen, I found Bryson sitting in Hart’s lap. A sight I was more than a little familiar with. I stopped right inside the door. Neither one of them aware that I was playing peeping Tom. They were staring into each other’s eyes. Hart’s palm cupped the side of Bryson’s neck as his fingers slipped into her hair. God, the way he looked at her made my knees weak. 

Although I wouldn’t classify myself as a romantic, I did love me some romance novels, with a bit of erotica thrown in on the occasional night alone. It was escapism at its finest. I mean what man actually says to a woman, “I fall deeper in love with you every second of every day?” Lines like that were nothing more than cheesy Cinderella bullshit that had been crammed down the female throat since the beginning of time. With Bryson’s first husband, Will, I never felt the slightest bit envious. I always sensed there was something missing in their marriage. When Hart came back into her life… circling in their orbit, it was hard not to want what they had. But I knew it wasn’t in the cards for me.

Hart’s thumb gently ran over Bryson’s jaw as he pulled her lips to his. Their kiss started soft, slowly deepening as they got lost in each other. Feeling on the verge of perversion, I gave them a warning throat clear. Twice.

“Oh… um,” Bryson stammered as she hopped off Hart’s lap, her face flushed with embarrassment from sexy time. 

With a cocky smirk, Hart said, “Hey, Sophie.” 

I poured a glass of wine. “Looks like the party has moved indoors.”

Bryson picked up the big number one candle. “Julia is watching… um…”

“Hope?” I reminded her. 

“Of course, Hope. I know my own daughter’s name.” She glanced at Hart for a second. “Anyway, we were getting the cake ready to take out to the party.”

“Yeah, cake. That’s what we were doing.” Hart winked, his hand firmly planted at the small of his wife’s back. 

“Y’all go back to the party and have fun. I’ll finish the cake and bring it out.”

“Are you sure?” Bryson asked. “You’ve been doing so much. I don’t think I’ve seen you sit down all afternoon.”

I lifted my glass as if I were giving a toast. “I’m good. Now go enjoy your family.”

Bryson and Hart exchanged a knowing glance.

“I’ll go make sure the birthday girl is ready,” Hart said before leaving us alone.

Bryson gathered the plates, napkins, and utensils. “You’re going to find that person someday.”

“What person?” 

“Your Hart.”

“Pfft, maybe if I were looking, but I’m not. Now go be a mom.”

Bryson gave me her we’ll talk about this later look before leaving me on cake duty. 
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MY GAZE SHOT up at the sound of the door opening. Bryson emerged without Sophie. A few minutes earlier I couldn’t take my eyes off Soph’s sweet little ass as it swayed its way into the house. Now I wanted more. I thought today would be just another great time with friends. That Soph and I would do our little dance. She’d pretend to ignore me as I followed her around exuding my obvious charm and savoir faire. 

Hart stayed out of it, but Colin and Ronnie thought I was a fool chasing after someone who wasn’t into me. But they couldn’t read Soph like I could. As much as she tried to hide it, I saw the adorable come-hither look on her face each time I entered a room. I knew with each “no” she spat out and eye roll she aimed in my direction, she wanted me. 

When I got here today and saw her reaction to Hazel, I knew I’d hit gold. Those gorgeous violet eyes of hers turned a deep shade of green. She was jealous and I loved it. I quickly formulated a plan that if played right, would have her lips and hands all over my body by the end of the day. I stayed close to Hazel’s side, laughed at her jokes, and made sure she had a good time like Mom and Aunt Ethel asked me to do. Eventually, I’d spill the beans about Hazel being my cousin. After I got what I wanted.

At times Sophie’s glare was so intense that if it had been lasers, my dick would have disintegrated ten times over. This confirmed without a shadow of a doubt how bad she had it for me. Since phase one of my plan was complete, it was time to pull the trigger on phase two.

Seeing that my cousin was in the capable hands of Colin, I made my way into the kitchen. I kept my movements all stealth-like as not to arouse, at least not yet, the creature of my hot desire. Soph was standing at the counter with her back to me. I paused for a moment and took in the view. Everything about this woman turned me on. The pair of tight black jeans she had on melted over her hips and ass, and the bright white shirt exposed just the right amount of shoulder to get my juices flowing. The way her hair fell over her tanned skin had me dreaming about running my hands through it as I devoured her neck. 

I made my way around the kitchen island, still unnoticed. Over her shoulder, I could see she was adding candles to the birthday cake. Standing a foot away, the electricity that passed between us was palpable. She felt it. That’s why she didn’t startle when I placed both hands on the edge of the counter, caging her in. 

With my mouth right at her ear, I whispered, “Why have you been ignoring me all day, Soph?” 

“It’s pretty hard to ignore you with that beer breath. I got one word for you. Altoids.”

Pressing my hips into her, I ran the tip of my nose along the length of her long neck and took in a deep breath. “Damn woman, you smell sweet.” 

I felt a shiver run the entire length of her body. 

“It’s the cake, you moron.”

“Answer my question.”

“What question?”

“Why have you been ignoring me?” I continued skimming her skin with the tip of my nose.

She swallowed hard. “I’ve been busy helping our friends. Besides, you’ve been occupied.”

Her head tilted slightly as I nuzzled her neck. 

“I want to be alone with you so badly. How about we find an empty room?”

Her muscles tensed. “What if someone walks in? What if Hazel walks in?” 

“I don’t know which Soph turns me on more. The dirty little girl or the shy little girl.”

“You are so inappropriate.”

“I thought that’s the way you liked me.”

She reared her elbow back and jabbed my ribs, causing me to stumble back. She tried to look annoyed, but I could see the edge of her mouth curl up. She enjoyed our sparring matches as much as I did. 

Focusing back on the cake, she said, “You do realize we’re at a child’s birthday party, right?”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“Maybe now would be a good time for you to practice a little maturity and stop being such a douche.”

I leaned toward her. “I love when you talk douchey to me.”

She made a pathetic attempt to keep her laugh in, but it broke free and was the most beautiful sound in the world. I had a sense of pride and accomplishment whenever I made her smile or laugh because these were two things Sophie didn’t hand out easily. She made me work hard for every single one. The other women I had dated, and when I say “dated” I mean fucked, would laugh at pretty much anything. After a while it got boring. They got boring. But not Soph. In the five years I’d known her, she never got dull. Just the opposite. 

“Soph, when are you going to admit that we belong together?”

She huffed. “Belong together? Shall I translate?”

Dropping my hands, I took a step back. “Here we go.”

She turned toward me. “In your world, belong together, simply means get into my pants. And let me refresh your memory. There have been a few close calls that failed miserably. And why did they fail, you may wonder?” 

“Not really.”

“Because the universe in all of its grand and glorious wisdom stopped it. Why? Because us together in any way, shape, or form would be a disaster. Let’s face it, Doug, in your eyes I’m simply a lollipop that your momma won’t let you suck on.”

“Jesus Christ, you know how to deflate a hard-on.”

Her beautiful features morphed into a smug expression. Sophie thought she affected me so much and that she now had the upper hand. But I’d enjoyed her jealousy too much to let it slip through my fingers this easily. And right at that moment, as if the Lord himself looked down upon me and took pity, the door cracked opened and Hazel stuck her head in. 

“Hey, Doug, Hart wants you to grab another case of beer before you come back out.”

Giving Sophie a sideways glance, I said to Hazel, “Sure, babe.” 

Hazel’s face immediately scrunched in confusion before she slipped back outside. On the other hand, Sophie’s expression was stone cold jealous. 

“I guess I better get back to my girl,” I said.

“Your girl, huh? You mean the one you left in the yard to come in here and make a move on me?”

“Oh, is that what you think I was doing?”

Glaring, she said, “You asked me to go back to an empty room with you no more than ten seconds ago.”

“I did that to make you feel better. I know you and I usually hang out at these things, I didn’t want you to feel awkward… Like the third wheel… Alone. You know, because of me and Hazel.”

“God, your ego is gigantic. You actually think I give a rat’s ass who you’re with? Although, she doesn’t really seem your type. She doesn’t give off the slut vibe you’re so fond of. And she’s a little young for you, don’t you think? I realize this is a kid’s party, but you didn’t have to scrounge one up to bring.”

“She’s an adult in all the right places.” I let a Grinch-like grin spread across my face and winked.

Talking about my cousin that way caused my throat to close up as the hint of bile rose. But I kept my sexy face on and let Sophie’s imagination run wild. 

“Pig,” Sophie snapped.

“Shrew,” I shot back.

With hands on hips, fiery eyes, and grinding teeth, she said, “Moronic man-child.”

“Dragon lady.”

“Needle dick.”

“Princess Swollen Pussy.”

We stared at each other for several seconds before I turned and grabbed the case of beer from off the countertop. I could feel Sophie’s scowl as I walked toward the door. I froze trying to figure out how I was going to open the door without her help. I didn’t hear anything, but I sensed she was laughing at me. 

“Little help would be appreciated,” I said, my jaw clenched.

“Oh, are you asking me for a favor?” 

“Yes, please.”

“Well, let me see if I can drag my swollen pussy over there. It’s kind of weighing me down.”

She took her sweet time walking across the room. Once by my side, she slowly opened the door enough for me to squeeze through. 

Before stepping outside, I said, “Soph, before you rejoin the party, you might want to touch up your eye makeup.”

“Why?”

“The green-eyed monster is rearing its ugly head.”

And with that, I power walked out before she slammed the door, sending the doorknob up my ass. I never once broke stride until I was safely out of the reach of Sophie’s wrath. 
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“HELLO, GORGEOUS.” HIS tone was cheery and his right eye winked at me.

Tightening the sash around my pale pink satin robe, I tried to process why Doug was standing on my front porch at eleven o’clock at night. “What are you doing here?”

“I need a favor.” He stepped forward and tried to pass me. 

My body shifted, blocking him. “What does that have to do with me?”

“I was hoping you’d help me out.”

With my arms crossed, I huffed out a chuckle. “Me? The Shrew, Dragon Lady, Princess Swollen Pus—?”

“Still holding on to that, are ya? It’s been like a week.” 

I remained silent as I waited for the next stupid thing to come flying out of his mouth. 

Looking confused, he said, “You want me to apologize?”

I stood firm and silent. We were locked in a staring war that I had no intention of losing. 

“May I remind you that you too tossed a few choice words in my direction? Needle dick wounded me.” 

Silence.

“It left a deep and lasting scar.”

Silence.

Doug always thought he could charm and joke his way out of any situation. Namely when he said or did something stupid, which was often. Most people caved to his pathetic little act within minutes and forgave him. Not me. If he wanted something, he was going to have to work for it. 

“Come on, Soph. Really? You’re not going to let me in?”

Silence.

A tiny bead of sweat popped out on his forehead. I loved making him squirm with no effort on my part.

“All right. Some of my comments last week may have been slightly inappropriate. Admittedly, I have no firsthand knowledge that your pussy is in fact swollen. Although, I’d be more than happy to take a look.”

“Hands down, the shittiest apology ever. What do you want, Doug?”

“The dumbass people who live above me left their washer on and something broke. I don’t know the details except that my condo is six feet under water.”

“Six feet?”

“Maybe not six, but it’s uninhabitable for the time being.” 

“I still don’t understand what that has to do with me.” My gaze dropped and pure horror took over my body at the sight of the two large black suitcases on either side of him. Like a bolt of lightning, the realization hit me. “Oh, no, no, no.”

“I have nowhere else to go.”

“How about your girl, Hazel?”

Rubbing the back of his neck, he let out a nervous chuckle. “Funny thing about Hazel. I… um… think you might have gotten the wrong impression of our relationship.”

“Oh, really? Enlighten me then.”

“Hazel is my cousin.”

My eyes doubled in size. “Oh my God! I know we’re in the south but that’s… that’s… icky.”

“No… we’re not… together!” A visible chill ran through his body. 

“Did Bryson and Hart know about this? Did they put you up to it? Why did you lie?!”

“Not sure. No. And technically I didn’t lie.”

“Bullshit!” 

Clutching the edge of the door, I started to push it shut, but Doug slapped his palm flat against it, stopping me.

“Let me explain,” he said.

“You’ve got five seconds to say something that makes an ounce of sense. Go!”

“I thought it was so adorable the way you reacted to me bringing a “date”, that I decided to have a little fun. So I pretended Hazel was my girl. If you think about it, it’s pretty charming on my part.” He blinded me with his megawatt smile. 

“Let me make one thing perfectly clear… I didn’t then, I don’t now, and I won’t ever give a shit about who you’re with.”

“It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I understand. We’re hitting year five with this sexual tension thing. I’m sure your lustful need for me is at the breaking point.”

Shoving on the door, I snapped, “Fuck off!”

Doug continued to block my efforts. “I still need a place to stay.”

“Go to your parent’s.”

Push.

“They live eight hours away in Florida.”

“That’s not a bad commute.”

Push.

“Seriously, Soph?”

“Stay with Hart and Bryson.”

With the next push, I really put my shoulder into it, but the door didn’t budge. Doug was stronger than he looked. 

“No can do. Hope has my room now,” he said.

“Then Colin.” 

Push.

“He’s too uptight and anal about things. I gotta be free to be me.”

“Ronnie and Julia. They’re nice people and would help you out.” 

I was quickly running out of suggestions and energy. Between the long work day and all the door shoving, I felt my resolve begin to waver.

“This may shock you, but ever since their wedding reception, Julia hasn’t been my biggest fan,” he said.

“Why?”

“Let’s say it had to do with the maid of honor, an ice sculpture, and a bottle of Fireball.”

Peeking through the crack in the door, I stared at him for a few seconds trying to picture that scenario.

“Go to a hotel. I’m sure your insurance will pay for it.” 

He shook his head. “The idea of thousands of people rolling around in the same bed with their juices squirting all over the place creeps me out. I’m all game for some dancin’ in the sheets, but after that, I gotta go.”

I opened the door to look him directly in the eye. 

Crinkling up my nose, I asked, “So it doesn’t bother you to fuck on sheets that thousands of people have been on, but you won’t sleep on them?”

“When I’m in the throes of passion, the only juices I’m thinking about are mine and the lovely lady I’m with.”

“You mean skank.”

Doug smirked. “Jealous?”

“You’re disgusting.” 

“Be that as it may, I still need a place to stay. Open your heart up to a friend in need, Soph.” His gaze dropped, landing on my chest.

“Stop staring at my tits.”

“I’m looking at your heart… which happens to be hidden behind a fantastic rack.”

“You have a brother in town. What about him?”

“We don’t really get along. He’s kind of a dick.”

“Oh, are you twins?”

“Ha-ha. That’s cute.”

Frantically, I tapped my finger against my chin, hoping other possible options would pop into my head. “There’s got to be another solution.”

“Nope, I think we’re all tapped out,” he said, taking a step forward.

My palm landed flat against Doug’s chest, stopping him. “Just. Give. Me. A. Minute.” Pause. “You grew up here. There has to be other friends in town.”

“None I can think of. You may find this hard to believe, but it takes time for me to grow on people.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of… If you stay something eventually will grow on me.”

“My feelings are beginning to get bruised.”

Pursing my lips, I looked at the sad basset hound expression in front of me and felt my good judgment slip away. 

“How long will it take to make your place livable again?” 

“Not sure since it just happened, but I’ll check on the timeframe first thing tomorrow.”

Hesitantly, I said, “Okay, you can stay.” He made another attempt to get inside. “But there are rules.”

Moving to the side, I let what was sure to be the biggest mistake of my life inside.
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I KNEW IT was only a matter of time before Sophie cracked and let me stay. She puts up a tough front, but deep down I could sense she had a soft spot for me. Funny how in all the years we’d known each other, this was the first time I’d been allowed all the way into her inner sanctum. Most of the time we hung out at Hart and Bryson’s place. Since Bryson was a chef and the house was set up so Hart could maneuver around in his wheelchair easily, it made sense for it to be the main gathering place. I almost got into Sophie’s the night of Hart and Bryson’s wedding, when I drove her home after our ill-fated tryst. But I was promptly stopped at the border at the bottom of the steps. 

Not sure what I had expected Sophie’s home to look like. The only room I’d ever imagined her in was the bedroom. The place was very tidy with everything being in the right place, just like Sophie. Inside was also warm and cozy, like I thought Sophie would be. I dropped my suitcases, then let my duffle bag slip from my shoulder as I scanned the room. 

A long whistle blew passed my lips. “Nice digs.” I took a few steps further into the large room, checking out each individual area. “Sofa and the big chair look comfy. I bet the white is a bitch to keep clean.” 

“It’s mocha latte with a splash of soy almond milk.”

“Seriously?” A raised eyebrow was her only response. “Weird.”

I made my way over to the dark wood dining table which was in front of the breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the rest of the downstairs and looked to be an antique. I gave the table a couple of taps. “Good and solid.”

With her hands on her hips, Sophie said, “It was my grandmother’s.”

“Oh yeah? Cool.” I sauntered to the other side of the room. On a couple of the pale yellow walls hung multi-colored abstract paintings that I was sure were ones Hart’s mother had done. 

“You mind telling me exactly what you’re doing?” 

“I’m taking in my surroundings,” I said while looking at the paintings. “Getting a feel for my new home.”

“This is not your new home. This is temporary housing,” she corrected.

“Tomato. To-mah-to.” In one corner of the room was a red chair covered in black writing of a language I didn’t recognize. “What’s written all over this chair?”

“Words and sayings from my native country.”

I looked at Sophie confused. “Atlanta?”

“Italy, you dumbass! Since when did Atlanta become a country?”

“That’s why I was confused!”

Rolling her eyes, she mumbled, “Cristo, sei un coglione.”

I had no idea what Sophie had said, but I was sure it had some form of the word asshole. 

Finishing a complete circle of the room, I found myself back at the entryway in front of Sophie. She held up a shiny silver key dangling from a big yellow daisy keychain. “This is yours for the time being.”

I took the girly key. “My balls just shrank two sizes.” 

Completely ignoring my comment, Sophie continued, “Since this is spur of the moment, I reserve the right to add rules as I see fit.” 

“You’re so domineering. I like that.”

She pointed a pale pink painted fingernail at me. “Rule number one, none of that.”

“None of what?”

“Lewd and/or lascivious comments.”

My eyes narrowed. “That’s no fun.”

“You and I are not associated in that way.”

“But you love when I’m lewd and/or lascivious.”

“Whatever gave you that idea?”

I took a step toward her. “At the moment, the way your nipples are popping out underneath that robe. Nip-a-dee-do-da.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. You can always rent a boat and go back to your swamp of a condo.”

I stepped back, raising my hands in surrender. “Okay, I’ll try to refrain, but it’s not going to be easy. You know what you do to me.”

“Rule number two, nothing strewed about anywhere at any time. This includes items such as, but not limited to damp towels, T-shirts, pants, boxers, shoes, and socks. Your room is at the top of the stairs. Please keep all your items contained within those four walls.”

“Fort Knox isn’t this strict.”

“You do your own laundry, buy and cook your own food.”

“Is that rule three or three, four, and five?” I said sarcastically.

“Rule six, don’t make fun of the rules.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Squaring her shoulders, she looked me directly in the eye. “One more thing… No women.”

I aimed my ear in her direction. “Come again?”

“You heard me.”

“Any particular reason for that rule?”

“Because I have no desire to see a plethora of your fuck buddies traipse through my home.”

“In other words, it would break your heart.”

“If you bring a woman into my house, the only thing that will be broken is your dick. Got that, Romeo?”

I sucked in a sharp intake of air. “Geez, you always go for the crotch.”

“It bodes well for you to remember that. It’s been a long and stressful day… And night. I’m headed to bed. Get your bags. I’ll show you to your room.”

I bent over and grabbed the handles of my suitcases. When I straightened, I got an eye full of Sophie’s perfect heart-shaped ass bouncing up the stairs. 

“Fuck me,” I mumbled under my breath.

“You’re on the verge of breaking rule number one already,” she said, tossing the comment over her shoulder.

Once at the top of the stairs, Sophie opened the door to my new temporary home and I tossed my bags inside. 

Waving her hand, she indicated a door at one end of the hallway. “That’s your bathroom.”

“So where’s your room?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Come on, Soph.” Looking past her, I tallied up the options. “There are only… one… two… three other doors up here. Eventually, I’m going to figure it out.”

“The only thing you need to focus on are the rules. Do I make myself clear?”

“Crystal.”

Tilting her chin up, Sophie glared as her expression hardened. “I’m going to keep my eyes on you even when you think they’re not on you.”

“Voyeurism. That’s hot. I’ll flex as much as possible.”

“Good night, Doug.”

Sophie didn’t budge. 

“You’re waiting for me to go into my room first so I won’t see you walk to your room, aren’t you? Don’t you think that’s a little whacky?” I said, tossing in some jazz hands. 

“I said good night.”

“Okay, I get it. You don’t want me to know where your room is, because if I did you’d be tempted to beckon me to it.” 

“I’m tired and becoming increasingly more annoyed.” 

I leaned against the doorframe and crossed my arms, emphasizing my muscular forearms. “I want to respect your wishes and even help you out. I’ll lock my door in case you wake up in the middle of the night with an uncontrollable hankerin’ for some Doug lovin’.”

Reaching around, Sophie grabbed the doorknob and began shutting the door, causing me to jump back before I got crushed. I counted to five before slowly easing the door back open and poking my head out. Sophie was walking toward the third door down on the left. Damn, she looked good coming and going. 

As if she had a sixth sense, Sophie stopped in her tracks but didn’t turn around. She didn’t have to. I felt the rage radiating off of her tight little body. I knew if my head hung out of the room any longer, it would be decapitated. I slowly slipped back into the room and quietly closed the door. 

Shacking up with Sophie wasn’t exactly playing out the way it had in my fantasies. For one thing, she answered the door with clothes on. The faint click of a door closing caught my attention. No doubt it was the entrance to her bedroom. Silly, silly girl, trying to keep the location a secret. If for no other reason than to see her creamy skin turn beet red, I made it my mission to do a quick search and discovery in the near future. They didn’t call me Tenacious D for nothing. 
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STILL IN A sleepy haze, I shuffled out into the hallway the next morning to the sound of the shower running and whistling. For a second I was confused, but then remembered I had somehow acquired a roommate the night before. A shudder coursed through my body as I questioned my judgment or lack thereof. I made my way toward the stairs when the water stopped and was replaced with the deep voice of Doug singing what sounded like a show tune.

Suddenly, the bathroom door swung open revealing a completely naked Doug, scrubbing his hair dry with one of my towels. One of my good towels only used for special guests. He was mostly dry except for his chest where the water glistened off his skin. My gaze followed a lone drop that slowly slid down his pec to his nipple. The vision of me licking that drop away filled my head. Automatically causing my Kegel exercises to kick in.

Clench.

Unclench.

Clench. 

“Shit! Sorry, Soph. I thought you’d already left for work,” he said, wrapping the towel around his waist.

I continued to stare at the droplet.

“Hey, Soph, my eyes are up here.”

My gaze lifted. “Wipe that smirk off your face. I know where your eyes are, jackass. Do you make a habit of walking around naked after a shower?”

“Yeah. It dries out all the nooks and crannies.”

“You have forever ruined English muffins for me,” I said. 

I should have walked away. No good could come from being this close to a naked wet Doug. But it was too tempting of an opportunity to let pass by without some commentary.

Placing one hand on the banister and the other on my hip, I tilted my head to one side. “Were you singing a show tune?”

I didn’t know if his cheeks were red because of the hot shower or because I’d caught him in an unguarded moment. “You heard that?”

“Oh, yeah.” I smiled.

“What are you implying?”

“What are you inferring?” I shot back.

“Are you questioning my manhood because I enjoy an occasional Broadway tune?”

“That’s not the only reason.” 

Simultaneously our gaze dropped to his crotch and then bounced back up. 

A serious expression washed over Doug’s chiseled face. “I just stepped out of a hot shower into a cold room.” 

“Funny, whenever I take a hot shower the room stays toasty for quite a while.”

“Well, you got yourself a mighty big draft in this bathroom.”

“Duly noted.” 

“I’ll have you know that song is from the classic Gypsy. A musical about a stripper. A hot singing stripper.”

“I gotcha, big guy.” I winked.

“Why are you winking? I’m one hundred percent all man inside and out.” He shifted the towel.

Holding up my hand, I stepped toward the stairs. “Bop, bop, bop… I know you are.”

“Then why do you sound like that?”

“Like what?’

“Mocking.”

“I need my coffee.” 

“Soph!”

Halfway down the stairs, a chuckle escaped me. “I’m not mocking you, Doug.”

“I heard you laugh. Get back up here and I’ll prove how much of a man I am.”

“By the way, you can keep the towel.”

“Don’t walk away thinking less of me.”

“Doug, there is no possible way I could think less of you.”

Giggling, I made my way down the stairs in search of coffee.
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I ALMOST RAN after Sophie to explain the physiological effects an abrupt temperature change had on the human body. Shrinkage was a real thing. But my body and eyes were locked, mesmerized by the vision descending the stairs. Her hair was gathered up into a knot on top of her head with a few loose strands swirling around her face. Gone was the silk robe she answered the door in last night. In its place was a silky pink T-shirt that hit right below her perfect cheeks. I prayed for the shirt to rise up revealing her naked ass, but the gods were not on my side. It was as if the material had been super glued to her skin. My gaze roamed down her thighs then to her shapely calves. 

Damn, she gave good calf. 

The longer I stared the more Little Dougie twitched underneath the towel. When I was about to tear myself away, go into my room and take care of business, something occurred to me. Sophie knowingly came out of her room sans robe. Furthermore, she made no attempt to run back to her room to grab said robe in order to cover up her luscious body. She’s no fool. She knew exactly how sexy she looked and made a point to have me see her. What kind of game was she playing, the saucy little sphinx. Or was it minx? No matter. Either way, she was saucy. 

I walked back into my room, closed and locked the door. When hand hit dick, it was like throwing a match onto a gallon of gasoline. I came hard, fast, and frankly could have used a nap afterward. As I got dressed for work, my thoughts flipped back and forth between Sophie’s motives and her morning ensemble. 

Maybe staying here wasn’t the best idea. I assumed the makeup she wore all the time played a pivotal role in her hotness. But seeing her this morning with a clean face, I realized just how beautiful she really was. And if she was going to prance around here with her hips swaying from side to side, and dressed skimpily, it could be very stressful and detrimental to Little Dougie. 

Sure, I could have stayed on one of my other friend’s sofas… except for Ronnie’s. It had been five years and Julia still hadn’t gotten over what happened at their wedding. How the hell was I supposed to know the maid of honor was her younger sister and that warm piss could cut straight through a solid ice sculpture? Poor unicorn, never saw that golden shower coming. 

So even though I had other viable options, I figured why not take a shot and reach for the stars. Sophie and I had spent a lot of time together over the past five years, but never really alone. There were stolen moments of grab ass. I mean, Soph got pretty handsy when the wine flowed. But something or someone would always interrupt us. The night of Hart and Bryson’s wedding I thought I was finally going to get my chance and start the process of getting this woman out of my system. But no such luck. 

Seeing how bothered Sophie was when she thought Hazel and I were dating had given me a renewed sense of determination. I had to have sex with Sophie and soon. From the first time I laid eyes on her, she invaded my thoughts. In the past I’d been able to push her to the back of my mind a few days after seeing her. But as the years have gone by it’s gotten harder and harder to do for some reason. I figured if we were in close quarters on a daily basis there was no way she could resist me for long. What I didn’t factor into my plan was that I could get a hard-on in two seconds flat by thinking of her fully clothed. I never considered that she’d look scorching hot with messy hair and no makeup. The more I thought of her the harder I got. Glancing at the clock I saw that I had a few minutes to spare. So prior to zipping up, I once again released the anaconda before heading downstairs.
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WITH MY SUIT jacket slung over one arm and a satisfied smile across my face, I straightened my tie as I walked downstairs. When I got to the bottom step, I glanced up and froze. Sophie was sitting in the large overstuffed chair with a fluffy blanket wrapped around her legs, sipping coffee, and flipping through her iPad. Sunlight was streaming through the window warming one side of her. More wisps of hair framed her face. My God she was breathtaking. And in this light an angelic quality radiated off of her.

“Stop staring at my tits,” she snapped.

So much for the angelic quality.

I draped my suit jacket over the banister and made my way over to behind the sofa. “I’m not staring at them. Well, I wasn’t at first, but now that you’ve brought them up. Are you wearing a bra? Because if you’re not, bravo on the perk-a-tude.” 

She pierced me with her violet eyes and a blank expression. 

“Since I haven’t had a chance to go to the grocery store, do you mind if I snag a cup of coffee and some breakfast?” 

She sat back in the chair actually contemplating whether or not I should starve.

“I guess it’s okay for today.”

With raised brows and looking as pathetic as possible, I said in my best British accent, “Thank you, ma’am, for being so kind as to spare a morsel of food.” 

“Don’t push it.”

Once in the kitchen, I turned the Keurig on and started opening up cabinets looking for breakfast. The cupboard was bare except for a box of Ritz crackers. I checked the fridge and the story was about the same. There was some cheese, a bunch of grapes, three bottles of wine, and bottled water but nothing else. I tore off a handful of grapes, grabbed my coffee, and headed back into the other room.

Sitting on the sofa across from Sophie, I popped a grape in my mouth. “You’ve got quite the smorgasbord in there.”

She continued looking at her iPad. “I’m not a chef like Bryson.”

“I’ll hit the grocery store after work.”

“Suit yourself.”

Silence.

Silence.

Silence.

“This is nice,” I said.

“What?”

“Us sitting here sharing breakfast and talking.”

Never looking up, she muttered some Italian I didn’t understand but had a feeling it wasn’t a pleasantry. 

“I can pick up some takeout for dinner. What are you in the mood for, besides me?” I grinned.

Silence. 

“You’re not really a morning person, I gather. Which is fine. My roommate in college was horrible in the morning. God, if I made one little sound, he’d blow a fuse. Have you ever tried not to make any sound at all? It’s impossible. In fact, trying not to make a sound only causes you to make one… followed by another… and another… and another. Each one more amplified than the last, until the entire room is noisy. I didn’t used to be a morning person but…”

Slowly she raised her head. “What’s happening here?”

“Nothing. I just… um… What would you like for supper tonight? My treat. Think of it as a thank you for letting me stay here.”

“Don’t worry about it. I can take care of myself.”

“I realize that. But you do eat, right? I mean, there’s no way you got those curves by eating only cheese, grapes, and crackers.”

Her head snapped up, causing the loose ball of hair on top of her head to wobble. “Are you saying I’m fat?”

“No! Where’d you get that from?”

“I know what those curves are code for.”

“Code?! There’s no code. You’re a woman! You’re supposed to have curves.”

“Damn straight. I’m not like the stick thin women you’re probably used to dating.”

It was a little too early in the morning to deal with her attitude and assumptions. Besides, I had been a model houseguest thus far. 

I leered. “What makes you think I like them thin?” 

She sneered. “You seem the type.” 

“I’ll have you know, I don’t discriminate. I like all shapes and sizes. And if I’d been with any of them long enough to take a picture, I’d prove it.”

“So what’s been your longest relationship, Doug?”

“By relationship, you mean?” I said, tentatively. 

I knew my definition of a relationship was vastly different from a woman’s definition. In a nutshell, I’d meet someone and hop in the sack. If the chemistry was bubbling between us, we’d hook up for a month or so until the magic faded. And it always faded. I never lied or made any promises. I kept things breezy. At times it got a bit sticky, which forced me into the uncomfortable position of ghosting a clinger. Women need to realize if a guy won’t share at least one meal with you then it’s a simple hookup. No breakfast, lunch, or dinner equals no relationship. It’s quite simple, really.

“You know exactly what I mean. How long have you been with one woman?”

“There was that three-day weekend in Miami…”

Her head shook as she went back to reading her iPad. “Pointless.”

“I’ve had lots of relations. So what if I’ve never been in a relationship.” 

Her gaze lifted. “Wow, you’re like thirty-two years old.”

“So? What’s your longest relationship?”

“I need to jump in the shower.”

Tossing the iPad and the blanket to the side, Sophie stood and headed toward the kitchen with her coffee mug. If she thought she was going to get away with not answering me, she had another thing coming. I quickly rose from the sofa and followed her. 

“Oh, so you can grill me, but I can’t do the same to you?” Sophie placed her mug in the sink and marched halfway across the room before I landed in front of her. “You don’t want to admit that you too are thirty-two years old and haven’t been in a relationship. And everyone knows a woman not having had at least one significant long-term relationship at your age is much worse than a ma—” I knew I shouldn’t have gotten even that far into the sentence.

“What exactly do you mean by that, Doug?” 

I swear little puffs of smoke shot out of her nose and ears.

“Uh… What… um… what are you referring to?” I stammered. 

“For your information, I’ve had plenty of men offer me the world. Plenty. I’m the one who turned them down. And you know why, Doug.” I shook my head in silence. “Because I’m a modern woman who doesn’t need a man financially, emotionally, or sexually.”

“Really? Not sexually?”

“Two double-A batteries rock my world more than most men.”

“Holy shit, that’s a nut crusher.”

“And how dare you imply that a strong, intelligent, self-assured woman doesn’t have a fulfilling life unless a man is a part of it.”

“That’s not what I meant…” 

Her creamy skin was turning a pretty shade of red. “What kind of fucking caveman mentality do you have swirling around in that big head of yours?” 

“Do you really think my head is big? You know what they say, big head, big—”

“You think you can joke your way out of your insensitive stupidity?”

“Hold on! I didn’t mean you had to have a man to validate your life and I never said you were fat! You make my head spin in a thousand different directions and my words don’t always come out right.”

“Oh, I think they came out perfectly. Let’s face it, Doug, you’re nothing more than a male chauvinist…”

“Soph, don’t say it!”

“Oink! And by the way, its hands not head!”

“What?!”

“The size of a man’s hands are directly proportionate to the size of his penis!”

Stretching out my hands, I examined the tops before turning them palm side up. 

With her hands balled into fists, Sophie got right up in my face and spat out, “New rule.”

“Give me a break.”

“From this point forward, don’t speak unless spoken to.” 

“You can’t be serious.”

“Do you see a smile on my face? Has my voice taken on a humorous tone?”

“Well, I’ve got a rule of my own,” I announced. 

“You can’t rule me in my own home.”

“Oh, I’m gonna rule ya. I’m gonna rule ya real good. From this point forward you are prohibited from staring at my ass.” 

A burst of laughter flew out of her mouth. “I don’t stare at your ass.”

I smirked. “You stare.”

“You’re so full of shit. How would you know? Do you have eyes in the back of your head?”

“I feel the sizzle.”

“The sizzle?”

“That’s right. Every time those—.” I pointed at her eyes. “—are in close proximity to this—.” I pointed at my ass. “—my cheeks get warm and tingly.”

“Oh my god! You are… the most… egotistical, juvenile creature to roam the face of the earth!”

“Yeah? Well, you’re an ass sizzler! But all that’s coming to an abrupt end right here, right now. And not only is my ass off limits—.” I dramatically waved my hands up and down my body, and continued. “All of this is no longer in play.”

Placing the back of her hand against her forehead and delivering her best southern accent, she said, “Oh my, how will I ever survive?”

“You can make all the jokes you want. Just remember when you get a craving for something sweet, this man candy is not available for licking!”

Sophie let out a loud huff, brushed by me, and stomped out of the kitchen. 

A string of what was sure to be Italian profanities shot through the air, abruptly followed by, “Moo Shu Pork!” 

Pushing open the swinging kitchen door, I saw Sophie climbing the stairs. Her feet were hitting each step with so much force I thought they were going to crash right through the wood.

“What?!” I yelled.

“I’ll have Moo Shu Pork for dinner!” 

I raked both hands down my face and inhaled a few deep calming breaths. As usual things between us quickly heated up, just not in the way I wanted. For a second, I thought Sophie was going to toss me out on my ass, but thankfully that didn’t happen. Hold on. At first she was annoyed with me, then she ignored me, then she fought with me. Yet, the words, “get out”, never crossed over her plump lips, therefore allowing me to live another day under her roof. Quite an interesting twist of events. 


[image: ]

 

 

 

MY CHEST TIGHTENED the closer I got to my house. This morning’s fight with Doug had plagued my thoughts the entire day. I spent the workday in a constant state of pissed-off-ness. I hated that he affected me so much. I grabbed my phone several times to call Bryson, knowing she’d say exactly the right thing to douse my anger. But I stopped myself each time. I wasn’t ready to let her or anyone else know about my current living arrangements. 

I loved Bryson like a sister, but she’d make a big thing out of this and it wasn’t a big thing. She probably would have said something like, “Sophia Giavanna Cipriano, I know you better than you know yourself. You have always been drawn to Doug. All the fighting is nothing more than the pent-up passion that you’re resisting. I can’t help but think that allowing him to live with you is a way to see if Doug has a more mature, less annoying side.” All of which was so untrue. Although, I did enjoy our encounter outside the bathroom this morning. 

When he came downstairs dressed in his gray suit and tie, smelling all fresh and minty, butterflies took flight in my stomach. I forced my gaze to stay down. Then he sat across from me with a mug of coffee in one hand and a bunch of grapes in the other. I glanced up and caught Doug tossing a grape into the air in an attempt at catching it in his mouth. He missed. Twice. I found it extremely hard to stifle my laughter, not because I was glad he missed, but because I found it charming. And to top it all off, Doug was being very thoughtful, offering to get groceries and dinner. 

My initial reaction to all the above pissed me off. I didn’t want butterflies, charm, and thoughtfulness from Doug. That’s why I twisted his compliment about my curves. I knew if I got him mad enough he’d spew stupidity all over the place, reminding me of how much I loathed him. It worked. He was being nice and I shut him down. So my chest was tight as a tick not because of pent-up passion. It was because I was intentionally being a bitch. People can think what they want about me. But when I’m a bitch, I always have a good reason. 

Pressing the button on the steering wheel, I cranked up “You Can’t Hurry Love” by The Supremes, hoping it would be enough of a distraction from my thoughts and help pep up my mood.

It wasn’t as if I didn’t find Doug physically attractive. I did. I had never lied to myself about that flaw in character and taste. But the men I’ve been involved with, and when I say involved, I mean fucked, were the corporate cookie-cutter types. They were tall, dark, and handsome in their tailored suits, designer shoes, and overly styled hair. They graduated from Ivy League universities and drove exotic foreign cars. 

When I entered the workforce after college, I aspired to be the female version of this type of guy. So I paid attention, took notes, and climbed to the top of my profession on brains and merit. My career had always been everything to me. If I were to have a serious relationship, the man’s ambitions would have to at least match my own. Even after knowing him for five years, I wasn’t exactly sure what Doug did for a living. All I knew was he worked for a food company. Whatever that meant. Work wasn’t a topic he approached, so obviously it wasn’t high on his priority list. 

But I had to admit, Doug was different from the other men I came in contact with right from the get-go. He was unpredictable, unpretentious, and undeniably challenging. He was also arrogant as hell. I mean, he actually believed his ass was one of the Seven Wonders of the World that I couldn’t resist. I’m not saying Doug’s ass wasn’t stare-worthy. It’s firm, round, and nicely proportionate to the rest of his lean body. And on occasion, I may have glanced in its direction. But there was no way in hell I looked long enough to cause a sizzle to occur. And it wasn’t that Doug didn’t have any intelligence. He just never thought before speaking. 

On the flipside, Doug made me genuinely smile and laugh. Neither of which were small feats. And even with all his adolescent nonsense, there were times when he looked at me and I felt a strange connection. His green eyes would soften with the hint of a smile playing on his lips. It was as if he saw me. Not the confident, well-put-together version I show the world. But the me who has doubts, secret dreams, and vulnerabilities. The me that no one else knew except Bryson and my grandmother. It was in those brief moments that I allowed myself to wonder if there could be more between me and…

“That motherfucker took my parking spot!” 

I pulled up to my house and jerked the car into park. I swear, sometimes I think Doug’s goal in life was to piss me off. After parking, I sat in my car for several seconds, inhaling and exhaling at a slow and steady pace. Once the edge had been dulled on my nerves, I grabbed my things and headed toward my house.

I walked inside and placed my purse and bag on the entryway table. When I got to my living room, a wave of confusion hit me, quickly followed by a crashing realization. My blood went from a low simmer to a full-on boil in one second flat. I forgot all about chewing him out for taking my parking spot. By the looks of things, there was a more pressing matter to attend to.

There, on my coffee table was dinner for two, complete with a bottle of wine. Apparently, my new “roomie” planned to have a bite of food and one of his skanks before I got home.

A rustling noise coming from the kitchen hit my ear. The muscles in my body got even tenser than they’d been on the drive home. With each stomp toward the kitchen, my temperature rose to heights that made global warming look like the ice age. 

The swinging door was closed as well as the white shutters that separated the breakfast bar from the kitchen. Laying my palm flat against the wood, I was about to burst in, catching my prey off guard, when a deep voice mumbled from behind the door. I leaned in closer.

“You’re such a pretty pussy,” Doug cooed. 

I bet the jerk already had her naked ass spread across my beautiful granite countertops. God, I hoped I had enough Clorox to disinfect. 

“You like it when I rub you there, don’t you?”

Plastering my ear flat against the wood, I tried to make out a verbal response, but all I heard was a low hum.

“If you sit on my lap, I’ll give you a big treat.”

I’ll be damned if I was going to allow this lewd encounter go any further.

Clamping my eyes shut, I inhaled a deep breath and shoved open the door. “All right you son of a bitch, whatever is going on better stop immediately!” 

“Soph. I wasn’t expecting you so soon.” 

The arrogant motherfucker didn’t even have the decency to sound shocked.

I was grinding my teeth so hard my jaw was hurting. “That’s obvious!”

“Um… why are your eyes closed?”

Waving my hand dramatically, I said, “Because I don’t need a visual of you and…”

Suddenly, I felt pressure above and below my left eyelid before it eased open. Doug was so close, our noses were almost touching. 

I swatted his hand away and took a step back. “Don’t touch me with those hands, you degenerate!”

“What the hell is wrong with you?!”

I squared my shoulders and glared directly at him, trying very hard not to let my gaze wander to others in the room. 

“What the hell is wrong with me?! What the hell is wrong with you?! You absolutely blow my mind.”

“Why thank you,” he smirked.

“I don’t mean that in a good way, Doug. I’ve tried to figure you out. I really have, but you can’t apply logic to the illogical.”

It was at this point that I realized I needed to bite my tongue and implement a quick exit strategy due to the naked woman.

“I don’t have the slightest idea what you’re babbling about, Soph!”

I narrowed my eyes. “Really?! You’re that dense?!”

“Apparently! Maybe if you’d stop yelling like a crazy woman I’d get a clue!”

Leaning into him, I whispered loudly. “I’m going up to my room now to change, and when I come back down, your little friend better be gone.”

“Fine! I’m sorry. I had no idea you’d react this way.”

“Do you remember the rules, Doug? I made them crystal clear mere hours ago.”

“Yes, I remember your rules, but I didn’t think they applied in this situation.” 

“Then you’re even more clueless than I thought,” I said.

“Before you go, do you have any idea who she belongs to?”

“What?” 

Doug turned away from me to reveal his “friend”. I felt the blood drain from my face. Sitting on the countertop, naked and staring straight at me was Gertie, my neighbor’s orange and white tabby. Blinking several times, I stood frozen and tried to come up with a plausible explanation for my freak out that didn’t involve a nude woman.

“Soph, you okay?” He went over to the cat and scratched behind her ears. “She must have followed me when I was carrying the groceries inside.”

“Gertie,” I muttered.

“Excuse me.”

I cleared my throat. “Her name is Gertie. She belongs to the Petersons next door. They let her out in the afternoons for exercise.”

Picking up the furry feline and holding her to his chest, Doug walked toward the back door. “Well, I’ll let you get back to your walk then pussycat.”

The second Doug placed Gertie outside, she took off like a rocket.

I needed to get out of here before he started interrogating me about my outburst. I turned and was almost safely out the kitchen when his words stopped me.

“Soph, why were you so pissed?”

I didn’t turn to face him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You called me a son of a bitch. And while my mother would agree… Hold on a second.” His tone got cocky. “Exactly what did you think was going on in here?”

There was no way in hell I’d admit to him what I thought was going on in here.

“Exactly what did you think was going on in here?” I said with conviction as I turned to face him. 

There was a five-second delay before Doug burst into laughter. “You thought I had a girl in here, didn’t you?” His laughter mixed with gasps for air continued. “Oh, God! I can’t breathe. Whoa! That is priceless.”

Doug bent over with his arm wrapped around his stomach. Still laughing, still gasping with the addition of tears rolling down his cheeks.

“That’s right, laugh it up, buddy. Why wouldn’t I think you had a woman in here? I mean, you’re you.”

Standing up straight, Doug wiped away his tears. “Okay, I’ll give you that. But Soph, being here with you… Well, the last thing on my mind is another woman.”

Looking into his bright green eyes, I saw something I’d never noticed before… sincerity. A slight tingle traveled through my body. 

“Really?” I gave him a faint smile.

“Yeah, I like my man berries too much.” Laughter flew out of his mouth. 

“Ha-ha.” I turned on my heels and walked with purpose out of the room.

Following close behind, Doug said, “Soph, don’t leave.” I stopped next to the coffee table and spun around to face him. “What’s the deal with this set-up?”

“Remember, I was picking up groceries and takeout? I thought it would be nice to have dinner and watch a movie together. You know, a little roomie bonding if you will.”

“Is this an attempt to apologize for calling me fat earlier today?”

With his jaw clenched, he ground his teeth, and looked directly at me. “No-o-o-o, because I never said you were fat. I was admiring your curves.”

My gaze swung from Doug to the Chinese takeout boxes on the coffee table.

“What’s the word on the timeframe of fixing your condo?” I said.

Taking the bottle in one hand and a glass in the other, Doug poured a hearty amount of wine.

“Here take a few swigs,” he said holding the glass out to me.

I took the glass but didn’t drink. “How long, Doug?”

“There was a lot more damage than they first thought.”

“Doug.”

“And you know insurance takes a while to get sorted out.”

“How long?”

“Eight to twelve weeks.” He winced anticipating my reaction.

Raising the glass to my mouth, I took a good long swig of Merlot.

“So because it looks like we’re going to be spending a little more time together, I figured it’d be nice to relax, have some fun, and get to know each other better. You know, Soph, we really don’t know a lot of details about each other’s lives.”

“I know all I need to know about you. And you know all you need to know about me.”

“Christ, would you unclench for just a few hours. We don’t have to speak. We’ll eat and watch the movie. Period.”

I stood silent for several seconds. Was this Doug genuinely trying to be nice and not a ploy to get in my bed?

“Did you get egg rolls?” I asked.

Doug picked up a container and uncovered four egg rolls. “I sure did.”

“I hate egg rolls. I like spring rolls.”

He quickly picked up another container, opened it, and held it out to me. “I got them too.”

“Did you remember Moo Shu Pork?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

It was becoming increasingly difficult to find something to prevent me from having dinner with him. I was starving and Chinese was my favorite.

“I guess one meal would be okay. Jury is still out on the movie, though.”

“Deal.” He winked.

“I’ll go change my clothes and be right down.”

“Yeah, get comfortable. And if that means naked, that’s perfectly okay with me.”

Glaring, I stepped toward him and snatched a spring roll before heading up stairs. 
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“THE NEW PHONE book’s here! The new phone book’s here! Things are going to start happening now,” I said in unison with Steve Martin’s character.

I managed to convince Sophie to watch the movie while we ate. To my surprise, she didn’t put up much of a fight. After filling our plates, I took a spot on the floor leaning against the sofa. Sophie was stretched out above me in a pair of black yoga pants with a gray and light green striped racerback tank over a light green sports bra. Barefoot. Between her morning attire and this getup, I was positive the woman was trying to give me a heart attack. I almost choked on a steamed dumpling when she first appeared. 

“He hates these cans! Stay away from the cans!” I fell to one side giggling like a little girl with tears in my eyes.

“Enjoying the movie?” Sophie said deadpan.

I attempted to pull myself together as I reached for more Kung Pao chicken. “No matter how many times I’ve seen it… kills me every time. All-time favorite movie. ” 

 “It’s pretty ironic that your favorite movie is The Jerk.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Don’t you know what irony means?”

“Of course, I know what ironing means.”

The beautiful sound of her laugh exploded behind me. “Irony not ironing.”

My chest puffed out with pride. “Made you laugh.”

“Yes you did,” she said, as I felt the tap of a balled up napkin bounce off the top of my head. 

I turned and looked up. “Soph, why are you always so hard on me?”

“Because you’re always so hard for me.”

I lifted my head and grabbed my beer. “Most women would find being lusted after by a hot guy awesome.”

As I took a swig of beer, Sophie’s legs appeared out the corner of my eye. She set her plate down and poured herself another glass of wine, then scooted back on the sofa, one leg bent while the other was tucked under her. 

“I’m not most women.”

I set the beer down. Placing both hands on the cushion, I did a reverse triceps dip onto the sofa. “True dat.” 

We looked at each other.

“What are you staring at?” she said.

“You’ve got something on your face.” 

“Moo Shoo Pork, fried rice, or spring roll crumbs?”

Any other female would have freaked out at the prospect of having food or any foreign object on her face. But not Sophie. She was so comfortable with herself that Moo Shu or not had no affect.

“I believe it is a smile,” I said, continuing to stare. 

She turned her gaze toward the TV then back to me. “What do you want… an award?”

“Would it kill you to be nice to me?”

“I think I’m very nice to you. Look at your new home.” She waved one hand around dramatically.

We watched a few more minutes of the movie in silence. Suddenly, Sophie bolted straight up and grabbed her left calf. “Leg cramp! Ow… ow… ow!”

Taking her glass, I sat it down, and moved closer to her. “Put your leg in my lap.”

“Now is not the time to make a pass, Doug.” She moaned and continued to rub her lower leg with both hands.

“I’m not making a… Give me your leg.” I patted my thigh.

She hesitated for a moment before lying back and giving in. I slid the material up her leg. Starting behind the knee, I worked my way down, slowly massaging the back of her leg. As I looked down, I sucked in a sharp breath.

Sophie’s head popped up. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I just noticed the diamond ankle bracelet.” 

“Jesus, Doug, does everything turn you on?”

“Not everything. Only things where you’re concerned,” I said, pressing my fingers into her smooth, soft skin. 

A slight chuckle escaped her as she let her head fall back on the pillow.

“That feels so good.” Her eyes were closed and soft moans drifted from her lips as she snuggled further into the sofa.

Between touching her, the moans, the delicate bracelet draped around her sexy leg, and her pale pink painted toenails pressing into my thigh, I was finding it difficult to keep myself in check.

Focus on the movie, Doug. 

Fail. I’d seen the damn thing so many times it had lost its powers of distraction. 

Focus on your day at work, Doug. I finally finished the research for the big report on…

Right when I was having some success at redirecting my thoughts, Sophie said, “O-o-oh God, Doug. That’s the spot… Push in harder.” 

The air became hot and stifling, making it almost impossible for oxygen to flow in and out of my lungs. 

“Mmmm…You can be rougher.” 

Beads of sweat popped up along my forehead.

“Your hands are magic,” she purred.

I cleared my throat. “Why thank you. I’m known for my appendages. Is it still hurting?”

“Not like it was, but keep rubbing.” She paused for a few seconds, pure pleasure written across her face. “How did you meet Hart?”

“Segue much?” 

“You wanted to bond, so start bonding.”

“You’re trying to be nice to me, aren’t you?”

“Trying being the operative word.” Her lips curled into a satisfied smile. 

“Day one of first grade, we were picked to be milk boys.”

“God, I hope that doesn’t have anything to do with your female classmates.”

“No! We went to a small Catholic school that didn’t have a cafeteria, so we ate lunch in our classroom. Every morning the teacher collected money for milk. Before lunchtime, Hart and I would go to the milk truck that delivered to our school. We’d load up the small individual cartons in this big wicker basket, each of us grabbed a handle, and carried it back to class.”

“Were Colin and Ronnie in the class too?”

“Yeah. The entire class had known one another since preschool. My family had moved to town over the summer, so I was the new kid on the block. For some reason, Hart liked me and took me under his wing. That was my ticket to the in-crowd.”

“Hart was a good guy from the very beginning.”

“Hart, Colin, and Ronnie are more like my brothers than my actual brother, especially Hart. The worst day of my life was when Colin called telling me that Hart had been in an accident with his motorcycle.”

My throat strangled with emotion. It didn’t matter how many years had passed since that horrific day, every time I talked about it, which was rare, it was as if it had just happened. All the pain I felt flooded back, remembering my best friend struggling for his life soon after his mom lost her battle with cancer. 

“I can’t imagine. Do you think the accident had anything to do with his mother’s passing?” There was nothing but genuine sincerity in her voice.

“Hart has never admitted it, but who knows. He was so out of his mind with grief… We all were. Hope Mitchell was an incredible mom. An incredible person. She always made you feel worth her time. She was like a second mom to me… to all of us guys. After she was diagnosed, Colin, Ronnie and I helped whenever Hart let us. Mainly, cooking, cleaning, and yard work. I can’t tell you how many bowls of mac ‘n cheese Momma Hope ate. It had to have been hundreds, but she never complained. Always acting as if each bowl was the best she’d ever eaten. When she died it was a punch in the gut. I didn’t think I was capable of feeling more intense pain. But I was proven wrong when I got the call about Hart. The first time seeing him hooked up to all the machines that were keeping him alive…” I stopped, trying to keep myself composed. 

“What about Hart’s father?”

“He wasn’t around much after the divorce. He’d moved on to a new wife and family. The guy was a dick, to put it mildly. Being Hart’s legal next of kin he had to show up to sign consent forms. He’d make an appearance for about ten minutes once a week, if that. But Colin, Ronnie and I never left Hart’s side. The nurses felt for us. They brought us food and never told us to leave. We were all exhausted but determined that Hart wasn’t going to be alone. Three weeks later he opened his eyes and I was able to exhale. Hart worked his ass off to overcome everything. He’s the bravest and best man I’ve ever known.”

At some point during my story, I had stopped massaging Sophie’s leg. My gaze shifted to find her sitting up staring at me. Her expression soft with watery eyes.

“What is it?”

“Nothing,” she whispered. “You have something on your face.”  

It was then that I became aware of the tear rolling down my cheek. Turning my head away, I wiped my cheek as inconspicuously as possible. “Fucking Kung Pao. It was pretty spicy.” In an attempt to take the focus off of me, I asked, “So what about you and Bryson? How did y’all meet?”

Sophie swung her legs from my lap and sat on the edge of the sofa. Not looking at me, she said in one breath, “Not much to tell, really. When I was five, my dad got a job offer here. We, along with my grandparents, moved in next door to Bryson’s family, and the rest is history. I better clean up this mess.” She started gathering the takeout boxes.

“Oh… yeah. I’ll help you,” I said reaching for the plates.

Sophie sprang from the sofa. “No! I mean, you got dinner. It’s only fair that I clean up. You finish watching the movie.”

Before I’d had a chance to protest, she disappeared into the kitchen. 

What the hell had just happened? I’m not a bare-my-soul kind of guy. And where the fuck did that tear come from? I felt exposed and I don’t like feeling exposed. Especially in front of Sophie. Hopefully she bought my Kung Pao excuse. I didn’t need her throwing this back in my face. 

But as I thought more about what transpired it occurred to me that Sophie had been sitting patiently waiting for me to finish my story. When I turned toward her, I didn’t see a sly smirk or a mocking look. I saw watery eyes and a soft expression. Her words weren’t covered in a hard shell of sarcasm. They were gentle. Suddenly, I knew Sophie would never use my moment of weakness to her advantage. I felt safe and that scared the shit out of me. 
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I WAS UP and dressed early. I wasn’t meeting Bryson at class for another hour. With my phone in one hand and my yoga mat under my arm, I slowly eased open my bedroom door. Looking through the tiny crack, I scanned the hallway for any signs of life. There was no way I could face Doug after last night and before coffee this morning. 

For five years Doug Truman had been flirty, sophomorically funny, and often inappropriate. Last night he not only told me about his friendship with Hart, he showed me. The more Doug talked, the more I felt how much he loved and admired Hart. It radiated off of him. And when he spoke about Hope, Hart’s mother, it was as if he were telling me about the loss of his own mother. 

The pain in his voice broke my heart. Every part of my being wanted to climb into his lap and wrap my arms around him. I wanted to replace his sadness with comfort. My reaction scared the hell out of me. So, needless to say, I had to get away from him. I hid out in the kitchen for longer than necessary. Thank God he had gone to bed by the time I went back into the living room to finish cleaning up. 

That moment when our eyes locked something passed between us. I tossed and turned half the night trying to attach a name to it without success. The other half of the night I spent wondering what Doug was thinking. Would he bring it up? Would he want to talk about it? Would he ignore it? God, I hoped he ignored it. Maybe I was making too big of a deal out of this. But better to be safe than sorry. At some point during the wee hours of the morning, I decided avoidance was the best game plan. 

I tiptoed quietly passed Doug’s room, making it to the stairs without incident. Once downstairs I relaxed a little. All I needed was to grab my purse, then I’d be out the door and on my way to Starbucks. As I reached for the doorknob, I heard a bump coming from upstairs. Doug was up. I quickly opened the front door and ran right into Bryson.

“Argh!” I yelled. I listened for any noise from upstairs indicating that Doug had heard me, but there was none. I breathed a sigh of relief then glared at Bryson. Lowering my voice, I said, “What are you doing here? We were supposed to meet at class.”

She held a bag of what smelled like her famous fresh baked cinnamon rolls and two large coffees perched on top of a plastic container. “I brought breakfast and the Swiss chicken that we had for dinner last night,” she said, grinning and holding up the goodies.

“Why?”

“Because both our lives are so busy we don’t get to spend as much quality girl time together. My mom is watching Hope this morning and Hart is meeting the guys to play basketball. So I thought this was the perfect opportunity.” 

“I’m not hungry.”

She pushed past me and walked inside. “Please, you never turn down one of my homemade cinnamon rolls.”

I followed her into the kitchen, tossing my yoga mat and phone on the sofa. “Let’s go out for breakfast.”

Bryson walked to the counter and placed the goodies down. “That’s ridiculous. Grab a couple of plates while I put the chicken in the fridge.”

Reluctantly, I did what I was told. As I opened the cabinet and reached for the plates, I heard a loud gasp. Turning around I found Bryson staring at the inside of my fridge.

“What’s wrong?”

“You have food.” Her voice was full of shock and awe. 

“What’s wrong with that?”

She closed the fridge door. “Nothing for most people.”

I was getting more annoyed by the second. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You don’t know how to cook.”

“I may not be a chef like you, but I can cook.”

Bryson walked toward me, grabbed the plates and placed them on the table. “Do you remember the first time Hart and I had you over for dinner? I made pizza from scratch. You said and I quote, “I didn’t know you could make pizza at home.” 

Moving closer to the table, I said, “And your point?”

She unpacked the bag of warm cinnamon rolls and placed them on the plates. “Sophie, you’re Italian. I find it hard to believe at no time in your life did your grandmother not make homemade pizza.”

“That’s quite a racist statement.” 

“My apologies. Now sit down and tell me what’s new in your life.”

Bryson pulled out a chair and sat down. She wasn’t going anywhere. I shut the swinging kitchen door and the breakfast bar shutters, closing off the kitchen. I sat on the edge of my seat as I kept an ear out for any rumblings from Doug. I needed to get this girl time over and be out the door before he came downstairs. I wasn’t ready to deal with him and I sure wasn’t ready for my best friend to know he was here. 

“Sophie, is everything okay?” Bryson said, taking the top off of her coffee cup.

I tore off a big piece of roll and shoved it in my mouth. “Of course.” I swallowed hard. “I’m starving and you know how much I love everything you make.”

I heard the faint sound of Doug’s bathroom door shut. I looked over at Bryson for any indication that she heard it too.

“How’s work?”

Nope. She didn’t hear a thing. 

“Good.”

“Is the new executive chick still giving you trouble?”

“Here and there. It’s no big deal. I think we better get going.”

Bryson glanced at her phone. “We have plenty of time.”

“What about traffic?”

She looked at me with a mixture of confusion and concern. “What is up with you?”

I opened my mouth to answer when my secret came bounding down the stairs calling out my name. 

“Soph!”

Bryson’s eyebrows lifted to her hairline. “Yikes! You have company. I’m so sorry. I didn’t even notice there was another car parked outside.”

“Soph!” Doug yelled again. 

Leaning in, Bryson whispered, “That voice sounds familiar. Is it someone I know?”

Bryson may have heard a familiar voice, but all I could hear was the theme from Jaws as the great white shark got closer. 

Closing my eyes, I prayed.

Please don’t come in here. Please don’t come in here. Please don’t come in here.

The door swung open and Doug came into the kitchen. He was wearing a pair of dark basketball shorts with a gray T-shirt slung over his bare shoulder, and a pair of dark high top basketball shoes. His hair was haphazard and the scruff outlining his jaw was heavier than it had been last night. 

Bryson and I stared at each other with wide eyes and pursed lips.

“Good morning, roomie.” Doug passed behind me and playfully tugged my ponytail. “And Bry, Bry,” he said, heading toward the coffee maker.

Bryson finally blinked twice, no doubt not believing what she was seeing. “Doug?” 

After starting the coffee, he turned to face us and leaned back against the counter. “In the flesh.”

By the nonchalant way Doug was acting, it was obvious last night’s event had been forgotten or never experienced on his part. Which was great news. Fantastic. I mean, there he was really opening up to me and felt nothing. How could he have not felt anything? Was it so outside of his wheelhouse to connect with a female on a level that didn’t involve his dick? There was no way in hell last night was a one-sided alcohol-induced delusion on my part. 

“Soph, have you seen my balls?” Doug said, pouring milk into his coffee.

A loud choking cough flew out of Bryson’s mouth. 

“No! I’ve never seen your balls, Doug!” I protested.

“Well, that’s not my fault.” He snickered and walked toward the laundry room which was right off the kitchen. “I thought I left them down here. I’m shooting baskets with the guys this morning. Our other balls needed to be replaced, so I bought two new ones. They’ll kill me if I don’t bring them.” 

The expression on Bryson’s face was indescribable. I knew a thousand questions were rolling around her head wanting to escape all at once. When I agreed to let Doug stay here, I knew our friends would find out eventually. I wasn’t trying to hide anything. There was nothing to hide. This living arrangement was temporary, one person helping out another person thing. But I wanted to explain the situation myself and in my own time. With the “event” of last night, Bryson showing up unexpectedly this morning, and the dangerous lack of coffee in my system, I was not in the best of moods.

I cleared my throat and said, “Let’s go.”

The sound of things being moved around in the laundry room echoed through the kitchen. 

Bryson cocked an eyebrow. “We’re not going anywhere. Besides you’ve barely touched your breakfast.”

I bit off as much cinnamon roll as my mouth could hold, causing my cheeks to puff out like a chipmunk’s. 

“All done,” I said through a mouth full of food.

“Found them!” Doug shouted.

He walked into the kitchen carrying two brand new basketballs and placed them on the counter. My gaze fluttered toward him, watching each upper torso muscle ripple as he pulled his shirt over his head. While shoving his lean cut arms through the sleeves, he looked over at me and chuckled. “Gee, Soph, didn’t you get enough of an eye full last night?”

My eyes widened to twice their original size. I was unable to toss him a comeback since I was still working on swallowing a half pound of dough.

Doug picked up his coffee and resumed his position leaning back on the counter. “So what do you ladies have planned for today?”

Since I still couldn’t speak, Bryson answered. “Nothing much. Just a little girl talk.”

“Aces!” he replied with an overabundance of cheer in his voice.

The room fell silent. Bryson’s gaze swung back and forth between Doug and my still dough bloated face. 

After what seemed like a thousand years, Doug tilted his head way back, draining the last bit of coffee from the mug. “Aw, good to the last drop. Well, I would love to stay, but the guys are waiting, and I have errands to do. See y’all later.” 

I forced my eyes to stay put, but Bryson watched as Doug grabbed his balls and headed out the back door.

With the click of the door shutting, Bryson’s head slowly turned in my direction. In a steady and calm manner, she picked up her coffee, took a sip, and placed it back down. 

Two more hard swallows caused the last bit of roll to finally slide down my throat. With palms firmly planted, I pushed away from the table. “Well, I think we need to get going.”

“Oh, I think not,” Bryson said. “Now scoot your little patootie back up to the table and start talking.” 

“If we don’t leave now, we’re going to miss class.” 

“I’m not going anywhere until I find out what Doug and his balls are doing here.”

I blew out a defeated breath and pulled my chair back up to the table. “There really isn’t much to tell. He showed up at my door late Thursday night needing a place to stay.” 

“Hart told me about the condo flooding. But that doesn’t explain why Doug is here. He has other options. A hotel.”

“He doesn’t like them.”

“Colin.”

“He’s too much of a tight ass.”

“Ronnie and Ju…”

“Julia is not a fan,” I interrupted. 

Her beautiful facial features squished together. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot about the unicorn incident. He could stay with Hart and me.”

“Your extra bedroom is now Hope’s.”

“Sophie, it’s a three-bedroom house. We use the third room as an office, but there’s a large futon in there Doug could sleep on.” 

Hart and Bryson’s house was like a second home to me. I was in and out of that place all the time. How in the world had I forgotten about the third bedroom futon? Certainly, Doug could futon it for a few weeks. The thought caused a feeling of peace to wash over me. My life would return to its original orderly state.

“That’s an idea, but since he’s already unpacked his things and settled into a routine, Doug may as well stay here.”

Doug may as well stay here?

My lips were moving and it was my voice I heard, but these were not my words. These were the words of a person in the midst of temporary insanity. There was no other rational explanation. Suddenly, I heard the faint sound of my name being called.

“Earth to Sophie,” Bryson said. “So you’re good with Doug living here?”

Sitting up straighter, I squared my shoulders and donned what some might consider a defensive attitude. “No, I’m not good with Doug living here. But I’m not completely coldhearted you know.”

“I never said you were.”

“When a person whom I’ve known for a number of years and see on a semi-regular basis asks me for help, I’m more than okay extending the nicety. But I’m not good with it.” 

Bryson stared at me, her expression blank. “I think I follow that logic.” She placed her hand gently on top of mine. “Sophie, is there something you want to tell me?”

From the look in her eyes, I knew exactly what she was implying. I jerked my hand away. “No. No. No.” My pitch rising and falling with each denial. “We had Chinese and watched a movie.”

Her hands went up in surrender. “You don’t have to get all prickly. I thought that—.”

“Well, stop it.” I stood abruptly and marched my plate over to the sink.

“Don’t be mad at me. All I want is for you to be happy.” Bryson got up and started putting breakfast away.

“I’m not mad and I am happy,” I said while scrubbing the plate a little harder than necessary. 

Bryson appeared by my side and wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “Sophia Giavanna Cipriano, I can read you like a book. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

“Noticed what?”

“The way you look at Doug…”

I chuckled, but not in a humorous way. “I think you’ve been snorting too much baby powder.”

“And the way he looks at you.”

“It’s called leering, like perverts do.”

“The two of you have had a few close calls over the years. And with him being here…” 

“Are you serious right now? You think I have feelings for Doug? I mean, I do have feelings. Disdain is a feeling.”

“You can deny all you want. Just be careful with your heart.”

I turned and looked into the concerned eyes of my best friend. I knew deep down she meant well. Besides my grandmother, Bryson was the only other person in my life who loved me unconditionally. Knowing she always spoke from her heart made it difficult for me to stay mad at her for any length of time. 

“You have nothing to worry about. My heart is all locked up, safe and secure. Now let’s get going or we’ll lose our regular spot in class.”

And with that I walked out of the room, not waiting to hear her response. 
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HALFWAY DOWN THE stairs, I heard muffled voices coming from the kitchen. I breathed a sigh of relief knowing that the human buffer would prevent alone time with Sophie. What happened between us kept me up most of the night. After escaping to my room, I spent half the restless night thinking about our moment and the feelings it brought to the surface. The other half I spent thinking about Sophie in various stages of undress. So it wasn’t a total loss. 

As I got closer to the kitchen door, I recognized the other voice. It was Bryson, a soft buffer at best. My left eyelid twitched. A nervous tic I had developed at the tender age of eight when females became a part of my life. If it had been anyone else in there with Sophie, I’d have a more than decent shot at getting out of here unscathed. But Bryson was Sophie’s best friend and very protective. The way I saw it, there was a seventy-five percent chance things would get uncomfortable.

If I could have avoided going in there I would have, but I was meeting the guys. I needed coffee and my gym bag. My plan was to be adorably charming as usual, acting as if all was normal. And by the way things went, I’d say it had been a great success. 
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BY THE TIME I pulled into the parking lot of my high school alma mater, the guy’s cars were parked and they were inside. Hart, Colin, Ronnie, and I had some awesome times roaming these halls until our senior year. That was the year Hart moved, causing him to attend a school across town. It was also the year Hart’s mom got sick. Up until that point we all loved coming to this school.

Colin loved it so much that, once he graduated college, he applied for a teaching positon. He was the most beloved History teacher at Newberry High. There was a student waiting list to get into his class. And a line of single ladies comprised of faculty, staff, and parents who turned into giggling goo with a flash of his smile. That’s how we got use of the basketball court on the weekends. Colin worked his magic with the athletic director, Coach Willbanks, and he handed over the keys. Huh, I guess Colin’s powers extend beyond the ladies. 

Usually it was only the four of us, but today, Nick and John, Hart’s teammates from his wheelchair basketball team were joining us for a good old game of shirts versus skins.

As I entered the gym, I was greeted by the raspy voice of the man I admired the most in the world. “It’s about damn time! Get your balls over here!” Hart bellowed.

Laughter bounced off every wall as I made my way over to the guys. “Keep your panties on, sweetheart.”

“Why are you late, dude?” Ronnie said.

I dropped the two basketballs and sat down on one of the bleachers. “I had to look for my balls.”

The guys all exchanged knowing looks before bursting into laughter.

Colin was the first to compose himself. “Well, they are… Never mind. It’s too easy.”

“Dougie, before you left your place did you remember to give each ball a few good pumps… of air,” Ronnie barely got his lame ass joke out before laughter had his body convulsing. 

“Joke’s on you, asshole. You don’t pump your balls when jerking off.” I thought for a second, then scrunched my brows. “Do you?”

The guys erupted in laughter once again.

Hart rolled over to me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Now guys, let’s lay off our boy. Nick, John, you remember Doug and his tiny balls.” I shrugged Hart’s hand off my shoulder. “Let’s get down to business. Me, Colin, and Doug, shirts. You guys, skins. Everybody cool with that?”

We all grunted our approval. 

“By the way, my balls and dick are the right shape, length, and girth. And all are superior in function,” I said.

The guys held up their hands and backed away, groaning and shaking their heads. 

Hart grabbed one of the basketballs and hurled it toward Ronnie. “Y’all go warmup.” He turned his attention to me. “We love ya, man. That’s why we kid ya.”

“Yeah, I can feel the love,” I said sarcastically. 

I checked my shoes and retied them tighter, as Hart rolled toward the court. He had gotten only about three feet away from me when Nick rolled up to him. At first I wasn’t paying much attention to their conversation, but when I heard Sophie’s name my ears perked up. 

“I completely understand if you’re not cool with it. It’s just that ever since I saw her at one of our games, I haven’t been able to get her out of my head,” Nick said to Hart.

“I think it’s a great idea. Sophie is a handful, but an awesome handful. As long as you are up for the challenge, I say go for it.”

“Thanks, man. You wouldn’t happen to have her number, would you?”

“Remind me after the game and I’ll text it to you.” Hart gave Nick a friendly slap on the shoulder before joining the other guys. 

I didn’t know much about Nick, only that he was ex-military, got injured in Afghanistan putting him in the wheelchair, and he was the spitting image of Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson. He was also delusional if he thought a date with Sophie was in his future. 

As I formulated how to foil Nick’s plan, I watched him pull his tight T-shirt over his big head to reveal his bulging muscles. One of this dude’s arms was as big as my leg. A large dark tattoo draped over his entire shoulder. No Hello Kitty in sight. I inhaled a deep breath and slid down the bleacher toward him. 

“Hey, man, you ready to get your ass whipped?” Nick said jokingly. 

I chuckled. “Big talk, big guy.” I chuckled again. “Speaking of talking… I couldn’t help but overhear you and Hart.”

Nick stuffed his T-shirt into his duffle bag. “Oh yeah?”

Leaning forward, I placed my forearms on my knees. “So-o-o, Sophie.”

“What about her?”

“Great, gal. Great… great… great gal.”

Clutching the wheels, Nick turned his chair and massive chest toward me. “She seems great. I hope to get to know her a lot better.”

Prickly heat crawled up my neck.

“Listen, I feel I should tell you something. You know, one bro to another. I wouldn’t recommend getting involved in all that.” 

Nick’s dark eyes narrowed. “And why is that?” 

“Sophie is a lot to handle.”

His bright white teeth practically blinded me when he smiled. “I love the challenge of a strong woman.”

“Good. Good. Good. Good. But there are other things.”

“What other things?”

I motioned for him to come closer. He did. I looked around making sure the other guys were busy warming up and out of earshot. 

Inconspicuously, I raised my hand to my face and pointed to the area above my mouth. “Sophie has a follicular mustachification in the lipular area.”

“Dude, what are you talking about?”

“It’s not something you want to wake up to. It can get pretty wooly.”

“Well, when I saw her, her lips looked fine. In fact, they were hot,” he said.

My shoulder muscles tensed as my right leg bounced frantically. With my palms flat, I pressed on my thighs in an attempt to keep my hands from curling into fists. This dude wasn’t backing down easily.

I chuckled, covering up the fury simmering just below the surface. 

“That’s not the only issue. There is also a crotchal situation.”

“Doug, do you have something going on with Sophie? Because if you do…”

“She has a fire crotch,” I blurted.

“Wait, I don’t think we’re talking about the same Sophie.”

“There’s only one Sophie.”

“Well, my Sophie has gorgeous black hair.”

My jaw automatically clenched. Where did he get off claiming her? If anything she was mine.

“Same woman,” I said annoyed.

“Do you even know the definition of fire crotch?”

“Uh… Yeah. It means if your dick gets anywhere near her, it’ll melt right off.”

Laughter roared out of Nick. “It means a person is a redhead. Everywhere.”

My eyes squinted. “Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent, dude. Wait a sec, you’ve been fucking with me this whole time, haven’t you.” His big hand landed hard against my shoulder, causing me to lurch forward. “Hart said you were hilarious.”

“Are you ladies going to chat all day or play?!” Colin hollered.

“Coming!” Nick rolled away laughing, while I felt the agony of defeat. 

A few seconds later I dragged myself onto the basketball court. Hart immediately tossed me the ball and the game was on. Dodging my opponents, I dribbled down the court, ending with a lay-up into the basket. I grabbed the ball with the full intention of passing to Ronnie. Unfortunately, my aim was a little lower and the ball ended up slamming into the side of Nick’s head.

Oops.

“Fuck!” Nick whimpered as he rubbed the side of his oversized cranium. 

Pussy.

Hart rolled over with a look of concern painted on his face. “Nick, you all right, man?”

“Yeah, I’m good.” Nick looked at me. “You need to work on your passing skills, dude.”

“Yeah, Doug, we’re playing basketball not dodgeball,” Colin said.

As I jogged away, I said, “You gotta man up to play a man’s game.” 

For the next hour and a half, I ran, jumped, and sweated my ass off. As I was leaving, I spotted Hart with phone in hand, huddled up with Nick. No doubt giving him Sophie’s number.
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SINCE I WAS drenched in my manly juices, I decided to stop at home to take a quick shower before running my errands. When I pulled up to the house and saw Sophie’s car wasn’t in the driveway, I was both happy and disappointed. 

Weird.

I grabbed my duffle bag and headed straight upstairs. Once in my room, I kicked off my shoes, throwing my soaked socks on the pile of clothes that was climbing up the wall in the corner. As I made my way to the bathroom, I peeled off my T-shirt. I tossed the shirt over the shower curtain rod and turned on the water. While I waited for the water to heat up, I noticed I was out of towels. Since Sophie wasn’t home and I needed to replenish my towel supply, I decided it was the perfect time to do a little investigating. I’d stop when I found the towels.

The first door I opened was a home office. No towels there. I walked a little farther and eyed a door that was obviously a linen closet. What got my attention was the last door. A door that was slightly ajar. It had to be the entrance into her lair. As I peeked into the room, I was very careful not to move the door. Knowing Sophie, she probably measured how wide she left it open. The room was decorated mainly in different shades of gray with pops of purple and violet coming from the comforter, pillows on the bed, and a big chair in the corner. 

Easing my head between the door and frame, to get a better look-see, I noticed Sophie’s phone on the dresser. Strange, she forgot to take it with her. All of a sudden, the screen flashed before going back again. My eyes shifted from side to side. I wasn’t sure why. Probably because what I was about to do was shifty. I slipped all the way into the room. As if having a mind of their own, one hand picked up the phone, while the other hand pressed down on the home button. The screen lit up with a text from Nick. 

 

555-5000: Hey, Sophie. This is Nick. Hart’s friend. Would you like to go out to dinner sometime?

 

What kind of man would ask a woman like Sophie out on a date via text? A fucking classless one. I knew my gut instinct was right about this dude. No way was he good enough for Soph. Too bad he didn’t get the point after our little talk. Once again, I was going to have to intervene. I had to protect Soph from this obvious loser. I pressed my fingertip down on the text, causing the “reply now” box to appear. 

 

Me as Sophie: Sorry, Rick, I have no recollection of you.

555-5000: It’s Nick. I play on Hart’s basketball team.

Me as Sophie: Oh yeah. Thick neck Nick. I have to give you a big no on dinner.

555-5000: Sorry to hear that. If it helps to change your mind, Hart really likes the idea and thinks we’d hit it off.

 

This motherfucker wasn’t going down without a fight. And Hart, my supposed best friend, was not helping matters with his ringing endorsement of this ill-fated relationship. 

 

Me as Sophie: I’m a lesbian.

555-5000: ??? Hart never mentioned that.

 

Out of nowhere, a noise came from the bathroom startling the shit out of me. Sweat popped out over my palms, causing the phone to slip and slide as I desperately tried to hold onto it. Once I had a descent grip, my fingers flew over the letters.

 

Me as Sophie: I just flipped last week. Hart doesn’t know. Don’t out me. See ya.

 

I fumbled with the phone as if it were a hot potato. It occurred to me, Sophie would see the texts. Another noise came from the bathroom. Panic coursed through my body. Then miracles of all miracles, the entire home screen came to life. Thank you iOS fuck up. I quickly deleted the damning evidence before setting the phone back down on the dresser. Before my brain communicated to my legs to get the hell out of there, Sophie emerged from her bathroom with her hair up, wearing only a towel. 

She looked up, saw me, and screamed. “Get out!”

I froze. Shock and horror permeated to my very bones. Sophie’s face turned red as a beet. But anger wasn’t the only thing on her face. Below her slender nose stuck a long strip of white paper.

“Holy shit, you really do have a mustachification,” I said dazed.

Sophie grabbed one of the purple pillows off her bed and hurled it at me. “I said get out! And I do not have a mustache!”

“Then what is that thing above your lip?”

She picked up another pillow that I thought she was going to throw at me, but instead she held it in front of her mouth. 

“You were supposed to be out all day! How dare you invade my privacy!”

“I needed to take a quick shower!”

“Then why are you skulking around?!” she yelled behind the pillow.

“I’m out of towels, Yosemite Sam! I had no idea you were home transitioning into a woman. Where’s your car?”

“The emergency light came on after yoga class, so Bryson followed me to the auto place then brought me home! I swear, Doug, if you tell anyone about this…”

“Shouldn’t you be twisting the end of your stache between your fingers while making idle threats?” 

A loud growl exploded out of Sophie as another pillow came flying through the air. I ducked in time for it to whiz over my head. I stepped back intending to leave but stopped. 

Smiling, I said, “This is like our thing. You caught me naked coming out of the bathroom. Now I’m catching you…”

“Get out!” Sophie screamed, slamming the door in my face. 

Not wanting to leave on a sour note, I said, “Soph, you look really hot in that towel! So much so, that it almost distracts completely from the caterpillar crawling above your lip!”

Suddenly, the door flew open and a furious Sophie appeared. She charged, chasing me down the hall. I flew into my bedroom and quickly closed the door. Pressing my ear against the wood, I listened for any indication that she was back in her room. I slowly eased the door open. Scoping out the area, I ascertained the coast was clear, before making a mad dash to my bathroom.
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AFTER YESTERDAY’S MORTIFYING incident I did my best to avoid Doug. It was pretty easy since he texted me saying that he wouldn’t be home until later in the evening. I kept busy cleaning the entire downstairs and doing two loads of laundry. I made myself a chicken salad sandwich and grabbed a glass of wine before heading up to spend the rest of the night in my room binge-watching TV. 

Gone was the anxiety of the tender moment Doug and I shared last night. It had been sufficiently replaced by humiliation now that he was privy to my female maintenance regime. But today was a new day and I couldn’t spend it locked in my room.

I pulled on my big girl panties along with baggy red sweat pants. Slipped on an oversized black sweatshirt and black and white polka dot socks. I gathered my hair into a high ponytail, inhaled a deep breath, and headed downstairs. I was halfway down the steps when I saw the top of Doug’s head. He was sitting on the sofa. Standing tall, I squared my shoulders and moved forward. As I got closer it was obvious he was still in his pj’s, a navy blue T-shirt and gray pants. Even from my vantage point, everything looked soft and cuddly. 

Soft and cuddly?

I shook my head flinging the stupid thoughts right out of it. 

Trotting down the remaining steps, I zipped past Doug without uttering a word. In the kitchen, I made a mug of coffee and a slice of cheese toast before heading back into the living room. I planted myself in the comfy overstuffed chair across from Doug. Glancing over at him, I noticed he had on a pair of dark-rimmed glasses. That was new to me. It was also sexy as hell, sending all sorts of chills and thrills inside and outside of my body. His sock covered feet were propped up on the coffee table while he focused on the magazine he was holding. 

I took a sip of coffee followed by a bite of crunchy toast. My chewing filled the quiet room, sounding like I had a mouthful of rocks. Doug didn’t look up or say a word. There was no acknowledgment whatsoever that I had entered the room. However, I knew his game. He was toying with me, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. No doubt he had come up with some real zingers about what he witnessed. 

But I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. Doug had greatly underestimated me. I was no sitting duck. I put my coffee and what was left of my toast on the coffee table. I leaned back, sat up tall, and braced myself for the onslaught of jokes and smartass remarks.

I cleared my throat dramatically. “Okay, let’s get it over with.”

Doug’s bright green eyes peered over the top of the magazine. “Good morning, Sunshine.” I heard the joy in his voice. “Get over what?”

I huffed. “You know.”

“No idea what you’re talking about.” He still hadn’t put down the magazine. 

“Quips, puns, witticisms, side-ticklers, wisecracks, etc.”

“Ab-ou-ou-ou-t?”

“Really, Doug? You’re going to make me say it?”

He finally laid the magazine down on his lap. “Soph, this—” —his index finger swung between us— “is Vegas.”

My eyes closed as I tried to tamp down my annoyance. “What?”

“You and I are Vegas, baby. What happens between us, stays between us.”

I opened my mouth to come back with a sharp retort. But when my eyes met his, I saw a strange yet sweet gleam. An unfamiliar sensation warmed my body, causing me to believe deep down that we were Vegas.

“Well, okay then. Thanks. You know lots of women have to do it. I don’t have to, but I choose to. It’s just a little bit of peach fuzz. Not really even noticeable.”

He raised his hand stopping my rambling. “No explanation necessary.” 

Doug gave me a sweet smile before going back to reading his magazine. 

Leaning forward, I grabbed my coffee and was able to see the name of the magazine. 

“Biotech Today?” Confusion laced my voice. “What are you doing reading a magazine like that?”

His gaze lifted. “Because I’m a biotechnologist.”

Laugher and a tiny bit of coffee squirted out of my mouth. “Get the fuck outta here.”

“You get the fuck outta here,” he teased. 

“I thought you worked for a food company,” I said.

“I do.”

“I’ve known you for five years. How did I not know this?”

“You never asked.”

“You’re serious?”

“Yep.”

“You must have to be incredibly intelligent to be in that field.” He shrugged his shoulders like it was no big deal. I knew I was probably pushing it since he’d been nice to give me a reprieve on what he saw in my room, but I had to ask, “Then why do you act like that?” 

“Like what?”

I chuckled. “You know… Like you.”

He closed the magazine. “Do you even know what biotechnology is?”

My eyes squinted and my nose crinkled. “I don’t know the official definition.”

“That bread you’re eating… Any idea where it came from?”

I glanced at my toast and then back to Doug. “Whole Foods?”

“Biotechnology provides products and technologies to combat debilitating and rare diseases, reduce our environmental footprint, feed the hungry, use less and cleaner energy, and have safer, cleaner and more efficient industrial manufacturing processes. It has a long history of use in food production and processing. Fermentation, which is a form of biotechnology, has been used to produce wine, beer, and bread.”

“I’m liking it already.” I tossed him a slight smile and waggled my eyebrows.

“Selective breeding of essential foods such as rice, corn, and wheat have created thousands of local varieties with improved yield compared to their wild ancestors. I work for Bio Organic. We help underprivileged communities here in the US and third world countries, teaching them and providing financial assistance for sustainable organic farming.”

“So you work to stop hunger and feed the world?” 

“You know what they say, “Give a man a fish, he will eat for a day. Show a man how to fish, he can get his own then you can go home early.”

“That is so not what they say.”

“You sure?” I nodded my response. “No matter. You get my drift.”

“Who are you?” 

He smirked. “The star of your wet dreams.”

“And he’s back, ladies and gentlemen.” I raised my coffee mug as if I were toasting.

Doug crossed his arms over his chest, his biceps stretching out the relaxed material. “Why are you so shocked at my career?”

I held my index finger up while taking a long drink. I needed a few seconds to come up with a better answer than, “Because I got the impression you were sorely lacking in brain cells.” Tilting my head all the way back, I drained the last bit of coffee from my mug.

“Aw, good to the last drop,” I said.

“So why the shock?”

He wasn’t going to let this go. 

“I thought science guys were supposed to be nerds who wore high-waisted pants and pocket protectors.”

“Oh, I thought it was because you thought I was stupid.”

“Whatever gave you that idea?”

“The fact that you call me idiot and moron is a pretty good clue.”

The most innocent expression I could possibly muster spread across my face. “Endearing pet names.”

Narrowing his eyes, Doug shook his head then picked up his magazine and flipped through the pages. Reaching toward the coffee table, I grabbed my iPad and brought up the day’s news. For several minutes, the two of us sat in an easy and comfortable silence. 

“What time do you want to leave for Hart and Bryson’s?” Doug said.

“What are you talking about?”

“Dinner. You’re going, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, since you’re without a car I figured I’d give you a ride.”

Even though it made more sense that we ride together, I didn’t want to take Doug up on his offer. He’d only been here for a few days and somehow was worming his way into my life a bit too much and too fast for my taste. I needed to make sure he stayed on the outside. If I accepted his offer today, I would be allowing him more access to my private life. 

“That’s okay, I’ll Uber.” I heard the ruffle of paper. Looking up, I was met by bright green eyes. “Why are you staring at me?”

“Soph, it doesn’t make sense for you to Uber when we’re going to the same place at the same time.”

“I have something to do beforehand.”

“What?”

“Errands.”

“I’ll take you.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.” My gaze dropped back down to my iPad.

“I’m going to bug you until you say yes, so you may as well give in now.”

I huffed out a deep breath. “I think you need to respect boundaries. Just because we’re cohabitating at the moment doesn’t mean my private life is an open book.”

“These errands you have to do… are they to buy lady products?” He loud whispered the last two words.

I rolled my eyes. “No.”

“It’s only a ride, Soph. I’ll mind my own business and just drive. I’ll even close my eyes if you want.” 

We exchanged smiles.

He had a point and it would be a lot easier and quicker to have a car at my disposal instead of waiting on one. 
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TO HIS CREDIT, Doug drove without giving me the third degree when we stopped at the Italian bakery or the florist. And never asked me what was in the large tote bag I carried. But I knew he’d have questions about the final stop before heading to our friend’s house. I was about to share a part of my life that I rarely did except with Bryson. 

“Turn left at the next entrance, behind the Lowcountry Assisted Living sign. You can park in the back lot. It’s easier,” I directed him. 

Doug took in the sights as he searched for a parking space. He pulled into a spot and turned the car off. Before he had a chance to speak, my door was open, and I was gathering up my things.

“You don’t need to come in,” I said pushing my purse onto my shoulder.

“I don’t mind.”

Holding the bouquet and bakery bag in one hand, I said, “I won’t be too long.”

“Soph…”

As I reached for the tote bag, my purse slipped off my shoulder, causing me to almost drop everything. While fumbling, I felt Doug behind me. His large hand reached around me, bringing his mouth dangerously close to my ear. 

“Let me help you,” he whispered, his warm breath sending tingles all over my body. 

Doug grabbed the tote and stepped back. I straightened and readjusted my purse. 

Extending my hand, I said, “Thanks. I can take that now.”

“Damn, woman, you’re hardheaded.” And with that, he slung the tote over his shoulder, turned, and walked toward the building.

I power walked across the parking lot trying to catch up with him. “Hold up! You don’t even know where you’re going.”

Doug was waiting on me at the door with a huge smile spread across his face. He opened the door and I silently walked through and down the hallway leaving him in my dust.

Anxiety gripped my chest the closer I got to the room. My intention wasn’t to hide the reason I was here from Doug. After all, I accepted the ride. Except for that one moment the other night, our relationship was full of jokes, insults, and flirting. And I was about to give him access to a part of my life that wasn’t a joke. The door was ajar when I got to the room. I lightly knocked at the same time poking my head inside the room. 

She was sitting in her wheelchair, looking out the large double window. The pale yellow prayer shawl that one of the ladies at church knitted for her was draped around her small, frail body. 

“Ciao, Nonnina,” I said in a sing-song tone.

She turned toward me, her face lighting up with a sweet smile.

My grandmother raised her thin arms waiting for a hug. “Bella stella.”

I put everything I was holding down on the dresser and walked over to her. Bending down, I wrapped my arms around her. My cheek brushed against the gray bun twisted on top of her head. When I pulled back to look at her, she took my face into her hands, like always, and beamed up at me before planting a kiss on each cheek.

There was a soft knock on the door. I knew it was Doug without looking.

“Nonnina, ho portato un amico,” I said, letting her know the stranger standing in her doorway was with me.

I motioned for Doug to come inside the room. With a slightly confused look on his face, he walked in, placing the tote on the end of the bed.

“Doug, this is my grandmother, Giavanna Cipriano. Nonnina, questo è Doug Truman.”

“Very nice to meet you, Mrs. Cipriano.” Doug took her hand and placed a light kiss on the back of it. 

Nonnina’s cheeks pinked up and her eyelashes fluttered behind her glasses. 

“Sophia, lui è molto bello e affascinante,” she said, eyeing Doug up and down. 

Doug stood next to me smirking. “Granny thinks I’m hot.”

“For your information, she said you could stand a shower and a bottle of mouthwash.”

“Nah. No matter the age or the language I can tell when a woman finds me scorching.” 

“Bella stella, don’t tease your special friend,” Nonnina said in her thick Italian accent. 

The shocked look on Doug’s face was priceless. “You speak English?”

“Eh, a little.” She winked.

“Don’t let her fool you. She speaks perfect English. She just likes to test me,” I said smiling.

Doug’s face reddened. “So you understood the hot comment?”

“I did.”

“Um… I’m sorry. I meant no disrespect.”

My grandmother took Doug’s hand in hers. “None taken, caro ragazzo.”

In less than five minutes Doug had my sweet grandmother thinking he was a dear boy. This wasn’t a good sign for me. She had that same twinkle in her eye whenever a male doctor or staff person popped in while I was visiting. I knew without a doubt she was going to do her best to bring Doug and I together. 

Nonnina understood and supported my decision to focus on my career, but she was old school, and wanted me to marry sooner rather than later. She had been married to the love of her life for fifty-one years and she wanted me to find mine. She was a strong woman who treasured family above all. She had her opinions, but ultimately my grandfather was the head of their household. Nonnina knew I wasn’t close to either of my parents and she wanted to make sure I had someone to take care of me when she was gone. Although, I told her in no uncertain terms that I didn’t need someone to take care of me, I couldn’t be mad at her love for me. 

“Sophia, I see you brought a bag from Toffino’s.” 

“Of course, Nonnina.” I walked to the dresser to get the bag of goodies. As I made my way back to my grandmother, I looked inside the bag. “I brought you a little bit of all your favorites. Amaretti cookies, biscotti to have with your tea, and cannoli.”

Clasping her hands together, my grandmother’s pale violet eyes lit up like a Christmas tree. “Grazie mille. You always bring the most wonderful goodies. Now get the good plates in the cabinet.”

“You mean your china?” I said a bit confused.

“Sì.”

“Nonnina, there’s no need for your china. We can use napkins.”

“Sophia Giavanna, we have a special guest. Please get four plates. You can put the goodies on one and we will use the others.”

A slight smirk crossed Doug’s face.

Jackass.

While I did as I was told, Nonnina directed Doug to the small bistro table in the corner of her room.

“Douglas, please move that chair so I can roll up to the table, then sit down by me.”

“Your wish is my command, Mrs. Cipriano.”

When I turned around with plates and cookies in hand, my sweet little grandmother was cozying up with my pain in the ass.

Placing the plates on the table, I said, “Here ya go.”

“Grazie, bellissima,” Nonnina said taking my hand. “You know where they have the coffee and tea in the sunroom?”

“Sì.”

“I’d like my usual tea. And Douglas, what would you like?”

Doug looked at me, smiling like the cat who swallowed the canary. It was quite obvious my grandmother was enamored of him and he knew it.

“I too would like a spot of tea, Sophia Giavanna.” He winked. 

Smug bastard.

Against my better judgment, I headed out of Nonnina’s room and down the hallway to get tea, all the while wishing I had a shot of something much stronger. 
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WHEN IT WAS clear Sophie was out of range, her grandmother turned toward me with a sweet smile lighting up her face.

“I’m so glad my Sophia brought you today, Douglas.”

“Actually, I brought her. She’s having car trouble.”

“Oh dear, I hope it’s nothing serious. I worry about her. She never tells me when she’s having trouble.”

“She’s pretty independent,” I said.

She leaned in like she was going to tell me a secret. “And stubborn.”

“That she is. But you don’t have anything to worry about. Soph is a smart lady. Besides, I’ll keep an eye on her.”

She sat back in her chair with a look of contentment and pushed the plate of Italian goodies toward me. 

“So Douglas, did you grow up here?”

I picked up one of the cream-filled cannoli. “Some would say I haven’t grown up yet. But yes, my family moved to town when I was a kid.”

She handed me a napkin. “And your family… are they still in town?”

“No, ma’am.” Running my finger around the edge of the pastry, I scooped up a heap of cream on the tip, then stuck it in my mouth. “Well, my brother lives here, but my parents live in Florida.”

“What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a biotechnologist,” I said with a mouth full of pastry. 

“Oh my. That’s very impressive.” 

“Eh, it’s a living.” I continued to eat.

“You must make a very good living. Certainly enough to provide you with a good home and car. Not to mention a good pension plan.” 

I was beginning to get the impression that this was more than chit-chat to pass the time until Soph got back.

“I don’t want to brag, but I do all right.” I smiled.

Her shoulders shook slightly as a small laugh floated from her ruby red lips. 

“Sophia has never mentioned you to me before. How long have you known each other?” 

“Oh, about five years.” 

“She’s beautiful both inside and out. Don’t you think?”

I shifted in my chair. “Yes, ma’am.”

Not that I’ve seen the inside beauty.

“The two of you seem very comfortable with each other,” she continued. 

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “Like I said, we’ve known each other for a long time.”

“Yes. Five years. How many of those years have you been taken with my granddaughter?”

I shoved the last bit of cannoli in my mouth and sat up straight. “Excuse me?”

“Taken. Smitten. Fancy. Carry a torch. Crush. Have the… um… hots for. Is that the term?”

My jaw went slack. “Yes, ma’am. That’s the term.” 

With an aura of innocence, she blinked a couple of times waiting for my response.

“Well, Douglas, how many years?”

My gaze frantically swung between this sweet, but nosey, old lady and the door, wondering what the hell was keeping Sophie. It was just tea for God’s sake. 

I scooted to the edge of my chair. “Maybe I should go see if Sophie needs help.”

She grabbed my arm with one hand while waving the other hand dismissively. “No, no, no. Sophia will be back soon enough. Although, there are quite a few handsome and successful doctors who routinely roam the premises. Perhaps she’s caught the eye of one of them.”

The old lady peered at me, looking for any signs of jealousy. Well, she was out of luck. I didn’t have a jealous bone in my body. I didn’t even know the meaning of the word jealous. The idea of Soph with some douche doctor was ridiculous. 

I tilted my head from side to side, loosening my muscles that had all of a sudden become tense.

Soph needed a man who would challenge her. Set her ablaze with desire. Any doctor I ever met was uptight and boring. 

As time ticked by and still no Sophie, the air in the room got stifling, making it harder to breathe. A few drops of sweat trickled down the back of my hot neck. My jaw ached from the hard clench it was in. And I felt lightheaded. I must have caught some kind of old person sickness. Holding the edge of the table, I shimmied my head and shoulders, trying to shake off the symptoms.

“Douglas, are you feeling all right?”

I blinked a couple of times to clear my noggin. “Yeah. I’m fine. Why?”

“You look a little green around the gills.” She placed her hand on top of mine. “I hope I didn’t upset you.”

“I’m not upset.”

“You seem upset.”

“Why would I be upset?” 

“I don’t blame you. The idea of losing someone you’re meant to be with can cause discomfort, physically and emotionally.”

I chuckled. “With all due to respect, I think it’s time for your medication.”

“My Sophia has spent many years building walls. This I blame on her mother, my ex-daughter-in-law.” She rolled her eyes. “Sophia appears hard on the outside, but is really soft on the inside. She loves deeply and hurts deeply. All that’s needed is a little patience.” 

I cleared my throat. “Mrs. Cipriano…”

“Call me Nonnina.” She smiled.

“Um… I’m very fond of your granddaughter, but…”

“And she is very fond of you, Douglas.”

“That’s debatable.”

Suddenly, the unmistakable sound of Sophie’s high heels came clicking down the hall and into the room. I was always happy to see Sophie, but no more so than at that moment. 

I jumped out of my chair and met her in the middle of the room. “Soph! Let me help you.” I took the tray with the hot tea, sugar, and creamer on it. Placing the tray on the table, I indicated my chair. “Soph, sit down and spend time with your grandmother.” My words came out at lightning speed.

Sophie stared at me as she slowly slid into the chair. “Okay, keep your pants on.”

My eyes opened wide as nervous laughter bubbled from my mouth. 

My gaze swung to Nonnina. “I’ll have you know, I always keep my pants on around your granddaughter.”

“Doug!” Sophie snapped.

“I mean, she’s never seen me without my pants. Well, except for a couple of…”

“Doug!” Sophie shouted.

“Uh… I need some air. I’ll take my drink and go wait in the hallway.” I took a few steps away, then doubled back. “A cookie would go nice with the tea.”

I fumbled with the delicacy before making a beeline out the door to the safety of the hallway where the air was clear. 

For the next forty-five minutes, I roamed the halls of the assisted living facility. It wasn’t at all what I expected. Instead of being dreary and depressing, it was bright, cheery, and full of life. I chatted about the good ‘ol days with a couple of old dudes and eyed a few cute nurses before getting a text from Sophie telling me she was ready to leave. 

When I got to the room, I stopped in the doorway and watched Sophie and her grandmother. Their arms were wrapped around each other. Neither in any rush to break the hug. Nonnina pulled back, cupped Sophie’s face in her hands, and brought their foreheads together. She said something to Sophie, too softly for me to hear. But by the emotion on Sophie’s face, it was obvious the words touched her heart. Seemingly sensing I was there, Sophie looked up, and locked eyes with me. She wasn’t crying, but her eyes were very watery. 

Sophie straightened. “Ti voglio bene.”

“Ti voglio bene anch’io,” Nonnina said with a tremble in her voice. 

Nonnina’s misty eyes followed Sophie as she grabbed her things and walked out the door. Sophie passed me without uttering a word.

“Douglas, come give me a hug before you go.”

I walked over, bent down, and gave the frail lady a gentle hug. Nonnina mimicked the same movement she had done with her granddaughter. Cupping the sides of my face, she looked deep into my eyes.

“You take care of my Sophia,” she whispered.

I kept my voice low and reassured her. “I will.”

Nonnina smiled, placed a kiss on my forehead, and let go of me.

As Sophie and I walked in silence to the car, I stole a few glances. To the naked eye she was fine, but I knew better. I could see and feel how much love Sophie had for her grandmother. This was a different Sophie. One that she rarely, if ever, showed to anyone besides her grandmother and probably Bryson. 

I opened the door to the passenger side of the car and Sophie quietly slid into the seat. When I got behind the wheel, she surprisingly broke the silence.

“Thank you for bringing me here today,” she said with a quiver in her voice.

“No problem. I had fun. Your grandmother is a special lady.”

Keeping her gaze aimed straight ahead, she said, “Yes, she is. After my parent’s divorce, I bounced back and forth between their respective places. But the only place I felt at home was my grandparent’s house. I loved being there with them. The smells alone from Nonnina’s kitchen would make your mouth water and stomach growl. She had the patience of a saint trying to teach me how to make traditional Italian dishes like chicken parm, steak pizzaiola, and braciole. Not to mention the fresh pasta.”

On cue, a very loud rumble came roaring from my stomach. “Apparently, the mere mention of her food has an effect.” We exchanged slight smiles. “Wait a second. You know how to cook?”

The corners of her mouth drooped. “No. The lessons never stuck. But I don’t think that time was really about learning to cook. It was her way of letting me know I had a home filled with unconditional love and tradition. I don’t know what I’d do without her. Leaving her gets harder each time. Even saying goodbye to her on the phone every night is…”

Her voice cracked, not letting her finish the last sentence. I was mesmerized by her. I stayed silent and thought, Nonnina spoke the truth. Her granddaughter was beautiful inside and out.

“God, I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this,” she said with a sniffle.

Sophie turned her head in my direction. A small tear spilled down her face. Before she had a chance to catch it, I raised my hand, and ran my finger across her soft cheek, wiping the tear away. 

“It’s nice to see the softer side of you,” I said, my voice low.

She pulled her gaze from mine, and said, “Don’t get used to it.”

But it was too late. I was already used to it. I wanted more of it. And that scared the bejesus out of me.
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AFTER THE VISIT with Nonnina, Doug and I went to Hart and Bryson’s for dinner. Neither one of us spoke to the other much, using our friends as buffers. It was as if we both needed space to process what had happened in the car. In a very short period of time, my view of Doug was shifting. There were moments I saw a real person behind his cockiness. Maybe even someone I could be friends with. 

For example, the next day when I went to work, I found out I had to go on a short unexpected business trip. I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of leaving my house in the hands of Doug, but I had no choice. 

Since my car was still in the shop at the time, he drove me to the airport. All the way there Doug quizzed me on whether or not I had my tickets, had I already checked in online, etc. At first it was annoying, but then I thought, he was trying to be a friend and make sure I was all set for my trip. Regardless that I’m a grown woman who has gotten along by herself for many years and didn’t need his help. 

While I was gone, he made a point of FaceTiming me each night, walking around the house so I could see that everything was in its spot and no wildness had taken place. Oddly enough, I trusted what he was showing me. And when I ubered home from the airport today, I was surprised to see my car parked in the driveway with what appeared to be new tires. That was odd. Burt, my mechanic, never mentioned new tires.

I walked into an empty house. Doug had only been living my house for a week, yet somehow it felt strange for him not to be here. It was probably just the side effects of finally getting the promotion I’d been waiting on, and that I had my car back.

While away, I spoke with Bryson a few times. She knew how much I wanted the promotion, so it was only right for her to be the first one to hear the news. Plus, she gave me updates on my roomie and if my house was indeed still standing. She left me a voicemail this morning before I boarded the plane, telling me to meet her and Julia at The Cocktail Club tonight. Bryson was an amazing woman, mother, wife, and friend, but a lousy secret keeper. She giggled all the way through her message. So I knew she had something up her sleeve. Not wanting to douse her sweet enthusiasm, I played along.

I took a cat-nap, then showered. I changed into my black sleeveless shift dress and patent leather black heels. My jewelry was a pair of silver hoop earrings and a few bangles stacked around my wrist. I smoked up my eyes, lightly brushed on some blush, and glossed my lips. I checked myself out in the mirror, liked what I saw, and decided to leave my hair down. Wrapping my black shawl around my shoulders, I grabbed my clutch and was out the door.

As I pulled into the crowded parking lot, I spotted Bryson’s car. Luckily, the spot right next to her was empty, so I parked there. I got out of my car and scanned the parking lot for Julia’s car, but didn’t see it. I made my way across the concrete lot toward the historic brick building. 

Walking through the entrance was like stepping back in time. The Cocktail Club was housed in the historic Upper King Street building. The custom bar was made of reclaimed wood salvaged from the original structure, which dated back to 1881. Exposed walls showcased original beams and doors. And the three lounge areas were decorated with leather sofas, chairs, and fireplaces. I loved the history of the place, not to mention the drinks were works of art. 

Bryson met me at the door as soon as I entered.

“Hey, Miss Executive!” She wrapped her arms around me. “I knew it was going to happen. It was just a matter of when.”

There are very few people in your life who are truly happy for you when something good happens. Bryson was one of those people. She was so excited, it was as if she had gotten the promotion. 

I returned her hug. “Thank you for that and for this. I needed a girl’s night out. This week has been great but exhausting.”

She pulled away beaming at me. “I’m so proud of you.”

“I’m kind of proud of myself.” The corners of my mouth curled up into a big grin. “Where’s Julia?”

“She’s already at our table.” Bryson hesitated for a moment. “I have a little surprise for you.”

The corners of my mouth unraveled into a long frown. “Bryson, you know I don’t like surprises.”

“Yadda, yadda, yadda. It’ll be fun.”

She took me by the hand and led me through the place. We weaved through the crowd toward the small stage that was used for live music on Saturday nights. In front of the stage was a large table where Julia along with the rest of my friends sat. Ronnie sat next to Julia. Hart sat at one end of the table, while Colin was at the other end, with of all people, Hazel perched next to him. I was glad Colin wouldn’t be the third wheel tonight. Apparently that honor was bestowed upon me, because there was no sign of Doug. I hated the disappointment I felt in the pit of my stomach. 

“Congratulations, Sophie!” they all said in unison. 

“Thanks, guys.”

“This is a good surprise, right?” Bryson said.

“This is an awesome surprise.” I draped my arm around her shoulders and gave her a sideways hug. 

Bryson took the seat next to her husband, then patted the empty one next to her for me to sit in. 

I slid into the chair. “I can’t believe you guys did this.”

“There was no way we could let your promotion go without celebrating,” Hart said. Then turning toward Bryson, he continued. “I talked with your mom. Hope is having a blast.”

“Of course she is, my parents spoil her rotten.”

Hart clamped his hands and rubbed his palms together. “Okay, let the celebration commence. Drinks. We need drinks.”

He motioned to the waiter that we were ready. As the others put in their drink orders, I scanned the room. My gaze landed on Doug, hands gripping the edge of the bar as he leaned in, smiling at the purple haired woman on the other side. He spoke and flashed his smile at her. Her head tilted backward in laughter. And my blood went from a low simmer to a full-on boil. I mean, really, this was my night. Couldn’t he shut down his carnal need long enough to focus on what was important. Namely me. 

“Uh, ma’am?” a deep voice said, getting my attention.

“What?” My gaze shifted from The Bachelor show to a tall lanky, young guy with his hand poised to take my order.

“Your drink order?” 

“Oh. Sorry. I’ll have a Bellini and keep ‘em coming.”

While the rest of the table chatted, I caught Doug out the corner of my eye sauntering toward us. With the look on his face, he must have done well with Miss Purple Ponytail. As Doug got closer, I directed all my attention on my true friends who were here to celebrate me.

“Guys, thank you again. I’m very touched that y’all took time out of your busy schedules for little ‘ol me,” I said.

Bryson nudged me with her elbow. “We all love you, Sophie.”

No sooner were the words out of her mouth, when Doug plopped himself down in the only empty seat left, which unfortunately was next to me. 

“Love? What do we love? Who do we love?” He tapped the table as if he were playing the drums. 

“Sophie, dumbass,” Colin chimed in. 

Doug scowled. “Don’t dumbass me.” He leaned in close, sliding his arm across the back of my chair. “Welcome home, roomie. You’re looking mighty hot tonight.”

The aroma of fresh mint wafted over to me, causing a tingle deep in my stomach. I didn’t know what had gotten into me lately. It was as if my own body that I loved and took care of all these years was betraying me. One minute I’m jealous seeing Doug talk to another woman, the next minute my stomach was all fluttery with him near, or feeling hollow when he was not. While out of town, I even found myself missing his annoying morning cheer. All of this had left me in a constant state of confusion and being pissed off at myself. 

Keeping a measured tone, I gave Doug a cursory glance, and said, “Hey.”

“So what is this? You’re already mad at me?”

I ignored his questions. “Let’s get to celebrating. Where is the server with our drinks? And by the way, the first round is on me.”

A chorus of no’s came flying out of every mouth at the table except for Doug’s.

“Sophie, tonight is all on us,” Julia said, sitting across from me. 

“No. I insist. Think of it as a huge thanks for putting up with me. I know there have been times when I wasn’t the most pleasant person to be around while waiting to hear about the job.” 

“Unbelievable,” Doug muttered under his breath as he slumped back in his chair. 

“Doug, we’ve put our order in. You should go to the bar and ask them to add yours,” Ronnie said. 

“Already taken care of my man.” The normal cocky tone was back in Doug’s voice. 

A few minutes later the tall, lanky server came to our table carrying a tray with half of our drink order. He was accompanied by the purple haired piranha with the other half of the order. While lanky boy stayed at my end of the table, PP, as I unaffectionately referred to her, swayed her hips down to the other end. While drinks were being served, I inconspicuously looked toward the other end of the table where PP was giving Colin his drink before moving to Doug.

Her eyes were filled with a lustful desire. Her mouth cocked in a provocative manner. She was of average height, which caused her breasts to land directly in Doug’s sight line. His back was to me, but I knew he wasn’t looking her in the eyes. Nope. He was looking at her breasts. More than likely he was imagining what they looked like naked. Were they real or fake? Symmetrical or lopsided? What type of nipples did she have? Protruding, flat, puffy, or bumpy? Maybe a combination of two?

Holding my Bellini in one hand, I took a generous sip. The next few seconds were like an out-of-body experience. I heard PP giggle. Then, as if working independently from my body, my other hand came up and popped Doug on the back of his head.

Side note: His hair was silky soft. 

I heard collective gasps behind me. I saw shock and horror in the eyes in front of me. Well, except for Colin. His head was thrown back in hysterical laughter. 

Turning to me, Doug snapped, “What the fuck was that for?”

Thinking fast, I responded, “It was… um… a bug. You had a bug on your head.” Then I took another generous sip of my drink.

“I believe your eyes were playing tricks on you, ma’am. This is a very clean establishment. We don’t have bugs,” PP said.

I placed my now empty glass on the table and looked at PP. “Are you telling me that it is inconceivable that maybe, just maybe, one of the little fuckers got in here by flying through the door or coming in on the back of a customer? Hell, for all we know Doug’s head could be loaded with lice.”

“Did someone say lice?” said a distant voice.

“Sophie, sweetie, I think that drink has gone to your head a little bit,” Bryson said. 

Figuring that was the best excuse for my behavior, I repeated, “I think this drink has gone to my head a little bit.”

Julia looked at the lanky boy. “How about bringing out those appetizers we ordered earlier.”

“And pronto,” Ronnie insisted.

Not wanting to get involved, lanky boy rushed away in search of our appetizers. 

PP squatted in front of Doug. “Are you okay? Do you need anything?”

Doug was still rubbing the back of his head. “Thanks. I’ll be fine.”

Nudging his ribs with my elbow, I said, “Oh stop being a big baby, you big baby.”

The low raspy voice of Hart rolled down the table. “The two of you either play nice or I’ll have no other choice than to separate you.”

“Tell that to Mike Tyson,” Doug whined.

My eyes rolled up to the heavens. “Good God! It was barely a tap.”

Still rubbing the back of his head, Doug said, “I think you pulled some hair out. Is there a spot? It feels like there’s a spot.”

“There’s a spot. A soft spot like all babies have.” My words were just above a mutter.

“That’s enough. The way I see it, you’re both acting like babies,” Hazel chirped.

All eyes shifted to that end of the table. By the expression on everyone’s face, I wasn’t the only member of our party who had forgotten Hazel was even here.

Hazel looked at the surprised faces. “That’s right. I said it.”

Awkward silence. 

Awkward silence. 

“I’ll go check on your appetizers,” PP said.

I held up my empty glass. “Bellini me.”

Without missing a step, PP walked behind me, grabbed my glass, and scurried away.
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THREE BELLINIS AND a plate of food later, I was feeling pretty good. I focused on my wonderful true friends and how lucky I was to have them in my life. It was ridiculous to allow one rotten apple, riddled with fat slimy worms to ruin my night. The fact that PP never came back to the table also helped improve my mood.

The night started off a little bumpy, but things fell back into the familiar. At times the entire table was involved in a group discussion. While at other times conversations broke off into couples, threesomes, or foursomes. At one point I looked around the table. Hart was looking lovingly at Bryson. Ronnie whispered something into Julia’s ear that made her smile. And Colin and Hazel were staring at each other. At that moment I felt a tiny pang of envy, so I ordered another Bellini.

“Folks, my gorgeous wife and I hate to break up the party, but it’s late and I have to work tomorrow,” Hart said.

The other two “official” couples chimed in with similar sentiments as they all pushed away from the table and gathered their things. 

Bryson placed her hand on my shoulder. “Sweetie, we’ll take you home and I’ll bring you back tomorrow for your car.”

I leaned toward her, our noses touching. “I’m fine.”

An understanding smile curled the corners of her mouth. “I know you are, but humor me.”

“Knock, knock.”

Her brows furrowed. “What?”

“You’re supposed to say, “Who’s there?” I giggled. “Seriously, don’t worry about me.”

The refreshing scent of mint drifted into my nose.

“Bryson, I’ll take her home.”

“Yeah, Doug will take me home. Wait a minute.”

Looking past me, Bryson said, “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I had two beers earlier tonight, but have been drinking water for the last hour. Plus, we are currently roommates.”

“We are?” Closing my eyes tight, I tried to remember if Doug was speaking the truth. When the realization hit me, my eyelids flew open, causing me to sway from side-to-side. “Oh, mother of all that is holy! We are!”

“Sophie, call me in the morn… whenever you wake up tomorrow.” Bryson kissed my forehead before joining Hart. 

A chorus of final congratulations and goodbyes rang out as the three couples left.

“You know all of them are going to go home to have sex,” Doug whispered close to my ear.

The sound of his voice, the brush of his arm on my shoulder as he draped it over the back of my chair, and the touch of his thigh pressed against mine as he man spread, sent a warm gushing pleasure through my body.

“I wanna have sex.” I pouted.

Doug placed his hand on my naked shoulder. “I’m here for you.”

I let my head fall to the side, landing on his shoulder. “But you’re an asshole.”

“But I’m your asshole.”

“I think that’s physically impossible. By the way, thanks for picking up my car, asshole.

His chest vibrated with laughter. “No problem. Hey, did you like the tires?”

“Yes, I did. But I never authorized Burt to replace my old ones.” I lifted my head. “Let’s go kick his ass.”

“The tires are from me.”

“You got me tires? Why?”

“For your promotion and because you needed them. The old ones had seen better days. You need to be safe on the roads.”

That was sweet and weird all at once. 

Leaning forward, I stared deeply into Doug’s eyes. “You have a tiny beard hair right underneath your nose that keeps blowing back and forth every time you breathe.”

A big grin took over his face. “Soph, you are something else. Let’s go home, roomie.” 
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BETWEEN THE BELLINIS and the high heels, I ended up carrying Sophie the last few feet to my car. I was shocked that she didn’t put up a fight as I slid my arm under her knees and lifted her to my chest. Quite the contrary. 

Once in my arms, her body relaxed as she nuzzled my neck. The smell of her hair, the feel of her skin, the pressure of her body against mine, and the nuzzling, had my entire body heating up and throbbing. I felt like a huge Johnson, Mr. Woody Johnson as I made my way across the parking lot. I picked up the pace, power walking the rest of the way to my car before the launch sequence was fully activated. 

By the time I poured Sophie into the passenger’s seat she was out. I took a moment to study her face. Her silky dark hair fanned out wildly across the headrest. Her smooth skin illuminated by the parking lot lights made her look as if she were made of porcelain. Her full lips parted slightly, then a little bit of slobber dribbled out the corner of her mouth. 

Sexy. 

I buckled her in before sliding into the driver’s side. It hadn’t been two seconds since pulling out of the parking lot when a sound only heard in the rain forest of Africa by a herd of elephants filled the air. There was snorting. There was grunting. And it was loud. 

Frankly, I was amazed that noises of that magnitude came out of such a perfect petite creature. But even with the ghastly, and at times frightful, sounds coming out of her, Soph was still the most beautiful woman on earth. Granted, I’d not seen every female on earth. I knew none of them could possibly come close to the trumpet blowing, drooling vision passed out beside me.

Sleeping Beauty stayed sleeping the entire ride home. When we got to the house, I hopped out of the car and ran up the front steps, unlocking the door and opening it up. I got back to the car and as quietly as possible opened the passenger’s door. I unbuckled Sophie. Still no movement. Gliding my arm under her knees and behind her back, I carefully eased her out of the car. I closed the door by kicking it with my foot. She roused but settled back against my chest a moment later.

I got her inside and placed her gently down on the sofa while I went to close and lock the front door. I was only gone for a few seconds, but when I turned around Sophie had disappeared. At first, I thought she might be in the kitchen getting a glass of water or searching for more booze. I pushed on the swinging door, but the kitchen was dark and empty. I examined the rest of the downstairs with no signs of her. Obviously, she somehow went upstairs without me seeing or hearing her. 

I switched off the lights and made my way up. I got halfway when something strewn on the steps caught my eye. As I got closer, I realized what it was. The black dress Sophie had been wearing tonight. I held on to the banister to steady myself, as the idea of a naked Sophie roaming the halls floated through my mind. Figuring she might want her dress back, I picked it up. I may have brought it to my nose and inhaled deeply before heading up the rest of the stairs and down the hallway to her room. 

Her door was cracked open, but there was no noise like on the ride home or otherwise. I stood outside, averting my gaze to the floor as not to see anything I wasn’t supposed to see. 

I cleared my throat. “Soph, are you okay?” No response. “I’ve got your dress.” Still no response.

I looked through the crack of the door. The room was dark except for the light coming from the bathroom. I lightly knocked on the door, causing it to open wider. At this point, I wasn’t exactly sure what was appropriate. Do I cross the threshold and check to see if she’s okay or do I respect her privacy? After all, she is a grown woman. A grown woman who on occasion has overindulged. Surely, she’d be able to get herself into bed. But what if she slipped in the bathroom and hit her head. Those heels she had on were like stilts. 

I took one step into the room. “Soph?”

“Yeah?” Her cheery voice came floating from the bathroom. 

“I… uh… have your dress. You left it on the steps.” Keeping my eyes glued to the bathroom, I stepped slowly toward the bed. “I’ll place it on the end of the bed.”

Suddenly, she bolted from the bathroom, twirling, wearing nothing but a black lace bra with matching panties. “Weeeeeee!”

Dear Lord, give me the strength to resist that which is irresistible. 

I swallowed hard. “Uh… Soph.” My voice cracked like I was a punk kid seeing his first Playboy. “Do you need any help… with anything? Anything at all.”

“Which do you like more?” She turned her back to me. “My booty?” Then she quickly spun around to face me and stuck her chest out. “Or my tooties?” 

My eyes closed and my jaw clenched as my fingers curled into fists. “It’s all very good.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“Then why do you have your eyes closed?”

Sweat was pouring out of every pore of my body. “Because a man can only take so much before he detonates. I’m trying to do the right thing here.”

“I need help getting into bed,” she said all sultry.

“Okay, but then I really have to go.”

I opened my eyes to find her kneeling on the bed right in front of me. My heart felt like it was about to blast out of my chest and into space. She leaned in so close that there was hardly any air between us.

“You have a lot of room to talk. You have a mustache-able all over your face,” she said, dragging her index finger down my jaw, across my chin, and up the other side. 

I inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Soph, I think we should both go to bed.”

“Okay!”

Before I could wrap my head around what was happening, she grabbed my shirt and pulled me down with her onto the bed. I was at my breaking point. A man could only take so much. We tossed and turned. Her hands working to get my shirt off and my hands trying to stop her hands. We rolled back and forth until somehow she was straddling me, and pinning my hands above my head. 

“Holy shit, you’re freakishly strong,” I said, my words strained, my body struggling. “How’d you get so Herculean?” 

Sophie hovered above me, a curtain of long black hair tickling my face. “Yoga, bitch!”

Finally, I was able to hook my leg around hers then roll her off of me. Lickety-split, I grabbed the edge of the comforter, tossed it over her almost naked body, and rolled her up like a burrito. 

Putting up a good scuffle, she attempted to free herself. “Why are you fighting this, Dougie? Don’t you still want me?”

“Do you even have to ask? Of course I do.”

Sticking out her bottom lip, she pouted. “No, you don’t. You want that Priscilla purple ponytail chick.”

“What gave you that idea?” I said.

“You were flirting with her before I got there.”

“Was that why you were mad at me?”

“It was my night and you are my pain in the ass,” she said.

I couldn’t stop the smile from crossing my face. “Soph, I don’t know what you saw or what you think you saw. All I was telling her was to run a tab before you got there.”

The wrinkle between her eyebrows smoothed. “You mean you didn’t want her booty and tooties?”

“No.”

Her expression melted into peacefulness. “Good.” Her eyes fluttered closed. “That makes me happy.”

“Soph?”

Suddenly, the room filled with a snore that could be heard around the world. I tucked the comforter in around her then eased off the bed. Before leaving the room, I stood in the doorway and looked back at her. 

“I like making you happy,” I whispered.

In that moment one part of me thought, I better get credit for my restraint. While the other part was a little too happy Sophie thought of me as hers.
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I HAD BARELY opened my left eye when a harsh light accompanied by a sharp pain seared through my head. I lay in bed contemplating whether or not I was alive or dead. With the dryness of my mouth and stillness of my body, I was leaning heavily toward dead. My brain took baby steps as I pieced the events of the previous night together. 

My friends surprised me by celebrating my promotion. I drank. A lot. Fucking Bellinis. What was I thinking? They are so punchy you don’t realize alcohol is the main ingredient until you try to stand or walk. Usually I only drink them when I’m either really pissed off or having a pity party. I definitely wasn’t feeling sorry for myself. I had stepped up another rung on the corporate ladder in record time. 

I remember Bryson met me at the door of The Cocktail Club. Our table was right up front. I was surprised to see Colin with Hazel and made a mental note to ask Bryson about that situation. A purple haze kept clouding my brain. Had Hazel colored her hair purple? I know I was so touched that everyone was there for me. Wait a sec. Was Doug there? He had to have been there. Was he wearing purple?

Doug.

Purple.

Purple.

Doug.

Recognition hit me like a bolt of lightning. I sat up, causing the room to spin and the sheet to fall from my chest. When I got my wits about me, I looked down in horror. All I had on was my bra and panties. My head was still swimming as anxiety took root in my chest and quickly spread through the rest of my body. I needed to calm down and clear my head.

Last night I was pissed at Doug, which wasn’t unusual. It had something to do with purple. Purple, purple, purple ponytail. Why had I been mad at him about a purple ponytail? It wasn’t the purple ponytail. It was who had been attached to the purple ponytail. He had been flirting with purple ponytailed Priscilla. But how did I end up in bed wearing only my underwear? 

I didn’t hook up with a guy… did I? It did sound like something I’d do, except I wouldn’t have brought him home. I never bring them home. When I go to their place, I know when I’m leaving. If I brought a guy here, there’s no telling when he’d leave. I was exhausting myself trying to figure out the rest of the puzzle. I needed aspirin and coffee before further investigation.

With great ease, I slipped from under the covers and headed to the bathroom. I popped back a couple of aspirin before wrapping myself in my oversized white terrycloth robe with big orange flowers and stepping into my fluffy slippers. I looked in the mirror. My eyes were a little bloodshot and puffy. But not as much damage on the outside as I felt on the inside. Carefully, I gathered my hair into a topknot and splashed a little water on my face. I walked into my room as I patted my face dry, tossing the towel over the back of the corner chair. As I passed the dresser, I picked up my sunglasses and slid them on before wobbling to the kitchen. 

I pushed the kitchen door open to find Doug facing away from me at the counter, in pajama pants, shirtless. I slid my sunglasses down the bridge of my nose to get a better look. After all, I was hungover, not dead. His back was a work of art. Toned with well-defined muscles pouring down from his shoulders, culminating into a V at the small of his back, with deep dimples on either side of his spine. 

I slid my sunglasses back up into position, shuffled over to the cabinet, grabbed a mug, and stuck a K-cup into the Keurig in silence.

Without looking up from his task, Doug said, “Mornin’, sunshine.”

“Why are you always so cheery in the morning?”

“Lovin’ life.”

“What are you doing?”

“Cutting up a honey dew. I love melons.” He chuckled, held up a piece, and said, “Want some?”

I didn’t respond. 

I grabbed my mug of coffee, headed to the table, and sunk into the chair. “And put on a shirt. It’s unsanitary to be in the kitchen naked.”

“It didn’t seem to bother you a second ago when you were ogling me.”

“What are you talking about?” I took a sip of coffee.

He turned to face me with a stupid grin on his face. “I caught your reflection in the window. And even though it’s against the rules, I’m going to give you a pass this time.”

“How generous of you.”

He turned back to his melon. “Hey, Soph?”

“Yes?”

“Can I ask you something?”

“As long as it doesn’t require thinking.”

“Which do you like more, my booty or—” he spun around to face me “my tooties?”

I looked at Doug, bewildered. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“It’s a simple question.”

“It’s a stupid question,” I said.

“Huh, you didn’t seem to think so last night.”

“Doug, I’m not in the mood for your foolishness today.”

Turning his attention back to his fruit, he muttered, “You were certainly in the mood last night.” 

“If you’ve got something to say then grow a pair and say it.”

Not turning to face me, he started counting backwards. “Five…”

“What are you doing?”

“Four…”

“Obviously, you’re bursting at the seams to tell me something about last night.” I racked my brain in an attempt to figure out what he wanted to brag about.

“Three…”

“If you hooked up with that purple ponytail, newsflash, I’m not interested in hearing the sordid details. You better have kept her far away from my house.” 

I hadn’t gotten the words out of my mouth when a surge of jealousy coursed through my veins. 

“Two…” He kept going.

So it wasn’t about that chick. As I ticked through last night, things got a little clearer. Doug flirted. I ignored him. Bellini. Bellini. Bellini. Bryson and Hart wanted to drive me home. All the couples were leaving, no doubt to go home and have sex. I wanted to have sex.

“One…”

“Noooo!” I said.

“Yeeees,” he countered, turning to face me. 

I cringed. “You undressed me?”

“No, you did that, then pranced around in your pretty little lacy things.”

“And asked you…?”

“If I liked your booty or tooties more.” His grin was big and cocky.

“Did we do anything?” I hesitated. 

“Like what?”

“Don’t play with me, Doug.”

He slowly walked toward me. “You mean did our bodies collide igniting a roaring inferno of passion?” We were nose-to-nose by the time he uttered the last word. 

I swallowed hard. “Uh-huh.”

“I’m not going to lie to you, Soph. There was grabbing.”

“Grabbing?”

“And tussling,” he said. 

“And tussling?”

“Lots of tussling. The atmosphere was palpable with desire.”

“Oh God, not palpable.”

He lifted my sunglasses exposing my bloodshot eyes. “Yes, palpable. But even with all the heat, need, and wanton abandon…

“Doug,” I said through clenched teeth.

“No. No canoodling occurred here last night.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “Thank God.”

Doug stood abruptly. “You don’t have to act so relieved. I can think of a lot of worse things than having sex with me.”

I felt happy and bad at the same time. “I’m sorry.”

“Too late. My feelings are already bent.” He pouted and crossed his arms.

“I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just… us like that… especially while you’re living here… not a good idea.”

“So if I weren’t living here we could…? Because I’ll move out right now.”

The corners of my mouth curled up slightly. “Doug…”

“You gotta give me something, Soph.”

“You already saw me in my underwear. What else, besides sex, could you want?”

“A photo of you in the little black lacy things would be awesome. Just let me get my phone.”

“I’m going to leave now,” I said turning.

“Come on! How about from the neck down? No face.”

I walked out of the kitchen and toward the stairs. “Now you’ve made things awkward.”

“What’s that?! You want me to follow you to your room?!” he teased, following behind me. 

As I made my way up the first couple of steps, I loosened the sash of my robe, letting it slip off my shoulders. By the time I got midway, I let the entire robe fall to the floor before flying up the rest of the stairs. 

Before making it to my bedroom, I heard Doug groan and holler, “You’re gonna be the death of me, Cipriano!” 
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MY GAZE STAYED glued to Sophie bounding up the stairs as she gave me a little show. God, she made me smile. I was thankful she was in a better mood now than when she first came into the kitchen. Gauging her mood was always tricky even when she wasn’t hungover. Two of my favorite things was to make her laugh and smile. I managed to do both, so the scene was set for me to ask her for the favor I needed. 

Early this morning I awoke to a ringing phone. When I saw who it was, I came close to ignoring it, but knew it would keep sounding off until I answered. As usual, there was very little warning and the ever-present expectation to drop everything and be present. No was not an option. I figured if I had a wingman the evening would go by faster and not be as horrible. I knew there was a ninety-nine percent chance Sophie would say no, but it was worth a shot. 

I kept busy with cleaning up the kitchen and doing laundry while waiting for her to come back downstairs. Even though I knew her order to put on a T-shirt was a lie, I did it anyway. No need to rock the boat. Deep down I had a feeling that just asking for the favor would make waves. 

A half hour later Sophie sauntered down the steps, dressed in a pair of pink, white, and blue flowered lounge pants and a plain white T-shirt that allowed a little bit of skin to peek out from underneath. Her hair was down and slicked back, still damp from her shower. No heels or makeup. She was still the sexiest woman on earth. Why did I find her so appealing in her natural state? I’d seen many women the morning after, and to my recollection, it wasn’t always pretty. But Soph was even more gorgeous schlepping around in plain clothes with a clean face. 

I’d taken my first load of clothes out of the dryer and was folding them on the sofa when she came into the room. 

“How’s the head feeling?” I said.

“Much better.”

“No yoga, Soph?” 

She walked over to the small entryway table where we kept the mail and thumbed through it. “Not today. Bryson has a catering job. Plus, I need a day at home to relax and putter around. Besides, it’s gray and rainy. I was going to visit Nonnina, but this afternoon is matinee madness. She informed me that Herbert McGregor was escorting her to the movie and she wasn’t sure what their plans were for afterward.” 

“She’s cheating on me,” I said.

“My grandmother has more of a social life than I do.”

I folded a pair of boxers. “So no plans… even tonight?”

She tossed the stack of mail back on the table. “Why are you so interested in my schedule?” 

Holding up a towel, I snapped it in the air before folding it. “No reason. Just thought you might like to go out… for dinner… my treat.”

She sat in the chair across from me, pulling her knees into her chest. “Where?”

I overly focused on the pair of jeans in front of me. “I was thinking Magnolias.”

“Magnolias? That’s pricey.”

I finished with my jeans and glanced up at her. “Nothing but the best for you, sunshine.”

“Spill.”

“Spill?”

“You heard me. What do you have up your sleeve?” she said narrowing her eyes.

I chuckled in an offending manner. “I’m shocked and appalled.”

“Appalled?” There was a hint of sarcasm in her tone. 

“Yes, appalled. Can’t one friend show another friend… We are friends, right?”

“For lack of a better term.”

“Can’t one friend show another friend how much they appreciate them?” I huffed and rolled my eyes. 

She studied me closely for a few seconds. “Yes. I apologize for assuming you had ulterior motives.”

“Thank you. Apology accepted.” I stood and picked up the pile of folded clothes. “There is one teeny tiny thing.”

“Ah- ha! I knew it!”

“My mom called me this morning.”

“Heartwarming.” She smirked.

“It seems her and my dad are in town and want to have dinner.”

“Again, heartwarming.”

“I was wondering if you’d like to go with me.”

“What’s the catch?” she said.

“I wouldn’t describe it as a “catch”. My parents and I don’t always see eye-to-eye. I figured if there were a little buffer, i.e., you, everyone would be on their best behavior.”

“Okay.”

“Oh, come on, Soph. I know what you’re thinking. You’re already doing me a favor by letting me stay here. Blah, blah, blah. But you’d get a nice meal…”

She stood in front of me. “Doug, I said okay.” 

“Really?”

“Really. What time should I be ready?”

“Reservations are for eight,” I said, a little dazed. “Wow, that was easy. Thanks, Soph.”

“No problem.” She started toward the kitchen. 

I squinted my eyes. “Wait a sec.” She stopped and looked at me. “This was a little too easy. What do you have up your sleeve?”

“Nothing. You took care of me last night when you could have very easily taken advantage of me. I owe you one. Besides, Magnolias is my favorite restaurant. Be prepared to shell out some doe-re-mi.” She gave me a wink then turned to go into the kitchen.

“Hey, Soph.”

She looked back at me. “Yeah?”

“You know I’d never do that… take advantage. Right?”

“I know.” 

We locked eyes, both of us trying to convince the other of our sincerity. 

The rest of the day was spent doing chores, a little bit of reading, and we both took a nap while watching 10 Things I Hate About You. It was a fun and relaxing day that was about to be ruined. 
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I WASN’T NECESSARILY nervous about having dinner with my parents. It was more like a dark foreboding dread that seeped into my very soul, choking the life out of me. My father and I had always been polar opposites. He was a successful lawyer who planned on having both of his sons follow in his footsteps and join his firm. My older brother, Charles, didn’t disappoint dear old Dad. In fact, Charlie boy was the spitting image of my father. Uptight, judgmental, and hungry for money. 

The look of disappointment on my father’s face when I told him I was going to become a biotech engineer will forever be etched on my brain. He got downright angry when I told him I wanted to help the hunger epidemic and would be going to work for a non-profit organization. Dad looked at my career choice as a waste of my time and intelligence.

“Famine has been present since the beginning of time and it will continue to exist no matter what effort is put into solving it.” He repeated to me countless times over the years. 

Money and power were all that mattered in his eyes. I often wondered if there had ever been a time when he thought differently. If the pursuit of justice and fairness was ever a factor in his choice of career. Or was it always for personal gain.

Knowing my family was more than punctual and didn’t like waiting, Sophie and I arrived at the restaurant ten minutes early. The day had gone from pouring rain to a steady drizzle. We looked like two spies walking into the place wearing black trench raincoats. 

I shrugged my coat off and handed it to the coat check clerk. I noticed Sophie taking her coat off and quickly went to her.

“Let me help you with that,” I said, slipping the coat off her shoulders.

“Thank you.”

The breath caught in my throat when I saw her strapless dress. The soft purple material melted over every curve of her body. Her dark hair was tied back in a low ponytail that draped over her creamy exposed shoulder. Elegant diamond earrings dangled from her small ears. The pair of stilettos she wore looked to be a perfect match of the dress color. And around her sexy leg hung the delicate diamond ankle bracelet. By the time she had come downstairs earlier, she already had on her coat, so I hadn’t seen everything. I was so focused on how beautiful she looked that I didn’t notice she’d taken her coat from me and had handed it to the clerk.

“Doug, are you okay?” The sound of her voice took me by surprise. 

“Uh… yeah. You look… Wow.”

She smiled and stepped closer in front of me. “Thank you. You’re looking pretty dapper yourself. Get a load of that, your tie matches my dress.” Reaching up, she adjusted my tie. Her hand skimmed my chest sending a chill from head to toe. “It’s as if we planned it.”

“Thank you again for coming. I’m glad you’re here.

She brushed my shoulders. “Glad I could help and me too.”

We exchanged appreciative smiles before I crooked my arm and Sophie slid her hand around it. Arm in arm we stepped toward the hostess desk.

“Hey, you should have a reservation for Truman. The rest of our party should be along soon,” I said.

The tuxedo-clad dude looked at the list of names in his book. “Sir, the rest of your party has arrived and is already seated.” He came from behind his desk. “If you would, follow me.”

I glanced at Sophie who was calm, cool, and collected. I knew then no matter how tonight went, she had my back.

We followed the dude to a large round table in the center of the room. Leave it to my dad to get the largest and most visible table in the place. As we approached, Sophie, sensing my trepidation, gave my arm a slight squeeze. 

“Ah, Douglas, on time as usual,” my dad said sarcastically as he rose from his seat.

And it begins. 

“Actually, Doug and I have been waiting for you all. But we felt it would have been rude to be seated before the rest of the party arrived.”

That’s my girl. Wait. My girl?

“Father, this is Sophia Cipriano,” I said with a smirk.

Sophie extended her hand. My dad looked at me before turning to Sophie, and reluctantly took her hand. 

“Nice to meet you,” he said.

“Thank you, Mr. Truman.”

“Soph, this is my mother.”

“Douglas, so glad you could join us.” My mom tilted her head to the side and stuck out her cheek waiting for her kiss, while at the same time completely ignoring Sophie. 

I leaned down, and displayed a show of affection to everyone in the room. Before straightening, I whispered, “You need to welcome my friend. It makes you look petty, Mother.”

Suddenly interested in what I cared about, Mom said, “Oh yes. So nice to have one of Douglas’s friends here.”

We moved along to the next intro. “And this is my brother, Charles.”

Charles stood like a gentleman and lifted his pointy chin. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too, Charlie,” Sophie said.

“It’s Charles. And this is my wife, Camilla.” 

Sophie giggled. “You’re kidding me?”

“I’m not quite sure what you mean,” Camilla said. 

“Charles and Camilla.” Sophie continued. 

I was holding in my laughter while the rest of the table stared stone-faced. 

“We’ve already placed our drink orders, so Douglas you and your friend need to do the same.” My dad snapped his fingers at the waiter.

My hand slid to the small of Sophie’s back as we made our way to the other side of the table, opposite my parents. After placing our drink order, the interrogation began. 

“Douglas, are you still volunteering for that charity and trying to save the world?” Dad said with a condescending tone. 

“I get paid and I’m not trying to save the world. Just trying to make it a little better.” I could feel the dust collecting in my mouth from my grinding teeth.

“I think the work Doug does is invaluable and very noble. Not many people with his extreme intelligence would devote themselves so selflessly,” Sophie said with confidence.

“You can’t live on nobility,” my brother chimed in, causing a cynical chuckle from Dad. 

“I do fine money-wise, Sir Douchebag.”

“Douglas, curtail the raunchy language,” my mother scolded. 

Fortunately, the waiter came with mine and Sophie’s drinks, stopping the beat down momentarily. With drinks in hand, dear old dad revved back up.

“Douglas, when are you going to grow up?”

“Y’all are in rare form tonight. Throwing those gut punches right at the get go.” I took a long draw of my drink. 

“We’re only here a short time. Our flight leaves tomorrow morning,” Mom said.

With a patronizing tone, my brother got the inquisition back on track. “Answer Dad’s question, Dougie. When are you going to grow up?” 

Under the table, Sophie’s warm hand covered mine. 

“I am grownup.”

“Come on, son… You live like a college student in a dorm,” Dad said, then tossed back the rest of his scotch.

“I’m buying my condo.” I insisted defensively.

“Your father is right. Douglas, it’s time to settle down.” My mom took a sip of what I figured must have been her third drink. 

“Oh, God,” Sophie said, lurching forward.

I turned to her concerned. “Are you okay?”

“I’m not feeling very well.” She slapped her hand over her mouth and lurched again. 

“Maybe we should go.” I pushed away from the table.

“I think that’s a good idea,” Sophie said through her fingers.

“Douglas, we leave tomorrow. Put her in a cab. She seems like a resourceful girl. She’ll be fine,” Dad commanded.

Sophie made this horrible guttural sound in the back of her throat.

I pulled her chair out and she stood. 

“Her name is Sophia Cipriano. She’s extremely important to me. And I’m taking her home.” 

“I really enjoyed meeting all of you,” Sophie said before another guttural sound came flying out.

I wrapped my arm around her waist and guided her out to the lobby. I quickly grabbed our raincoats. I draped Sophie’s around her shoulders and slung mine over my arm. My arm returned to its position around her waist, only this time I pulled her close to my side as we exited the restaurant. 

We were halfway to the car when I felt Sophie’s shoulders shake. I quickly scanned the area looking for bushes or a tree to get her to before she hurled. Out the corner of my eye, I saw her hand drop from her mouth as laughter flew out. 

I stopped abruptly. “What the fuck? You’re not sick?”

“Sick of those stuck up condescending assholes. No offense.”

“None taken. That was awesome. You are awesome.” I laughed.

“What can I say? I am pretty awesome.”

We got in the car, picked up a pizza, and went home. By the time we walked through the door, my tie hung loose around my neck and I’d ditched the suit jacket. Once inside, Sophie tossed off her coat and slipped out of her heels.

“You good with eating out here?” I asked, placing the pizza on the coffee table.

“Sure.”

“I’ll go grab the wine.”

“Good deal. I’m going to change first,” she said.

Sophie started up the stairs.

“Hey, Soph, it was great having you there tonight. Thanks for having my back.”

She looked at me intensely. “That’s what friends are for. You do know they’re wrong about you?”

“I guess.”

“There’s no guessing. You’re a good man, Douglas Truman.”

“You’re a good woman, Sophia Cipriano.”
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AS I APPROACHED the door, I heard talking followed by the laughter of my sweet grandmother. Funny how as she got older, many things about her had changed except the tone and pitch of her laughter. When I think back to my childhood, it was Nonnina who always knew what I needed. She would gauge how upset I was about my parent’s divorce or something at school and could tell if I needed an ear to listen or a laugh. 

When I had to talk things out, she always seemed to have a plate of her warm, delicious Zeppole that I loved. But when I needed a laugh, she’d stop at nothing to put a smile on my face. From a staring contest to dancing around her kitchen using a dishtowel as a veil, she’d do whatever was needed to make me happy. If nothing else worked, her laughter would break me and make my day better. It was infectious. She was infectious. I dreaded the day when I no longer had her laughter in my life. 

Assuming the other voice in the room was a staff person, I walked in at the same time I knocked on the door. I looked up and was shocked to see Nonnina in her wheelchair holding hands with a gentleman of her generation. He looked at her with great affection while she looked at him adoringly. Seeing her with a man who wasn’t my grandfather didn’t shock me. Nonno had passed away of a massive heart attack when I was fifteen. It was the gleam in her eye as she stared at her friend that surprised me. I’d only seen it shine in the direction of my grandfather. I made as much noise as possible to break the spell between them. 

“Oh, Sophia! I’m so glad you’re here,” Nonnina said.

I walked further into the room and placed the bags I was carrying on the dresser. “I’m not too sure about that. By the looks of things, you’re very happy with the company you already have.” I winked.

She waved her hand dismissing my comment as nonsense. “I want you to meet my friend, Herbert. Herbert this is my beautiful granddaughter.”

The elderly man stood as any gentleman would. He didn’t appear to be that much taller than Nonnina who barely reached five foot two inches. He wore the sweet old man uniform, a pair of ill-fitting khaki pants, a button-down white shirt, a red cardigan, and bright white tennis shoes. But he also had a touch of flare with the red and white striped bowtie around his neck. 

Holding out his wrinkled hand, he said, “So very nice to meet you. Giavanna has told me so much about you.”

We shook hands. “It’s great meeting you as well. My grandmother has kept you her dirty little secret, though.” 

“Sophia Giavanna, non essere sciocco,” Nonnina scolded teasingly.

I rested my hands on my hips. “I’m not being silly, Nonnina. You’ve been holding out on me.”

Her smile widened as her cheeks turned red. 

“I should let you ladies have your time together.” Herbert took Nonnina’s hand. “We still on for dinner later, my dear?”

Nonnina beamed. “Of course.”

“I’ll come by around five.”

“Herbie, I can meet you in the dining hall. I know it’s closer to your room than mine.”

“And miss escorting the prettiest lady around. Not a chance. You ladies have a fun visit,” Herbie said before leaving the room. 

Cocking one eyebrow, I looked at my grandmother. “He’s a hottie.”

“He is, isn’t he?”

“How long has this been going on?”

“Not long. We noticed each other in physical therapy and started chitchatting.” 

“Do I need to have the talk with you?”

“Oh, Sophia, stop it.”

“A lot has changed in recent years.”

She stretched her neck to look past me, changing the subject. “Douglas didn’t come with you?” 

“No. I told you the only reason he came last Sunday was because my car was in the shop.” I opened one of the shopping bags, taking out each item. “I got you some more of that hand lotion you like and goodies to replenish your snack drawer. Those pretzels with the peanut butter inside, Cheetos, Hershey Kisses, and Apple Werthers.”

I scooped up everything and headed to the nightstand. When I opened the drawer, I was surprised to see it full of Nonnina’s favorites.

“I must be going crazy. I could have sworn this drawer was almost empty,” I said. 

“You’re not crazy, dear.”

“Then how’d you get all this stuff?”

“Douglas.”

My entire face scrunched in disbelief. “Doug?” She simply nodded. “My Doug?”

A self-satisfied expression took over her face. “Yes. Your Doug.”

“You know what I mean. I still don’t understand what he has to do with any of this.”

“It’s quite simple. That sweet and thoughtful Douglas came over to visit a few times this past week while you were out of town. We talked, played cards, and watched TV. He was very popular at the ice cream social.”

“I… don’t… Why would he do that?”

“Because he cares very deeply for you and knows you care very deeply for me,” she said, before popping a peanut butter pretzel in her mouth. 

I sat next to her. “Granted, things between Doug and I have improved to almost tolerable on a semi-consistent basis.” 

“Mmm… Hmm.” 

“And Nonnina, I deeply love you.”

“Mmm… Hmm.” 

“The peanut butter is stuck to the roof of your mouth, isn’t it?” 

“Mmm… Hmm.” 

My lips curled into a smile. “I’ll get you some water.”

She nodded. “Mmm… Hmm.” 

As I got the glass of water, a warm feeling spread throughout my chest. I had a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that Doug did such a sweet and thoughtful thing for my grandmother. I’m sure it was nothing more than another show of gratitude that I’m letting him live at my place. And knowing how persuasive Nonnina can be, he probably felt he didn’t have a choice, but to replenish the snack drawer. 

 

[image: ]

 

I LEFT NONNINA in the capable hands of her lover boy, Herbie. My heart sang seeing how attentive and sweet he was toward her. Making sure she had her shawl and the gentle way he pushed her wheelchair. I was allowed as far as the dining room, then I got the look from my grandmother, telling me it was wonderful to see me, but I needed to go. 

The timing was perfect since I was babysitting my gorgeous Goddaughter tonight. I loved that after being a couple for five years, having a baby, and busy schedules Hart still romanced Bryson like when they first got back together. Plus, I always looked for any excuse to spend time with Hope. The first stop we made was, of course, at the toy store. A few essential items that every girl needs were purchased. Then we headed to my place for some girl time, until grandma picked up Hope for the night.

I slung my purse over one shoulder, the diaper bag over the other shoulder, and looped my arm through the bag of toys before unbuckling Hope’s car seat. Weighed down, I waddled onto my front porch. As I slipped my key into the lock, the door swung open revealing Doug on the other side.

“Perfect timing,” I said.

He leaned down to Hope’s cherub face. “Hey, noodle-doodle. I didn’t know you were coming over.”

Her little arms reached out for him. He didn’t disappoint, taking her from me. I used the moment to step inside and drop my stuff on the sofa. I turned around stealing a second to watch Doug and Hope interacting. She was out of her seat and in his arms, covering his mouth with her hand. He blew into her little palm setting off a flurry of sweet little giggles. Doug entertaining Hope was natural and easy. It was weird that I had never noticed before how good he was with her and how much she obviously adored him. I also hadn’t noticed he was dressed in head to toe black, jeans, T-shirt, and leather jacket. 

“Wow, you look nice,” I said. 

His attention stayed focused on Hope. “Thanks.”

“Do you have a date?”

That redirected his attention. 

Doug’s expression turned somewhat sheepish. “You know I don’t date, Soph.”

“Yeah. I do.” 

I wondered if his plans included purple ponytail Priscilla. An emptiness took over my stomach that had my head foggy and confused.

“Do you need me to stay and help?” he offered.

“No. You have plans.” I walked toward him and took Hope into my arms. “Besides, boys aren’t allowed at our tea party.” I rubbed her nose with mine. “Right, pearly girly?”

Hope squealed and patted my cheeks with her chubby little hands. I carried her to the sofa and sat her down next to me. I opened her diaper bag first where I knew her favorite toy was stashed, Baby Katy. Baby Katy looked as if she’d been through a lot in her short life. Her shiny blonde hair stuck up straight on one side, while the other side was balding. One of her thumbs had been chewed off and the taffeta and satin dress she wore was in tatters. But, Hope loved her for who she was.

Hesitantly, Doug said, “Well, I guess I’ll go.” 

I didn’t look at him, instead, I tried to slick down Baby Katy’s hair. “Have fun.”

He stalled a little longer, which surprised me. But when I heard the front door close, my chest sank. I had no idea what was wrong with me. Doug could do whatever with whomever he wanted. The fact I was bothered by it was the shocker.

I looked down at Hope who had Baby Katy’s foot in her mouth. “Hope, boys are stupid. The sooner you learn that, the better off you’ll be.”

“Ba-ba-ba-ba,” she babbled.

“Exactly.” I took the first toy out of the bag. “Let’s get your cell phone open. You don’t want to miss an important call.” I struggled with the packaging until finally the bright yellow, pink, and white play phone was released. I handed the toy to Hope who stared at it like it was an alien. “You press these big buttons and it plays music.” 

During the demonstrating, the front door flung open, and in galloped Doug. Without saying a word, he shrugged out of his jacket and hung it on the banister.

“What are you doing,” I said, surprised.

He stood with his hands on his hips. “I may or may not have been called a girl a few times in my life. Does that count?”

Butterflies took flight in my stomach. “Barely. Hope, should we let him in on the fun?”

“Ba-ba-ba-ba.”

“Looks like it’s a yes,” I said.
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AFTER PULLING OUT all the toys I had collected and kept at my place, we gathered the stuffed animals and Baby Katy in a circle for our tea party. It was heartwarming the way Hope was mesmerized by Doug. He worked tirelessly to make her happy. Sipping “tea” like it was the best thing in the world. He gave goofy voices to each party member including Baby Katy. I had never heard Hope laugh as much as she did with Doug around. 

At one point I’d gone into the kitchen to get a bottled water. When I returned to the living room, Doug held Hope to his chest, her little hand in his, and they were twirling around the room to All Night Long by Lionel Ritchie. Not wanting to stop the fun, I stood in the doorway and watched. 

Doug was so sweet and patient with Hope, like he was with Nonnina. Each day brought the discovery of a new level of Doug. Hard to believe that after all these years, it took reluctantly letting him live here to reveal the man behind the jokes. 

“Hey, Soph! Come join the dance party.” Doug’s voice snapped me from my thoughts. 

“I don’t want to make my girl mad by breaking in.”

“There’s enough of me to go around.” He winked. 

He danced Hope over to the playpen and gently sat her down. He spun around in my direction. Rolling his forearms over each other, he swiveled his hips toward me. 

“That’s some pretty impressive hip action you got there,” I said, trying to contain my laughter. 

“You know what they say? Good hip action on the dance floor means…”

“What?”

Slipping his arm around my waist, Doug pulled me into his chest. “I do not know. I was hoping you did.”

He whirled and twirled me all around the room to the delight of Hope. We laughed, we hooted and hollered, and Doug sang horribly off-key. There was nothing but joy in the room, due in large part to Doug. After performing a couple more dances, our audience of one got sleepy. Bryson’s mom would be here soon to pick up Hope, so I spent time gathering her things. I had just finished packing the diaper bag. Looking up, I spotted on the sofa, a dozing Doug with a sleeping Hope sprawled across his chest. 

My hormones, my vagina, my reproductive organs, and my heart all went berserk. Powerful bodily sensations were occurring. I jumped when I heard a light knock on the front door. Quietly I walked to the door and opened it. Bryson’s mom stood on my front porch.

“Hi, she’s sleeping,” I said.

She mouthed, “Okay.” Then tiptoed inside.

I pointed, directing her toward the sofa.

“Looks like y’all had fun,” she whispered.

I nodded as I placed the diaper bag on her shoulder. Gently, I eased Hope off of Doug’s chest, trying not to wake her. Luckily Hope’s little eyes stayed closed as her Gammy and I waved goodbye quietly. With the click of the door, Doug stirred on the sofa.

He cleared his throat and sat up. “I must have dozed off for a second.” 

“I’d say.”

He tilted his head from side to side stretching out his neck. “Where’s Hope?” 

“Gammy just left with her.”

I went around the room picking up all the stuffed animals and tossing them in the large sweetgrass basket I stored them in.

“Thanks for helping me tonight. You didn’t have to do that,” I said. 

Doug got up and helped with the cleanup. “No thanks needed. It was fun spending an evening in with my two favorite girls.”

Everything in the room came to a screeching halt. I heard what he said. He heard what he said. But neither of us knew what to say.

“Um… you know, Hope and… um… Baby Katy,” he stammered. 

“So that’s what does it for you, a half bald doll?”

“The heart wants what the heart wants.” 

“I always pegged you as a blow-up doll kind of guy,” I teased.

“Miss Cipriano, are you trying to seduce me?”

“You’d know if I were.” I tossed a bunny into the bin.

Doug propped himself against the dining table. “Really? For the sake of argument, how exactly would that play out?” 

“Well, I usually wear my hair up, so when I undo it, he can watch it fall down onto my shoulders.” I undid my topknot. “Then I shake my head enough to fluff out my hair, but not a lot to look wild.”

As Doug stared at me, his Adam’s apple slid slowly down his throat, while he was gripping tightly onto one of the high-back chairs. 

“Then I tilt my head to expose my neck, giving him a slight smile, so he knows it’s one of my favorite places to be kissed, licked, or nibbled.”

Doug’s chest rose and fell heavily. “Uh-huh.”

I sauntered closer to him, laid my hands flat against his chest, and bit my bottom lip. “Then I kind of melt into him.”

My body was on fire. Maybe it was the five-year tension or seeing him in a new light, but I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted anyone.

A crack in his restraint started to form. His breathing picked up, his temperature rose, and his knuckles were white from the increasingly tight grip he had on the chair. 

“Then what happens?” he said, his voice husky.

“I slid my hands up his chest to his shoulders…”

“And then what happens?”

“Usually by this point the guy…”

I barely got the words out before Doug’s mouth was on mine. I didn’t pretend to play coy, I opened my lips begging his tongue inside. My fingers sunk into his hair as he walked me back toward the wall. His hands tugged at the hem of my shirt lifting it up until we needed to separate for it to come all the way off. While we were apart, Doug used the opportunity to strip off his shirt. His lips quickly returned to mine. As he lifted me, I wrapped my legs around his hips then my back hit the wall. 

“Ow!” I groaned into his mouth. 

Shoving on his shoulders, I caused our kiss to break. 

I looked into his questioning eyes. “Something’s poking me from behind.”

“That’s me!” 

“In the back.” 

“Granted, it’s impressive, but not sure if it would reach that far.”

“Something on the wall is poking me in the back!”

“Okay… um… hold on tight.”

Doug cupped my ass while I tightened my legs and arms around him. He stepped toward the sofa.

“No!” I yelled between pants.

“Why not?”

“You and Hope slept there.”

With me still in his arms, we spun in a complete circle in the center of the room looking for another option. My head was swimming.

“I’m getting woozy, Doug.”

He came to an abrupt halt before heading toward the overstuffed chair.

“Not scotch guarded!” I protested.

He hoisted me up and went toward the dining table.

“No! Not on my grandmother’s table. Plus, it’s too hard.”

“Fuuuck!”

“My room,” I suggested. 

“Awesome idea,” he said. 

Doug hesitated for a moment at the bottom of the stairs before starting up. He was breathing hard and fast. I wasn’t sure if it was from me or the climb. Midway up, he stopped.

“Could you walk the rest of the way?” he panted.

“Excuse me?” 

“I’m a little lightheaded and there’s a situation growing in the garden of good and evil. Add to that the stairs and the lifting… I want to be able to give you my best.”

Slowly, I loosened my arms from his neck and my legs from his waist, sliding down his body to the floor. I stared into his fearful dilated green eyes.

“Come on.” I grabbed his hand and dragged him down the hall to my room. 


[image: ]

 

 

 

I WAS SURE I’d blown it. Trying to walk with a hard dick and an armful of Sophie was not as easy as they made it look in the movies. Fuck you Christian Grey and Ryan Gosling. There had to be some smoke and mirror shit they used.

My mind went blank for a minute or two, probably due to oxygen deprivation. I don’t even know how I got to Sophie’s room. But the next thing I knew, she yanked me into her room and our lips reconnected. My hands couldn’t decide between her hair, her ass, or anywhere in between. The only part of me that was certain of its directive was my dick. 

I walked her back until the back of her knees hit the bed. 

I pried my mouth from hers and gasped for air. “We’re really gonna do this?”

“Looks that way. No one here to interrupt us,” she said.

“You’re not feeling vomitus are you?”

“A little queasy. You spun me around a good bit.”

“I can work with queasy.” 

“Bring it.” She roughly unbuttoned my pants and jerked them open.

“Oh, it’s gonna get brought.” 

I mimicked her by reaching for the button of her pants, but there wasn’t one. I fumbled, unable to gain access. I don’t know why I was so nervous. I’d been fantasizing about this moment for five years. Finally it was here and it felt different from what had taken place in my head. 

Putting her hands over mine, she said, “It’s more of a hook-and-eye thing.”

Together, we undid her pants and pulled down the zipper. We were standing half naked about to indulge in our desires. Even on an off day, I was pret-tay, pret-tay good. But I wanted to be extraordinary for Soph. I needed to psych myself up. 

She’s a gorgeous woman. You’ve been with gorg… Well, not gorgeous really. Nice looking. Some even pretty. You’ve seen all the parts before. Albeit not assembled in such a perfect configuration. Tab A still goes into slot B. You even have a few original moves. Should I try those? No. Stay focused. Stay the course. Don’t go veering off into la-la land. 

“Doug?”

When I heard her voice, it dawned on me that I hadn’t said anything in a while. 

“Have you had a change of heart?” she said.

I covered her shoulders with my hands. “God, no! Have you?”

She shook her head.

“Okay then. Good luck to you,” I said.

“And to you, sir.”

My hands traveled up her soft skin until they were cupping her face. Tilting back her head slightly, I drank in her features before pressing my lips to hers. Sophie’s hand slipped inside the front of my pants, putting the right amount of pressure while moving up and down. A low guttural groan rumbled from my chest as I pushed myself into her touch. When I deepened the kiss, she stroked me with more force. 

I battled with myself. Part of me wanted to take my time. Explore every inch of her. Lingering here and there. Who knew when or if I’d get another shot? But my restraint was quickly fading. When Sophie removed her hand from my pants, I thought I was going to cry. Seconds later her nails ran down my back, digging into my skin and sending me into the stratosphere. 

Licking and nipping my way over her jaw and down her neck, I unhooked her pink lace bra and flung it over my shoulder. One hand made a quick trip to her tit and the other went for the ass. Both were firm but not too firm. Like everything else about Sophie, she had the perfect amount of jiggle. My heart slammed against my chest. I felt frantic. I wanted to do everything to her at once. It was physically impossible, but goddamn I was going to give it the old college try. Her hot skin rubbing against mine had me turning into one giant goose bump. 

Hooking my thumbs into the waistband, I slid off Sophie’s pants. Without breaking stride, she stepped out of them gracefully and kicked them to the side. Suddenly, her neck left my mouth. She sat on the bed and looked up. There she was, breathing heavy, skin flushed and dewy, wearing only pink lace panties. And her hair… Crazy, sexy, and wild. 

Sophie held my gaze as her nails grazed the back of my thighs, heading straight for my ass. The tip of her tongue made little circles right above my waistline. With each motion, my muscles tightened. The veins in my arms and neck so strained I thought they were going to blow. Closing my eyes, my head tipped back. Sophie gave my ass one intense squeeze, jolting my head up and eyes open. She wanted me to watch her. I wanted to watch her. But I’m just a mere mortal. 

That little tongue of hers made its way painstakingly slow up my stomach to my chest. It swirled around my nipple clockwise then counterclockwise. Simultaneously, my nipple disappeared into her mouth and her nails sunk into my back. That combo was the straw. Taking her upper arms, I laid her down on the bed.

Starting at her knee, I nibbled my way up her inner thigh, over her flat stomach, to her tits. I took one in my mouth while rolling her other nipple between my fingers. She held my head in place while I worked my magic. Her legs had my body in a vice grip. 

“Oh God, Doug. Fuck me now!”

I didn’t need to be told twice. I hopped off the bed and pushed my pants and boxers down to my ankles. I lifted my right leg enough to grab the bottom of my pant and tugged. And tugged. And tugged. And tugged. A loud growl reverberated from my chest and out my mouth, filling the room.

“I’m losing my mind. I need you inside of me,” Sophie moaned. 

“I’m coming!”

Tug. 

Hop.

“I am too if you don’t hurry up!”

Tug.

Hop.

“Fucking hipster skinny jeans! I knew I shouldn’t have let Colin talk me into buying them.”

Tug.

Hop.

Tug.

Thud!

Sophie sprang up to a sitting position. “What was that?” Silence. “Doug?” She peered over the edge of the bed. “Are you all right?”

“I’m good. Luckily I fell backwards. Just give me a sec. Let’s not lose the momentum. Keep thinking sexy thoughts. Dick. Lick. Suck. Fuck. Moist. No! Forget I said moist! Stay with the ick and uck words.”

Once I shook off the shock of falling, I bounced right up and got back at it. 

I stood at the side of the bed fully naked. Sophie lying there all primed and ready. Suddenly, she got on all fours and crawled to me. She rose up on her knees, bringing us face-to-face. She placed a soft kiss at the corner of my mouth. She took my dick in her hand and guided it in between her legs. The roughness of the lace along with how ready she was had me teetering on the brink of no return. She continued to press her soft lips to mine. 

“I’m so ready for you,” she whispered between kisses.

Placing my hands behind her thighs, I flipped her back onto the bed, eliciting a surprised yelp, and laughter out of her. I quickly removed her panties before climbing on top of her. 

I looked into her lustful eyes. “Condom?”

“Pill.”

“This day keeps getting better and better,” I said against her lips before plunging my tongue inside.

Our hips rocked together in perfect harmony, as if we’d been doing this forever. Sophie gripped my hair as her legs wrapped around my body, coaxing me to go faster. I tore my lips from hers and buried my face into the crook of her neck. God, she smelled awesome. Coconutty. Shifting, I rested on my elbows and got down to business. 

I didn’t know how I expected it to feel inside Sophie. But… holy shit. Tab A fit magnificently into slot B. And by the sounds Sophie was making, she definitely agreed with me. There was moaning, groaning, grunting, and even some slurping. Not sure which one of us was the slurper, but it didn’t matter. I was having sex with Sophie. 

I had a deep hunger to make Sophie fly as high as possible. Still inside her, I slipped my arms behind her back, turned, and sat up.

“Oh, God!” She moaned.

“I got you, Soph.”

Holding her hips, she rode me. When she tossed her head back, her skin glossy with sweat, a strange feeling came over me. Like I could spend a lifetime looking at her. Our movements kicked into overdrive. My fingers dug into her skin as she sunk her teeth into my shoulder. She sure liked marking her territory. I had to admit it was quite a turn on to be branded by her. She felt incredible. I wanted the night to go on forever or at least another few hours. But alas, even the most powerful sex machine reaches its top speed and has no choice but to crash. My body was so in tune with Sophie’s, I knew she was about to go over the edge.

With two more thrusts, my body tensed as Sophie’s writhed on top of me. A sense of pride and happiness washed over me. I’d never felt this thrilled about inducing an orgasm on anyone, not even on myself. We stayed in this position for several minutes. I think. My brain wasn’t operating at full capacity. 

Finally, our bodies simply collapsed into each other. Neither of us said a word. We held on to each other and waited for our breathing to return to normal. Sophie was the first to shift. Raising her head, she rested her forehead against mine. Her hair was damp and slicked back. Her soft skin had the glow of a satisfied woman. As I stared at her, my stomach felt weird. Like there was something in it flapping around. It wasn’t a bad feeling, just an unfamiliar one. 

“Wow,” she said, her voice husky with sex.

“Indeed.”

It was the only word my brain could come up with at that moment. Typically, by this point, I had exited the premises. Once the deed was done, so was I. For some reason, I didn’t want this to end. It crossed my mind that maybe I had hit my head when I was trying to get those fucking jeans off. That was the most logical explanation for my desire to linger with Sophie in my arms. 

Lifting my head, I studied her beautiful features. I brought my hand up and let the tips of my fingers slowly run down the side of her face. Gently, I brushed my thumb over her swollen lips before lightly pressing mine to them. The kiss became intense, slow, and deep. Abruptly Sophie pulled away and moved off my lap. I immediately missed the feel of her body. I took a few seconds to clear my head. 

“Soph?” My voice was hoarse.

As she scooted off the bed, she said, “I have to go to the bathroom.”

She walked around the bed, not bothering to cover up. She was not shy about her body. Guilt settled in the pit of my stomach. Was she already regretting what happened between us? We had a good friendship happening. Maybe she was scared this would change things. Would it? Had it? I was definitely feeling some weird shit. And when it came to women, I may have done some weird shit, but never did I feel anything. 

I needed to put us back the way we were before having the most mind-blowing sex since the act was conceived. All that was required was a little reassurance that things wouldn’t be awkward between us. We were still the same old Doug and Sophie. 

“Hey, Soph?”

She looked at me over her shoulder. “Yeah?”

“This—” I swung both index fingers between us. “was fantastico. That’s fantastic in Italian.”

“Yeah, I got that.”

“Of course, you being Italian.” I slid off the bed, snatched my boxers from the floor, and pulled them on. “Between babysitting and the sex, I’m pretty wiped out.” I yawned for emphasis. “I’ll be heading to my room for some shuteye.”

“Okay,” she said deadpan. 

“Do you need anything?”

“No.”

I stepped closer to the door. “You sure? I could help you change the sheets.”

“Goodnight, Doug.” Her tone was still as flat as a pancake. 

My exit had to be on a high note.

Letting my eyes peruse her perfect form, I said, “By the way, you look incredible naked.”

She looked at me expressionless and gave no response.

“A-a-and…?”

“And what?” She actually sounded bored. 

“And… Now that you’ve seen and experienced the goods, anything you want to say?”

“As a matter of fact, there is.” 

I thought so.

“I really have to go pee now.” She walked into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. 

I stood frozen and dumbfounded. 

I stared at the door, expecting her to reappear any second, telling me she was just playing a little joke on me. Little? What if she thought my dick was subpar? No way. That was impossible. I felt her trembles and heard her animal noises. Sophie wasn’t the type to hand out pity sex noises. A second later the door cracked open. I knew it. She had been messing with me. 

“Doug, don’t forget to take your jeans.” The door shut.

My blood boiled. “Keep the fucking jeans! They weren’t able to contain my mighty python anyway!” 

Silence. 

“Sophie, did you hear me?! Mighty! Python!” 

No response. I spun around and walked toward the door, tripping over the fucking jeans on my way out. 
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I SAT WITH the menu open in front of me, making it look like I was trying to decide what to have for lunch. The warm breeze coming off the water relaxed me a bit. I settled back into the chair on the deck seating of the Charleston Crab House and stared at the gulls dive-bombing into the Wappoo Creek. Bryson was meeting me for lunch but was running a little late, which was fine by me. It gave me more alone time to wrap my head around last night. 

I stayed in the bathroom until I thought the coast was clear. Seeing as how I didn’t hear any more of Doug’s yammering, I felt it was safe to resurface. Like a little weenie, I crept back into my room, quickly closing and locking the door. I crawled back into bed and was immediately hit with the scent of Doug… of Doug and me… of me and Doug. Every time I breathed in the aroma of mint, coconut, and sex, my mind drifted to how it felt to be with him. 

The things he did to me… the way he touched me, kissed me, and brought me to heights of pleasure I had thus far not experienced in past encounters with others. But when it was over and he looked into my eyes, his fingertips running down my face, I got overwhelmed. So I bolted and hid until I had time to process. 

We both knew what we were doing. No way could alcohol be blamed for a lapse in judgment. Living with Doug hadn’t turned out the way I expected. I thought we’d live fairly separate lives, rarely running into each other. Nothing could be further from the truth. Without me asking, he took it upon himself to brighten my grandmother’s day and restock her snack drawer while I was out of town. He not only got my car back but bought me new tires. Sure at first I thought that was weird. But it was his way of making sure I was safe. Then seeing him with Hope broke me down completely. 

I have no one to blame but myself. I was the one who threw myself at him. A real friendship was forming, and I went and fucked it up, all because I was a sucker for his caring and thoughtfulness. Not to mention that my hormones had been all over the place lately. What I should have done was call one of the guys I usually call when I’m feeling frisky. But that would have meant me having to leave the house since I never bring a guy home. With Doug I had instant access, same day delivery, and convenience. Doug was the Amazon Prime of sex. 

I startled when Bryson suddenly plopped down across from me. 

“Sorry, I’m late. Mom had to tell me some juicy gossip about my cousin, Sharon. She’s always been snooty and thinks she’s better than everyone else. Anyway, it appears that cuz has gone and gotten herself some vaginal rejuvenation.”

“I’m listening.”

“My understanding is that older women and/or ones who’ve gone through childbirth are the most likely partakers. Sharon is our age and has no kids. But since high school, she’s been an open book.” Bryson held her hands as if she were praying, spread the fingers apart, while keeping the wrists together, miming a vagina. “If you know what I mean? The story goes, she brags to anyone who will listen about how all the men will be flocking to her new designer vagina. Or as I like to say it, designa vagina.” A hearty laugh took over her body. “Anyway, the first guy to experience it, said it looked like a cross between Mick Jagger and a Shar Pei. You know, the dog. Isn’t that hilarious?”

“Side-splitting,” I said more sarcastically than intended. 

“Creeps, what’s your problem?” 

“Sorry. I’m just in a mood.”

“How’s the new job going?” she said while looking at her menu.

“Well, considering I only started it four hours ago, pretty good.”

“Still having issues with that female exec?” 

“She thought spreading gossip that I’d slept my way to the top would prevent me from getting the promotion. Her little plan epically backfired. Now we’re on the same level and she’s backtracking, kissing my ass. What happened to hashtag, women stop fucking over other women?”

“I’m not exactly up on my hashtag knowledge, but I don’t think that was ever one of them. You’re going to have to find a way to work together and leave the personal stuff out of it.”

“I know,” I agreed.

“You should make up a list of rules for her to follow. Remember when we were kids you did that all the time.”

“I did not,” I protested.

Bryson looked at me half shocked and half amused. “You so did. Especially when you were pissed off at me.”

“For example?”

“Does the seven in one dream ensemble trunk mean anything to you?”

“Um… no.”

“The seven in one dream ensemble trunk was made up of a white sparkly dress, a skirt, two sashes, purple and white sleevelets, net skirt, veil, and wings. You could dress up like a princess, an angel, and a bride. The combinations were endless.”

“Jesus,” I mumbled.

“The rule was, for every piece of dreamy clothing you’d let me wear, I had to let you play with my Easy Bake Oven and Snack Center.”

“That seems reasonable to me.”

It was as if we were those seven-year-old girls again.

“The reasonable and fair thing would have been for you to give me the entire trunk to play with and I let you use my Easy Bake Oven and Snack Center. I had to replace the heating element in my oven three times before I got one ensemble put together. Not to mention, you didn’t then and still don’t like to bake.”

“First off, it was a light bulb. It’s not like you had to do major electrical work. And wow, you’re pretty psychotic about this.”

“No. I’m only trying to point out how adamant you are about your rules. Don’t even get me started on the whole Slip n’ Slide protocol.”

“I had seen you two days before at Tamara Nixon’s pool. You puked up an entire peanut butter and jelly sandwich, Cheetos, and cherry Kool-Aid all the way down her waterslide.”

“I told you, not more than five minutes earlier, Tommy Simpson had held me under in the pool. I gulped down a gallon of water, chlorine, and probably some of Tommy Simpson’s pee.”

“I couldn’t take the chance.” 

“You love to make rules. It keeps things in order and gives you a sense of control,” she said. 

“So what if I do? What’s so bad about that?”

“Nothing. I was just making a point.”

“Point taken. Thanks,” I sneered playfully.

I waved the waitress over and she took our order. 

“So, if it’s not work, what’s bothering you? Is your grandmother okay?”

I chuckled. “She’s more than okay. She has a male friend.”

“Get it, Nonnina. Did Doug do something?” Bryson said. 

Boy, did he.

“I’m tired is all.”

She eyed me wearily. “I’ll take your word for it… for now anyway. So the camping trip…”

“Camping trip?”

Bryson made it a point to show me her eye roll. “Yes, we’re all going on a weekend camping trip to the North Carolina Mountains. Please tell me you’re not going to bail.”

“No. I just forgot it was coming up so soon.”

“Hart and the guys are taking care of all the equipment. Between me, you and Julia the food will be covered.” I looked at her with a raised brow. “And when I say food from you, I mean wine.”

“I can do that.”

For the rest of the lunch, Bryson went down the plans for the big trip. I’d never admit it to her, but I had forgotten all about the upcoming getaway. Currently, other things were occupying my mind. I wanted so desperately to talk to my best friend about what happened. I couldn’t bring myself to say the words even though I knew she’d understand. Maybe if Doug wasn’t Hart’s best friend, I’d be okay with it. While Bryson switched topics, telling me the latest Hope story, something dawned on me. Maybe I could have my cake and eat it too. 

If I implemented a set of rules with Doug, maybe the incredible sex could continue until it became tiresome. Nothing lasts forever. I’m sure a large part of the intensity of last night was the years of buildup. Doug didn’t want anything but sex. That was evident by the big hurry he was in returning to his room. I’ll create a list of rules that we both agree to abide by. When the flame flickers out, no harm, no foul. 

For the rest of the afternoon, I kept busy with my new job, while working in a few minutes here and there to research friends with benefits rules. Surprisingly there were lots of sites and articles devoted to the topic. By the time I was ready to go home I was actually excited about my idea. The way I saw it, it was a win, win for both of us. 
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Sophie: Any plans for tonight?

Me: Nope.

Sophie: Good. I’m picking up dinner. Greek ok?

Me: Yep.

Sophie: See you in a bit.

Me: Otay. :)

 

A TEXT FROM Soph was a rarity. At first when I saw her name pop-up on my phone, a sinking feeling hit the pit of my stomach. I hadn’t seen or talked to her since last night. She had already left for work by the time I got downstairs this morning. I felt off-balance not knowing what was going on in her head. She had always been kind of hard to read, but I thought I’d cracked the code until last night. 

I was distracted the entire day at work. My thoughts ran the gamut. One minute I was patting myself on the back at my exceptional performance last night. Then the next second the look in Sophie’s eyes right before getting off my lap invaded my mind, causing doubt. Maybe she didn’t have as good of a time as I thought. Then my ego reminded me of the impossibility of that being true. 

The weird thing was, I went into it, and her, with the realization that it was a one-time event and I was good with that. But now that I’ve bitten the forbidden fruit, I’m not so sure once is enough. Still, I had to prepare myself that Sophie’s text meant she wanted to inform me that last night was history, never to be revisited. Of course, that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to state my case for the up note of history repeating itself again and again… and maybe twenty to eighty times after that. 

As I drove home, I formulated my argument for the continuation of our racy roomie rumba. The most obvious reason, it felt incredible. We were two consenting adults. We weren’t inflicting pain on anyone. Neither of us wanted anything more than a good time. And we didn’t have to leave the house which was very convenient.

Pulling up to the house, I saw Sophie was already home. I grabbed my bag and suit jacket, then bounded onto the front porch, confident she would come around to my way of thinking. The second I walked through the door the smell of Greek food hit me. Tossing my stuff on the sofa, I followed my nose all the way into the kitchen. 

The swinging door was wide open. I stood in the doorway, leaning one shoulder against the frame, and admired the vision before me. Sophie stood at the counter with her back to me spooning out deliciousness into plates. Her flowy white shirt tucked into a fitted knee-length black skirt and black heels screamed hot secretary. Quiet moments between us like this didn’t present themselves often, so I decided to enjoy it until she noticed me. 

Without turning around, she tilted her head toward a bag on the counter, and said, “Look in that bag.”

“Palmetto beer. My favorite. And it’s icy cold.” I sounded more astonished than I intended. She didn’t show it often, but Sophie had a sweet spot. In fact, if memory serves me correctly, I found a couple of them last night. 

She picked up the two plates piled high with food and headed to the table. “I’m calling a house meeting.” She set the plates and utensils down before sliding her shapely ass into the chair. “Sit down.” 

Eyeing her cautiously, I eased into the chair across from her. I took a long draw from the bottle while Sophie powered up her iPad.

“I have a strange feeling I’m not going to come out on the side of good after this meeting,” I said. 

She continued to search her iPad, ignoring me. Never taking my eyes off her, I took another swig of beer, trying to figure out what was headed my way. She didn’t seem to be mad or regretful. Quite the contrary. Sophie actually looked satisfied. No doubt still experiencing the effects of my magnetic sensuality. Suddenly, a snapping sound got my attention. Sophie’s raised hand came into view. 

“Beer me, please,” she said, still studying the screen.

What the hell was she looking at?

I did as instructed, placing the open bottle in front of her. Finally, Sophie pushed the iPad to the side, looked up, and downed a long sip of beer. I couldn’t help staring as her full lips wrapped around the end of the bottle.

“Doug, I want to taste you first.” Sophie’s attention was zeroed in on me as the corners of her plum colored lips twitched into a smirk before she ran the tip of her pink tongue over the bottom one. I felt completely helpless against her womanly wiles. “You’re so big. I hope I’m able to fit all of you in, Doug…”

“Doug!” she snapped.

“I’m right here, woman. You don’t have to yell.”

“You had a weird look on your face. Your eyes were glazed over.”

I blinked a few times then opened my eyes wide. “All deglazed. Now would you mind telling me why you’ve called this meeting?” 

“We’re both adults,” she said in a business tone. 

“Agreed.”

“I’m going to lay my cards on the table, Truman. Last night was good.’”

“Good?” I was offended at her mediocre feedback.

“Didn’t you think so?”

“I thought it was better than good.”

She settled back in her chair. “Okay. Your adjective.” 

“Off the top of my head spectacular, mind-blowing, earth-shattering.” 

The corners of her mouth twitched up, but she quickly bit her bottom lip to keep from smiling. 

“We’ll go with your words. My point is, I couldn’t stop thinking about it all night and day,” she admitted.

“Really? Because you scampered away pretty quickly.” I skewered a stuffed grape leaf and shoved it in my mouth. 

“I was shocked how goo… spectacular it was.”

“Shocked?!”

“We’re getting off track. I had fun… a lot of fun. You had fun from what I remember. And I’d like to continue having fun.”

The fork slipped from my hand, clamoring loudly as it hit the plate. My jaw dropped and my eyes widened. I couldn’t believe my ears. 

I narrowed my eyes. “Are you fucking with me?”

“I’d really like to.” She popped a piece of chicken into her mouth.

“Wait a second, wait a second, wait a second. Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“That I want to continue having sex with you?”

“Yes,” I said skeptically. 

“Yes, Doug, I want to continue having sex with you, but…”

“I knew it!”

“What?”

“There’s always a big but.”

“I feel we should set some rules…”

“Oh hell no! You are not going to implement a bunch of rules on me in that department.” I paused and thought for a second. “Unless they’re sexy rules, which I could totally get into.”

“I’m talking about establishing basic ground rules so things don’t get sticky between us.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “You didn’t complain last night when things got sticky between us.” 

“You’re gross. Forget it.” She pushed the iPad to the side, picked up her fork and pierced another piece of chicken.

“No, no, no. I’m sorry. Continue, please.”

She focused back on the iPad. “I did some research on friends with benefits…” 

A huge grin crossed my face. 

Sophie looked up at me. “What?” 

“You consider me a friend. That’s nice.”

“Don’t go all pussy. As I was saying, I did some research. There are tons of articles about the dos and don’ts of this type of arrangement.” Focusing back on the iPad, she continued. “Everything I’ve read states that setting clear rules is a must. So that both parties are on the same page and things won’t get complicated. This article here says before entering into a friends with benefits relationship you should follow these twenty rules.”

“Twenty? Too many.”

“It does seem like overkill. Okay, here’s one with fifteen.”

“Still too high,” I said.

“Ten.”

“Lower.”

“Seven.” A hint of annoyance invaded her voice.

“Has always been an unlucky number for me.”

She blew out a breath. “Four?”

“Rhymes with whore and that doesn’t sit well with me.”

“Three.”

“Sounds too much like pee, which makes me think of you having to go last night. Not sexy.”

“Two?”

“Eh.”

“One?” Her teeth were grinding ever so slightly. 

“What’s the point?”

“Zero?”

“Ding, ding, ding! We have a winner!” I said.

“Listen here Galileo, we’re establishing a set number of rules.”

I stared at her. “I am so hot for you right now.”

“Really,” she said all breathy.

“No!” I pushed away from the table and stood. “Listen, Soph, I get what you’re saying, but you’re making it too clinical and rigid. I can’t work that way.” I looked down at my crotch. “He can’t work that way. It’s too much pressure.”

“I hear you. We can work this out. I’m nothing if not flexible.”

“I’ll say.” I snort laughed at my awesome joke.

“How about this… We’ll make a few basic rules now, leaving it open to add as we see fit.”

I sat back down. “That sounds doable.”

“In no particular order… one, this is simply about having great sex. Nothing more.”

“Mind-blowing incredible sex.”

“Agreed. See, setting rules isn’t so bad,” she said.

“It’s only the first one.”

“We’re not dating, so there’s no obligation to go out.” 

“Good. That’s a money saver.”

“No jealousy if we find ourselves interested in another person.” She took a sip of beer.

“Are you talking about a threesome?”

“Complete honesty is required at all times,” she continued.

“I take that as a no on the threesome. What about our friends?”

“I say we keep this between you and me. No need to involve them.”

“Yeah, secret sex, undercover, in the shadows, on the DL… that’s hot.”

“One article did say FBs shouldn’t socialize a lot, but there’s not much we can do about that since you’re living here and we do hang out.”

“That’s weird. I thought the whole point of Facebook was to collect as many friends that you don’t know as possible.”

“Fuck buddies,” she blurted out matter-of-factly.

“Oh. Funny, I’ve had fucks and I have had buddies, but never thought to merge them. It’s like my two worlds are coming together in a beautiful and magical union.”

“Mmm… Hmm.”

“Should we strip naked and seal the deal?” 

“A handshake will suffice,” she said.

“And by handshake, do you mean my dick in your hand?”

“No, you imbecilic jackass. Just because we’ve come to an agreement, doesn’t give your hormones scheda bianca.”

“You’ve lost me.”

“Carte blanche.”

“Still nothing.”

“Eat your stuffed grape leaves,” she said.

We sat in comfortable silence eating for several minutes.

Picking up the bottle of beer, I took a swig, then said, “You wanna go do it?”

“You don’t know anything about women.”

“I know plenty, thank you. Like what? What are you talking about?”

“Even with our arrangement, there needs to be some buildup. A little foreplay.”

“I planned on foreplay, five play, all the plays,” I told her.

“Okay…” 

I bolted from my seat, causing the chair to crash backward to the floor. I zoomed out of the kitchen and sprinted up the stairs, stripping my shirt off on the way. When I got to Sophie’s room, I kicked off my shoes, and easily slipped out of my dress pants. I threw back the comforter and dove into bed wearing only my boxers and socks. 

Shit, my socks! 

Quickly pulling them off, I balled them up and hurled them as far across the room as possible. I laid back against the cushioned gray headboard, man-spreading seductively in the middle of the mattress. I slung both arms casually over my head. They tired quickly so I struck another pose using only one arm overhead. But then I caught my reflection in the large mirror that hung over the dresser. It looked as if I was doing some sort of Spanish dance and at any minute would shout, “ole!” As I pondered, it occurred to me that I needed to conserve my upper body strength for more strenuous and pleasurable activities. So in the end I went with an across the chest flex. 

As I lay flexing intermittently, I wondered what was taking Sophie so long to get up here. Maybe she was putting away the food we barely touched. I was amazed at the turn of events this day had taken. Not more than a half hour ago I thought I was walking into a lion’s den. I couldn’t imagine in my wildest dreams I was actually walking into a den of sexual delights. 

Glancing down at my watch, I realized at least ten minutes had passed and still no Sophie. What game was the little minx playing now? My gaze floated around the room. Like the rest of the house, everything was neat and tidy. I landed on a small table in the corner speckled with a series of framed photos of Sophie through the years with Bryson, her grandparents, and who I assume to be her father. Not a single one with her mom, though. 

I checked the time again. Five more minutes had ticked by. Then it hit me. I had been in such a hurry, the only word I heard was, okay. Fuck! Did she mean, “Okay, let’s do this” or “Okay, slow down. It isn’t happening tonight.”? The faint sound of a door clicking closed got my attention. Sophie wouldn’t leave, knowing I was up here waiting and wanting… would she? 
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IT TOOK ME a few seconds to process the speed at which Doug flew out the room and up the stairs. His exuberance and eagerness was exhilarating. I never felt so desired. It gave me a sense of power. I floated airily around the kitchen as I put away the barely touched food. Knowing Doug was somewhere upstairs waiting for me had my hoo-ha humming and heating up. Before heading upstairs, I doubled checked that the front door was locked, knowing we were in for the rest of the night. 

Anticipation swelled with each step I took. The air crackled with electricity. My hard nipples strained against my blouse, begging to be freed. When I reached the second floor, a loud drawn out growl came from my room. Picking up the pace, I headed toward the sound of frustration. I almost collided with Doug rushing out of my room. He was clad in only a pair of black boxers with a pile of cartoon nuts and the words, Warning: May Contain Nuts, stitched in gray over one leg.

“Where are you going?” I said.

“Where have you been?” he rebutted.

“I had to clean up and lock up.”

His body visibly relaxed. “You weren’t playing a round of mind games?”

I was a little surprised and hurt that he thought I would do such a thing.

“No.”

His expression was suspicious while his gaze roamed up and down my body. I held eye contact as I unbuttoned my shirt. I let it fall open revealing my crisp white lace bra. Doug stood there in silence. Reaching behind me, I unzipped my skirt, pushing it to the floor, and stepped out of it. Doug swallowed hard, his bulging Adam’s apple sliding slowly down his neck. 

As I moved closer, his chest and shoulders heaved heavily. His warm breath drifted over me, causing an explosion of goosebumps from my head to my toes. Placing my hands around his neck, I pulled him closer, bringing his lips to my mouth. 

With my lips against his, I whispered, “I would never fuck with your head, only your body.”

“Take off your shirt,” he ordered.

I did as I was told. Authoritative Doug was new and very hot. 

“Give me another command,” I said, my breaths coming out in short fast spurts.

“Um… get on your knees? Wait! I take that back. Let’s see.” He looked to the ceiling as he pondered options. 

“Doug, I’m cooling off.” 

“Okay, okay. You threw me with the whole command thing. I got something now.” His body went rigid, taking on a masterful vibe. “Go to the bathroom.”

My face contorted in disgust. “Ew. I don’t think so.”

“Don’t disobey me, woman.”

“Listen, I enjoy a little kink as much as the next girl, but I’m calling ixnay on the bodily function.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m not going to… you know,” I said.

The light of recognition flickered in his bright green eyes. “Gross, I don’t want you to… Why would you even think that? Jesus, Soph!”

I got right up in his face. “You said, go to the bathroom!” 

“I meant go in the bathroom!”

“How was I supposed to know that?! I’m not a mind reader, Doug!”

“I thought you knew me a little better than that! To even entertain the idea…”

I stepped away from him and bent down to get my clothes. “Things have taken quite a turn in the wrong direction.” 

Doug took me by the elbow. “No, no, no. We can get back on track.” He once again assumed a masterful stance. “Go wait for me in the bathroom. I’ll be in shortly to fuck you in the shower.”

The heat, the goosebumps, and the intense humming hoo-ha returned immediately.

“Yes, sir.”

I left Doug standing in the doorway looking pretty impressed with himself from what I could tell. I did as instructed, standing in the middle of my bathroom still wearing my white lace bra, matching panties, and black patent leather heels. Turning toward the mirror, I ran my fingers through my hair. Gathering it together, I swept it up on top of my head, letting a few wispy strands fall. While trying to decide which way to wear it, Doug came up behind me. Snaking his hands around my waist, he buried his face in the crook of my neck.

“Keep it down,” he muttered against my hot skin.

I listened, letting my hair fall freely. Doug worked his way from my neck to my shoulder, alternating between soft nibbles and sharp, but gentle bites. My head fell back as the rest of my body melted into his. Feeling how much he wanted me sent shivers up and down my spine. My eyes fluttered shut as his hand slipped inside my panties.

“Are you okay with this?” he breathed in my ear.

“More than okay.” I wiggled my ass against his hard dick.

I felt his lips spread into a smile. “I meant doing it in here. I remember you having an issue before on the choice of rooms.”

His fingers slid further between my legs. 

“O-o-oh, Doug.” I blew out a ragged breath. “Just with public facilities. My bathroom is spotless.”

“Brace yourself because things are about to get filthy,” he said, plunging a finger inside of me. 

My knees wobbled, causing my body to collapse. Doug tightened his arm around my waist, gluing me to his chest while his divine digit pumped in and out of me. I was on the precipice of igniting when everything stopped. The magical finger disappeared and the strong arm fell away. 

My eyes flew open. “What the fuck happened?”

Gazing at me in the mirror, he said, “Go turn on the shower.”

I composed myself as much as possible before completing the task. I pulled back the curtain. As I bent over to turn the water on, I made sure to poke my ass out a little more for Doug’s pleasure. It must have been too much for him because before I knew what was happening, he rushed me. 

Cupping the sides of my face, Doug devoured my mouth unapologetically. The room quickly filled with steam. He pulled away and frantically unhooked my bra. I jerked the straps down my arms and threw it to the side. Both of us quickly got rid of our drawers. Doug stood before me completely naked. The unbridled lust in his eyes almost made me orgasm right then and there.

Grabbing my ass, Doug lifted me. My high heels fell off as I wrapped my legs around him. 

“Goddamn, you’re gorgeous, Soph.” 

“You too.”

Doug held me tight as he stepped into the shower. The hot water pelted my back like little shards of broken glass. The pain along with the pleasure of being pressed against Doug’s firm body was exquisite. Tilting my head back, I let the water soak my hair. Doug’s lips connected with my skin, grazing across my collarbone as the tip of him teased me between my legs. 

He shifted, widening his stance in order to steady us. I wiggled, desperately trying to make contact with his dick, but he was milking the moment for as long as he could hold out. Wanting a sturdier hold, Doug hoisted me up, and the top of my head bumped the shower head.

“Ow!”

“Did I hurt you?” The concern in his voice was touching.

“My head hit the thingy when you lifted me.”

“Shit, sorry. I’ll move back a little.”

“Sounds good,” I said.

But when he shifted it put me in direct line with the water stream. Large drops bombarded me in the face. 

“I-I fe-el like I’m being waterboarded,” I sputtered. 

“Fuck. Hang on, I can fix this.”

Doug turned so that my back was against the longer tile wall. Water bounced off the top of his head and down his face. Needing a break from the deluge, he turned his head and spit out the excess water.

“Now you’re spitting water in my face,” I said.

“Well, we are in a shower.”

“You don’t have to be snippy.” I spit out along with a mouthful of water.

“I’m just stating a fact. Hold tight and concentrate on how awesome I’m about to make you feel.”

Cupping my ass, Doug eased me onto him. I got lost in the sensation of him sliding inside and filling me up. Pressing me harder against the tile, he began to thrust, going deeper and deeper. He removed his hands from my body, placing them flat on the wall on either side of my head. I tightened my hold on him as our movements increased. My back glided up and down the slick tile with each thrust. But then something weird happened. 

Each time I slid down, it felt as if I was going lower and lower. Doug appeared oblivious to the predicament. 

“Doug.”

He moaned. “You feel so good.”

“Doug, something’s happening.”

“Fuck yeah something’s happening. I’m about to rock your world.” He growled.

“I’m losing my grip.”

“I’m almost there too, baby.”

“No. I think I’m…”

Before I could finish the sentence the grasp I had on him gave way. I plummeted, my ass hitting the built-in soap dish on the way down. I looked up into the horrified face of Doug, who was bent over me. 

“Are you okay?” he said.

“Yeah, I think so. Are you?”

“I’m afraid to look. I think my dick is broken.”

I hesitated, unsure of the condition I’d find the aforementioned dick. “It seems to be in one piece.”

We both expelled a long sigh of relief. 

“Maybe we should call it a night,” Doug suggested.

“Yeah, that’s a good idea.”

Doug turned off the water, then helped me out of the tub. Grabbing a towel, he enveloped me in its white fluffiness, then wrapped one around his waist. I took another towel and quickly dried my hair before handing it to him. He mimicked me, rubbing the soft material over his wet head. We stood in silence for what felt like hours.

“Well, that was different,” I said.

“Never happened to me before.”

“I’m thinking it takes a lot of coordination, what with the constant spray and…”

He held up his hand halting my words. “No need to play Monday morning quarterback.”

“Agreed.” I paused for a moment. “This doesn’t mean we’re going to stop…”

“Oh, no. The arrangement is still in play.”

“Good.”

Without making eye contact, Doug said, “Now walk away. You’re making things awkward.”

“But this is my bathroom.” 

Doug nodded in recognition before turning and walking away.
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“WHOSE BRILLIANT IDEA was this anyway?” I yelled down to my so-called friends.

I was in Hart’s dusty attic looking for camping equipment.

“We haven’t been able to go on a trip in a long time. This is the perfect time of year to get back to nature,” Hart said.

I poked my head out of the attic door. “I meant me being the one to crawl around your skanky attic.”

“That would be Colin.” Hart smiled.

Colin took a swig of beer. “I have the allergies.”

Hart looked up at me with a pitiful expression. “I would have done it, but you know I’ve got the paralyzed leg thing.”

“You’re both full of shit.” My head disappeared back into the dust.

“Doug, if it’s any consolation, most of the camping stuff is in the same general area,” Hart said.

“Why isn’t Ronnie here to help?” I shouted.

“Had to work late.” Colin’s voice drifted up to me. 

“Hart, by any chance do you have a rat problem?” I loud whispered as not to disturb whatever was looking at me in the very dim light. 

“Not to my knowledge.”

“Wait a sec. My bad. It was a Barbie doll.” I laughed. “Here’s the first box.”

I lowered the heavy box into Colin’s arms. Three more boxes followed along with three tents. We unpacked the boxes and unfolded the tents, spreading it all out on the garage floor, taking stock of our supplies. Most of the stuff belonged to Hart except for two of the tents and one large box.

“How is it that my attic became the boarding house for y’all’s crap?” said Hart.

“You were kind enough to open your heart and your attic since neither Dougie nor I had the room at our respective abodes.” Colin was entertaining a slight buzz.

Kneeling, I checked for holes in one of the tents. “This tent smells like musty sex.”

“Hey, that’s mine,” Hart admitted. Colin and I looked at him. “You guys know I proposed to Bryson on a camping trip.”

“After the fact,” I said.

When we were kids, Hart, Colin, Ronnie and I made a pact to always go camping together and that no girls would ever be allowed. It took a lot of convincing on Hart’s part for me to let females go on this trip. After all, camping was a testosterone-fueled primal urge. It’s the ultimate quest for a man to conquer the wild.

“Oh, I got the Bear Creek spots reserved for two nights,” Colin said. 

I shook my head in disgust and muttered, “Reservations at a campground. That’s what happens when girls are involved.”

Hart’s eyebrows lifted as he gave me a pointed look. “You realize you’re talking about mine and Ronnie’s wives.” 

I stood and dusted off my knees. “Sorry. That’s what happens when ladies are involved.” 

“Speaking of ladies… How are things between you and your roomie?” Sarcasm was evident in Colin’s tone.

“Fine,” I snapped.

Colin walked over to me and draped his arm around my shoulder. “A quick sharp retort. Sounds like there’s trouble in paradise.”

I shrugged my shoulders, causing his arm to fall. “Fuck you. Things are more than fine.”

I wanted so badly to tell them how fine things were with Sophie, with the exception of last night. But being a gentleman and a man of my word, my lips were sealed. Besides, if word got back to her, she’d deep fry my nuts on a stick and sell them at the carnival. 

“Things between Soph and I are great. She’s become a good friend. No complaints.”

“Really?” Colin said shocked.

“Yes, really. Is it that impossible for you to believe I could have a friendship with a woman?”

Colin looked up, thinking a little too hard about the answer. “Not impossible, just improbable.”

“Let’s leave our boy alone.” Hart came to my defense as usual. “From what Bryson’s told me, Doug speaks the truth. Sophie says seeing Doug every day isn’t as horrible a fate as she expected.” Colin spits out a laugh while I scrunched up my face in a silent fuck you. “You should be commended for the mature way you’ve handled yourself while living with another human being and following the rules of the house.” 

I jerked my head toward Hart. “You know about the rules?”

“Bryson said Sophie has always been into making rules.”

Colin took a seat on the steps leading into Hart’s place. “So, what kind of rules?”

“Your basic ones—don’t make a lot of noise, clean up after yourself, etcetera,” I explained.

“It’s the etcetera ones I want to know about,” Colin said. 

“What’s with all the questions? How would you like me to fire off questions of my own?”

“Fire away.” Colin eased back, resting his elbows on the step above.

“What’s the deal with you and my baby cousin?”

“We enjoy each other’s company. Next.”

It was really hard to think up questions on the spot.

“Will she be coming on the camping trip? Because I have no interest whatsoever being witness to the walls of your tent shaking.”

“First of all… gross. She’s your cousin for Christ’s sake. Second of all, we’re not at that point. Third of all, no. She has a big paper due for her anatomy class.” He looked at me with a smug smile plastered across his face. “I bet one of the etceteras is no bringing home of your usual brand of trollop. Which probably means Dougie here has been without sex for a while.”

My jaw clenched tighter and tighter

“What’s it like not to have felt the touch of a woman, Doug? Or even be wanted by one for that matter,” Colin prodded.

“I’ve had sex. Mind-blowing- off-the-charts sex.” 

The words flew out of my mouth before I could cram them back down my throat. I don’t know why I always let Colin piss me off. I had to think fast. I didn’t trust myself to not say Sophie’s name if he asked. So I raised my hand and waved.

“Palm-mel-a and her five sisters keep me satisfied.” I tossed him my own smug smile.

Colin cringed.

“When are the two of you going to mature past the age of ten?” Hart said.

Just then the door to the house opened, and Sophie stuck her head out. Her bright violet eyes piercing mine. 

“Dinner is served, gentlemen,” she said.

“Perfect timing. These two are getting on my nerves.” 

Wagging her finger, she scolded, “Now boys, play nice or there’ll be no dessert.” 

She gave me a coy smile before disappearing. Hart rolled out of the garage to the backyard and over to the deck which had a ramp into the house. 

I stared at Colin who hadn’t moved. “Are you going to move your ass anytime soon?”

“Yes, I’m going to move my ass.” He sneered and stood.

I may have shoved on his shoulder as he made his way up the steps. 
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AS USUAL, BRYSON made an amazing dinner. She’s such a great chef. There have been times when I’ve thought her food was too good for this motley crew. I stayed clear of Colin, choosing to take a seat next to Sophie at the table. I loved Colin like a brother. Scratch that. I had a brother who I barely knew and didn’t want to know. I loved Colin like brothers should, and I knew he felt the same about me. But he enjoyed grinding my gears a little too much at times.

“Bryson’s parents will be over here by noon Friday. Considering it will take my lovely wife a solid twenty minutes to go over instructions with her mom for Hope and Butter, then to say goodbye to our daughter, we should be ready to leave by one. Ronnie will have his gear packed in his car. I think between mine and Colin’s car we’ll have more than enough room for everything else. Col, can you still come by the night before and we can pack up everything except the food?”

“No problem. And I’ll swing by Friday to pick Doug and Sophie up.” 

“Why is Colin taking his car? I can drive mine,” I said.

“Because mine is bigger than yours.” He chuckled.

“Doug, it makes more sense to take three cars instead of four. We reserved three spots. One will be only for the cars,” Hart said.

Before I had a chance to argue, Bryson and Sophie walked in carrying dessert.

“We’re going old school tonight with fresh peach cobbler and vanilla ice cream,” Bryson said, placing the dish of bubbly goodness on the table.

As Sophie set the small bowls and carton of ice cream on the table, she captured my gaze again and that same coy smile appeared. As she passed behind, she let her hand glide over the back of my chair, brushing ever so gently across my shoulders. Taking her seat, she made a point to lean in so the side of her breast nudged my arm. 

Hart’s lips were moving, Bryson was dishing out dessert, and Colin’s head was tilted back in laughter. But I couldn’t hear anything, because I was too busy concentrating on Sophie’s petite hand slipping down my inner thigh. I don’t mean near the knee inner thigh. She was well within range of the danger zone. My knee jerked, and hit the table, causing it to jostle. All eyes focused on me. 

“You okay, buddy?” Hart said.

“Yeah. Leg spasm. Can’t control them.”

“Of course you can’t control them. That’s pretty much the definition of a spasm,” Colin said.

“Colin, what’s with you riding my ass tonight? I have a condition. Show some compassion.” I took the bowl Bryson was holding in midair and dug in.

Sophie didn’t ease up. She continued to slowly rub, inching closer to my increasingly hard dick. Beads of sweat popped up along my forehead and the room suddenly felt like a sauna. I stole a sideways glance at Sophie, only to find her sitting there calm, cool, and collected eating her dessert, all the while rubbing me into a frenzy.

“It appears that leg spasms aren’t your only condition. Seems like you’re tense. You might need to blow off some steam,” Colin said.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’d like to blow you off.”

The room erupted into laughter.

“You know what I meant,” I sneered. 

While the others were in hysterics, I quickly yanked out my dress shirt to cover the front of my tenting pants.

Standing, I pointed to Colin. “Fuck you.” I then turned my finger toward Hart. “And fuck you too.”

I tossed my napkin on the table and stomped out of the room.

“What did I do?” Hart yelled through laughter. 

I walked down the hallway headed to the bathroom. Between being pissed off and turned on, I needed a little alone time to collect myself. I stood in front of the open bathroom door when suddenly, two hands pressed against my back and shoved me inside. Before I had a chance to turn around, the door closed and the light flipped on. As I looked in the mirror, the reflection of Sophie leaning against the door looked back. 

I turned toward her. “What are you doing?”

Without a word, Sophie pushed off from the door. Her hands hit my chest, pushing me back until I bumped into the counter. Grabbing a fistful of my shirt, she pulled my lips to hers. My hands found her ass and I tugged her toward me. The feel of her pressed against me had my blood flowing like a tsunami. I wanted more. I needed more.

I crimped the soft red material of her skirt between my fingers, inching it up higher and higher. Sophie pressed on my chest and broke the kiss.

“We can’t here,” she said between gasps.

“You’ve already started the launch sequence. I’m at T-minus seven seconds.”

“Sorry. How about this, you make some excuse and head home. After you leave, I’ll say I have an early meeting tomorrow and meet you there. Then we can blastoff.” She sucked on her lower lip. 

“That sounds like a hot sexy plan.”

“I’ll go out there first. Then count to a hundred before you come out. We don’t want it to look weird.”

She started to turn and leave, but I took her by the hand. “What prompted the under the table action?”

“I overhead you guys in the garage. It was sweet the way you kept our secret… The way you protected me.”

“Underneath this ultra-masculine exterior, I am pretty sweet.”

“I’m beginning to see that.”

We stared at each other for several seconds, before Sophie left me to count.
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I MADE A quick and clean getaway, making it home in record time. Because Sophie had fun surprising me under the table and in the bathroom, I thought I’d do a little surprising of my own. Since we both knew what the rest of our night would consist of, I saw no problem with preparing in advance. I went to my room, stripped off my clothes, and pulled on the bottom of my pj’s. 

When I got back downstairs, I turned off all the lights except for the small dim one that sat on the entryway table. I sat down on one of the lower steps of the stairs and waited. 

And waited.

And waited.

And waited.

A half hour had passed before I saw the headlights shine through the front window. Good thing I was more horny than mad. Otherwise, I would have given up a while ago and called it a night. I got up and moved to the dark corner of the room, off the entryway. The front door opened. Sophie stepped inside, locking the door behind her. Turning around, she saw the entire place was dark except for the one small lamp. Confusion washed over her, but she stepped forward despite not knowing what was happening. 

“Doug?”

I waited until she was in position. She was about a foot away from me when I quickly stepped out of the shadows. I pushed her against the wall and devoured her mouth. Her hands sunk into my hair, gripping hard. As my mouth worked its way down her neck, my hands grabbed the hem of her skirt and pushed it up. 

“What took you so fucking long?” I breathed against her neck.

She gasped for air. “Bryson. Pictures. Hope.”

I made my way down her body. Wasting no time, I pulled down her panties and my tongue got to work between her legs. Sophie’s nails dug into the top of my scalp as she slung one leg over my shoulder. I wanted her to come fast, hard, and over and over. I was relentless. If I could have crawled all the way inside of her, I would have. Never in my entire life had I ever wanted to please another person like I wanted to please Sophie.

“What are you doing to me? It’s never felt this incredible,” she moaned. 

Her words of encouragement spurred me on more, if that was even possible. Sophie’s body vibrated. Her legs tightened around my head as she rode the wave as long as she could stand before crashing. Not giving her much recovery time, I eased her leg off my shoulders and stood. Her body was still shaking, but she was able to reach for my pants and yank them down. I went back in and didn’t ease up until she fell again with me following right behind. 

I was out of breath, sweaty, and exhausted. I’d never given that much of myself to anyone. When I first opened my eyes flashes of light was all I saw. Like the aftereffects of a flashbulb going off. After my eyes adjusted, I gazed at Sophie. Her expression was familiar. It was the same one she had the first time we were together, only this time I wasn’t going to let her go.

“You okay?” I whispered.

She just nodded. We disengaged. I stepped back and pulled up my pants. Then wrapped my arms around her, picked her up, and carried her over to the sofa. I sat in the dark with Sophie in my arms, realizing there was no other place I wanted to be and no other person I wanted to be with.
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I STOMPED UP the steps with such force, I almost broke the heel of my blush colored Manolo Blahnik Mary Janes. I jabbed my key into the lock and bulldozed through the door. I slammed my bag and purse on the entryway table before ripping off my beige cashmere Armani pea coat cape, which coordinated perfectly with my Armani trousers and silk button-down shirt. I am the very definition and image of an intelligent, qualified, businesswoman. How dare the new bitch in town imply otherwise.

Joanna Sinclair had been the bane of my existence ever since she joined my department a month ago. She was one of those women who appeared to our bosses as an advocate for women in business. A true feminist who lifts other women up, wanting them to achieve their highest potential. Feminist my Aunt Fanny. Joanna’s female empowerment was nothing more than a pathetic charade. She was out for numero uno. Period. And she’d stop at nothing to get what she wanted. 

But Joanna was a surreptitious ninja. The naked male eye was hypnotized by her flaming red hair and giant sopra seni gonfiati, which I was positive weren’t the ones she had been born with. The men were deaf to her condescending tone when talking to or about other female co-workers. And they never cared from whom ugly rumors originated. After only being at the company for two weeks, she planted the seed that I had climbed the corporate ladder on my back. Fortunately, my supervisors knew me after all these years and promoted me. A promotion I worked my ass off for and deserved. 

Today, after the department meeting, which I ran flawlessly, Joanne felt the need to stay after for a little girl talk. And for some reason I let her petty, condescending remarks get to me. I was about to rip her a new one when the CEO of the company walked in looking for her. With all the eye fucking going on between the two of them, I quickly surmised that Joanna was climbing up the ladder by going down on Mr. Jonas. Joanna Jonas had a nice ring to it. Too bad the old guy was married. So I plastered a smile on my face and got the hell out of there before my mouth got me into trouble. For the remainder of the day, I was pissed and tense, unable to blow off steam. 

I found Doug sitting at my grandmother’s antique mahogany dining table with open files scattered around, deeply engrossed in whatever was on his laptop. So much so he didn’t even look up when I walked up next to him.

“Hey.” 

“Hey, Soph. I didn’t hear you come in.” 

“Obviously. Are you busy?”

Not looking at me, he said, “Kind of. I’ve got a report due tomorrow. Why?”

I huffed. “Nothing. I had a shitty day at work and needed to blow off some steam. I was wondering if you wanted to have sex.”

As if he were The Flash, Doug bolted out of his chair and grabbed my hand. I was almost airborne as we soared up to my room. 

Holding both of my hands, Doug led me over to the bed. “For future reference… You never have to wonder or question whether or not I want to have sex with you.”

A warmth that started in my chest spread through my body. It was becoming increasingly apparent to me, how being with Doug changed my mood from bad to good. He had already changed out of his work clothes, wearing faded jeans and a blue T-shirt. I pushed him down to a sitting position on the bed and stepped between his legs. 

Griping the back of the shirt, Doug yanked his T-shirt off. His lips went to my neck as he unbuttoned my shirt from the top down. I held onto his strong, broad shoulders to steady myself. 

“Doug, do you think I’m difficult?” 

“Not at all,” he muttered against my skin.

Without breaking up Doug’s make out session with the crook of my neck, I stepped out of my heels, kicking them to the side. Then skimmed out of my trousers. Actually impressed myself. 

“I’m serious.”

“About what?” His hands took hold of my hips.

“Am I difficult?”

“You’re a woman who knows what she wants.”

“So you don’t find me crass and too direct?”

He’d worked all my buttons loose and slipped the shirt off my shoulders. 

His mouth continued its journey. “It’s a charming facet of your personality.”

“Do I come across as cold and coarse?”

“You’re as warm and soft as a baby’s behind,” he said, nibbling my ear.

I blew out a breath and the nibbling stopped.

Doug looked up at me. “Where are all these questions coming from?”

I played with a few strands of hair on the back of his head. “It’s nothing.”

His gaze held mine for a second then his head slumped forward and a deep sigh seeped out. 

“What’s wrong?” I said, standing in only my panties.

Doug reached for his discarded T-shirt.

“Raise your arms.”

I did as he instructed. Doug stared longingly at my bare breasts before slipping his shirt over my head and down my body.

“I thought we were having sex,” I said surprised with a twinge of offensiveness.

“So did I, but I think at the moment you need a friend more than a sex god.”

He scooted back on my bed, leaned against the headboard, and patted the empty spot next to him. I crawled over his long outstretched legs and snuggled into his side, draping my arm over his bare stomach. The weird thing was, it didn’t feel weird. Being with Doug like this seemed like the most natural thing in the world. I felt comforted and my muscles were already relaxing. I guess this was the friend part of friends with benefits. 

His index finger made slow, soft circles over my upper arm. “Talk to me.”

“It’s nothing, really.”

“Soph.”

I hesitated, since I was feeling the calming effects of his touch. He gave me a slight nudge urging me on.

“A co-worker keeps spreading rumors that I sleep my way to advancement,” I confessed.

Doug’s hand stilled and his body tensed. 

“What’s the motherfucker’s name?” His tone was harsh and strained.

This domineering protectiveness Doug was displaying had my stomach all a flutter. My first instinct was to roll out of his arms and hide in the bathroom. The only flutter I needed to feel in his presence was his tongue fluttering over my body. But it had been a long stress-filled day. I was tired and wanted someone to give a damn. I allowed myself to succumb to the warm and fuzzy feeling he gave me, staying nestled against his body.

“Joanna,” I said.

“Sounds like a pussy. Well, tomorrow, I’m going to pay Mr. Anna a not so friendly visit.”

I looked up into his stern face and giggled. “Not Joe Anna. It’s Joanna. Joanna Sinclair.”

Doug’s face relaxed once it dawned on him what I said. “I bet I could still kick her ass.”

“I’m sure of it.”

“You realize no one else thinks that about you, right?”

“I suppose,” I said without much conviction. 

His index finger found my chin, tilting my head back and meeting my gaze. “Soph, you’re the most intelligent, savvy, and hardest working person I know. You’ve earned every one of your achievements. Don’t let some jealous opportunist cause you to doubt yourself and your abilities.”

Doug’s words and sincerity were unexpected, but exactly what I needed. The hint of tears bubbled up behind my eyes. I blinked several times, pushing them down. Leaning in, he placed a light kiss on my mouth.

“Thank you,” I whispered, against his lips.

“Hey, that’s what friends are for.” A hint of a smile appeared on his face.

I snuggled in closer to Doug, resting my head on his chest. We didn’t speak. We laid there in each other’s arms. Doug caressing my hair was the last thing I remembered before my eyes drifted shut.
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THE BRIGHT SUNLIGHT crept underneath my eyelids, forcing them open. I was laying on my side with a very firm somebody spooning me. My brain slowly unscrambled the events of last night. I smiled at the memory of Doug taking care of me. Easing out from under his draped arm, I shifted, and turned to look at his sleeping face. 

He looked so peaceful. His hair a sexy mess and the scruff along his jaw was well past the five o’clock shadow. As I studied each inch of his face, I realized that this was the first time I’d spent the entire night with a man. It was also, hands-down, the best night’s sleep I’d ever had.

“Doug, are you awake?” He didn’t budge while his breathing remained slow and steady. “This is nice,” I whispered.

Suddenly, his eyes popped wide open. “You like me. You really like me.”

“You jackass! I thought you were asleep.”

Doug roared to life, flipped me on my back, and hovered over me. I let my knees fall apart and he took his place between them. 

“This is nice,” he said, gently rocking his hips against me.

Feeling how much he wanted me set me ablaze.

“I must have fallen asleep.”

A slight smile curled the corners of his mouth. “Appears that way.” 

“I didn’t mean for you to babysit me all night.”

“I know.”

I tightened my legs around him, pushing him closer. “Then why did you?” 

“I wanted to be here for you.”

“What about your report?” I said, tugging at his jeans.

“I’ll finish it later and email it in.”

He slid down until his face was at my stomach. He kissed his way up my torso, moving the soft worn T-shirt up my body. I lifted my arms and he pulled the shirt off of me. Pressing his mouth to mine, he kissed me slow and deep. Doug’s hand traveled up my body, leaving streaks of heat in its wake. He cupped my breast, massaging it gently while his thumb skimmed over my nipple. Every movement was methodical and deliberate. He knew every dip and curve of my body. His touch knew where to go and what to do. It was as if he’d taken a master class on the topic of my anatomy. My eyelids floated down and I settled in, letting the professor take as long as he wanted.
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ONE HOUR AND fifteen seconds was the total amount of time this morning that I spent on and in Sophie’s bed. I was going to say Sophie’s body but thought it would be too crude. Though I didn’t have the words to describe what happened between us this morning for an hour and fifteen seconds, I knew it wasn’t crude. 

Never had I ever been with a woman for that long. Not even close. The fact was, I never wanted to linger before, during, and especially not after the deed had been done. Sophie’s body demanded one to linger. But it wasn’t just the hour and fifteen seconds this morning. Last night with her snuggled up to me and talking about her day was good… really good… great even. To date, Sophie was the only woman who held my interest in and out of bed. 

Since it was the day before we left for the camping trip, we both took off from work to help Hart and Bryson with any last minute prep. So after the hour and fifteen seconds, Sophie and I thought we should get back to the real world. We showered. Separately. Then got dressed. I finished my report and emailed it before the deadline, then headed over to Hart’s place. 

On the drive over I thought about my feelings toward Sophie and how they had changed. I mean, I always liked her, even though we didn’t see eye-to-eye all the time. Her insults never even bothered me, because I knew deep down she liked me. And I always got a lot of pleasure out of making her smile and laugh. I liked a happy Sophie. Who was I kidding? I liked a pissed off Sophie as well. I liked a loud mouth Sophie as well as a quiet one. I liked her soft side, the way she was with her grandmother. Last night I got a peek at her vulnerable side and I liked that too.

I was feeling things I’d never before experienced. And what was even worse, I was thinking about my feelings. What the fuck was happening to me? I know Sophie and I made a pact to keep this arrangement between the two of us, but I needed to talk this out with someone.

Needed to talk this out with someone? You’re turning into a pussy, Doug.

A few minutes later I was pulling up to Hart’s house. He was packing one of the tents when I got out of the car. I walked over, grabbed one corner of the tent, and helped him fold it.

“Mornin’, Douglas.”

“Hey.”

“You okay?” Hart said. 

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

I could feel Hart’s eyes on me. “You’re not still pissed about the other night, are you?”

“Nah.”

“Doug, talk to me.”

Since we were kids, Hart had been able to read me like no one else. He instinctively knew when I had something on my mind. It was as if he had a sixth sense. Hart was also the one person I trusted more than anyone in the world. I knew if I confided in him about Sophie, he’d keep it in the vault. Maybe I’ll leave the part out about us having sex, like we did this morning for an hour and fifteen seconds.

“Is Bryson home?”

“No. She took Hope to a mommy and me thing,” he said.

“Good because I need some jaw time alone with you.”

He stopped folding the tent. “As long as that means talking only, we’re good to go.”

“First, you have to promise you won’t say anything to Bryson.”

“I can’t promise that, dude. But I will do my best not to make it a topic of conversation.”

“Fair enough.” 

We finished packing the first tent and moved onto the second one. Hart and I examined the material and made sure the stakes were together while I talked.

“This thing between me and Sophie…” 

“I didn’t realize there was a thing between you and Sophie.”

“Oh, there’s a thing. A very big thing between us.” I cracked a smile and chuckled.

“You’re thirty-two, dude.” Hart pursed his lips and shook his head.

I stuffed the second tent into the bag as Hart dragged out the third one. 

“Lately, I’ve been having certain yearnings, if you will, for her.”

“You’ve had certain yearnings for her since the day you met.” 

“These are different. I want to do things with her that I’ve never wanted to do with anyone.”

Hart glared intently at me. “May I remind you that Sophie is like a sister to Bryson? My wife. Therefore, Sophie is like a sister to me. I advise you to think very carefully about telling me these things you want to do.”

“I’m not talking about sex stuff. Although, that would make the list…”

“Consider this warning two. You got one more before I punch you in the nuts,” Hart said in a low husky voice.

“What I’m trying to get at is…” I hesitated for a moment, nervous to actually put the words out there. “I like the way she walks around my life. When she’s happy, I’m happy. And when someone hurts her, my blood boils so hot it feels like I’m going to explode. 

“You are so fucked.”

“Why?! I didn’t say a word about having nonstop sex with her for an entire hour and fifteen seconds.”

“I’m going to set that comment to the side for the time being. You’re falling in love with Sophie.”

Scrunching up my face, I said, “Get the fuck outta here.”

“You have all the signs,” Hart said with the hint of a smile.

“How do I get rid of them?”

“It’s too late. There’s no turning back. You’ve got it and you’ve got it bad.”

“Fuck me,” I muttered.

“In all seriousness, be careful, Doug. Don’t start something you have no intention of finishing. I know this is a new concept for you, but think long and hard about the consequences if this blows up in your face.”

I opened my mouth to speak when suddenly Bryson appeared at the open garage door, holding a sleeping Hope in her arms.

“Hey, beautiful,” Hart said.

“Hey, sexy.”

“How was mommy and me?”

“Fantastic, as evidenced by sleeping beauty here. You two were in an intense conversation when I walked up. What gives?”

Hart and I looked at each other for a beat.

“Doug was sharing his feelings.”

Bryson’s gaze bounced between the two of us. 

She huffed out a chuckle and headed inside the house. “Yeah, right.”
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“I CAN’T BELIEVE I let y’all talk me into this trip.”

Sitting on the large rock, I looked down at my phone, desperately trying to find the inkling of a signal. 

“Give it a chance,” Bryson said as she unpacked a box loaded with our food for the next two days. “I wasn’t sure I’d like camping either until Hart turned me on to it. We always have an amazing time.”

“That’s because you fuck each other’s brains out between roasting marshmallows.”

With raised eyebrows, she said, “Let me tell you… there’s nothing better than doing it in a tent with the top unzipped, looking up at the stars while Hart’s tongue swirls around my… Never mind.”

Fall in the mountains of Ashville was gorgeous, but this campground was too primitive. Bryson played up the place, making it sound as if this was the Four Seasons of campsites. Four Seasons my ass. The only building I saw on our way in was a dilapidated wooden shack with the words bathroom/shower burned into the side.

I blew out a breath, tossing my phone into my purse. “No signal. Great. What the hell am I supposed to do with no signal?”

“Enjoy spending quality time with your friends and nature.”

“I’ve never been a fan of nature and quality time is meant to be spent surrounded by quality accommodations.”

Just then Julia walked up carrying a box of various alcoholic beverages and set it down on the table. 

“I’m bored and my cute boots already have dirt on them,” I said. 

Julia pulled a couple of bottles out of the box. “No one wears expensive shoes to go camping.”

Leaning back on my hands, I extended my right leg and admired my brown leather, Diane von Furstenbeurg ankle boots. 

Julia held out her hand to Bryson. “Pay up.” 

My best friend reached into the front pocket of her jeans and took out a roll of bills, slapping it into Julia’s waiting palm.

“How about double or nothing?” Bryson said.

“I’m gonna quit while I’m ahead.”

My gaze swung between the two of them. “What just took place here?”

Bryson focused back on the box in front of her. “Nothing.”

“A friendly wager on how long it would be before you started complaining. I had fifteen minutes. Bryson gave you an entire half hour.”

I glared at Bryson.

She feigned innocence. “What?! I believed in you.”

“Only for thirty minutes!” I snapped.

An apologetic smile spread across her face. “Look, while Julia and I finish up here and the guys set up the tents, why don’t you go get some wood for the fire.” 

“Okay. Give me your car keys.” I stood and dusted off the rock debris from the back of my jeans. 

Bryson’s brows knitted together as she narrowed her eyes. “For what?”

“How else am I going to get to the store?”

A Betty Rubble giggle rolled out of Julia. Bryson gave her a quick elbow nudge then turned her warm understanding expression back to me. 

“Sophie, there’s an entire forest full of firewood.”

“You want me to pick up sticks?”

“Yes.”

“Off the ground?”

Bryson cleared her throat, trying really hard not to laugh. “Those are the easiest ones to reach.”

Staring at my two friends, I tried to visualize spending any amount of time gathering dirty sticks. It pissed me off that they considered me a whiny prima donna. It wasn’t that I couldn’t do this outdoor wilderness crap. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to pitch a tent for God’s sake. I just had a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that people actually wanted to surround themselves with dirt and bugs.

Grabbing the corkscrew from the table, I opened a bottle of red wine and took a swig. 

“Sustenance. It’s important to stay hydrated in the wild,” I said before walking away.

I headed toward the woods with the bottle in hand, passing the guys, who were erecting our sleeping quarters. Hart was hammering stakes into the ground, securing tent one. Colin and Ronnie were finishing setting up tents two and three. And Doug somehow had draped and twisted tent four around his body. I paused for a moment, took another swig of wine, watching while expletives and punches hit against the nylon as he attempted the great escape.

I had walked for about ten minutes when it dawned on me that I wouldn’t be able to hold firewood and a bottle of wine. Therefore I found a big tree, leaned against it, closed my eyes, and soaked in nature. While the wine buzzed through my body the sounds of rustling leaves and chirping birds floated into my ears. Enjoying the light breeze, I drifted in and out of awareness. 

As I relaxed into my surroundings, the tip of my nose began to tickle. Being in the great outdoors was a shock to my system. I crinkled my nose in hopes that would be enough to soothe the itch. It did for a few seconds before the tickle came back. Not wanting to disturb my peacefulness, I kept my eyes closed, brought my hand up and brushed it across the tip of my nose. I did this a few more times and each time the tickle came back stronger. Then a stifled laugh broke through my zen bubble. I opened my eyes to find Doug standing in front of me with a goofy grin on his face and a weird looking leaf in his hand. 

Swatting his hand away, I said, “What the hell are you doing?”

“I thought you’d like some company.” He snagged the wine bottle and took a swig.

“Great, you can gather the wood for the fire.”

Resting one hand flat against the tree near my head, Doug moved in close. “I was kind of hoping you’d grab my wood.”

“You are unbelievable. Did you get your tent up?”

“Oh yeah, my tent has been erected.” He smirked.

Laughter flew out of me.

“Come on, Soph. You. Me. Surrounded by nature doing what comes nat-tur-al-ly.”

My gaze locked with his and the warm tingles floated all over my body, with extra concentration hovering in the lady region. “What if someone sees us?”

“The campground is near empty.”

“Good point. But what if someone hears us?” I said.

“You’ll have to resist the urge to shout my name in ecstasy.”

I stayed still letting him make the first move. His gaze roamed down my face, lingering for several seconds on my lips. The way Doug kissed made me feel as if my lips were a rare precious jewel. At times he was so hungry for them, his approach was that of a starving man trying to taste as much as possible before they disappeared. Then there were times like right now. Looking at them with an awestruck gaze, dragging the moment out as long as time would allow, because he knew it would vanish and not come back. 

Looking into my eyes with a serious expression on his face, he whispered, “God damn, you’re beautiful.”

This wasn’t the first time I’d heard a guy call me beautiful. However, it was the first time I could remember one looking me in the eye while he said it. Usually, the guy’s gaze was making a steady descent down my body or he mumbled it during the fucking portion of the evening. Every time Doug looked at me, I felt special.

Hooking my finger around the belt loop of his jeans, I pulled him closer. 

My hand slid down the front of his jeans. “Okay, Paul Bunyan, show me what you’ve got.”

With a slight thrust of his hips, he pushed against my palm as he moved in for a kiss. As his lips were about to touch mine, my hand reared up slapping his cheek. Doug pulled back abruptly, rubbing the side of his face.

“What the fuck was that for?!” He flinched in pain.

“Sorry, I thought I saw a bug on your face.”

His scowl relaxed. “Oh. Okay. Thanks. Now let’s get back down to business.”

Straightening my shoulders, I stuck out my chest. “Give it to me. I’m ready for some primal, back to nature tree fucking.”

He leaned in and stopped. “That makes it sound like we’re fucking the tree…”

“What?”

“Or only fucking against the tree…”

“What are you babbling about?”

“I want you to be prepared for a possible change in location. I might shift to the ground or maybe over to that big rock.” He tilted his head toward the big rock.

“The wine is quickly wearing off as well as my hooha heat.”

“I know how you are about dirt and shit. I didn’t want you to pigeonhole me. You gotta go with the flow. Be in the moment.” 

“Are you actually instructing me on how to fuck?”

“We’re getting off track here,” he said.

“Do me, already!”

Inhaling a deep breath, Doug tilted his hips and rubbed against me, like he was back in the game. My eyes slowly fluttered as his lips closed in on mine.

Slap.

“God…”

Slap. 

“Dam…”

Slap.

“…mit, Sophie!” Doug yelled, as my hands repeatedly made contact with the side of his face and neck.

I shoved on his chest, causing him to stumble back. “There’s something flying around you!”

Once he was at a decent distance, I got a look at the handful of intruders. Doug spun around flailing his arms.

“Motherfucking cock blocking bees!” he screamed as he was swarmed.

Now that my head was buzz free, I was better able to ascertain the buzzers. In reality, there looked to be only three bees circling. 

I picked up the wine bottle that Doug had placed on the ground and took a swig while watching the antics. 

“For the love of God, Soph, go get help.” He was still spinning and flailing about.

“I think if you stop all that nonsense. they’d leave you alone.”

Swig.

Taking my advice, Doug stopped spinning, stumbling backward and forward a few times before getting his footing. And as suspected, the bees went about their business. Doug shook his head, making sure all creatures big and small had not taken up residence in his hair. 

Walking toward me, he said, “So where were we?”

I didn’t know what I found more hilarious, the absurdity that he actually thought we were going through with things after all that or how his eyes darted in every direction, on the lookout for another attack. Laughing, I turned and walked away.

“Hey, where are you going?” he yelled.

The sound of crunching leaves, sticks, and gravel came rushing up behind me.

“Fucking bees are back.” Doug whooshed by me, full steam ahead. 

Just when I thought this trip was going to be a big bore, Doug saves the day. He makes me so happy. Where the hell did that thought come from? 
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DAY ONE OF camping brought with it a severe case of emotional scarring. I didn’t care what anyone said, those fucking bees were out for blood. My blood. For all I knew, they were killer bees. I spent the rest of the day on the lookout for flying objects. 

By the time the camping gear was unpacked and tents set up, the sun was setting. Bryson had made a beef stew for the first supper. I was totally going to boycott and not consume one ounce. No wilderness magazine exists that includes beef stew on their list of food rations. But I figured since we were at a campground and allowed females, I shouldn’t be so tied to my principles. Plus, it smelled out of this world. I ate two big bowls to show how open-minded and flexible I could be.

We’d been sitting around the campfire for a while reminiscing about when we were kids when I noticed something. Bryson was next to Hart, her arm slipped between his arm and body, their hands clasped. Ronnie sat on the ground with his legs stretched out and Julia leaning against his chest. It was all very cozy and romantic, I guessed. Then a thought struck me. Sophie was the only female here not having this experience. 

I glanced at her sitting next to me. She was staring toward the couples. As a friend it wouldn’t be unnatural for me to want Sophie to have a nice time. By the happy expressions on Bryson and Julia’s faces, it looked like they were enjoying it. And by the longing gaze Sophie aimed in their direction, it seemed she wanted what they had.

I waited until I was positive no one was paying attention. The couples sure weren’t and Colin had gotten up to stoke the fire. I reached over, placing my hand on top of Sophie’s.

She startled, yanking her hand away. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Uh… trying to hold your hand,” I whispered.

“Why?”

I tilted my head toward the couples. All that did was make Sophie more confused. I thought women were supposed to pick up on these gestures. 

“I wanted to make you feel good.”

She cocked one of her well-manicured brows. “And holding your hand was meant to do that?”

I nodded my response.

“Well, it’s unnecessary and extremely risky, so knock it off.” She drank the tiny amount of wine left in her glass, then stood. “I’m going to hit the sack.”

“I guess we all should get to bed if we’re getting up early for hiking,” Julia said. 

Everyone agreed.

“I’ll take care of the fire,” I volunteered.

“Thanks, Doug,” Hart said, while he and Bryson headed to their tent. 

I looked at Sophie as she walked away, her shapely ass disappearing into her tent. While I tossed dirt onto the fire, the sound of four zippers zipping up filled the air. I made sure the fire was completely out before stepping inside mine and Colin’s tent.

Colin was in his sleeping bag, propped up on his duffle bag, reading by the lantern. I went about my business spreading out my sleeping bag.

“What’s up with you, dude?” Colin said.

“Nothing.” 

I shrugged off my jacket and blue and gray flannel shirt, tossing them in the corner. 

“I call bullshit on that. There’s something different. I just can’t put my finger on it.” 

Colin turned his attention back to the book. 

Ignoring him, I continued undressing, kicking off my shoes as I unbuckled my belt. I undid my jeans, slid them off, and pitched them on the pile of clothes. Standing in only my T-shirt and boxers, I couldn’t get Sophie off my mind. Although I didn’t want to admit it, deep down I knew Hart was right about my feelings toward Sophie. I also knew I wanted to reverse what was going on and rid myself of them. There were too many cons involved to go down that road. The main one being I didn’t want to be in love with anyone. But I did want to continue having sex with Sophie. Quite the predicament. 

Figuring there was nothing I could do about it tonight, I pulled off my gray T-shirt and slung it to the side. I hooked my thumbs in the waistband of my boxers and pushed. They were halfway down when something pointy peirced my bare back. 

I pulled up my boxers. “What the fuck was that for? Whatever you threw I think left a scar.”

“Calm down, it was only a pen. What are you doing?”

“I’m getting ready to go to bed.”

“You are not sleeping in the nude,” he said in a sharp tone.

“We’ve known each other for like a hundred years. You know I go o’natural for bed.”

“But I haven’t had to share a tent with you since we were kids. Put on your clothes.”

“I can’t sleep if I’m restricted. It’s not good for the circulation and my boys need fresh air.”

“Then get out,” he said.

“And go where?”

“I don’t care. Sleep in one of the cars, but not my car.”

“My ass will stick to the leather seats.”

Before I knew what was happening, Colin was by my side, shoving my balled up T-shirt into my chest. Grabbing both shoulders, he directed me toward the tent opening. He gripped my arm with one hand while unzipping the tent with the other, then pushed me out. Before I could turn around, I heard the zipper fasten the tent closed.

Begrudgingly, I put my T-shirt on. “Really, Colin? You’re this hung up on the human form? Not to mention, the obvious insecurity you have regarding your sexuality. So much so, that a naked man in the woods threatens you.” 

Colin opened the tent, stuck his head out, and shoved a blanket into my hands. “Sorry, dude. A little too much of a Deliverance vibe.”

His head quickly disappeared, the tent got zipped, and to add insult to injury, I heard the click of a lock. The motherfucker actually brought a padlock.

“Why the fuck did you bring a lock?” 

“Because I knew we were going to be roommates,” Colin said, each word causing the nylon material to puff out. 

I had no desire to peel my ass off of a car seat, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to sleep outside with the killer bees on the prowl. My options were limited. Sophie’s tent was right next to mine, so I headed that-a-way.

I tapped on the nylon material. “Soph, it’s Doug. Let me in.”

No response.

I tapped again. “Soph.”

Still no response. 

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

The zipper came down and Sophie’s beautiful, yet angry face popped out.

“What do you want?” she loud whispered.

“Colin kicked me out.”

“And how is that my problem?”

“Are you having déjà vu? Because I sure am,” I said.

“As a matter of fact, I am. And not wanting to repeat the same mistake I did the first time, I bid you a goodnight.” Her head disappeared.

“I have nowhere to sleep.”

I stood there in the pitch-black dark waiting for her to have a change of heart. All of a sudden a tickling sensation permeated my ear, swiftly followed by a loud buzz. 

Holy shit! The bees were back!

My heart was beating at rapid speed and sweat was dribbling down my clammy skin. Fraught with fear, I frantically flicked the shell of my ear, like a dog scratching a flea. The tickling faded and the buzzing stopped. I stood completely still until I was sure the danger had passed. Then I felt the brush of a winged killer fly over my face and land in my hair. Terror took hold of me. I spun in circles slapping my head so much I thought I might give myself a concussion. With each spin, I punched Sophie’s tent. 

“Sophie, I’m getting murdered out here.”

No response. 

Having no other choice, I was forced to play dirty. And not the good kind of dirty play.

“Sophie, if you don’t let me in, I’m going to tell all of our friends what we’ve been doing for the past…”

The tent flew open, Sophie grabbed a fistful of my shirt and yanked me inside.

“Fine, you can sleep in here, you big baby,” she said.

“Thank you for your hospitality.” Every one of my words was soaking in sarcasm. 

Once the realization hit that I would live to see another day, I saw the sexy little number Sophie had on. Mother of God, no one fills out a hot pink tank top and pair of matching booty shorts like this woman. 

She stomped past me toward one of her two suitcases. She opened it, pulled out a blanket, and threw it at me. 

“I only have the one sleeping bag, so you’ll have to sleep on one blanket and cover up with the other.”

“But I thought…”

With her hands on her hips, she said, “What? That we’d sleep together?”

“Why are you so pissed at me?”

“You wanna know why?”

“Am I speaking a foreign language?” I shot back.

“I’ll tell you…” Suddenly aware that her voice had reached maximum altitude and was booming, she reigned it in to a low growl. “I’ll tell you why. It’s because of that shit you tried to pull out there by the fire.”

I mimicked her volume. “Holding your hand?!”

“Yes. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“I swear, as long as I live, I will never understand women. At least not your type.”

“And exactly what type is that?”

I leaned toward her, so she felt the bite of each word. “Frustrating, high maintenance, and a pain in the ass.” 

“Yeah? Well, you’re all of those, squared. Also, add pussy to the list.”

“You think I’m a pussy? Me?”

“A hand holding, bee phobic, pu-pu-pussy.” 

“Are you as turned on as I am?” I said.

She high jumped into my arms. In a flash, her tongue was in my mouth and her body wrapped around mine. I made my way over to the sleeping bag. In one continuous movement, I dropped to my knees and laid Sophie on her back. She stared as I peeled off my T-shirt. Sitting up, she grabbed the hem of her tank and pulled it over her head. Her mouth made contact with my hot skin as she placed a line of kisses across my chest, her tongue making an appearance here and there.

I angled my body forward, causing Sophie to lay back. With my hands on either side of her, I looked down at her silky hair fanned out, her plump lips, and her lust filled eyes. A strange sensation took hold of me. I became lightheaded and it felt as if firecrackers were exploding in the pit of my stomach. I’d been chanting over and over in my head that I didn’t want to fall in love. But it was becoming clear that I didn’t have a choice. My feelings for Sophie were a runaway train.

I leaned down and placed a soft kiss on her forehead, then the tip of her nose, finally landing on her lips. I nibbled my way over the bottom one before coaxing them apart. The kiss was slow, penetrating deep in my heart and soul. My mouth roamed down her neck and across her collarbone. I kissed the swell of her breasts. 

Sophie tugged at my boxers. “You’re driving me crazy. I need you now.”

I smiled against her dewy skin. “All in good time.”

I continued the journey down the middle of her body. Dragging my tongue from hip bone to hip bone, causing her to buck, and reach for my hair. I ran the tip of my nose up along her inner thigh before kissing her center. That elicited a loud moan from her.

Peeking up from between her legs, I said, “Shhh, Soph, or you’ll wake the neighbors.”

“I’m not sure I can last much longer,” she whimpered. 

Curving my fingers around her soft shorts, I pulled them down, Sophie raising her hips for me to get rid of them completely. Not wanting to be separated from her, I quickly discarded my boxers and slid back on top of her. Our hips rocked against each other in perfect rhythm as usual. Sophie’s nails pierced my shoulders and her eyes closed.

“Sophie, open your eyes. Don’t disappear on me.” 

She listened. Soon I was gazing at my heart and soul. And even though this was all unfamiliar territory for me, I could tell Sophie knew she was staring at hers too. Propping up on my elbows, my thrusts increased. I held her gaze until the sensations became too much, her back arching and her head tilting in pure passion. Everything got frantic and blurry. Knowing we were both close to the edge, I shifted and pressed my mouth to hers. Sophie convulsed underneath me, as I swallowed her cries before we both exploded. 

We lay connected in silence. Our gasps for oxygen mingled with the crickets outside were the only sounds. I didn’t want to move and she didn’t appear to be in any hurry too either. 

Burying my face in the crook of her neck, I whispered, “You make me so happy, Soph.” 

It was subtle, but her body immediately tensed. I raised my head and saw bewilderment written across her face. Angling her head to the side, she brought her lips to mine. It was obvious she’d been caught off guard and didn’t want to talk. Which was good, because I wasn’t prepared to hear what she had to say. 
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I DIDN’T KNOW how to respond to Doug’s proclamation. I knew he wanted me to or expected me to, but I couldn’t. We ended up dozing off wrapped around each other. I woke up the next morning and dressed quickly. Grabbing my overnight bag, I made a beeline to the shower shack, leaving Doug alone and sleeping. For the rest of the trip, I did my best to avoid any situations where he and I would be alone. 

Word got around that Colin had kicked Doug out, and having no other options Doug stayed in my tent. There were looks and raised eyebrows. I pulled Bryson aside and convinced her that Doug was a bad snorer along with having a very active nocturnal flatulence problem. At first, I second-guessed myself about including the latter, but I felt the one-two punch would make her more amenable to being my roommate. Meanwhile, Doug and Hart could bunk up since guys don’t have an issue with bodily emissions. I hated lying to my best friend, but desperate times called for desperate measures. There was a hint of suspicion in her eyes, but she didn’t push me on the subject. 

The ride home was awkward at best. I sat in the backseat, letting Doug ride shotgun as Colin drove. I could tell Colin knew something was way off. He kept glancing at Doug and then would eye me through the rearview mirror. He made several attempts at small talk with no success, so he gave up halfway home. 

After what felt like a thousand years, we finally pulled onto my street. I had never been as happy to see my home as I was right then. Colin hadn’t brought the car to a complete stop when Doug opened his door and jumped out. 

“Thanks, Colin,” Doug grumbled.

Then he hurried around to the back and banged on the back window. With the touch of a button, Colin popped open the trunk. Doug snatched his duffle bag, hurried up the front steps, and into the house. 

Looking at me through the rearview mirror, Colin said, “I guess he was anxious to get back.”

I gave him a weak smile and got out of the car. Always the gentleman, Colin carried my bags inside the house. There was no sign of my roomie.

Shrugging off my jacket, I said, “Thanks, Colin.”

“No problem. You want me to carry them to the top of the stairs?”

“That’s not necessary.”

He took a few steps toward the door and stopped. “I’m not going to pretend I know what the deal is with the two of you. I know I give him a hard time. However, truth be told, I think the world of Doug. He may not always say the right thing or act his age, but he cares deeply about the people who are important to him.”

I was too physically and emotionally exhausted to get into a long discussion. “He’s lucky to have you as a friend.”

He nodded with a sad smile. “I’ll be seeing you around, Sophie.”

After Colin left, I closed the door and leaned back against it. My gaze drifted up to the top of the stairs as I blew out a breath. I didn’t know how to talk to Doug, because I didn’t know what to say. This arrangement was supposed to be light and fun. Nothing serious. We both agreed to that. I didn’t want the responsibility of another human being’s happiness. I had enough trouble with my own. The walls were closing in on me. I needed to get out of here and go somewhere I could breathe. I gathered my jacket, purse, and keys, then headed out the door. 

Ten minutes later, I was walking down the hallway and into Nonnina’s room. My gaze first went to her empty wheelchair parked at the end of her bed. Then it shifted to her bed, where she was lying back with her eyes closed. A sinking feeling hit the pit of my stomach. 

“Nonnina?” I whispered, walking up to the side of her bed.

Gradually her eyes opened and she focused on me. “Luce della mia vita” She smiled and reached out her hand. 

Seeing her sweet smile and hearing her call me, the light of her life, had my eyes filling with tears. I inhaled a deep breath and tried to swallow the large lump stuck in my throat. I was so relieved today wasn’t the day I had to say goodbye. 

I slipped my hand into her frail one. “Are you sick? No one called me?”

“I’m fine, Sophia. Just sad and tired.” She squeezed my hand. “Herbert passed away earlier this morning.”

“Oh, Nonnina, I’m so sorry.”

I stepped out of my flats and crawled into bed next to her. Resting my head on her shoulder, I hugged her arm and held her hand.

“Why didn’t you call me?” I said.

“I didn’t want to bother you. You were enjoying time with your friends. Besides, there was nothing you could have done.”

“I could have come to be with you.”

“Tesoro, dying is a daily occurrence around here. It’s just some make you sadder than others.” 

“I know he was a special friend of yours.”

“Herbert was a very kind gentleman.” 

“A kind gentleman who was quite fond of you.”

“He made me happy, Sophia,” she said, her voice quivered with grief.

I snuggled in closer. “I know. I could see it in your eyes.”

“I’ll be better tomorrow. I needed today to say goodbye.”

I yanked a tissue out of the box next to us on the bed. Reaching up, I dabbed a tear from her cheek and then mine. 

“Nonnina, did you love Herbert?”

“I cared for him. But the love of my life was your Nonno. I was very blessed to have had him for as long as I did.”

“Was it love at first sight?”

“Oh no. I thought he was pazzo,” she said, gesturing with her free hand.

We both chuckled.

“So what convinced you, Nonno wasn’t crazy?”

“He was persistent. He came around all the time. At first, it was an annoyance. But soon, I realized, his silliness came from a deep desire to give me joy. He also gave me love, security, and encouragement. As well as three beautiful children, who each gave me gorgeous grandchildren.” She glanced at me and winked.

“It’s nice that two of your children and four of your grandchildren each found their true loves. Too bad Dad is still looking for his. Mom messed him up pretty badly.”

As usual, Nonnina aimed her gaze upward and asked God for forgiveness before she lowered the boom on my mother. “Perdonami Signore per quello che sto per dire.” I let go of her hand briefly so she could make the sign of the cross. “The only good thing that woman ever did was bring you into the world.”

I blew out a breath. “And I’m just like her.”

She squeezed my hand hard and twisted her head in my direction. “You are nothing like that woman.”

“Nonnina, all my life people have said I look like her, I’m ambitious like her, and Aunt Teresa has mentioned on more than a few occasions that I’m quote, ‘selfish like that woman.’

“Teresa is a cagna,” she snapped.

“Shame on you! Calling your only sister a bitch.” I winked.

“That’s the nicest thing I can say about her.” She pointed to the heavens. “He knows.”

“I love you, Nonnina.”

“Ti amo, tesoro. Now tell me about your trip. Did you have fun?”

“Eh. I’m not really cut out for roughing it in the wild.”

“And how is that handsome man of yours?”

I huffed and rolled onto my back. “Doug is not my man. He’s a friend. You know in this day and age, men and women can be just friends.”

“Complete nonsense.”

“No, it’s not. I have male friends.”

“I’m not referring to that part. I’m talking about you and Douglas. He’s such a dear boy.”

“Then you date him,” I said, sarcastically.

“Sophia Giavanna, don’t be fresh.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I turned my head slightly so she wouldn’t see my eye roll.

“The two of you need to come to your senses.”

“Nonnina, you don’t understand how complicated it is.”

“I suppose you’re right. But what I do understand is the way his eyes light up when he talks about you. How intently he listens to an old lady reminiscing about her beautiful granddaughter. He particularly enjoyed the story about our Florida vacation. Remember, you, your grandfather, and I took that boat tour of the lake with all the exotic fish. They gave everyone a piece of bread to feed to the fish, and you…”

“Ate my piece, thinking it was lunch.”

“You were so adorable with your little cheeks puffed out full of Wonder Bread.”

“The other kids called me blowfish for the rest of the tour.”

“Oh my, he was doubled over in stitches while I told him about that time at the family reunion when you and your cousin Benedetta were five and disappeared. By the time we found the two of you in the laundry room, you had snipped off a chunk of her beautiful blonde curls and coated them in glitter. I’ve never been able to figure out where you got spray glitter from.”

“There might have been some premeditation involved,” I muttered.

All of a sudden a thought occurred to me. 

I propped up on my elbows. “Exactly, when did you tell him all these stories? He’s only been here two times. Once with me and then when he stopped by to refill your snack drawer while I was out of town.”

Coyly, she said, “Douglas visits quite often.”

I sat straight up and twisted toward my grandmother. “How often?”

“I’ve never counted…”

“How often?”

“Possibly three to four times a week.”

“Are you serious?”

“Mainly during his lunch hour. He loves the tapioca pudding they serve in the dining room on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

“He eats lunch with you four times a week?”

“Not just me. There are four other ladies who usually sit at my table. I’ve never seen so many gray eyelashes fluttering at one time.”

“I don’t believe this.”

“Well, in all honesty, I think Tuesdays and Thursdays are all about the tapioca.”

“Whose idea was it to keep these rendezvous a secret from me?”

“No one was keeping anything from you, Sophia. There’s no reason to be upset.”

“I’m not upset.”

I was upset. For almost a month Doug and Nonnina kept their relationship from me. I felt betrayed. It was obvious the lying was Doug’s brainchild. My grandmother would never suggest keeping me in the dark. It was as if I were eight years old again, finding out for the first time that the only rosy faced red-suited man showing up for Christmas would be drunk Uncle Vito. 

“Sophia, I know it’s difficult for you to let people in after what your mother did. But if you would open up your heart a little bit…”

“Nonnina, my mother cheated on Dad with his best friend. She left without so much as a goodbye and never looked back. She’s a narcissistic, heartless person and I’m her identical twin.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Yes, I am. I’ve heard it my entire life.”

“But Sophia…”

“You don’t understand, I’m not scared of what Doug might do to me. I’m scared of what I’ll do to him.”
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IT HAD BEEN three days since we got back from the camping trip. Three days of Sophie and I passing like ships in the night without a word. Three days of no kissing. Three days of no touching. And three days of no sex. But it was also three days of no smiles. Three days of no laughter. And three days of not being near her. 

When I woke up the next day and found myself alone in the tent, I decided to give Sophie some room. It didn’t take a genius to realize she was freaked out, but so was I. I had never told another woman anything close to what I said to Sophie. The words just fell out of my mouth. After I realized what I’d said, my first thought was to shrug it off. Make a joke out of it, like it was nothing. But it wasn’t a joke and it wasn’t nothing. 

I was all onboard to shelve any conversation. Then I found out Sophie had taken it upon herself to talk with Bryson about changing the sleeping arrangements. I was informed Hart would be my new roomie. To top things off, she avoided me for the rest of the trip, like I had the plague. I went from understanding to pissed off, tout suite. I figured the silent treatment was in order. That would drive her crazy and teach her a lesson. I’d make her come to me. Maybe have her beg a little. I mean, how long could she resist not talking to me, not being in my presence, and of course, not having sex with me? Counting the camping trip, six days. She’s lasted six days with no signs of breaking. I, on the other hand, wasn’t faring as well. My mind and body missed her. 

Deciding to be the more mature and bigger person, I was confronting Sophie tonight. All I wanted was for us to go back to the way things were between us. So I’m going back to the beginning. On the way home, I picked up dinner along with her favorite wine. My plan, to set everything up on the coffee table and cue up The Jerk, like our first night as roomies. 

As I pulled up to the house, I was a little disappointed to see Sophie’s car. I wanted her to be surprised when she arrived home. She rarely got here before me, so I thought I was safe. I chose to use the back door, leading right into the kitchen. I peeked in the window to make sure Sophie wasn’t in there. It wasn’t her favorite room, so the chances were slim to none she’d be whipping up anything to eat. 

Being as quiet as possible, I walked in the kitchen and placed the takeout bags on the counter. I glanced in the living room, glad to see no sign of Sophie. That meant she was upstairs. As I unpacked, the smell of fried goodness was too much for me to resist. I unwrapped an eggroll. As I was about to bite into it, the doorbell rang. I took a quick bite before rewrapping it. I swallowed the fried delicacy, licking my fingers as I quickly made my way to the front door. I didn’t want some door-to-door douche to spoil my surprise. 

I opened the door to find a blonde hair, blue-eyed dude dressed in a tux, standing on the porch. A toothy smile plastered across his face. I was blinded by his overly white teeth. Squinting, I stared, waiting for him to say something.

Sticking out his hand, he said, “Hello, I’m Marthers Thompson.” 

“So.”

A slight chuckle escaped his thin lips. “Is Sophie here?”

My grip tightened around the doorknob. “Who wants to know?”

“Um… Still me, Marthers.” 

“Hi, Marthers,” Sophie said over my shoulder. “I’m running a little late. Come in. I won’t be much longer.”

Craning his neck, the prick peered past me. 

A nervous smile crossed his face. “That’s okay. I’m a little early anyway.” 

I stood firm as he attempted to squeeze between me and the doorframe.

“If I could slip by,” he said.

I closed the door and followed Sophie and the weird name dude into the living room. The scent of coconut swirled around me. This was the closest I’d been to her in a week. She looked incredible in a deep red dress that fit her to a T and a pair of silver stilettos. Her hair was down and each time she moved, a diamond earring shimmered through the strands. 

Indicating the sofa, she said, “Marthers, make yourself at home.”

The guy was lowering himself on the sofa until my words stopped him midair. 

I puffed out my chest. “Not there, Mart. That’s my spot.”

“Doug,” Sophie scolded.

“Twenty-four. Seven. Three-sixty-five. If you get my drift.” I winked.

“Doug, can I see you for a minute?”

“Sure, baby.” 

I glared at the intruder, entering his personal space in a manly fashion. “Excuse me, Mart.”

“It’s Marthers actually.” 

“You really should seriously consider rearranging the letters in that name, Mart.”

“Doug, a minute. Now.” Sophie turned on her heels and went to the kitchen.

Keeping my eye on this guy, I walked backward, pushing the swinging door open then disappearing behind it. 

Sophie whirled around and stormed toward me, her violet eyes glowing with anger. 

“Are you insane? Any second, I thought you were going to whip out your dick and piss a circle around me.” She noticed the Chinese food. “What are you doing?”

“Trying to get us back to where we were. What are you doing?

“Going to a business event—” her voice rose a few decibels then quickly dropped—“with a colleague.”

“Are you fucking him?” The words broke through my clenched teeth.

Out the corner of my left eye, I saw a tightly balled fist headed straight for my jaw. Luckily, my catlike quickness kicked in. My hand flew up grabbing her wrist, thereby stopping the blow. A self-satisfied smirk was developing seconds before her left uppercut connected with my chin. I staggered back against the breakfast bar. Once I got my footing, I shook the haze from my head and rubbed my chin. Who knew such a small object could contain such a mighty and powerful blow. 

“What I do and with whom I do it with is none of your business.” She snarled, jerking her arm from my grip. 

Keeping my voice low, I said, “Bullshit! One of your rules was about getting it on with other people. I remember because I thought you were talking about a threesome.” I paused as a thought came to mind. “You didn’t have that guy come here for that, did you? Because in my world, I’m the only dick.” 

“You’re the only dick in my world as well.”

I thought she had finally come to her senses until I realized what she meant.

“Obviously, we need to sort some things out. I’ll save you from any awkwardness with what’s-his-name and go get rid of him.” 

I went to turn, but Sophie grabbed my arms. 

“You’ll do no such thing.” She pulled me across the room away from the door. “I don’t get why you’re so bent out of shape over this. Neither of us has any claim on the other. Therefore this ridiculous He-Man display is uncalled for. What we had was nothing more than a convenient partnership. A way to pass the time. Let’s not pretend it was anything more.”

It was as if she’d balled up both fists and pummeled me in the gut.

“Had?” I said.

“What?”

“You said, what we had.”

Her eyes had gone cold. “Yeah. I think it’s best for both of us if we end it before things get complicated. Look at it this way, your efforts paid off. After a five year chase, you finally earned another notch on your bedpost.”

She pushed past me. Her heels clicking toward the door.

“You had on a purplish-blue shirt, a pair of tight dark jeans, and shoes that matched your eyes. You wore your hair down. It had been windy that day, so it was messy, but sexy, like you styled it that way.” 

Sophie’s heel-clicking stopped. 

“What?” Her voice was low. 

“The first time I laid eyes on you at Hart’s basketball tournament. A little crinkle formed between your eyebrows as you tried to figure out where the hell Bryson had dragged you. I noticed you, not Bryson. I crossed the court because of you. It wasn’t until I got closer that I became aware of her. Believe me, I was perfectly content with our arrangement. I had no intention of developing feelings for you. But something happened. I got to see other sides of you. The loving, caring, and sweet sides. The funny and the sad sides. But my favorite was your vulnerable side because I knew you never share that side with other people. I’m an idiot, trying to get us back to square one with Chinese food and a movie. We can’t go back, at least I can’t. I’m sorry, Soph. I didn’t mean to fall in love with you.”

The silence in the room was deafening as I waited for her to respond. I was clueless about what she would say or what I wanted her to say. This was all new territory for me and I was playing it by ear. 

“I can’t do this right now,” she said and walked away. 

I heard murmurs coming from the next room before the sound of the front door shutting echoed around me. 
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THE ENTIRE TIME at the event I was a zombie. I was able to pretend to care when someone engaged me in conversation. It was the in-between times that were the problem. Thank God Marthers picked up that my mind was elsewhere. He covered my ass several times in front of the company big-wigs. 

I couldn’t shake the despondent look on Doug’s face after I said, “What we had…” That one little word deflated him. Part of me wanted to explain that no matter how much he was hurting in the moment, if we continued down the path of an actual relationship, I’d end up hurting him even more. Today was a preview of the future. But I had Marthers waiting and there was no point letting Doug in on my family secret. 

So after a silent drive to an event, where his date acted, what could best be described as bizarre, Marthers was taking me home. 

I stared out the car window at the streetlights zooming by, wondering which Doug I’d find when I got home. An angry hurt Doug or a nonchalant unaffected Doug. Marthers cleared his throat disrupting my thoughts.

“Can I ask you something?” he said, glancing between me and the road. 

“Since I was a shitty date, I think I owe you at least one answered question.”

“The guy back at your place… boyfriend?”

“No, just a friend. Of course, I’m not so sure that word describes our relationship anymore.”

He nodded. 

“He acted like a jealous boyfriend which confused me.” We rode a short distance in silence. “He knew I was gay, right?”

“No,” I admitted. 

“By your mood tonight, I take it the plan didn’t turn out the way you wanted.”

My head turned toward him. “What plan?”

“In my experience, when a woman who is involved with a man, goes on a date with a gay fellow, she’s either coercing a proposal out of the guy or wants to get rid of him. I’m pretty good at assessing people. You’re not the type of woman who would need to force a man to do anything.”

“Thank you, I guess.”

“So you wanted to get rid of him?”

“Yes,” I whispered.

“What keeps throwing me is, how devastated you seem to be. I would have thought you’d be jumping for joy.”

Tears welled up behind my eyes. “Me too.” I paused for a moment. “I’m sorry about tonight. I didn’t mean to put you in the middle of my drama.”

“Promise you’ll let me know how it all turns out and we’re even-steven.” 

I gave him a weak smile, thankful he was being so understanding.

“Speaking of steven, what’s the four-one-one on Stephan in accounting?” He winked.

For the remainder of the ride, I told him everything I knew about accounting department Stephen. That he had been with someone for a year but broke up about two months ago. Marthers was delighted with the information and I was glad his night hadn’t been a total bust. 

When we pulled up to the house, I noticed Doug’s car wasn’t in the driveway, which didn’t surprise me. He’d either, not be here, or had already gone to bed. I said my goodnight to Marthers, thanked him again for understanding, and wished him good luck with his romantic endeavors. 

My heart sank walking into my dark and empty house. In a very short time, I’d gotten used to the sounds of Doug reacting unabashedly to a TV show or him singing a show tune at the top of his lungs. With the only light coming from the moon shining through the stair window, I slipped out of my heels and held them as I ascended the steps. 

The closer I got to Doug’s room the more my stomach churned. Standing in front of his door, I could tell the room was dark and the door was cracked. I placed my palm against the wood and pushed. Scanning the room, I discovered all of his stuff was gone. I figured Doug was with Hart and the guys licking his wounds. Convincing myself that once things cooled off, we could at least have some semblance of a friendship. It never occurred to me that he’d move out. God, am I stupid. 
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THE NEXT MORNING the alarm on my phone blared “I’m Too Sexy” by Right Said Fred. With my eyes still asleep, I punched the air until my palm found the device. I quickly silenced Fred, wondering when had I changed the sound of the alarm and what the hell was I thinking to change it to that ridiculous song. Then it dawned on me. I wasn’t the one who made the changes. Doug’s name was smeared all over this humorless joke.

Thinking about his name brought memories of last night flooding back. My body felt vacant until loneliness seeped into every corner. Since it was Friday, I decided that today was the perfect day to call in sick. I typed out a quick text to my assistant, Joel.

 

Me: Not coming in today. Cover.

Joel: Sick?

Me: Sure.

Joel: With?

Me: Hangnail.

Joel: What’s his name? :-p

Me: After you’re done laughing at that lameness, take the rest of the day off.

Joel: :)

 

I tossed the phone on the nightstand and pulled the comforter up over my head. I laid awake the entire night, so I dozed on and off for the next few hours, ignoring calls and text notifications. 

Suddenly, I bolted upright. Panicked, I grabbed my phone and quickly scrolled through the missed calls and texts. My heart was in my throat, desperately trying to beat its way up and out. What was I thinking not answering my phone? Something could have happened to Nonnina. And here I was acting like an overdramatic teenager, hiding under the covers, pouting. Fortunately, there was nothing from or about my grandmother.

Since I was fully awake, I figured I might as well get up. I shuffled to the bathroom and did what I needed to do, including splashing water on my face, and gathering my hair into a high ponytail. I wrapped my fluffy white terrycloth robe around me and slid my feet into my hot pink booty slippers before heading downstairs.

I was midway on the stairs when I heard noises coming from the kitchen. My breath caught in my lungs, my pulse pounded, and the door to an extra-large butterfly cage opened in my stomach. He came back. This was a good sign. Maybe we could rewind our relationship and be friends. We had to find a solution at least for our friends sake. None of them deserved to be caught in the middle of the mess Doug and I created. 

Inhaling a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and walked in the direction of the kitchen. I hesitated for a moment at the door, making sure the sash to my robe was tied securely and my hair didn’t look too much like a disaster. I pushed the door open and stepped inside. Immediately, my breathing normalized, my pulse slowed, and all the butterflies flew back into the cage with the door slamming shut. Bryson was standing at the stove flipping something. 

“What are you doing here?” I said, obvious disappointment in my tone.

She glanced at me over her shoulder. “Good morning to you too.”

I pulled out a chair and plopped down at the table. “Sorry. I didn’t mean for it to come out that way. But, why are you here?”

“I’ve called and texted you several times this morning with no response. I called your office and spoke with your assistant. Snarky little guy, by the way. He said you were home sick. I asked with what and his answer was hangnail.”

“Remind me to hire a new assistant.”

“Worried, I came over, let myself in, and saw you were buried under your comforter. So I decided to make you a hot breakfast.” 

Tilting the pan, she slid what looked to be an omelet onto a plate. She sprinkled cheese and chopped green onions on top. On her way to the table, she picked up a mug of coffee from the Keurig, then sat both down in front of me. 

“You know what they say, starve a cold, feed a hangnail,” Bryson said, taking the seat next to me.

My nose hovered over the plate and sniffed. “Smells fantastic. What’s in it?”

“Onions, garlic, tomatoes, cheese, bacon.”

A bite of omelet dangled on the end of my fork as I forced a smile. 

“Yummy,” I said piercing another piece.

“Feeling better?” Bryson tilted her head to the side and pursed her lips.

I nodded as I shoved more food into my mouth. 

“You know who’s not feeling good?”

“I hope it’s not your daughter or your husband.” I sipped some coffee.

“No. Both are great.”

“Parents?” I sipped more coffee.

“Picture of health.”

I put my mug down. “I’m out.”

“Sophie, don’t play dumb with me. You know I’m talking about Doug.”

“No, I didn’t. I’m not his keeper, you know.”

“He showed up at our doorstep last night with his stuff, a bag of Chinese food, and a pitiful look on his face. Currently, he has taken up residence in our home office, sleeping on the futon.”

“That’ll teach you to answer your door at night,” I said, finishing the last bit of breakfast.

“Did the two of you break up?”

I stiffened and looked at her confused. “Break up?! Are you on drugs? Newsflash! You can’t break up when you’ve never been together. Shit, Bryson. I’m astonished, and frankly offended, those words came out of your mouth. Why on earth would you accuse me of such a thing? I mean, to even suggest… I’m speechless. Completely at a loss for words. There are no words.”

“Are you through?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

“Good. Cut the crap, Sophie.”

“There’s no crap to cut.” I paused. “Wait, did that asshole tell you and Hart something?”

“No, but you just did.” She placed her hand on top of mine. “Talk to me.”

I kept my lips glued together. 

Bryson took her hand back. “Dammit, Sophie! I know about you and Doug.”

I blinked in amazement. “How?”

“The night y’all were over for dinner, I heard you in the bathroom.”

“Do you make a habit of listening to your dinner guests when they go to the bathroom?”

“We’re not talking about me,” she said.

“Why haven’t you said anything?”

“I was waiting for you to come to me.” A big grin appeared. “I think it’s great.”

“It was nothing, but a huge mistake.” 

Slowly, Bryson shook her head and made an annoying tsk sound. 

“I think it is a big deal and not at all a mistake. Sophie, I don’t know what’s stopping you from moving forward, but you might as well accept the fact that you have strong feelings for Doug.”

“I don’t deny I have strong feelings. Frustration, anger, disgust.”

“I’ve seen the way you look at him.”

“I was giving him the stink eye.”

“Joke all you want,” she said in a disappointed motherly tone.

“And while we’re on the subject, he’s the one who packed up and left.”

“In the relationship department, Doug is like a delicate new flower. Each morning when the sun rises, he’s drawn to the east. In the evening when the sun sets, he’s attracted to the west. He’s searching everywhere for his sun. Then, out of nowhere, a windstorm kicks up, frantically blowing him every which way. He’s rattled and confused. No one ever told him about the wind, so it knocked him off balance at first.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I said deadpanned. 

“You’re the wind.”

“Yeah, I got that part.”

“Listen, I know letting people in is not your forte. Do you remember when we became best friends?”

“When my parents and I moved next door to your family.” 

“Nope. It wasn’t until two weeks later. At first, I thought you were bossy and stuck up.”

“I take umbrage with that characterization. If I was such a pain in the ass, why did you keep inviting me to your house?”

“I didn’t. Your mother kept sending you over.”

I held up my mug like I was making a toast. “Ah, a foreshadowing of things to come.” 

She looked at me with sympathetic eyes. “Anyway, I had a cat…”

“Lady Catterley.”

“Yes. You were at my house when she died. It happened suddenly with no explanation. I was devastated. You sat next to me and held my hand while I cried my eyes out. The next morning you were over bright and early with a picture of a cat you had colored to look like Lady C. That was the day you became my best friend. You let me see the softer side of Sophie. And I’d say it turned out pretty awesome.”

“Yeah, well, that was you and we were kids.”

Bryson pushed away from the table and stood. Bending down, she placed a kiss on my forehead. 

“You’re a hard nut to crack. Are you still coming for dinner Sunday?”

“Will he be there?”

“My guess would be yes.”

“Then no,” I said with confidence.

“You’ve got two days to think about it. Yoga tomorrow?”

“I’ll meet you there.”

She draped her arm around my shoulders giving me a side hug. “I love you, Sophie.”

“I love you too.”

She had taken a couple of steps when I stopped her.

“Bryson, what if I am like her?”

“You may look like her, but that’s where the similarities end.”

“How do you know for sure?”

“Because I’ve witnessed firsthand how deeply you love. You know there are no guarantees in life. But when you find your person, that leap is easy, because they’ll be there to catch you.”

Once Bryson left, my mind dragged me back to that day.

I followed her between the dresser and her suitcase.

“Momma, why can’t I go with you?”

“Sophia, I’ve explained it already. I don’t have room or time for you. But soon you can come for a visit.”

“When?”

“I don’t know. I’ll call and we can set it up.”

“What about Daddy? Don’t you love him anymore? Don’t you love me?”

She slammed her suitcase shut, then squatted in front of me so she could look me in the eye.

“Your daddy and I don’t want to live together any longer. And right now he needs you more than I do.”

She dragged her two suitcases off the bed and walked out the door. 

Little did I know that would be the last time I saw my mother. She never asked for full or partial custody, she didn’t attend any school functions, and she was a no-show for my college graduation. After the divorce, Dad wasn’t much better, but at least he showed up… sometimes. He thought he hid his drinking well. He was completely oblivious to the fact that the walls in our house weren’t made of concrete. Therefore, I could hear everything he and whomever he dragged home did, day and night.

I dealt with it by becoming more closed off, detached. My motto, be like a ghost and don’t get close. I had to become completely self-sufficient, making sure I never needed or counted on another person. Excluding Bryson, of course. But somehow Doug weaseled himself into my heart. Hell, I had forgotten I even had a heart until he came along. If I were to leap and hurt him… I’d be devastated. The best thing I could do for Doug would be to let him go. I’ll just go back to focusing on the career I loved and men I couldn’t care less about. 
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“I SWEAR TO God, all I said was, you make me so happy. Who the fuck gets freaked out by that? It’s not as if I proposed. I’m thrilled when women call out, Oh Doug, you make me so happy.”

“You’ve had women actually say that to you during sex?” Hart said.

“Maybe. I don’t know. I’ve never really listened to any of them.” 

Normally on Saturday mornings Hart and I would be playing basketball instead of hanging out in his living room. I was sprawled out on the sofa, spinning the basketball between my hands. He had the TV on mute, mindlessly flipping through the channels with one hand, while scratching Butter’s head with the other. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to go meet Colin and Ronnie to play a game or two?” Hart said.

“Not in the mood. And then she chose to go with him. Can you believe that? She went with him after I poured my heart out. I was willing to have a conversation. I’m nothing if not open. I thought women liked that shit.”

“If you hadn’t acted like a baby, packed up your toys, and stomped away, you could have talked when she got home. Exactly why did you leave?”

“No way was I hanging around to hear and possibly see stuff between the two of them. You should have seen this douchebag, Hart. Every blonde hair in place, piercing blue eyes, strong jawline, and tall. Fit but not too fit. I mean, you could definitely tell he goes to the gym. He was quite handsome, actually. I’d go out with him if I swung that way.”

“College football?” 

“God, I miss her. I realize it’s only been days, but it feels like weeks. I loved living there. And it wasn’t just because of the soft queen-size bed and my own bathroom.” I glanced up at him. “No offense. I appreciate y’all letting me stay here.”

“None taken. Here’s a basketball game from Yugoslavia.” 

“It was having someone around. Well, not just someone. It was having Sophie around. I thought living alone was the best until I moved in with her. I’m not going to lie, we had our bumps in the road.”

“We all do. Ha, look at that. The Lone Ranger.”

“For example, Sophie is not a morning person. And morning time was one of my favorite times with her. Sure, she was grumpy, but damn, she was gorgeous. Don’t get me wrong, she’s gorgeous all the time. But in the morning with no makeup and her hair flying every which way, she was breathtaking.”

“Classic TV was incredibly racist.”

“Fuck, I miss her,” I bellowed. 

“How about we go to the park and play some fetch with Butter?”

Hearing the words park and fetch had the yellow lab spinning in circles and wagging her tail at warp speed. 

“Nah, not in the mood.”

Once Butter realized we were staying put, she sunk down to the floor and whimpered. 

Hart clicked off the TV. “What are you in the mood for?” There was a sharpness to his voice.

I sat up. “Dude, are you mad at me?”

“I’m not mad. I don’t want to waste the entire weekend sitting in the house listening to you moan and groan like a little girl.” 

“Well, thank you very much. I didn’t realize listening to a friend whose life is crumbling before his eyes was a waste of your precious weekend.”

“You’ve had a slight setback. Be patient with Sophie. Understand what she needs from you. And do it sooner rather than later. You’re fucking up the balance of our group. If it doesn’t get resolved, one of you will have to go.”

“I have a sinking feeling I’d be the one.”

“Good. Get in touch with that feeling. Now I’m going out into the world to do manly activities.” He was poised to roll away. 

I swung my legs over the edge of the sofa. “You’re just going to leave me here in my darkest hour?” 

“There’s plenty of light at the park. Join me.”

“Um… Hart?”

“Douglas?”

“I might possibly have told Sophie I loved her. I didn’t mean to blurt it out. It was beyond my control.”

“That sounds about right,” Hart said.

“I need pointers. How’d you hook Bryson?”

He huffed out a loud sigh, as his hands fell away from the wheel handles. “With Bryson the falling in love part was easy and natural. We had an immediate connection. And I make sure she never doubts my feelings. You see, Sophie, is a delicate flower. She needs to know you’ll be there to take care of her. Make sure she gets enough of the right type of sun. Does she require bright light, shade, or a combination? How much water and fertilizer does she need on a daily basis? Protect her from harsh weather. Encourage her to grow and celebrate when she blooms.” 

“Wow, that is some poetic shit right there,” I said with awe.

The look of pride crossed Hart’s face. “It was pretty fucking lyrical.”

I stood with confidence. “I’m gonna figure out what Sophie needs, show how much I care, and that I’m not going anywhere.” 

“Now you’re talking. Be the man.”

“I am the man. I’m going to go pot me a flower.”

I turned and took a few steps toward the front door.

“You realize I was using an analogy?” 

“Uh, yeah. I’m not that much of an idiot, Hart. Why do you think I’m headed to Sandpiper Garden Shop? They’ve got every kind of plant known to man, I’m sure including the exotic analogy.”

“Doug, hands down, you are the smartest dumb guy I know.”

“Thank you, buddy.”

I loved Hart, but sometimes he thinks I’m an ignorant kid. Not wanting to hurt his feelings, I shook my head and chuckled to myself as I headed to my car.
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“I WAS THE youngest person ever to be offered a junior partnership. I never imagined that the top corporate law firm in the city would snatch me up right out of law school. Well, if I’m being honest, I imagined it a few times. Not to brag, but I was one of the top five best students to graduate from the school. It’s not documented in records, of course. My professor told me.”

His hair was coal black and slicked back. He had sultry blue eyes surrounded by long dark lashes. I’d kill for lashes like that. His skin was tanned. And his face was on the fence between rugged and pretty. I could tell he was built by the way he filled out his Armani suit. He was also boring me to death. 

“I feel like I’ve been doing all the talking,” he chuckled. 

With a hint of a snarky tone, I said, “That’s because you have been.”

“I have an idea. How about we head back to your place. I promise to let you do all the dirty talking your little heart desires? I’ve been told by every woman I’ve been with that I’m the best lover they’ve ever had.” His full lips spread into a big lascivious grin.

“I’ve got an even better idea.” I dropped my crisp white cloth napkin on the table, grabbed my black Fendi, and stood. “Why don’t you go back to your place and love yourself. Word is it’s something else.” I turned on my heels and sauntered away from cut-rate Casanova and out the restaurant. 
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“THERE’S SOMETHING I’VE been wanting to say all night. You’ve got an amazing rack. They’re perfectly proportioned and symmetrical. Is that inappropriate?”

“Highly,” I said. 

“I was going to say, a great set of tits, but with the way the world is now, I wanted to be respectful.”

“Missed the mark on that one.” I took a long sip of wine. 

“Don’t get me wrong, I get the whole modern woman thing. But there’s something to be said for the days when chicks liked hearing us guys say, you have awesome tits and a great ass.”

“I assure you, those days never existed.”

“Come on, there isn’t a part of you, even a small part, that gets you going?”

“You’re right. There is a small part that gets me going. Namely, your brain and penis.”

I pulled up the Uber app on my phone and clicked. I picked up my light rose gold Tory Burch, pushed away from the table, and never looked back. 
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“SO ERIC, TELL me a little about yourself,” I said to the top of his head.

His eyes were glued to his iPhone as they had been since we were seated. “I’m not much of a talker.” 

“Do you have a favorite movie?”

“I’m not much of a movie-goer,” he muttered to his phone. 

I opened my menu and perused the appetizers. After a few minutes the waiter appeared, startling Eric. His phone slipped from his hand. He fumbled attempting to catch it before it crashed to the floor. Fortunately, it landed face up on the table. My gaze fell to the screen, then popped up to Eric.

He quickly scooped up his phone and looked at me sheepishly. “No point in pretending you didn’t see that.”

“Clown porn? Really?”

“I want you know, I can get it up without watching that stuff. Most of the time.”

Silently, I rose from my seat and took my sapphire COACH, which the waiter was holding up waiting for me.

Eric looked up at me covered in confusion. “I guess this means no second date?”

“Good guess,” I said sarcastically before walking away. 

Three strikes and I’m out.
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OVER THE PAST week, life had become so dull and monotonous. I figured filling my time with work during the day and dates at night would keep the thought of Doug at bay. But it only made things worse. I didn’t go to Sunday dinner at Bryson’s and didn’t go see Hope since Doug was living with them. 

I used to think living alone was the best, until stupid Doug came along. The house felt bigger without him. I knew the second I opened the door that night I was screwed. If only I had ignored the doorbell none of this would have happened. Things would have stayed the same and everyone would be happy. I didn’t know for certain any of my friends weren’t happy. They all seem very satisfied with their lives. Actually, I’m the only person I know who isn’t happy. And since all of this was Doug’s fault, I hoped he wasn’t happy. That’s not true. Even though he’s a big jerk, I wanted him to be okay.

Since I’d been grossly unsuccessful in the dating world as of late, I decided to take a break. So here I am home alone on a Saturday night doing laundry, eating pizza, and drinking wine. With my basket piled with clothes, resting on my hip, I opened the door to the laundry room. As I was loading the washer, I noticed a piece of cloth sticking out from between the washer and dryer. I snatched it up and held it out in front of me. It was one of Doug’s T-shirts. Crumpling the material in my hands, I held it to my nose and inhaled. It smelled minty and manly, like him. 

I put the T-shirt down, quickly loaded the washer, and turned it on. Before leaving, I grabbed Doug’s shirt, taking it with me into the kitchen. I draped it over the back of the chair like it was sitting at the table. Then I poured a glass of red wine, leaned against the counter, and stared at it as if it had magical powers. I took two more sips of wine before pushing off from the counter and walking over to the shirt. My gaze shifted from side-to-side like I was making sure no one was around. I placed my glass down and again, scanned the room. Then I did it. I peeled off my shirt and pulled on Doug’s. Luxuriating in the soft material as it slid down my body. Then I picked up my glass, a piece of pizza, and headed to the sofa.

After two loads of laundry, half a pizza, a pint of Ben and Jerry’s Boom Chocolatta Cookie ice cream, and three fairly full glasses of wine, I was curled up on the sofa watching The Jerk. It was a pretty awesome movie. Doug was right, speaking of jerks. A giggle followed by a little burp came out of my mouth catching me by surprise. I wondered what the derk… jerk was doing?

I reached for my phone on the coffee table and sat up. The room spun around and around like the teacup ride. Once it slowed down, I looked at my phone and clicked the message icon. I’m gonna find out what he’s doing. It better not be anything fun. I scrolled to his name and punched it with my finger. I blinked several times to get the screen in focus. Finally, after the sixth try, it cleared to a manageable level.

 

Me: You best not be having any gum. How fare you say I make you gappy. You showed have kept it to you self like me did. I mist you you mother fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu

 

The next thing I was aware of was lying back on the sofa with my eyes closing shut.
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“KNOCK, KNOCK.”

“Who’s there?” they said in unison.

“Hugh.”

“Hugh who?”

“Hugh Jorgan!” 

The room exploded with laughter mixed with a chorus of, “oh, mys” and “you bad boy.” I was a big hit with the over eighty crowd.

“Ladies, get your minds out of the gutter. I was referring to the lower intestines.”

“Oh, Douglas, you’re a mess,” Nonnina said.

Vivian refilled my bowl and passed it to me. “Gia is right. What are we going to do with you, young man?”

“Keep feeding me pudding and I’ll let you do whatever you want.” I plunged my spoon into the heaping mound of tapioca and shoved it into my mouth.

“You better watch what you say, Douglas. Just because there’s snow on the roof doesn’t mean there’s no fire in the furnace,” Millie said.

“Millie, if only I were fifty years older.” I winked.

Her cheeks turned bright red as a shy giggle floated from her lips. 

Placing a hand on my arm, Vivian said, “Douglas, how are things going with Gia’s granddaughter?”

I glanced at Nonnina across the table who gave me an apologetic smile.

“I’m not gonna lie to you, Vivian. We’ve hit a bit of a snag. I said something that freaked her out.”

“Oh my goodness. What on earth did you say?” Millie said, hanging on every word.

“I told her that she made me happy.”

Simultaneously, the two ladies leaned back in their chairs and sighed. 

“Douglas, my Sophia will come around eventually.”

“She better come to her senses soon otherwise another woman will snatch Douglas up. He’s quite a catch.”

“Thank you, Millie. I appreciate that.”

Vivian tapped me on the shoulder. “Now finish your pudding. I love watching a man with a good appetite.”

The room fell silent as the ladies watched me devour bowl number two of tapioca pudding. 

“What the hell is going on here?”

Four sets of eyes looked up and shifted to the door where Sophie stood. Arms crossed. Stone-faced. We stared at each other, a jolt of lightening zooming through my body with her mere presence. It might have been my imagination, but Sophie’s hard expression seemed to soften the longer she stared at me.

“Sophia! Such a wonderful surprise,” Nonnina said.

“Surprise? You called me earlier wanting chocolate cannoli. Which, by the way, I had to wait on while they finished filling them.”

Sophie placed the bag of cannoli in front of Nonnina before giving her a kiss on each cheek.

“Miss Vivian, Miss Millie… How are you ladies?”

In unison they said, “Very well, thank you.” 

At first I thought she was going to act as if I was an apparition and ignore me. I was soon proven wrong.

“What are you doing here?” she said.

“Visiting and eating pudding,” I said with a mouthful of the aforementioned pudding. 

“It’s quite a coinkydink that we’d be here at the same time. Wouldn’t you say, Nonnina?”

With innocent eyes and pursed lips, Nonnina looked up at Sophie. “The Lord works in mysterious ways.”

“He sure does,” Vivian responded.

“Preach,” Millie chimed in overlapping with Vivian. 

“Doug, a moment, please,” Sophie ordered, heading to the door.

I pushed away from the table and stood. 

Looking at each of the elderly ladies, I said, “Pray for me.”

I followed Sophie out the door and down the hallway. I sure missed her sway. I was so mesmerized, I almost slammed into her when she stopped.

“This looks like a good place,” she said stepping into a small room.

The room was bright with sunlight. It looked to be the center’s game room, with tables set up with board games and cards. 

Sophie whipped around to face me. “Why are you here?”

“I came to see Nonnina and—”

“Don’t call her that. She’s my Nonnina, not yours.”

“She told me to call her that, so there.”

“Is your plan to weasel your way into my grandmother’s life so she’ll help and give you intel?”

“For your information, I have my own laptop, thank you very much. Besides, if I needed a new one, I’d buy it myself. I’d never ask Nonnina for anything.”

“Stop. Calling. Her. That,” she said, emphasizing each word with a finger poke to my chest. 

I rubbed the center of my chest. “Ow! Those claws of yours are sharp.”

Sophie took a step back, placed her hands on her hips, and blew out a breath.

“Look, Doug, we need to come to some type of resolution here. We’re both adults, surely we can act in a mature fashion, so we can be in the same room and not put our friends in the position of choosing sides.” 

“Agreed.”

“Good. I’ll even make the first move. I never meant to break your heart.”

“You didn’t break my heart,” I said.

“I beg to differ.”

“You can beg all you want. Soph, I know the reason for your freak out.”

“I didn’t freak.”

I held up my hand, stopping her from saying more. “I understand. This pull we have for each other is overwhelming. It’s natural for someone such as yourself to be scared.”

“Someone such as myself? What are you getting at, Doug?”

“To be honest, I was a little freaked out too at first. Then I realized the idea of being with you didn’t terrify me the way I thought it would.”

“Talk about a backhanded compliment,” she said.

“I’ve done a lot of soul-searching since our breakup…”

“Our breakup?”

“I’m going to make sure you get plenty of sun and fertilizer, and give you room to grow until you feel ready to blossom.”

“Doug, have you been smoking some blossoms?”

I chortled. “No. I want you to know I won’t rest until I get you back.”

“Get me back? You never had me.”

Stepping closer to her, I said in a low voice, “I’ve had you in every way humanly possible.”

Out the corner of my eye came her left fist careening toward my face. Once again, my catlike quickness took over. I grabbed her wrist halfway to its target. I smiled the smile of the smug. “Thought you could nail me this time by going with the left first. But I remember, sunshine, it packs a wallop of a pu-u-u-u-u-u-n-n-n-n-n—”

The gut punch to the right had me doubled over wheezing. Before I was able to compose myself, Sophie pushed past me. Bracing myself, I reached out and grabbed her by the arm and spun her to face me.

“I know how you really feel about me, Soph.”

“That I loathe you completely?”

“I read your text.”

“I was drunk,” she said.

“Drunk on me, I’d say.”

“You are the most obnoxious egotistical jacka…”

Stepping forward, I took her face in my hands. Like a moth to a flame, my lips landed on hers. Without any coaxing, Sophie’s mouth opened. Her hands came up to grip my wrists. At first I thought her intention was to pull me off, but then her fingers found their way into my hair.

Everything else faded away. The only things that existed were me, Sophie, and me kissing Sophie. And me touching Sophie. And me wanting to be only with Sophie. My lips traveled along her jawline.

“Doug, we can’t… We have to control ourselves.” I nibbled away at the spot right behind her ear. “Oh, God, that feels incredible.”

“You feel incredible,” I mumbled against her flaming skin. “I’ve missed everything about you.”

She held me tight against her body. “Don’t say things like that.”

“I can’t help myself, Soph.”

“We have to redirect our focu-u-u-s,” she moaned.

“Okay, I’ll work on the other ear.” Which I did.

“Tha-a-a-t’s not what I me-e-e-an. O-o-o-h, you have a magical mouth. Quick, think of something that will dump a bucket of cold water on our hormones.”

I tried. I really did. 

“Bucket. Water. Dumped. Only conjures up a visual of you crowned queen of a wet T-shirt contest.”

My lips roamed over her collarbone.

“Millie and Vivian naked and kissing.”

I froze. Then loosened my hold and removed my lips from Sophie’s body.

Looking deep into her eyes, I said, “You’d think that would do the trick. But you gotta admit, both ladies are quite handsome for their age.” 

Sophie stepped out of my arms.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t,” she said, her beautiful eyes filling with tears.

“I love you, Sophie.” 

Again, the words came tumbling out of my mouth and I didn’t regret saying them.

“Stop saying that.” Her voice cracked with a sob.

“I want to make you happy. I want to protect you. I want to take care of you.” I tried to hold my voice steady, but it ended up cracking.

“I don’t need you to take care of me,” she said, defiantly. 

“I know you don’t. My want has nothing to do with your need.”

Frantically, I flipped through my mind for the right words to convince her we belonged together. Out of nowhere, loud voices rushed past the door behind me and down the hall. Sophie’s phone rang. Everything after that moved in slow motion. 

Sophie listened to the voice on the other end of the phone for a minute, then her face went pale. She looked at me lost and terrified.

“Soph, what is it?”

“It’s Nonnina…”

I turned toward the door in time to witness staff members working like a well-oiled machine. One nurse cleared the hallway of traffic, while another moved briskly alongside a doctor looking through a file. Soon an EMT came into view pushing the stretcher with a sallow looking Nonnina.

Once the caravan passed, I turned back to Sophie. The fear in her eyes broke my heart. I stepped toward her in time to catch her as she collapsed in my arms. 

Holding her close, I whispered, “I’ve got you, Soph.”

She buried her face in my chest and sobbed.

“I can’t lose her. She’s all I have.”

“You have me. Always. Come on, let’s get to the hospital. I bet by the time we arrive, Nonnina will be running the place.”

With my arms wrapped tightly around her, I led Sophie to my car. Before pulling out of the parking lot of the assisted living center, I reached over and took Sophie’s hand in mine. A warm sensation ran through my body as she let me take care of her.

I stayed close on the tail of the ambulance Nonnina was in, pulling up right next to it once we arrived at the hospital. Sophie and I quickly got out of the car and watched as they rolled her grandmother from the back of the emergency vehicle. Sophie trembled in my arms as Nonnina vanished behind the doors of the ER. I moved us forward all the way into the nurses station where a middle-aged man sat with dark-rimmed glasses. 

“Hi, our grandmother was just brought in, Gia Cipriano,” I said.

He gave us a weak smile and shoved a clipboard full of paperwork at me. “If you would, please fill this out and bring it back here when finished along with any insurance information.”

I took the paperwork. “We’ll be right over there, so get us the second the doctors know what’s wrong.”

“Sir, your grandmother is in good hands.”

“She better be in the greatest hands of all time,” I said.

Sophie and I sat in a long bank of chairs against the wall. Our hands were still intertwined. I didn’t want to let go, but there was paperwork to be filled out.

“Soph, you want me to fill this out?”

She looked at me with dazed watery eyes and slowly nodded.

“Okay, you answer the questions and I’ll write in the answers.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“My pleasure. I’ll need my hand, though.”

She looked down in surprise, like she hadn’t realized we’d been attached since the assisted living center. She hesitated, not wanting to break our bound. Neither did I. Taking her hand, I placed it so she’d be hugging my arm.

We answered each sheet of questions. Every time there was even the slightest sound, both our heads popped up and looked at the double doors Nonnina was behind. Once the papers were all filled out, I returned them to the nurse, then rushed back to Sophie’s side.

Wrapping my arm around her waist, I brought her close to my side, using the other hand to hold her trembling ones. 

“I don’t understand, we were with her a few minutes earlier. She seemed fine to me. Did she seem fine to you?” Her voice cracked on every other word.

“I thought she was good. She was quieter than usual, but with Millie and Vivian, it’s tough to get a word in.”

We were silent for several minutes. I hated that she was scared and hurting. If I could, I’d take all of it away and put it on myself. 

“I’m not delusional,” she said. “I realize no one lives forever. I can’t bear the thought of living without Nonnina. She and my grandfather were the only ones who ever wanted me around.”

I placed a kiss at her temple, then whispered, “I want you around… for the rest of my life.” 

She leaned away enough to look up at me. I let her hold my gaze for as long as she needed to.

Sophie swallowed hard and licked her lips. “You’re really serious about that, aren’t you?”

“Believe me, I’m as surprised as anyone. But I’m not scared. Soph, every time I look at you, I know I’m meant to be by your side.” 

“Doug, I lo…”

“Miss Cipriano?” A deep voice called out.

Sophie and I bolted out of our chairs and power walked across the room, meeting the doctor in the middle. I stood behind Sophie with my hands on her shoulders, there to catch her if the news wasn’t good.

“How’s my grandmother?”

“Your grandmother is resting comfortably.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Bracing herself, Sophie’s shoulders pressed into the palms of my hands.

“Heartburn,” the doctor said.

In unison, we both said, “Heartburn?”

“While examining Mrs. Cipriano, I asked what she had ingested today. After hearing the laundry list of foods and seeing no other indications, it was determined she was suffering from a bad case of indigestion.” 

“So she’s going to be okay?” Sophie said. 

“Absolutely. She’s got a lot of spunk still left in her.”

My body relaxed along with Sophie’s. 

“That spunk runs in the family,” I said.

“I’m going to write her a prescription for some medicine that should take care of her overindulgence. Then she’ll be good for discharge.”

I extended my hand and shook the doctor’s hand. “Thank you, doctor.” 

Sophie and I watched as the doctor disappeared back behind the large double doors. Sophie turned to face me. Her arms swung around my neck as mine snaked around her waist. Relief settled in both our bodies. 

Sophie lifted her head, looked at me, and without hesitation said, “I love you and I’ve been miserable without you. But…”

I put my finger over her lips. “No more big buts. I love you, Soph. You’re everything I didn’t know I wanted in life.”

“I’m afraid I’ll hurt you.”

“The only way I’ll get hurt is if you walk away from us.”

“Wow, when did you become so swoon-worthy?” she said.

“The day I fell in love with you, Soph.” 

 

 

THE END
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“LOOK AT YOU smiling,” Bryson said with a cheesy grin spread across her face. 

“Bryson, we’ve known each other since childhood, you’ve seen me smile before.”

“But not like this.”

“Like what?”

“I’ve never seen you smile the smile of love.”

I didn’t hide my eye roll, but I also didn’t stop smiling. Ever since Doug demolished my walls, life had reached a new level of wonderfulness. The sky was bluer, the flowers were brighter, and the intense love I had for him got stronger with each day. The only drawback to being this much in love was, I almost always sounded like a lovey-dovey Hallmark card. Thankfully, no one teased me about it. Much. 

I looked at my best friend, who was still staring and grinning. Memories of our lives together flashed in my mind like snapshots. Bryson always had my back, whether she agreed with me or not. All these years, she gave me unconditional friendship and love. Because of her I found something I had given up on so many years ago. The love of my life. I could feel tears behind my eyes beginning to rise. 

Placing my hand on Bryson’s, I said, “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For being in my life. And for showing me that happily ever afters do exist.”

She blinked and sniffled. “I’m bursting with happiness for you.”

Hart and Doug appeared at the table just in time to put the kibosh on the blubberfest. I delicately patted underneath my eyes with the crisp white napkin, careful not to smear my makeup. 

“Hey, Soph, get a load of this. It’s for the photo booth,” Doug said.

I looked up at the man I loved, sporting a bushy fake beard, dark-rimmed glasses, and a black top hat. I shook my head, rolled my eyes, and kept smiling. 

“You gotta admit, it’s a look,” Hart said.

I opened my mouth to respond but was interrupted when the announcement came over the speakers.

“And now ladies and gentlemen we would like to bring out our newlyweds, Mr. and Mrs. Douglas MacArthur Truman, to dance their first dance as husband and wife. Let’s give them a hand,” the DJ said, as the beginning of “At Last” by Etta James filled the ballroom. 

“Sorry, guys, I gotta steal my bride. Wife, I believe we are being called to the dance floor.” 

I slipped my hand into my groom’s extended one and stood.

“Husband, I believe we are, but first take off the silly disguise.”

He tossed the beard, glasses, and hat on the table. 

“Better, Mrs. Truman?”

“Perfect, Mr. Truman.” 

As Doug and I stepped away, I glanced over my shoulder to where Bryson and Hart were, and said, “Aren’t we sickening?” My face was all scrunched up with a big smile. 

Doug led me to the middle of the dance floor. He brought our joined hands up between us, while slipping his arm around my waist. I was pressed against him so tightly, it was a little hard to breathe. But I didn’t mind. I was right where I wanted to be for the rest of my life. 

As we swayed to our song, Doug looked deep into my eyes and said, “Have I told you how beautiful you are today?”

“Only about a thousand times.”

“I’m running behind,” he smirked. “This flouncy white dress is… Wow, except for one thing. It’s hiding that tasty neck of yours.”

“That’s because it’s a high-neck halter. I’m still giving you shoulder.”

He gave me a soft kiss on the lips, then worked his way down to my jaw, ending at my ear.

“How about we go find our maintenance closet and have a reenactment. Minus the puking, of course.”

His hand slid down, almost touching my ass.

My fingers started to fiddle with the hair on the back of his head. I kept reminding myself we were not alone before I sunk my fingers deeper. 

My eyelids fluttered as I whispered, “Doug, we can’t leave yet.”

“It’s our wedding. We can leave whenever we’re ready. And believe me, I’m so ready, Soph.”

I could feel how ready he was, which only served to rev me up more than I was already.

“Doug, we need to cool it. People are watching. Nonnina is watching.”

“No, she’s not. She’s parked over at the bar flirting with the bartender.”

As the music drifted to an end, Doug broke away from me, and jogged over to the DJ.

He grabbed the mic and announced, “Hey, everyone, Sophie and I want to thank you all for coming. We have to step out for just a little while. Don’t worry, nothing’s wrong. Keep the party going—eat, drink, dance. We’ll be back in twenty minutes to an hour and fifteen seconds.” He winked at me. “It’s hard to tell at the moment.”

Doug dropped the mic and jogged back to me. Without breaking stride, he grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the ballroom. The sound of spoons clinking against glass and laughter ushered us away. “Crazy In Love” by Beyoncé faded into the background the farther we got down the dimly lit hallway. 

Giggling, I said, “Doug, I can’t run in these heels.”

Stopping, I was about to slip out of my stilettos when Doug scooped me into his arms, carrying me the rest of the way. Once we got to our destination, Doug put me down, and flung open the door. The closet looked exactly the same—fluorescent lighting, metal shelves, and the aroma of cleaning solution. 

I spun around and pushed my husband against the door. Grabbing the lapels of his tuxedo jacket, I yanked it off of his shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. As I was unbuckling his belt, Doug’s hands were fumbling with my dress, trying to find the bottom amongst all the chiffon. 

“Oh, baby girl—.”

I froze and looked up at him. “What did you just call me?”

Doug’s hands came to a halt. “It’s a nickname I’m trying out. Baby girl. And I thought you could call me big daddy.”

“That’s all kinds of gross and not happening,” I said.

“Okay, you don’t have to call me big daddy.”

“I won’t be. Not that I need your permission whether or not to call you that. Which I’m not.”

“I wasn’t giving you anything.”

“Well, it sounded like it.”

“So it’s a no go on baby girl too?” he said with disappointment in his voice. 

“I’m a woman, not a girl.”

His eyebrows crinkled together. “You want me to call you baby woman?”

Doug looked so damn adorable in his confusion, I couldn’t help the smile from spreading across my face. 

I let the palm of my hand slip down over his zipper. 

Gently applying pressure, I leaned in and whispered, “How about we call each other mine.”

He swallowed hard. “So you’re mine?”

“And you’re mine,” I said pushing against him a little more.

“I’m totally on board with that.”

Our lips connected. It didn’t take long for the kiss to become deep and devouring. I pulled down Doug’s zipper as he found the bottom of my dress after wading through all the material. His hand traveled up my inner thigh sending chills throughout my body. I couldn’t wait any longer to have him inside me. Suddenly, Doug’s lips left mine.

“How about Cappy and first mate?” he said. 

I looked at him in astonishment before laughter flew out of my mouth. “You’re crazy!”

“You’re sexy when you laugh. I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life making you happy, Soph.”

“I love you so much, Doug.”

As I stared into his bright green eyes, a thought occurred to me. Maybe all that Cinderella stuff we’re told as children wasn’t entirely crap. Our love story may not have resembled the movie version. But right here, in this maintenance closet with Doug’s hand up my dress and mine in his pants, I know I found my prince and my happily ever after. 

 

 

This is really THE END. 

I hope Doug and Sophie’s love story made you laugh and brightened your day. 
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