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      A new day, new school. This time it will be different. Let it be different, please.

      I repeat my silent prayer as I make my way to my first class. It’s been three years since I’ve gone to school on a campus. I swallow my anxiety. It’s been so long since I’ve been around this many people—most of whom are young, rich, and gorgeous. You don’t belong, not even a tiny bit. No, that’s not true…the GPA I worked my ass off for says differently. I inhale the truth, exhale the lies.

      I’m here. I worked hard to be here. Stop worrying.

      Purple.

      Yellow.

      Green.

      Violet.

      Orange.

      Okay, better…almost. I only need five this time. A half hour ago I needed eight. My nerves creep down half a notch, but jolt back up as I’m nearly pushed into a wall by a flood of girls wearing some team jerseys.

      This type of thing happens to everyone, it’s not just me.

      Don’t panic.

      It’s the first day of class, it’s normal to be nervous.

      I haven’t been to a place like this in a long time. The last time I attended class on a campus was my junior year of high school. I trudged through it then but after everything that happened, it was just too much.

      The past is over with, it’s time to focus on the future. That’s what’s important, one I can be a part of. One step at a time, as Dr. Gavin used to say. Class is only ninety minutes, add on fifteen to get to and from my car.

      It’s a cake walk.

      Since when has anything been easy?

      The campus is pulsating, awake with its own heartbeat. I make my way through the sea of students, all hopeful, bright-eyed, and excited. Most of these people’s biggest problems are probably which laptop to buy. Mine have been a little different but I’m optimistic. It’s been almost two years since…well, that doesn’t matter now. It’s official. I’m a college junior at the best school in the state. Once upon a time I was told that it’d be a miracle if I got my GED. After taking online classes for three years, this is what I wanted, and I only have one more year to go. I make my way to the fifth row of the sixty-something rows in the lecture hall. I have the perfect seat. It’s not too close because I don’t want to appear overly eager, but close enough to be forced to pay attention to the most boring subject. This class shouldn’t be difficult. It’s a throwaway for my business major. Safe, practical, and a sure thing. And if there’s anything I need right now it’s a sure thing. I settle into my seat, pull out the laptop I scored on sale with the cash I made over the summer, and pop a mini Snickers in my mouth.

      I made it. Easy as pie.

      It’s the first day of class but people are already mingling and greeting, most likely familiar with each other from other classes. It’s okay, I’m used to being a loner. Life is simpler with just me in it.

      “Is this seat taken?” a masculine voice asks.

      “No,” I mutter, my eyes on the syllabus I’ve pulled out.

      “I heard she doesn’t even follow that,” the voice adds. I turn to glance at the person speaking to me. Be polite, but not friendly. Everything is easier that way.

      I’m about to tell him thanks for the information but I can’t. My voice won’t work, it’s gone because the eyes that meet mine are so beautiful I can’t speak; I don’t have anything to say. They’re stark blue like the sky, and in front of them sit thick dark lashes. The blue eyes—no, it’s almost an insult just to refer to them as blue—are a wonderful contrast from his almost black hair. He’s breath taking, and my heart plays hopscotch as he sits next to me. He’s attractive in a way that’s mesmerizing. I remind myself that he’s asked me something when his full lips curve into a smile, and now I’m panicking because I’m mute.

      His teeth are perfect. His lips are perfect. The two large dimples above his strong jaw is enthralling, and it’s not just that. There’s something about him that’s warm, that is forcing the muscles in my face to stretch into a smile that matches his.

      I’m confused. I don’t feel like this towards people. People make me nervous, men especially so, but my chest isn’t tight, my head doesn’t hurt, and I don’t have this overwhelming feeling to run away. I don’t want to go anywhere, I want to stay right here and continue to look at his beautiful flawless face.

      “I’m Kameron.” He stretches out his arm and extends his hand. A white polo shows off the lean muscle encasing it.

      “Megan,” I tell him, pushing a lock of my hair behind my ear. I’m smiling like an idiot but I can’t stop myself. What is wrong with me? Smiling is a signal that I want him to keep speaking to me and I don’t. Well, I shouldn’t.

      Stop it.

      There’s a lot wrong with me, actually, but it’s never been this. If I don’t stop he’s going to want to keep talking to me and I’ll ruin this, a perfect moment I can hold onto and savor, a moment that I can replay and take with me, because that’s all this will be, all I could ever hope for it to be. Imagining anything different would be insane.

      “Have a good day.” I’m standing now and frantically begin gathering my things. He looks bewildered but there’s a smile, that butterfly-inducing one still on his face. I fight to tear my eyes away from it.

      “You want some help?” he offers, a relaxed grin on his face, his eyes flirting with me. I thank God he’s holding back a smile that no doubt would make me trip all over myself. I’m not looking at him anymore, I can’t. I don’t know if I’ll trust myself to leave, which is exactly what I need to do right now.

      “No. Please. I’m okay. I just, I-I can’t see this far back. My glasses. I’m going to the front,” I stammer. I’m up now, halfway down the aisle. Other students are headed my way, two girls and a guy, who seem to be familiar with Kameron since they’re looking back and forth between us with amused confusion.

      “Excuse me,” I say, making my way past them and their quizzical looks.

      I finally make it to the very first row and slink down in my seat. What just happened? I don’t know but I can’t think about that now. The hall is filling up and everyone is settling down. I fight the urge to look back.

      Don’t look back! But it’s futile. I just want a glimpse, one more time. I turn as inconspicuously as I can and when I do, my heart stops because he’s looking directly at me, blushing and grinning, his head tilted to the side examining me as if I’m his favorite puzzle. I quickly turn back around. The professor, a middle-aged Latina woman, has approached the lectern and is setting her things down. She’s going to be what I focus my attention on this next hour even though the man with the most beautiful blue eyes I’ve ever seen is distracting. That’s what I tell myself, at least.
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        * * *

      

      “That will be $180,” I tell one of the last people in my line. It finally settled down in here. The girl hands me her platinum credit card as if I just told her it was only ten bucks.

      “Do you mind if I run for a break? I’ve had to pee for two hours,” Abby, my supervisor, pleads from behind me.

      “No it’s fine, I’ve got it.” This job is supposed to be quiet and uneventful, and it will be once these first two weeks are over. No more frantic students and high-strung parents buying supplies or exchanging books. I had assumed people would buy their books off eBay and Amazon like I did, but it seems the majority of the student body has the funds to buy full price. I can’t complain. I’d take working here on the busiest day than my other part-time job at Scooters, a restaurant where people are usually extremely rude. I won’t make as much money here but in my quiet time I can do homework and study after this rush of a week. I hand my customer her bag and tell her to have a good day when every muscle in my body tightens up at the sight of the next person in my line.

      It’s him. Kameron, the boy…no not boy, that’s not a good description of the lean, tall, and broad figure in front of me. The man with the most gorgeous eyes I’ve ever seen. He smiles like I’m a long-lost friend he’s been searching for, but I’m just a girl who hasn’t gotten him out of her thoughts since class two day ago.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask almost defensively. His brow furrows the tiniest bit and an amused grin spreads across his face. I realize what a stupid question that was.

      “Because it’s a bookstore, you’re here to buy books,” I mutter, embarrassment about to overtake me. He smiles and it’s glorious.

      “Actually, there’s a rumor going around.” He shrugs and lets out a light sigh. I bite my lip. A rumor? My stomach is in a knot. No one could know already! Why would they care? I’m a nobody here!

      You’ve always been a nobody.

      I feel like I’m about to throw up, but I keep my feet planted firmly on the ground so I don’t go all weak.

      “A rumor?” I ask as casually as I can. He nods and smiles again, wide enough that it reaches his eyes. He leans leisurely on the counter, closing the space between us. He runs his hand through his thick dark hair and takes a relaxed stance as if he has no other place in the world to be, like he hasn’t just stepped out of my daydreams into my reality, and it’s the only place he wants to be.

      “The rumor is there’s this beautiful girl who works in the bookstore with a smile you have to pay to see. So…I figured I owed the school a purchase to get a glimpse of it.”

      My face is on fire but the knot in my stomach unravels, the pit of nerves that were just in my stomach have been replaced with a family of butterflies. What is happening? Is this life? Why is this guy, this beautiful man, saying these things to me? Is he talking about me? I mean, he could be talking about someone else.

      “Me?” I ask reluctantly. His amazing smile displays his perfect teeth. I grip the pen in my hand tightly. Why am I feeling this way? I don’t feel like this about anyone.

      I’m indifferent to people, I stay in my own space, I’m polite. Neutral is probably my stance when it comes to wanting to be in proximity with others, but there’s something about this one. This person that makes me want to stay near him, for him to be close. The hormones my foster mother Ada used to screamed at me about when I was thirteen and her husband stared at me the one time she took us to the beach. She made me wear pants and sweaters the rest of the summer.

      “You’re cute.” He laughs, and it’s warm and kind, and I’m smiling again.

      Stop it!

      “Look. I haven’t done this in a while, I don’t want to waste your time or look like an idiot trying to be smooth, but I think you’re beautiful and I’d really like to get know you if that’s okay.”

      I swallow hard, and my smile softens. Since I was a little girl I’ve always tried to stay under the radar, to blend into the background and not be noticed. It was always better to be forgotten than noticed growing up in the system, but when you’re a girl and your legs get longer and your body develops curves, it becomes harder and harder. I wasn’t able to just say my no’s, I had to scream them, and fight and pray for them to stand.

      I’ve used the word no so many times, it’s almost a default answer.

      By the time I started high school I didn’t have to say no as much. There were so many girls who would say yes who didn’t have to wear clothes from the Goodwill, and who smelled like fruits and flowers instead of the grease and fries I smelled like from working at whatever fast food job would take me. Still, there were offers, but there’s always been more important things to do than go to a movie or an arcade.

      I had to make sure I had money saved in case foster-parent-of-the-month decided to kick me out, or their older son or husband decided that I was a piece of property they could use however they wanted. The last thing I entertained was taking time away from stashing whatever money I could make by spending time with a boy who ultimately I would say no to again.

      I grab a second to take in each striking feature he has, from his spellbinding eyes, to his smooth voice, full lips and fantastic smile, to the dimples in his cheeks, the perfect stubble lining his jaw, those perfect teeth. I imagine a world where I could be with a man like this, a world where my parents are alive and my mom loves me to pieces and I have a big sister who teaches me how to flirt and interact with boys. Where we live in a big beautiful house that he could pick me up from and he’d meet my dad, who loves and spoils me to death. And afterward he’d give Kameron his approval and we’d go out and have the first of many fantastic dates, eventually falling in love. And one day he’d look back and remember the day our lives changed.

      You’re not that girl and never will be.

      But in reality I don’t have a big sister. I don’t know much about my parents. There isn’t a house for Kameron to pick me up from…just a crappy little apartment I share with a roommate who is gone so much we barely know each other. I don’t know much about Kameron yet but I can guess he comes from parents who love him and I bet he has tons of friend who will take one look at me and know I’m not good enough.

      He just wants to get in your pants.

      So I take in this moment and file it away for a story I can write in my head—a better version that could never actually happen. I convince myself in this moment that even though he looks like an angel, if he likes me (based on the luck I’ve had), then he’s probably a demon and going out with him will be the biggest mistake of my life. He’s probably just some douchebag frat boy who asked me out on a dare and…

      “Hey, you still with me?” His melodic voice interrupts me from my thoughts and I snap myself back to reality.

      “Kameron, you sound like a really nice guy but…” A brilliant grin spreads across his face and his eyes light up.

      “You remembered by name!” He sounds like he just won the prize of a lifetime.

      “Guilty,” I say quietly. There’s no sense in trying to hide it now.

      “I remember you too, Megan.” He’s standing now and is pretty tall. I’m 5’7” and he’s still at least a half foot taller than me.

      “You remembered mine because of this,” I point to my name tag and he shakes his head, looking innocent.

      “No. I’ve been replaying our brief encounter every day since I met you.” He says this while his eyes are locked on mine.

      “Why?” I ask, my voice small in the large store, even though it’s just the two of us in it. His wide smile that glows like the sun dims and he lets out his a sigh.

      “I broke up with my ex-girlfriend three months ago,” he says, his voice wavering. The vulnerability in it catches me off guard, the sadness in it.

      “Don’t tell me I look like her?” I half chuckle, praying he says I don’t.

      He wants a cheap imitation.

      “No, you’re complete opposites, she’s a redhead, short, loud.” He laughs at the last part.

      “Anyway…I’m doing this all wrong.” He lets out a laugh and his cheeks turn a light shade of pink. I can tell he’s nervous about talking to me, and it’s the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen.

      “The day I met you was the first time I didn’t think about having to start over without her. I could only think about the girl with those hypnotic eyes that got away.”

      This isn’t good. It’s not good at all because in my twenty-two years of life, I’ve said a million no’s, and saying another one should be easy. But today I think my streak is over…and I’m going to tell him yes.
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      “Holy shit!” Travis shouts. Boom! The car behind us slams into the back of us so hard I have to brace myself so my head doesn’t hit the dashboard.

      “Are you good?” he asks through a groan, holding his head.

      “Yeah,” I say, rubbing my elbows that slammed against the dash.

      “We’ve got to switch seats, my license is suspended,” he says frantically.

      “Switch seats? I’ve had a half a gallon of tequila! I can’t go to jail for a fucking DUI!”

      “Fuck!!! I’m going to kick whoever’s ass hit us,” he growls.

      “It’s not our fault they hit us from the back. Maybe they’ll let us go without calling the cops,” I tell him, seeing he’s starting to panic.

      “Go look at the damage and see who did it. I won’t be able to talk to them without punching them in the face.” He’s gripping the steering wheel for dear life.

      I grimace and get out of the car. As hard as we were hit, it wasn’t as much damage as I expected, probably because we’re in a big-ass truck. The car behind us is a black Porsche and it looks like it’s been beat in the front with a sledgehammer.

      “A Porsche bro!” Travis squeals, sounding like a little bitch while he’s peering out the window.

      “Calm down,” I tell him. He looks like he’s about to shit himself. I head over to the driver’s side of the car and don’t see anyone in it. The driver is slumped down.

      “Shit, I think they’re hurt!” I yell to Travis as I jog over to the driver’s side.

      “Fuuck!” he shouts. I look through the window. It’s a girl, her long dark hair covering her face. “Wait, she’s moving. Call the ambulance dude!” I start to open the door.

      “Are you okay?!” I shout and hear tires screeching. This fucktard is leaving!

      “Travis!!” I shout, running after the car as fast as I can before he’s no longer in sight. I’m going to kick his ass! I should have known he was going to bail.

      Fuck!

      I run back towards the Porsche. Thank God she’s moving! The door opens and she stumbles out, slightly disoriented, but pulling it together.

      “Hey, I’m sorry. My friend took off,” I say, out of breath. She moves the hair off of her face and my heart, which was pounding out of fear and anger, starts to pound for an entirely different reason.

      This girl looks like she’s straight out of a Maxim magazine.

      A tight black halter top holds her tits and showcases her flat, toned stomach. Her jeans look molded to her body and she’s wearing black boots that reach her thighs with a heel she could slit someone’s throat with.

      Things just got really fucking interesting.

      “What the hell?!” she shouts at me angrily. It catches me off guard.

      “You short-stopped and made me slam into you!” she yells, walking towards me with the fury of hell. I expected her voice to be deep and throaty but it’s light and super feminine, and it makes me laugh. She’s completely ridiculous because we didn’t stop short.

      “Is this funny to you? Well it won’t be as funny when I call the cops,” she threatens, wobbling back over to her car.

      “Wait!” I run back towards her and slide in front of her door. She can’t call the cops. I can’t deal with this shit today, especially in the fucking boonies.

      “Just hear me out,” I plead.

      She looks up at me as if she’s about to use every piece of profanity she ever learned, but our eyes lock. From far off they looked dark, sultry, and forbidden, with the deep black eyeliner painted across her lids. But up close they’re grey like a storm, wide, almond-shaped, innocent, and almost sad. Not what I pictured them to be. But then her full lips curve into a grin and just like that she’s one of the sexiest girls I’ve ever seen.

      If there was ever a girl that looked like trouble, it’s her.

      She leans close to me, she smells like vanilla and candy. She’s so close and she lifts her head, and for a moment I feel like the luckiest bastard alive and believe she’s going to kiss me, but her lips move to my ear.

      “I bet you’re used to girls doing anything you want them to,” she purrs seductively in my ear. I smile down at her, her pout covered with a deep red lipstick.

      “I’m just asking for a favor,” I whisper back, and my eyes follow her long dark hair trailing from her shoulder to between her breasts. I make sure to stop staring at them and she’s grinning at me like she has a secret. I have one for her too. She’s not immune. I’ve got her—she’s quick and feisty with her words but just like most girls, one look at them and a lick of my lips and she’s a Jeanie ready to be commanded…FUCK!!!

      She kicked me in the nuts!

      “You need to know about boundaries!” she says matter-of-factly as I clutch my balls for dear life.

      “This is my space.” She draws an invisible line with her fingers.

      “That is your space, so please don’t cross it unless invited. The more important question is, who is going to pay for the damage?” she asks casually, like she just didn’t knee me in the fucking balls.

      “You’re psycho!” I screech, trying to stand up.

      “I’ve been called much worse. Just give me whatever cash you have on you,” she demands. I have never had the urge to hit a girl before and she’s the first, but it’s nuts because I’ve never wanted to kiss one so badly before either. She smiles widely at me as if she can read my mind.

      “You know what, it doesn’t matter. I have somewhere to be and this isn’t even my car.” She laughs, opening her door and hopping in.

      “Wait!” I plead. She looks at me indifferently as I hobble over to her.

      “You can’t just leave me here!” We’re on the highway in the middle of nowhere.

      “Why not? Your friend did,” she says through a laugh, and I remember how bad I’m going to kick Travis’ ass.

      “I don’t have my phone, I left it in the car.” She glares at me, both bored and unphased.

      “I got out of the car to make sure you were alive. Do I get any points for that?” She’s staring at me now, eyes narrowed in on me, contemplating.

      “If you try anything funny I’ll run us both off the road,” she says with a wide grin that’s both fantastic and terrifying. For a moment I think I’m better off walking.

      “Get in if you’re coming!” I stagger my way over to the passenger door and hop in. The car is a beast, aside from the damage in the front. It’s black-on-black interior and smells just like money. She zooms off after turning her radio on and blasting the music. I look over at her, she looks about twenty-one or twenty-two. She’s hot and knows it. She’s as sexy as a stripper but has this air about her where she could be a spoiled trust fund kid. I’ve had both types of girls but there’s something different about this one and it’s nagging the shit out of me.

      “Are you headed to the city?” I ask finally.

      “Which one?” she replies dryly.

      “Chicago,” I say, as if it’s obvious.

      “Maybe,” she says shortly, and it’s irritating. I’m not used to being around a girl who doesn’t give me their full attention, and she’s acting like I’m a nuisance.

      “Do you normally crash people’s cars and knee guys in the balls?” I ask lightly.

      “Do you normally get ditched in the middle of nowhere and practically try to kiss strangers on the side of the road?” she counters.

      “I did not try to kiss you,” I tell her defensively.

      “Good, because that would have been a pretty pathetic attempt.” Damn she’s mean.

      “It’s one thing to kick a guy in the balls, now you’re just stomping on them,” I joke, and that gets half a grin from her.

      “So is this your boyfriend’s car?” I ask curiously and she glances over at me.

      “Sugar daddy’s,” she says without missing a beat, and my heart sinks. Of course the one girl I’m attracted to is one step away from becoming a prostitute.

      “I’m kidding. Having some wrinkly guy on top of me that smells like Bengay would make me puke.” She laughs and I join in.

      “Stripper?” I ask, half serious, and she rolls her eyes.

      “Thief actually. You’d be surprised how easy it is to steal from men when they’re thinking about screwing you,” she retorts.

      “Are you serious?” I ask, amused.

      “As a heart attack,” she purrs, and I push my hands in my pocket to make sure my wallet isn’t missing. She giggles, catching me.

      “Uh, maybe you should slow down,” I tell her, putting my seat belt on once I notice she’s going over 90.

      “Don’t be a pussy, I’m running late,” she says easily.

      “Pussy? Sweetheart, you have no idea how wrong you are,” I tell her with a chuckle.

      Not less than five seconds later a cop is behind us with flashing lights. It looks like a state trooper. Great, just fucking great. I wait for her to slow down but instead I see the speedometer creeping up.

      “Are you going to pull over?”

      “The thing is, I didn’t exactly tell him I was using this,” she says after turning the radio down.

      “You’re shitting me!” I spit.

      “I told you I’m a thief,” she says indignantly. I burst into laughter out of both nervousness and the ridiculousness of this situation.

      “I can outrun him,” she says, as if it’s no big deal.

      “He’s going to call for backup!” I yell at her.

      “I’ve done this before. It’s fine,” she says, like it’s the easiest thing in the freakin world. I put my head between my legs and prepare for both of our asses to be hauled off to jail.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how much time has passed when I feel fingers graze the back of my neck. I shove them away even though it wakes up every part of me. I raise my head and see her smiling, an amused glint in her eye as she looks at me. I sit up and look behind us and don’t see a cop car in sight

      “How did you do that?” I ask her, shocked.

      “I have a lot of experience running,” she answers, and for the first time her words aren’t clouded with confidence and sarcasm. But I still think she’s batshit crazy.

      “How far are we from Chicago?” I ask, relief flooding through my body.

      “My GPS says two hours,” she responds.

      “Good,” I mutter, sliding back into the plush leather. My heart has never beat so fast in my life.

      “You didn’t shit yourself did you?” she asks, chuckling.

      “I came pretty fucking close,” I tell her, half angry, half turned on.

      “If they would have caught me I would have told them you had nothing to do with it,” she says innocently, and nothing about this girl is innocent.

      “And if it helps, the guy I stole this car from is a complete prick and won’t even realize it’s gone until next week some time. Some people have way more than they should,” she mumbles, and I know she’s venting more than offering me an explanation. After a few moments of silence her phone rings, which she promptly declines.

      “Boyfriend?” I quip.

      “I’m a lesbian,” she responds straight-faced, and I can’t stop the smile that spreads across my face.

      “Only because I fuck myself.”

      I went from being turned on a little to being turned on a whole lot, but push those thoughts out of my head.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, changing the subject.

      “Isn’t that a personal question?” She seems offended.

      “Only if you’re a fugitive,” I tease her, and she giggles.

      “Jennifer,” she says quickly, and I look at her knowing that she spouted off a fake name.

      I let my window roll all the way down and relish the wind.

      “The air’s on—why are you putting the window down?” she asks curiously.

      “Oh, the car is starting to smell like it’s full of shit.” I laugh, and I’m surprised when she does too. She glances at me through the rearview mirror.

      “It’s Alana,” she says quietly.

      “Alana…I like that name.” I give her a flirtatious smile but I’m feeling frustrated. Usually my charm works a lot better on girls but right now it’s failing miserably…and the more it does, the more I’m intrigued.

      “You’re cute, I admit that, but I’m not your type.”

      “Who said I was flirting with you?” I retort. Her grin softens and her grey eyes narrow in on mine. I swallow hard.

      “You’re not flirting with me?” she asks in a pretty cocky manner, her voice low and seductive.

      “I’d have to be an idiot to flirt with a girl who kicked me in the nuts and is driving a stolen car,” I tell her, as well as myself, and she bites the corner of her lip.

      “You’d be insane, too,” she agrees with me happily. My eyes glide over her body. She’s so freakin hot, and the crazy thing is it turns me on a little. I look up and see a rest stop five miles away.

      “Can we stop there? I’m starving,” I ask, and she shoots me an amused glare.

      “You have your wallet?” she asks accusingly.

      “Come on, I know you can spare five bucks to buy a guy—who you just kicked in the nuts—a sandwich,” I say accusingly, holding back a laugh.

      “Okay but you’re ordering off the value menu,” she says, irritated. She pulls into the rest stop but there’s only a Red Lobster, a Burger King, and a Subway that’s closed.

      “I could really go for their fried shrimp.” She scowls at me. “Or a burger and fries sound good,” I relent. We pull into the drive-through; she places the order and pulls out a bill from her back pocket, handing it to the worker in the window.

      “Hold on, I don’t think we have this much to give back change,” the cashier says, holding it up to see if it’s real. I can’t help but wonder why she’d be carrying around a hundred dollar bill. I dig in my pocket and hand her a twenty. She takes it from me and exchanges it with the employee, stuffing her money back in her pocket before handing me the food.

      “I thought I’d have change,” I remind her, and she just smiles at me.

      “I thought you didn’t have any money,” she points out.

      “Now I don’t know if you’re a stripper or a miser.” Her eyebrow arches.

      “Miser? What are you, an old English professor?” She laughs before driving off. I tear into my burger and watch as she stuffs a fry in her mouth.

      “I’m running so behind,” she mutters with a sigh. “Where do you need to be dropped off? Actually, just put it in my GPS.” She hands me her phone.

      “I thought you’d just drop me off on a random corner in the city.”

      “That does sound like a much better idea, but you might cry or something,” she teases dryly.

      We’re both quiet the rest of the drive but it’s not awkward like it can be when first meeting someone. It’s comfortable and kind of perfect. Her silence is almost as good as when she speaks. It gives me time to take in her energy, which is so different from when she’s talking. Time goes by so fast that we’re back in the city and only a few minutes from my cousin Travis’ house.

      I’m anxious now, the clock has started. I don’t have a number, and I hope her name is real, but it feels like I’m about to walk away from a checkpoint in my life, and she’s a crossroad—one that will lead me down two different paths. This girl is the absolute last person I should want to get to know but there’s something about her, something that’s different from any girl I’ve ever met. I know it’ll haunt me if I leave it here. She’s the kind of conundrum that guys on their death beds still think of asking themselves what if?

      We pull down the block and in front of the three-apartment building my uncle owns. My cousin and I have been allowed to stay on the top floor as long as he’s in school.

      “This looks like your stop.” She puts the car in park. I watch her as her eyes scan the neighborhood.

      “You don’t plan on coming back and robbing anyone?” I joke. She gives me a dismissive grin. I’m stalling for time, at least trying to get some information so I can find her on Facebook. I don’t have a Facebook but Travis does and he’s going to owe me even after the ass kicking I give him.

      “Do you live here? In Chicago, I mean?” I ask her before getting out.

      “Not really,” she says noncommittally, looking at her nails.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I tell her, opening the door. But I can’t get out. Not without asking her at least. I can’t let her sit in my head as the one that got away, even though my brain is telling me to let this go. I meet beautiful women all the time, girls who are normal and looking to have a good time, who aren’t crazy, but I feel glued to her.

      “Go out with me.” She lets out a long, almost irritated sigh, like she gets asked this question every day of her life. Not to toot my own horn, but she’s never been asked out by a guy like me before.

      “I don’t date guys like you!” She laughs hysterically but her eyes don’t leave mine, and I take advantage.

      “Guys like me?” I feign innocence, leaning in just a little bit closer to her.

      “You don’t know what type of guy I am, except one that didn’t pull off and leave you unconscious on the side of the road. I think that gives me a few points.”

      “That’s exactly what I mean.” This time she’s not smiling and she looks away from me. I frown, confused. I thought I’d have to convince her I wasn’t a manwhore womanizer.

      “You have a heart, and I’m not exactly gentle with them,” she says this so seriously that it sends a shiver through my spine.

      “I’m not made of glass, sweetheart,” I tell her with a chuckle. I expect her to give me a smug retort but instead her eyes only glitter with reluctance, but that smug mischievous glint is back.

      “Give me your number,” she says with a roll of her eyes. I take her phone and call mine with hers. She eyes me almost suspiciously and I flash her an innocent grin. Our gazes lock and if she wasn’t the girl she showed me earlier, I’d kiss those full plump lips…but this girl might elbow me in the throat.

      “Time to get out,” she almost sings, unlocking the car doors.

      “Don’t call me, I’ll call you.” She grins at me before pulling off down the street like a speed racer.

      She’s the rudest girl I’ve ever met…but I think I’m in love with her…or in lust…probably the latter.
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      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you put on makeup before!” Gabriella gushes, leaning in the bathroom doorway and watching while I do my best to look good.

      Looking good is usually the problem.

      We’ve lived together for about a year since the thing happened with my last roommate. This one works nights in customer service for a company I forgot the name of, has a full-time class load, and spends the rest of her time at her boyfriend’s place. I knew all of this before I moved in which was why I prayed so hard to get the apartment. My space has been important to me since I’ve had to share so much of it all my life. Gabriella grew up in small house, having to share one room with her other sisters, so she understands the luxury of privacy and space.

      “Yeah, I kind of have a date,” I admit nervously, applying mascara to my lashes. I’d barely call what I’m doing makeup since I’m more clueless about the application of it than speaking Japanese, but I did pick up tips here and there from all the foster mothers and sisters I’ve had.

      “Your lashes are really gorgeous. Do you mind if I help a little?” she asks, but before I can respond she is already pushing me towards the toilet to sit down. Her brown eyes gleam as she eyes me, coming up with what she’s about to do in her head.

      “One minute!” She’s out of the bathroom in a flash and comes back with a large plastic pink case that looks full of cosmetics. I’ve never seen her wear very much makeup. She’s beautiful and doesn’t really need it with her dark olive skin, thick brows, and long lashes that people pay money for.

      “Head up!” she practically sings, pointing to our toilet top. I do as I’m told and let out a nervous sigh. Her dark curly hair is piled in a bun on top her head. Her brown eyes study me quickly before pulling several items out of her bag.

      “Not too much. We’re just hanging out, kind of,” I tell her before she starts.

      “I got you, simple and flawless is what we’re going for.”

      “So, who’s the lucky guy?” she asks as she begins to apply moisturizer to my face. My stomach flips just thinking about him.

      “His name’s Kameron. He’s…he’s sweet.”

      “Is he fine?” she asks sneakily and my cheeks naturally light up.

      “He is,” I admit. She smiles widely as she puts dots of what I think is foundation on my face. Gabriella is a few shades darker than me I’m surprised she has my shade.

      “I play around with makeup to make extra cash sometimes,” she says, maybe reading my expression. “Your eye color is really unique, it’s gorgeous and you can do so much with shadows if you wanted. Did you get them from your mom or dad?”

      It’s a question that should be simple to answer but isn’t.

      “I don’t know. I never met either of them,” I say with a tight smile. Her face softens.

      “I never met my dad. He checked out before the test turned pink.”

      I didn’t know that about her. I guess there’s a lot we don’t know about each other. We had worked together at Scooters after I graduated high school and both wanted a place to live. The only thing we needed to know about each other back then was that we cleaned up after ourselves and had clean backgrounds. Our work schedules are so hectic that we’ve never had time to be close, which has worked out great for me.

      “Are your parents alive?” she asks hesitantly.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know anything about them other than they didn’t want or weren’t capable of taking care of a little girl.” I laugh a little and shrug.

      “You know when I tell people my dad left my family, they say it’s his loss, but we both know that’s not true, right? It’s ours…in the end we lose.”

      We exchange a knowing glance of understanding, one that only people who are missing part of themselves can.

      “Well, are you excited about the date?” she asks brightly, changing the heavy subject to a lighter one. I am excited, I’m nervous, and more than most people probably would be. Truth be told, it’s my first date. One where I’ll be picked up and taken out and by a guy I can’t even think about without smiling.

      “I am, even if it doesn’t really go anywhere,” I say.

      “You never know, when I met Jarvis it was when I least expected it and we’ve been together ever since.” She’s smiling at the memory.

      “I’m not hoping for much, if he turns out not to be a jerk I’ll be happy.” Her brow furrows at me and she puts the brush down on the sink.

      “Hey, I know we’re not best friends or anything but you’re beautiful Megan, and not on the inside how friends tell their ugly friends they are. You’re stunning. Why do you think I want to play on your face? I charge $30 an hour for this,” she says, with a hand on her hip, and I laugh. “You go to one of the best schools in the country and you’re sweet. If the guy’s a jerk you kick him to the curb ASAP.”

      I’m touched by her words. We continue to make small talk and it’s easy, not forced, and I realize how much I lucked out to have her as my roommate. Aside from the horror stories I’ve read about with roommates being lazy, sloppy, and rude, she’s intelligent with a hint of what she calls “Latina sass.” She tells me that her hours have been cut at her job and she’s trying to get into freelancing to supplement her income, so this free makeup session was a win for both of us. When she’s done she faces me towards the mirror and my eyes widen. It’s perfect—the makeup, that is. “Beautifully simple” is what she calls it.

      “I just wanted to highlight your features. You have great skin and these alluring eyes. This Kameron guy isn’t going to be able to get you out of his head.”

      It’d only be fair since I can’t get him out of mine.

      

      I can’t think of a time since I was a little girl that I’ve been optimistic, hopeful about someone or something

      It’s okay to be like this.

      Things are better and nothing else matters. All the days I worked instead of partied, drank water instead of soda, studied instead of slept, got me here, in my own apartment at one of the best schools in the country…and almost on my way to a normal life. I don’t even need normal, just bearable, but Kameron is anything but ordinary. He’s made me feel more than I have with just a glance. The question is Why me? but I tell myself Why not? to shut up the voice in my head that comes whenever something good happens, which hasn’t been often, but the few times it does it crushes the hope and optimism that I try to have. This time I won’t listen to it. When I was younger I hated the way I looked when I was called beautiful from people who were inappropriate and shouldn’t have said that to me. I cursed my parents for my almond-shaped eyes, the weird way they bounced between grey and green, how tall I was—I didn’t want any of it because it’s always made my life harder, but the things I’ve hated made me stand out to Kameron, made him notice me.

      It’s the only thing you’re worth and he’ll be gone when he realizes it.

      I pray that I’m not an imposter, that I’m not what I look like, that what’s on the outside doesn’t match what’s beneath. That all the ugliness, pain, and fear I’ve grown up with will spill out and rear itself.

      “You’re kidding me.”

      Kameron has pulled up in front of me in a black Porsche; it’s sleek, new, and beautiful, and I have to stop my jaw from falling open. He’s out in a flash and walks over to meet me. I have to remind myself that he’s here for me, this beautiful man with the kindest eyes I’ve ever seen has driven to the ugly part of Indiana beyond the sprawling campus lined with trees, new buildings, and hopes and dreams. He’s in front of me where reality lives a far cry from all of that, where the grass isn’t cut, people loiter, and an imperfect girl waits for him to realize it.

      “Hi beautiful,” he says happily, and seemingly unphased by our surroundings. I kick myself for not protesting more about him not picking me up, but he insisted.

      “You look amazing,” he says, a dazzling smile spreading across his face. My cheeks flush red as I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. He has on a pair of dark denim jeans and a white t-shirt with a Lacoste logo inconspicuously in the corner.

      Rich prick?

      I swallow hard and try to smile away my embarrassment.

      “So do you…nice car.” I gesture to it.

      “It’s my dad’s, my truck is having engine issues.” He opens the door for me and I let out a little gasp. I’ve never been in a car this expensive in my entire life and my nerves have climbed up my throat.

      I peep over at him as he settles into the car as if he was made just for him. I wonder if this is the feeling all the girls talked about when I was fourteen and they all had their first crushes. Boys were the farthest thing from my mind at that point.

      “Can I be honest with you about something?” he asks, and I hold my breath.

      “Yeah. Shoot,” I tell him.

      “I had this feeling you were going to stand me up,” he says with a boyish chuckle.

      I swallow hard. He has no idea how much convincing it took for me to be here.

      “I wouldn’t have stood you up, if I wasn’t going to go I would have told you beforehand,” I tell him honestly. He eyes me carefully.

      “Is there a reason you would have?” he asks, and our eyes lock. Am I more transparent than I thought, or do I read awkward or wrong?

      “I’m not much of a dater.” He arches a brow at me.

      “I’d have thought you’ve had guys lining up for the chance.” he says, almost surprised.

      “This is my first year going to school on campus, I’ve been doing virtual admin work the past year or so. I haven’t really been out as much.”

      “Purdue’s best kept secret then. I’m glad I found you first,” he says genuinely. I think of the irony of his words. There are so many secrets in the world; I’m not one of them. I just have more than a few.

       Based on TV shows my foster siblings described, I always thought a first date involved going to a movie or a cheap restaurant. Not a gourmet cooking class where the teacher, Ms. Chereaux—a short, plump, stunning woman who speaks with a French accent—is an expert that looks like she came straight off the Food Network.

      Kameron is more than what I thought he was. In my imaginary reality, before he actually asked me out, he was still beautiful of course, but the silent type. This Kameron is warmth, jokes, and fun. Not a stuffy prince but like the handsome jester that you thought was a jester until you find out he’s really a prince.

      I’ve been reading too many books but I’m not nervous around him like how I thought I’d be. Things are nice and almost easy and that I’m not used to in any part of my life.

      We’ve fumbled our way through most of the instructions. Kameron’s entertaining and I bet he’s been raised by parents who believe manners and etiquette are important. I’m sure he knows how to set a place at the table, the ones rich people have where there’s like five forks.

      “Turn the heat up how you want in the bedroom!” she booms gracefully, directing us to finish off our crepes. My face turns red as a skittle. Kameron covers up a laugh as we turn our stove up and stir the ingredients. There are only us and two other couples in the room so it’s nice to have a certain amount of privacy without it being too intimate.

      “I suck at cooking,” I admit, trying to keep my dish from becoming a burnt mess.

      “I’m glad you chose this place.”

      “I wanted to do something fun where I could get to know you. Our options are limited here in good ole Indiana but this isn’t as bad as I though it’d be.”

      “I hope it’s a hundred times better than you ever expected,” Ms. Chereaux adds almost magically, appearing behind us.

      “Oui!” he laughs, and I give him an embarrassed smile.

      “The secret ingredient to making food is to make it with love, passion…think of food as your lover.” She winks and playfully pats Kameron on the shoulder. She makes her way over to the other couple to embarrass them.

      “I’m much better at other things, I promise.” His eyes hint at a mischievous innuendo between his words, while his smile remains angelic. How does he do that?

      I press my lips together and try to make my dish as edible as possible. I load mine up with fruit and powdered sugar. I notice Kameron watching me, amused.

      “You’re like an eight-year-old,” he teases. I freeze, embarrassed. I can imagine how refined this must look.

      He thinks you’re immature; you’re really just stupid.

      “No, it’s cute. I didn’t mean to offend you,” he follows up quickly, and to compensate he adds more fruit and sugar to his and gives me a butterfly-inducing smile. I add a little more powdered sugar on his food for good measure.

      Once the instruction portion of the class is over we’re sat at a separate table to eat our dishes, some masterpieces other couldn’t aspire to reach the heights of being on a value menu at a fast food place.

      Ours are both edible and the presentation isn’t as bad as we’d imagined it to be while making it. The fruit and sugar no doubt covers up the failing we may have had in making the perfect pastry. Ms. Chereaux thankfully supplied eggs and sausage to supplement what dish could have been a tragedy.

      “Before we break bread I’d like to share with you a tale of two lovers from my country,” Ms. Chereaux begins. “Alexander and Sophie, we’ll call them. Sophie was beautiful of course, as girls must be in stories like this. She was a student at the time, young and vibrant, and would stop at a little café everyday before her class. Alexander was handsome young man who worked in the café and would watch Sophie from afar every day. This was not creepy in those times.” The class laughs, and my arm tingles when Kameron slides his hand down it and holds my hand.

      “One day he worked up the courage to ask her if she was available for a date and he did this writing the question on her favorite pastry. However, the pastry was instead delivered to a big burly prideful man who was sitting next to Sophie, and that request did not go over well. The man was upset and insulted and Sophie stepped in saying that it was at her request as a joke. And being young, vibrant, and beautiful as she was, the man only mildly scolded them both. Young Sophie then asked Alexander if she could have one of her very own crepes and if so she’d like one that said ‘yes.’ He obliged and that was the first of many they shared over a lifetime.”

      “Isn’t your name Sophie, Ms. Chereaux?” Kameron asks as charming as a beautiful man should be, as she says.

      “Guilty!” she laughs and the class joins in with her.

      “And I was the schmuck who almost got pummeled,” her husband adds, joining her. She beams and kisses him on the cheek.

      “I say it would have been worth it right?” she shrugs daintily, and we all applaud.

      “We now will let you lovers enjoy your meal why we enjoy ours.”

      “That was such a cute story, were you asked to tell everyone her name?” I ask as we begin to dig in to our food.

      “Ms. Chereaux is actually a friend of the family,” he admits with a half shrug.

      “Really? Your mom is French?” I ask, stealing an extra blackberry.

      “No, she spent a year abroad where her and Ms. Chereaux met.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing,” I tell him, genuinely impressed.

      “Have you been to France?” he asks.

      I shake my head a little. “No, the only place I’ve been to outside of Indiana is Michigan. At least that’s what my birth certificate says,” I say lightly. He looks at me curiously.

      “Really, not even Chicago?” he asks, almost amazed.

      “No, not even there,” I say, feeling a little awkward.

      “I bet you’ve been everywhere, haven’t you?” I ask, attempting to change the subject.

      “Nah,” he says quietly, shaking his head with a boyish grin.

      “Come on, where have you been?” I ask, letting him know it’s okay to share.

      “Well, my parents are big travelers so we’ve gone to Europe a couple of times,” he says modestly. They probably go every year. My eyes take notice of the watch he’s wearing. It’s sleek and looks expensive like his dad’s car.

      Kameron is rich. I know this now. The question is…how rich is he? I hate that and it makes me uncomfortable even though he’s done nothing but be kind to me. What would the two of us have in common? He’s probably been around the world several times. I bet he knows different languages and probably has a trust fund worth more than I’ll make in my entire life.

      You’re not good enough for him.

      It’s hot in here. I need air, or space, that’s what I need.

      “Excuse me,” I say, getting up from the table. He gets up as well, concern littering his handsome features.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I just have to go to the bathroom,” I tell him, excusing myself as quickly as I can.

      Once I make my escape to the bathroom I take in several deep breaths. What am I doing here? I should be home studying or picking up an extra shift. This was a mistake! A fantasy. The chances of a guy like him being truly interested in me—and even if he is—he’d eventually realize I’m just a little girl from foster care with no family, and a whole lot of problems that someone like him doesn’t have to deal with. His family will hate me if it even got to that point. Maybe he just wants to sleep with me and be done with it. I’m not ready to date and to just be thrown away. Does he want to have sex? Is that what all of this is for?

      “Hello, Jolie?”

      I’m not alone anymore, Ms. Chereaux has come in with a wide smile on her face. When she looks at me it falters a bit.

      “The food didn’t agree with you?” she asks, worried. I try to pull myself together.

      “No the food was excellent, this…it’s so wonderful. I feel like I’ve had a little piece of France.”

      “Then something else wrong?” she asks, her eyes searching me.

      “Ugh first date jitters.” I shrug, and immediately kick myself. She’s his mom’s friend so she probably knows, and if she didn’t, she knows now.

      “Ohh yes. Kameron is a very nice boy, no?”

      “Yes, he’s really nice. He’s been the perfect gentleman,” I tell her quickly, and she narrows her eyes at me a bit and a small smile spreads across her face.

      “You like him a lot?” she says, and I blush. “You are the first girl he brings here.” She gives me an encouraging smile. The first?

      She said first, not only.

      “I think he likes you.” This makes my heart speed up, and I’m not sure if it’s made me feel better or worse; nerves and butterflies are interchangeable with me these days.

      “His mom raised him good. He’s a good boy. I promise.” She gives me a reassuring squeeze and soft smile, her boisterous energy toned down and sincere. It eases my fears to hear that, even if she’s a family friend. I think of him and release a smile when she says he is a good boy.

      I ignore the voice deep down that says I’m not a good girl.
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      I make my way back to the table and I see Kameron, his shoulders slumped, looking downcast and playing with his food.

      “Hi,” I say quietly, with a smile that comes naturally upon seeing him. His eyes light up when he sees me, his body instantly perking up. Those sparkling blue orbs make me feel like everything will be okay.

      “I thought I lost you for a minute.” He stands quickly in order to pull out my chair, and it makes me smile. I sit down and let out a breath. I’m not a pretender or a liar and if I don’t tell him now, even if it goes over bad, it has to be said because I’ll mess this up.

      “I just kind of want to put it out here,” I say, taking a deep breath and running a hand through my hair.

      “I don’t come from the best family…or even a family, to be honest. I’m at Purdue on a scholarship. I’ve never traveled and don’t think I could afford to until who knows when. I stay in a crappy little apartment but it’s mine and it’s clean and relatively safe. It’s hard for me to open up to people because every time I have, I disappoint them or they disappoint me and it’s been easier to be alone and I’m okay with that, but for some insane reason I said yes to coming out with you and I’m here and I hate that I’m ruining what should have been a perfect date because you’ve made it perfect. And you seem pretty perfect, but my imperfections are too long to list and if you just want to get up and leave, I get it. I won’t hold it against you and when we see each other in school I’ll turn and walk the other way.”

      I let out a sigh when I’m done. I’m afraid to meet his eyes because I must sound like a lunatic and the warm hopeful smile he gives me makes me want to be the normal girl he should be on this date with.

      “My dad and sister will let you know I’m not perfect.” He says this with a flawless smile. “I don’t care about your family or where you’ve been. I want to know you, whatever that entails, and maybe along the way you’ll figure out you want to know me too.” His words are so comforting as he slides his hand across and encapsulates mine in his. My heart dances, but fear creeps around the comfort. Comfort is new. Dread, panic, anxiety—those are what I’ve been comfortable with around men. Not this. This is something different and it’s scarier than anything I’ve ever felt before.

      “How can I say no that,” I tell him, and his brilliant smile widens.

      “Tell me about Paris…”

      Over brunch he tells me about Paris, Italy, and Germany and I’m in awe how someone has been to so many places I’ve only ever dreamed of, that I haven’t thought it was possible of going to until I was in my fifties, if I was lucky. He’s a wonderful storyteller and stops me several times to make sure he’s not boring me. But I’m in awe of his life, of him, how he’s unintentionally humble and organically sweet. I notice the way his eyes light up when he’s excited, how long and curly his lashes are, and the way his toned arms flex in his polo, how it looks mature and effortless on him. There’s an easiness to him that has to come from having a life he never had to fight for and it’s refreshing to be in his presence, and I try to soak it up.

      By the time we’ve finished eating he’s told me of all his travels (well, the ones to Europe) and we say goodbye to Ms. Chereaux. She gives him a big warm hug and I’m surprised when she gives me the same. As we leave I turn back to look at her and she winks at me with a huge grin on her face. Kameron open the door for me and I thank him, still having to get used to it. Most of my foster brothers who weren’t pervs were barely nice, let alone chivalrous.

      “You mind taking a walk? It’s beautiful out,” he says, and I nod my head. There’s the perfect warm breeze, the street is lined with shops and other things you’d find in a small downtown area. We walk close and I stick my hands in my jean pockets, and realize he probably wanted to hold my hand but I leave them in my pockets.

      “So full scholarship, that’s amazing.”

      “It probably helped that I was a foster kid,” I say dismissively.

      “Still, you’re the first person I’ve met with an accomplishment like that. Beautiful and a genius,” he says playfully.

      “Far from a genius,” I tell him with a laugh.

      “And modest,” he adds, with a lopsided grin that gives me goosebumps.

      “Your ex, you mentioned her before.” He gives me an uneasy laugh and it makes me stop and smile at him.

      “I think she thought I was a certain kind of person and I thought she was too. We were both wrong.” He shrugs.

      “Do you miss her?” I ask. The sun is making his blue eyes seem even more brilliant.

      “I miss who I thought she was,” he admits honestly.

      You’re not who he thinks you are either.

      I nod and start walking again, but I don’t know what it’s like to miss someone. I guess that’s an upside to being alone

      “What about you, what ex is regretting whatever he did to lose you?” he asks. I let out a small breath and hug myself.

      “There isn’t an ex,” I say hesitantly. He looks at me with surprise.

      “That’s impossible!” he laughs, but when I give him a serious look his brows furrow in confusion. I rub the back of my neck and try to think of the right words to say.

      “Um, my priorities have been to be independent, get my degree and a good paying job, and if I’m lucky, start a not for profit focusing on teens in foster care. I didn’t want anything to get in the way of that,” I tell him honestly. I expect him to look bored but he looks impressed and that makes me blush again.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what was it like being in foster care?”

      I’m surprised by his question. I exhale slowly.

      “You don’t have to talk about if it if you don’t want to.”

      “No, it’s okay, it’s my life. I’ll say that it wasn’t easy and I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. But aside from that, it’s just not having a connection to anyone or your past, your bloodline…it’s almost worse.”

      “Do you know what happened to your parents?” I start to chew on my bottom lip.

      “I wish, but I don’t know anything because I went into the system when I was four. I have no idea who my parents are or why I ended up there. It made it especially hard because while most of the other kids knew being with their parents permanently wouldn’t happen, there was always hope, a thread they could be attached to whether they wanted it or not. I didn’t have a thread.”

      I realize I sound like I’m feeling sorry for myself, and there’s nothing for me to be sorry about. I know people with worse stories who aren’t where I am and I’m grateful, and what I also realize is Kameron is really easy to talk to.

      “I’m sorry I’m killing the mood.” He stops mid-step and I turn to look at him. He steps towards me and for the first time his face is serious.

      “You’re not killing the mood. I want to get to know you. The past is who you are, and for you to be here, I think you’re incredible.”

      His words catch my breath, not because I’ve never been told anything like that by anyone in my entire life, but as I search his face for a hint of insincerity, I find none. The wind blows between us and we’re close. He takes another step forward and my feet are planted on the ground and I can’t move. Besides, if I could move there’d be nowhere I want to go other than here.

      Our eyes are locked on one another. He looks at me, as if for permission, and I silently give it to him. I stop breathing as he leans down and his soft lips press against mine and everything stops—time, my anxiety, my fear. His lips touching mine calms all of it. For the first time ever I only feel what I can describe as peace. I understand why girls cry over boys they lose, why on shows I’ve seen everyone go crazy. It’s a first kiss, a voluntary one, one that makes butterflies and warmth spread through my body, as his lips part mine and his hands find the small of my back…and for a moment I feel normal. Right now I’m just a girl with a boy who is being carried away, floating by the promise of what could be one of the best things I’ve ever experienced, and I’m terrified I’ll never experience anything like it again.
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      For the first time in my life I haven’t been able to get a girl out of my head, and she’s standing me up. She texted after four days. I couldn’t text her since she’s so secretive about her number. Then she asks me to pick the place and meet her at six, and not to be late.

      It’s 7:15 and I’m on my second beer, the sweat on the glass spreading over my fingertips. The bartender smiles at me. She’s cute, has nice tits, a small waist, and short brown hair. She’s been flirting with me since I sat down. The tag on her shirt says Teresa, and she’s pretty, normal, and like a hundred other girls I’ve slept with. A few I dated, and only one other one got close enough to me to have a serious relationship with.

      That shit went really bad, I was young and couldn’t keep it in my pants. Now I’m not so young. Twenty-six is creeping towards the old dude in the bar side of the spectrum. My mom says to pick one and get her some grandkids but make sure she’s worth it. My mom’s blunt and to the point, kind of like me. After years of teaching inner city kids, she has a tough, no shit demeanor, but has a heart of gold. I wonder if this one standing me up has a heart made of ice.

      “Your girlfriend running late?” Teresa asks, her tone a distinctive purr. I feel heat creep up my neck and give her a small laugh.

      “More like being stood up,” I attempt to flirt back, but my thoughts are all on Alana walking through that door, bringing hell with her. Teresa leans across the bar, giving me an ample view of her tits; they’re huge and I’m pretty sure they’re real.

      “Well, if she keeps you waiting any longer then I might just have to keep you company tonight.” She gives me a seductive smile before heading to the other side of the bar. The younger me would be all over that but I’m on edge and irritated. Why the hell would she tell me to come here if she wasn’t going to? She is fucking nuts though.

      What the hell am I doing?

      Sure she’s hot, damn near an inferno, interesting, a mystery wrapped in skintight jeans…but sometimes you have to know when to cut your losses. I push myself out of my seat, chug down the rest of my beer, and put a $20 bill down for my drinks and Teresa’s tip. I’ll go and smoke a blunt and come back later tonight to see if Teresa’s tits are the real deal. I check my phone one more time to see if she’s texted or called but I know she hasn’t since I checked my phone only two minutes ago. I head out of the bar and over to my car when I hear her voice.

      “Giving up on me already?”

      I fight the smile that’s breaking out on my face. I turn towards her, attempting to harden my stare, but the moment I lay my eyes on her it’s useless. Her midnight black hair is piled on the top of her head in a messy bun, giving me full view of her flawless face. She’s not wearing any makeup aside from maybe some mascara and she’s still fucking stunning. She has on a white t-shirt that’s clinging to her, hugging her breasts for dear life, and a pair of low cut jeans that might as well be painted on. No come fuck me heels but she doesn’t need them for me to want to do that; a plain black pair of tennis shoes are all that’s on her feet. She’s dressed so different from the last time I saw her and I don’t know how it’s possible that she’s even sexier in this ensemble.

      “You told me to meet you here an hour ago.” I frown at her and she saunters towards me, looking innocent and seductively smirking.

      Damn, she’s got me. She stands on her tiptoes, bringing her mouth to my ear.

      “Good things come to those who wait,” she purrs. I take in the smell of her perfume. It’s rich and fruity, and I want to kiss her neck, mark it, and let anyone near her know she’s claimed, but I know better than that with this one. She lightly touches my chest, pushing me away as if reading my mind, before sauntering to a white drop top Mercedes on the corner.

      “What are you waiting on?” she asks as she pops the lock on the car.

      “There is no way in hell I’m riding with you driving. I’ll drive,” I tell her, folding my arms across my chest.

      She pouts her full pink lips at me before biting the bottom one.

      “I promise you, it’ll be fun,” she replies with a teasing grin. I walk over to the driver’s side where she’s slid in.

      “I asked you on the date so I get to dictate where we’re going, sweetheart.” I lean down so we’re face-to-face, only inches apart. I see the slightest tinge of color on her neck. I open her car door and gesture for her to get out. She looks up at me with squinted eyes.

      “But I ride stick really well,” she whispers with a suggestive grin, stretching her arms above her head and revealing her flat stomach. I laugh it off and let out a deep breath. I bend down, put my hands on her waist, and lift her out of her seat. She leans back so she’s facing me, a twinkle in her eye.

      “Remember our conversation about boundaries?” she whispers with a playful smile. I immediately throw my hands up in innocence. She laughs before walking over to the passenger side of the car, and my balls relax. I slide into the soft leather seat.

      “This is a bad ass car,” I admitted.

      “Maybe I’ll keep it.” She puts her seat back and plops her feet on the dashboard. She turns towards me only slightly before sliding a black pair of glasses on her face.

      “You look much better driving it than the guy who owns it.”

      “This isn’t your car either?” I let out a sigh, only mildly surprised.

      “How would it be my car? I don’t live here,” she says, as if it’s obvious.

      “Stole this one like the first one?” I ask her, trying to conceal my frustration.

      “I don’t steal—I borrow, Dad,” she says sarcastically.

      “Look this is Chicago, if you steal someone’s car here they’re not just going to give you a slap on the wrist; you’re going to jail—Cook County jail—and trust me, it’s a crap hole.”

      She lets out an exasperated sigh.

      “I told you I borrowed it, it will be back before he even notices,” she says dryly. I ignore the flinch in my chest and wonder who the hell she “borrowed” it from, and if I’m jealous about it. Since when do I get jealous? Especially over a girl I’ve never even kissed yet.

      “You are really killing the vibe we were having.” She glares.

      “Vibe?” I laugh. “Well the thought of you getting arrested sort of did that for me.”

      “You know, you look a lot more fun than you are.”

      “What?” I laugh again.

      “I mean, you’re wrapped in muscle and tattoos, this sexy long blond hair just reads you have a ‘fuck it’ attitude, and you sort of don’t. Actually, this was a bad idea,” she says with a bored sigh.

      I look over at her leaning back in the seat, her face turned toward mine.

      “You want to see my fuck it attitude?”

      I laugh, looking up at the sky. I turn towards her and pull the glasses off her face. She looks at me, about to protest, but I grab her face and bring her lips to mine. The moment they touch, the air becomes electric. I expect her to push me away but she goes limp for just a second. I take advantage, snaking my arms around her waist and pulling her closer to me before pulling her tongue into my mouth. She tastes sweet, like she just ate a bag full of Jolly Ranchers. I can feel her body coming alive as she climbs over the armrest and settles into my lap before sweeping her hands up my stomach to my chest. I try to think of every thought to not get hard but it’s useless as she grinds down and lets out the slightest whimper. I start to fumble with the buttons in front of me to let the top up, but she suddenly pulls away and lets out a deep breath, but rests her head on mine, her eyes bright and full of amusement.

      “Let’s go to beach,” she suggests brightly, then climbs off of me and slides back into her seat as if nothing happened.

      “The beach? It’s not even 70 out,” I point out, still hard as hell. Other than a few hairs being out of place and a slight flush of her cheeks, she looks completely unaffected.

      “Yep, I’m already wet anyway.”

      This girl is going to kill me.

      “To the beach we go then,” I relent.
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        * * *

      

      Our ride is quiet during the short ten-minute drive it takes for us to get to the beach. My thoughts are on every unsexy image I can think of to get rid of the wood in my pants.

      When we get to the beach, it’s empty except for a few teenagers lingering and heading off. There would easily be hundreds of people here on a hot day.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, her voice whimsical, and I shoot her a wide smile. When I park the car she opens the door, excitement almost buzzing off of her.

      “I love water!” she almost squeals before getting out. I watch her walk down the concrete stairs to the sand, stopping only briefly to take her shoes off. She looks out over the water, flashing me a wide beautiful smile before plopping right down on the sand. I laugh to myself. After meeting her the other day I’d never figure her for being so innocently carefree. I definitely didn’t expect her to show up in a t-shirt and jeans on what would be our first date. I thought she’d want me to take her to an expensive as fuck restaurant where she could show off a designer dress. I make my way down and sit beside her, taking off my shoes too.

      “Did you plan on us coming here?”

      “I don’t plan much of anything,” she answers, her eyes glued to the water.

      That doesn’t surprise me.

      “I would have brought a blanket or something for us to eat if I knew you wanted to come here.”

      “This is perfect,” she replies shortly, but her smile is relaxed. My eyes sweep over her. Today she’s this beautiful girl, such a contrast to the sexy vixen I literally crashed into last week. 

      “So I’ve got to ask. Why the beach?”

      She glances at me. “Why not the beach?” she says, leaning back to rest on her elbows.

      “Why not a bar, a restaurant, a movie?” I ask, and she shifts her body towards mine.

      “Close your eyes,” she says with a devious smile. I give her a reluctant grin.

      “Come on, you know you want to…” she sings. And I do.

      “Picture yourself somewhere far from here, the sun is hot, you have a super hot girl on your right. There’s a cold drink on your left, and the world has endless possibilities.” I feel her breath on my cheek. It’s warm and smells like the Jolly Ranchers I tasted on her earlier.

      “That’s where we want to go…” her whisper turns into a song, one I remember hearing on the Muppets when I was a kid.

      She pulls me up by the hand and we dance right there on the beach. This crazy, impulsive, beautiful woman in a t-shirt and jeans, that I first met in leather tight pants and high heels, has not one shred of embarrassment of who’s watching us. And I love it. I start to sing along with her and we dance and her smile is bright and beautiful, and I want to capture it as the sunlight hits her face in just the right way.

      “Hold on.”

      I run and grab my camera from my bag.

      “What are you doing?” she asks with a hesitant giggle.

      “I have to take a picture of you.” She rolls her eyes and swats me playfully on the chest.

      “No, seriously. It’s sort of what I do,” I tell her, and she looks at me surprised.

      “You’re a photographer?”

      “Hoping to be one day.”

      “Well maybe one day I’ll let you take a photo of me,” she teases, turning her face away from me.

      I walk closer to her and give her a smile that would make most girls sign away their name to me.

      “You get three snaps,” she says, flashing me a wicked smile that I want to hold forever in my mind.

      The sun is setting and the background is beautiful, but it’s not the best lighting. With some adjustments later on, she should be happy with them.

      “And they better be good.”

      She immediately starts to pose like someone on a Vogue magazine, with a splash of Maxim.

      “No,” I tell her. “Be natural, you’re already beautiful. I just want to capture that.” A small hint of heat flushes her face and she walks backwards and towards the ocean, her hair flowing in the wind.

      “I’m being natural,” she sings as she turns toward me. When she laughs I snap a picture.

      “You’re so weird,” she giggles. She runs her hand through her hair and I snap another picture.

      “If you sell these I want a commission, pretty boy,” she adds. I wink at her and she spins around like she’s a kid, and I snap another one.

      “Only one more. I want to get in the water,” she tells me, as she starts to take her shirt off. It’s cool for a summer night but if she takes off her clothes I’ll be damned if I leave mine on, even though it’s going to be a lot harder to get them off.

      “Your turn,” she says in a daring tone. Her eyes glide up my body and for the first time in my life I’m the prey instead of the predator. I pull my shirt over my head and toss it. A small grin is on her lips and lust in her eyes. It makes working a hard-ass factory job and working out every day worth it. The sun is setting. I press my hand on the skin above her underwear and trace it with my finger.

      “White?” I ask her, my heart thumping in my chest. Every inch of her is beautiful, and the nice guy that I’ve tried to be is threatening to crumble. She bites her lip.

      “Why, you don’t think I’m innocent?” Her fingers begin tracing a tattoo on my chest. Every inch of flesh she drags her finger across feels like it’s on fire. She’s toying with me, coaxing me out, begging me to come out and play.

      “I can only hope right?” She gives me a sneaky grin before taking off and running to the water. I take off my jeans and run behind her. It’s not super cold but the Chicago wind is no joke and shocks my body for a moment until my attention comes to her, all long legs, curves, dark wet hair draping her creamy skin. Her long eyelashes are wet and her face flushed as she comes up from under the water. She swims further out and I follow her. She’s beautiful, and looks ethereal, like a creature dropped in the ocean just for me. We were meant to collide together that day. She’s what I’ve been searching for and didn’t even know it.

      “I have a confession,” she whispers.

      It’s just her and me, and every thought of what I want to do to her as we both keep afloat.

      “I’m not innocent,” she tells me, wrapping her arms around my neck. I lift her up by her ass and bring her to my cock. She kisses me desperately, her tongue diving into my mouth as and I dominate hers into submission. She presses herself against me, and we can’t be close enough. Her kisses are addictive and I need more.

      “Come out,” she whispers in my ear. I throw my head back in disbelief of this woman.

      “What?” I ask her, before claiming her mouth with mine again.

      “Come out of your cage. I want to play,” she purrs, but instantly lets me go and starts swimming backwards towards the beach. I follow her, catching up right before she climbs out of the water. I pull her to me, our bodies crashing together, our tongues battling again. I guide her onto the sand but she pushes her body against mine so she’s on top of me. She wraps one arm around my neck and her hand goes down to my boxers, slipping inside of them, but I grab it and pin it behind her. She’s controlled this little show for long enough. I’m going to let her know who’s really in control. I flip her over. There’s sand and it’s wet and cold but neither one of us give a shit. I slide my fingers inside of her thong and find her center.

      “Shit,” she whispers as I rub my thumb across her clit. It’s already swollen and pulsing, and just touching it is causing her body to shiver. I make a slow circle and speed up, finding a rhythm that makes her tone become a higher pitch. She’s already on the brink. I go to slide my finger in her but it doesn’t go in easily, she’s so fucking tight. My dick twitches, thinking of how it’s going to feel to be inside of her. I try again and her stomach clenches and her body tenses up. She sees me watching her and pulls my face to hers, sucking my tongue. It makes my rhythm speed up and I focus solely on her clit.

      “You’re about to come for me babe.” She's gripping my hair like her life depends on it.

      “No I’m not,” she says stubbornly, in between pants. I crash my mouth against hers. She begins to moan into my mouth and suddenly breaks our kiss, gasps, her legs digging into the sand like she’s falling over the edge. I lock my lips on her long slender neck and begin to suck it. I want to make sure she’s marked.

      I increase my speed and pressure, and use my other fingers to dip inside of her, but they don’t go far. Her breath hitches, her clit starts to throb frantically, and like clockwork, she throws her head back as her legs shake like an earthquake. I smile at her victoriously, but her eyes are now squeezed shut. She lets out a moan that comes down in ripples as she does. “Fuck, you’re so wet.” She’s still recovering but now I want to find her g-spot so I can push my dick against it.  She’s still coming down from her orgasm and I’m ready to start her second one. By the time she leaves this beach, she’s going to be addicted to me. I start to push my fingers into her again and it’s still tight, and I notice her flat stomach clenches and she winces.

      “Are you okay?” I ask her. She’s still recovering but her eyes meet mine with lust and need.

      “Yes,” she growls at me, and attempts to push herself further down on my finger, but she flinches again. She’s dripping like a damn ocean. I should be gliding right in but I’m not.

      I want inside of her. I want to shut her smart little mouth, and hear her moan my name, and to fuck the attitude right out of her. My thoughts go back to the last time it was so hard pushing into someone. It was high school and it was Sidney Roberts, but it was because she was a virgin.

      I laugh out loud.

      That’s definitely not the case here. I do a once-over of her body again, perfect pert breasts, the body of a Victoria’s Secret model, and the face of an angel who wears—or at least wore—clothes made by the devil. A virgin—yeah right!

      “Is something funny to you?” she asks, and the sass is right back in her voice.

      “We’re having some technical difficulties, but I have the fix for that,” I tell her, and her face flushes red now.

      “Are you saying that something is wrong with me?” she spits at me angrily. Her eyes are full of fire and…something else…I would say embarrassment, but that can’t be it. What girl would be embarrassed of a tight pussy?

      “No, I’m saying that you’re tight as fuck, and I need to warm you up.” She pulls back with a scowl on her face.

      “No, you’re having technical difficulties!” she growls angrily, pushing me away from her and standing up. At first I think it’s a joke, but her anger is real and slaps me in the face.

      “Are you serious?”

      What the fuck just happened?

      “Do I look like I’m kidding?” She’s now grabbing the t-shirt and jeans she took off earlier. I laugh, throwing my head back, and point to my erect dick.

      “No I’m pretty sure this is working,” I reply, visibly annoyed. She crashed into my cousin’s car, kicked me in the nuts, led me on a high-speed chase with the police, was late as fuck for our date, and after having me get her off, she tries to insinuate my dick is broken when I was about to give her the best fucking head of her life.

      “I’ve got to go anyway,” she mutters, storming off towards the car. I push myself off the sand and try to throw on my jeans as best as I can with a hard-on.

      “What the fuck is your problem?” I ask, grabbing my things

      “I don’t have the problem, you have the problem! Just fucking a girl like she asked you to, and now your other problem is finding a ride home!” she yells, walking towards her car.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I shout at her as she gets in her car. She then smiles wide and shrugs.

      “Everything. I’m completely batshit crazy,” she says, then speeds off, leaving me frustrated in more ways than one.
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      There were times when I was terrified, where my heart was strangled with fear of the dark. Not of a fictional monster under my bed, but of the real monsters who slept outside the door of the rundown homes I lived in. When my chest was so tight I felt as if it would crush my ribs, that holding a breath too long would suffocate me. It was those nights where I would close my eyes and imagine my mother’s face, being held in my father’s arms, and create a world where I was safe and loved. I never thought in all of my reality that I’d feel safe with anyone, let alone a man, but Kam’s made the impossible reality.

      Since our first kiss I’ve felt off kilter, afraid that at any moment I’d wake up and this would all be a figment of my imagination. I wake up every day expecting him to be a cruel trick of my mind. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve him. He’s been patient and is kind to me and more than understanding. It’s been thirty-four days. I’ve been counting, because sometimes it feels like a countdown until something goes wrong, when the universe realizes it’s made a mistake and I don’t get to have a guy like him, that I don’t deserve this type of happiness. But each day it gets a little easier.

      You always get the easy, you don’t deal with the hard.

      My eyes are following the couple on the screen. It’s a horror movie—not the terrifying kind, but the teen slasher one—that’s more comical and unrealistic than scary. The movie theater’s half full and me and Kam have great seats in the center. They’re plush and luxurious, not like the stiff crappy ones I sat in the few times I went as a kid. I snuggle into Kam’s shoulder and watch as he looks intently at the movie. He loves movies of all kinds and since we’ve started dating he’s exposed me to so many. I’ve never been a movie person, I never had a chance to be exposed to them. Books were free and that was the best form of entertainment I could have until I started making my own money.  He glances over at me and smiles, giving me a squeeze. I tell myself to enjoy it, to relish it, it’s okay to be happy, that life doesn’t always have to be on the edge of detriment.

      I sink into him and move my eyes back to the screen. He squeezes my hand and I realize that I’m falling for him. When this thought comes there’s a wave of relief that spreads through my entire body and I feel light. I’ve only smoked pot once but it wasn’t like that, this is almost like a peace, but there’s a tugging within me, one that always follows it that causes me to tense up. I hate it and try to fight it, frustration and anxiousness feeling like they’re about to burst out of me. I steady my breathing and try to stay present but my focus is moving past this moment, trying to pull me from this.

      I focus on the screen and the heroine of the movie has a gun pointed towards another character. My throat starts to constrict, and my breathing is becoming erratic. I fight the anxiety coursing through me. I feel like I’m about to throw up. I let go of Kam’s hand and grip the chair.

      Green.

      Purple.

      My heart is fighting to get out of my chest and I’m trembling, and I don’t know what’s wrong. I silently fight the tears that have come inexplicably to my eyes and are now trickling down my face. And when the character on the screen pulls the trigger and shoots at the main character’s mother, I scream. I’m screaming.

      I’m out of my seat, everyone in the theater staring at me. Some confused, some annoyed, others unsure if it’s a joke that’s part of the movie experience. I can’t look at Kam. I’m out of my seat and running from the theater. When I make it outside I fight for air. I’m full on crying now and I don’t know why, but I feel like a lunatic.

      “Babe, what’s wrong?”

      I won’t look at him but his tone is dripping with confusion and worry. I cover my face in embarrassment. His strong arms pull me into him.

      “It’s okay,” he assures me, his voice solid but warm while he gently rubs my back.

      “It’s not, I’m so sorry,” I tell him in between sobs, trying to pull it together as much as I can but I’m falling apart.

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry about, I promise you.” His voice is so gentle and calming and I can’t help feeling whatever turmoil that was brewing inside of me begin to dissipate, only leaving behind complete humiliation.

      This is what I was afraid of—ruining something that was special and nice with whatever it is that’s wrong with me. It was inevitable and I guess it’s better to end it now, to let go whatever hope I had in this. I’m afraid to look at him but I might as well face it, prepare myself to see what so many who were supposed to love and take care of me saw when they realized I wasn’t right, that I wasn’t normal. But when I do, his face isn’t full of contempt or irritation, but of understanding and kindness. I’m confused and almost afraid of it.

      “Do you want to tell me what happened?” he asks softly, wiping away my tears with his thumbs. The compassion in his voice and touch makes me melt.

      “I don’t know, I was watching the movie and I couldn’t control myself. I don’t know, I’m sorry for embarrassing you, I hate that I’m like this and I wish I wasn’t but I don’t know what’s wrong with me and if it’ll happen again, and I appreciate the time you’ve spend with me and everything we shared and I know this is too much…”

      “Stop! Don’t go any further, okay? Let’s take a walk, can we do that?” His tone is firm but his smile is reassuring. I’m confused, I was sure he’d be calling me a cab or saying he’d drop me off at home. The last thing I thought he’d offer was to take a walk with someone who could embarrass him at any second. I don’t know what to say so I nod and his mouth reveals a soft smile. He takes my hand in his and we walk for what seems like forever but each step I become a little relaxed.

      My mind is racing a mile a minute though. What is he thinking? What is going to happen after this? Where do I go from here? I’ve never missed a person that left me but I already miss him, knowing he’ll be gone soon, that he’s thinking of a way to gently let me down. But I’m grateful for every moment we’ve shared but mourn the moments we won’t ever. I try not to hate myself for not being the normal girl he wants who could possibly grow what we have into something more.

      “Are you okay?” he asks me, his hand enveloping mine. We’re by the water now, the beautiful blue waves calming along the concrete strip surrounding it. There’s boats far off in the distance and I try to match my breathing to the waves

      “I am,” I tell him, as a soft breeze moves through us. It’s a cool and perfect fall day…at least it would have been if I hadn’t just ruined it. Kam stops his stride, his brilliant eyes sending a warm sensation through my chest. He stands in front of me, both of my hands in his. He pulls me towards him and rests his hands on my waist. Here it comes, the gentle words he’ll say, ending this, and I prepare myself for them.

      “I know you’ve been through a lot Megan, and I wish I can go back and fix life for you. You deserved so much better than the hand you were dealt and if I could go back and change it I would. But what I can do is try to be the man I think you deserve, if you let me. My dad taught me to be patient for things you want and I want you, and if you’re not ready for the title then I understand but I want you to know that it’s only you. I’m not dating any other girls. It’d be unfair because you take up my thoughts, you have my time, and you will for as long as you want.”

      Is he insane? He has to be, after what just happened. He still wants me? He’s waiting for me to say something, his smile hopeful, as he rubs circles on the front of my hands, sending tingles through my entire body. This happens with him, whenever I’m near him I have urges I’ve never had before. He’s been patient with me, we haven’t gone beyond intense making out but I want more. I feel like I need it, and I wonder how you can yearn for something you’ve never had so badly before. My body is intuitive of a release it craves, to be touched where it hasn’t been before.

      When all of my foster siblings were going crazy at fourteen and fifteen, and my counselor said they were having raging hormones, I thought everyone was insane. I didn’t want anyone to look at me, let alone for a man to touch me, but with Kam it’s hit full force. When his skin touches mine it’s electric. I don’t feel numb, exposed, or afraid. I feel wanted and I want more every day I spend with him.

      “Are you sure?” the words tumble out of my mouth like a cough I can’t stop. His eyes narrow at me but his smile is still there.

      “If that’s what you want. I only want what you want,” he says again, reassuring me.

      “Why me?” I ask, confused. I don’t understand why someone like him wants me. There’s so many things wrong with me. He knows I don’t come from the perfect family, or a family that I even know of at all. I’m flawed, but worse than that, I’m almost destroyed and I don’t know why he’d want someone so imperfect when he’s the opposite. Why deal with someone so damaged? The look of confusion on his face makes my heart twitch. He takes my face in his and makes me look at him, his smile soft and as stunning as it’s ever been.

      “Why you? Why not you? I don’t know what you see when you look in the mirror but babe, you’re amazing. Not only are you gorgeous but you’re sweet and so kind, and I’ve never met anyone like you.”

      I have tears that I’m forcing to stay put now. To think anyone, but especially someone like him, believes these things about me, it feels amazing. When we talked I felt invigorated hopeful. He has away of making you feel good about yourself, like there’s nothing you can’t do. A quality that will be useful to him since he wants to work in government.

      I almost chocked on my food when I asked him where he’d eventually like to see himself in life and he dropped his gaze a bit revealing a boyish grin before it morphed into a million dollar smile and humbly told me as the president. The freaking president, and I know he could do it, I think he can be anything he wanted. This is the man who wants to know me.

      I don’t have any words so I stand on tiptoes and bring my lips to his and hope with this kiss he can feel how grateful I am for his understanding, how much I want him. I slink my arms behind his head, deepening this kiss and opening up more to him than I ever had. Our hearts beat out of sync, running against each other. There’s a longing within me that has my body on edge, yearning for something to relieve its wanting. I feel it whenever his body is against me, when he drags his fingers over my skin. Our lips pushed against each other, his arms around my body. Feelings I’ve never felt before begging to be fulfilled—a welcome distraction from every negative thought within me.

      “Kam?” We break apart, both breathless. Kam’s face lights up at the voice that called out to him behind us. I turn around and see her, the beautiful blonde girl from the day we met. She’s small, probably around 5’1”, wearing a pink blouse and white jeans with a large Louis Vuitton bag on her shoulder. Kam gives me a comforting grin, taking my hand and leading me towards her. There’s a guy standing beside her and the contrast between them is almost jarring. He’s tall, almost 6’2”, and where she is small, pretty, put together, and perfectly neat, this guy is tall, all edge. Tattoos cover his long lean arms, he has an trendy mohawk and a silver ring in his lip, but behind that edginess he’s still traditionally handsome with striking green eyes, a strong jaw covered with stubble, two dimples resting in his cheeks, and there’s something else. Something that makes me recognize him, the thing that only those who have been hurt or lost something see within each other, and it makes me breathe a little easier. Maybe Kameron’s family has a thing for saving those in need.

      “What’s up Kam,” her companion says, greeting Kam with a nod. Kam does the same.

      “Hi, I’m Katie,” she says, her voice high and bright as I expect it to be, her smile warm and genuinely friendly.

      “Megan, this is my baby sister and her boyfriend Josh,” he says, introducing us.

      “You can call me Blue,” he says, his eyes narrowing in on me almost in familiarity. I search his face again but I’m sure I don’t know him.

      “Nice to meet you both,” I say, not nearly as nervous as I would have thought I was.

      “I’ve heard so much about you,” she gushes, giving her brother a teasing nudge. Kam rolls his eyes and pulls me into him. I swallow my nerves, wondering what he’s told her.

      “Where are you guys headed?” Kam asks, and Katie tells him they’re headed to grab some food and then to see a band perform.

      “You guys should come!” she squeals, and I wonder if she’s always so enthusiastic.

      “You don’t know if they have plans babe,” Blue interrupts with a laugh.

      “We were just coming from a movie,” Kam says, eyeing me as if asking for permission.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun!” she pleads, her eyes darting between me and Kam.

      “The band’s pretty good,” Blue says, looking towards me as if reading that I’m the decision maker.

      “I like good music,” I respond with a light shrug.

      “It’s settled then!” Katie announces, and just like that we’re on a double date.
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        * * *

      

      If I had any doubts before that Kam’s family is as perfect as one could get, Katie seals the deal. Katie’s majoring in education and wants to be a preschool teacher. Kam’s father is a lawyer and his mother a pediatrician. Katie and Kameron are best friends, which I already knew, and they’re what they call Irish twins nine months apart. Where Kameron is laid back and warm, Katie is excitable and outgoing. He jokes that when Katie’s at a table there’ll never be any uncomfortable silence.

      “So Kam told us that you scored a full scholarship. It just so happens that Blue has too. I guess we know how to pick them,” she jokes. I laugh, trying to cover up my discomfort. Kam takes my hand and brings it to his mouth and kisses it.

      “What’s your major?” Blue asks.

      “Computer Science, what about you?”

      “Business, safe and easy.”

      “I dig it.” He nods, giving me an easy smile before nestling his head into Katie’s neck. She lights up like a Christmas tree, and I wonder if I look like that when Kam touches me.

      “So Megan, my parents are going to be so jealous…they’re itching to know the girl who has their son wrapped around her finger,” she sings sneakily.

      “Can you be any more embarrassing?” Kam groans playfully. We all laugh, but my stomach has tightened, I’ve never met anyone’s parents before, let alone parents who love and care about their children, how it seems his would be. What if they see what Kam doesn’t—that I don’t deserve him?

      “The Davis’ are really cool,” Blue offers, tossing a piece of pretzel bread in his mouth.

      “Of course they are, they created us right?” Katie adds, before pecking Blue on the lips. I hope one day I’ll be able to be free and affectionate with Kam like how she is with Blue. Not constantly worrying about when it’d all eventually go wrong. A waiter appears at our table. Katie orders a chicken salad, Kam and Blue get burgers, and I get wings.

      “I think I want a drink,” Kam says, and Blue’s disinterested face lights up.

      “We drinking?” he asks enthusiastically after clapping his hands and rubbing them together.

      “Not too much,” Katie says, eying both the boys.

      “Of course not sweetheart,” Blue tells her innocently.

      Kam orders. “Can I get a rum and Coke?”

      “I’ll take what he’s having,” Blue adds matter-of-factly.

      “Fine, I’ll have a Long Island. What about you Megan?” Katie asks.

      I’ve never had more than some cheap wine and that was when me and one of the other foster kids decided to try it when our foster mom of the moment passed out and left some in the bottle.

      “Uhm…something sweet,” I tell the waitress, almost reluctantly.

      “I’ve got just the thing.” She gives a tip-worthy smile and checks all of our IDs before disappearing. The conversation goes smoothly. Once the drinks arrive, before we can put them to our lips, Katie clears her throat.

      “We’re making a toast,” she announces, lifting her glass. We all oblige her and do the same.

      “To family.” She smiles widely at Kam, then looks lovingly into Blue’s eyes. “Love,” she says, and then glances at me and Kam. I can’t fight the small smile that breaks out on my face.

      “And sex,” Blue interjects, biting his bottom lip, and I shake the feeling of the familiarity of that action. I’m holding my breath as Kam squeezes my thigh reassuringly and chuckles. It’s so funny how Blue started off as a little closed off and bored and how his personality has begun to show more and more. The drink the waitress picked for me is a fruit punch red. The liquid is cold, and sugary-sweet with a mild hint of something I can’t quite put my finger on.

      “You like it?” Kam asks me, his eyes lingering to my lips. And I wonder if my face is turning as red as the drink.

      “Want to taste it?” I ask him, our eyes flirting with one another. He nods and before I can lift the glass to him he’s taken my lips with his. He savors my lips as if they are his favorite candy. When he pulls away, I’m breathless.

      “It’s good,” he tells me with a boyish grin, his blue eyes full of mischief. My heart starts to race. When I face the others, Katie’s smiling approvingly and Blue is grinning at us. I tuck my hair behind my ear and Kam pulls me closer to him. I feel warm, safe, and something else that I don’t recognize. My heart is speeding up and my skin is warm, but I feel full, not lacking anything for the first time in my life.

      The rest of dinner goes well and I don’t know if it’s the aid of the drink but I feel more comfortable around Katie. She’s sweet, not overbearing or snobby like how I imagined she might be. Not that I should have because it would be strange for Kam’s sister to be so different from him.

      I think Blue also made it feel a little easier being there, and also reinforced that their family doesn’t care about money or status. Kam has never flaunted his money since I’ve been around him. But the way he freely spends—easily picking up the check for dinner tonight, not having to worry about tuition, and having an apartment his parents pay for—only reinforces the fact that we grew up so differently.

      We pull up to the bar where the band is playing and there’s already people hanging out in front, music pouring out from the inside of the bar. It’s a beautiful night, almost perfect. The sky’s clear, the temperature’s amazing, and I feel light.

      Good, not a million thoughts attacking me at once. Maybe I’ll start drinking a little more if it drowns the voices out so easily.

      “You’re up for this? If not we can go do something more low key,” Kam asks before we leave the car. I lean over and press my lips softly against his. I can feel the smile spread across his face. We head to the bar hand in hand, meeting Blue and Katie halfway.

      “You guys are going to love the band, they’re totally awesome!” Blue says. I wonder what it must be like to be so excited at every moment, to have had such a good life full of pleasant memories, drunk off the remnants of the ease and joy pouring out of it. Kam has given me a glimpse of what that might be like; Katie has had an entire lifetime of it.

      “Oh Kam, Tyler wanted to go over the papers with us really quick for Uncle George. You want to see if we can get it out the way so we don’t have to come back Monday?” Kam sighs with exasperation and shrugs, looking over at me, his expression full of an apology.

      “Would you mind?” he asks regretfully.

      “Uh no, it’s fine,” I tell him, a little confused at what’s happening.

      “I won’t let it be more than fifteen minutes,” Katie promises, glancing between Blue and me.

      “It’s cool babe, we’ll grab seats,” he tells her, and she lights up like she’s just won the lottery before jumping in his arms. They share a heated kiss that makes me stare at the ground.

      “Come on Katie, let’s get this over with,” Kam says begrudgingly. We watch them disappear into the crowd.

      “Why are they looking at papers?” I ask, a little confused.

      “Oh, their uncle is co-owner of the place. He just footed the money…it’s sort of their brainchild, so to speak,” he says easily.

      “Wait so this is like their club?” I ask, a little taken aback.

      He laughs knowingly. “Something like that.”

      Wow.

      “You’ll get used to it. It took me some time, but they’re different from the rich kids here—totally down to earth, normal. Well, not normal, what the hell do I know about what normal is? But they’re not pricks. Which you probably know already. Kam’s a cool dude.”

      I nod. No, Kam isn’t a prick at all. “I used to call them the golden children.” A hint of a grin appears on his face, and he crosses his long tatted arms across his chest. His tattoos are artwork, deep and rich in color, all varying shades of blue, the lining sharp and crisp, not like the low-budget tattoos I saw growing up.

      “I can see that.” I giggle. There’s something about familiarity that makes you comfortable. Foster care was hell, and nothing I’d ever want to revisit. And I try to forget but I guess it’s what I knew and there’s something about Blue that reminds me not of it but where I came from, how I grew up…and there’s a small amount of comfort in that.

      “Their parents are really cool?” I can’t help but ask, my thoughts flirting with a glimpse of a future that I’m too scared to wish for.

      “Yeah, they’re good people. The parents, that is. The friends of the parents and uncles, etc…” He trails off and I bite my lip.

      “Kam won’t let them give you any shit though. Don’t let golden boy fool you, he doesn’t play that shit. He gets my respect. He’s a good dude.” I’m intrigued by this, as I’ve only ever seen Kam be charming, polite, and dreamy. Blue pulls out a cigarillo. “You mind before we go in?”

      “Not at all.” He lights it up.

      “Don’t tell Katie.” He winks and I smile at him conspiringly.

      “Where are you from?” he asks in between puffs, and it’s a question I usually dread, but there’s something about Blue that makes him easy to talk to. Maybe because he has an almost “I don’t give a shit attitude” but it makes me feel like he wouldn’t judge anyone. I really don’t know if he’s anything like me. He could be the rich kid of some bad ass rockstar for all I know. Katie mentioned he has a scholarship but that could be from him being some sort of genius. It doesn’t necessarily mean he’s poor or middle-class, but I don’t feel like my answers would result in his pity or judgement.

      “I’ve lived in Indiana my whole life but where I’m from, I’m not sure,” I tell him with a shrug. He eyes me curiously.

      “I grew up in foster care. I never met my birth parents.”

      He nods, giving me an empathetic look, but doesn’t say anything.

      “What about you?”

      “Chicago…the shitty part, not the one you see on tourist shows.” He chuckles.

      “You look sort of familiar. We met before?” he asks, and I shake my head. I’ve met more people than I could ever name in my lifetime of bouncing from place to place but I’m sure I’d remember him if I had. He’s not the type of person you’d forget easily.

      “I don’t think so,” I tell him adamantly. He tilts his head slightly, his eyes narrowing in on me a few seconds, then shrugs.

      “Good, I was starting to think we might have fucked before.” He lets out a relieved sigh, and I can’t help but laugh, heat spreading like fire across my face.

      “That didn’t offend you, did it? I mean if we did I’m sure I’d have remembered. You’re gorgeous, but I feel like I’ve run across you before or something,” he explains.

      “No, I’m not offended. But I don’t think so. I’ve never been to Chicago and I just started going to class on campus this semester. Or maybe if you’ve been to the bookstore, I work there,” I offer. He nods and shrugs.

      “It’s not important I guess, maybe we’re just kindred spirits or something,” he jokes before we head into the club. I laugh but there’s something about what he’s said, like the tracing of an old picture, a faded thought, the echo of a daydream. Not of Blue…maybe his essence or a boy in a movie I had an old crush on once? A best friend from another life? But when Kam snakes his arms around me, my thoughts are only on him.

      “That didn’t take too long, did it?” His breath tickles my ear. He smells so good, a clean and masculine scent wrapping around my senses.

      “No, Blue kept me company,” I tell him with a wide smile. He arches a brow and his blue eyes twinkle at me.

      “He better have,” he says, squeezing my waist and grazing my neck with his lips. I’m starting to get lost in his touch. Katie’s back as well so we make our way to the front of the stage. The band has started warming up. Excitement spreads through the place as a handsome singer with tats like Blue, but an all-American boy like Kam, starts singing. The drums and guitar start up after his crooning and the vibrations go through the entire place. We get drinks; Kam just gets a beer. I request something fruity again. This time the girl brings me a Tequila Sunrise.

      “Babe you sure you want to do that?” Kam asks me, amused. I swallow a bit of it and notice it has a much stronger taste than the red drink from earlier, but I hate to send things back.

      “Yeah, it’s fine,” I tell him with a smile.

      “I’ll help you drink it, okay?” he says playfully.

      The band is good and I could imagine their song playing on a top ten radio station. When I’m halfway through my drink the music sounds even better and the vibrations of the music feel like they’re going through my entire body. I’ve never been a dancer. I’ve never been to a bar like this for leisure. I’ve worked at them with a fake ID when I really needed money when I was younger. Like a lamb sent out with lions, I learned quickly. But that was a lifetime ago.

      I wanted to stay on this wave and enjoy every minute in Kam’s arms, leaning back against his strong chest. His hands tracing the curves of my body, his touch making me want to do things I was once terrified of happening to me without my permission. I make up my mind when he lifts me up in his arms and his lips kiss mine. I won’t sabotage this. It’s good. There are things that can happen that are good and I won’t let the past ruin whatever path Kam is taking me down. I want to live, I want him, and I don’t want another day to just pass me by. I slink my arms around his neck and pull his face closer so I can reach his ear.

      “Are you ready to go?”

      He leans back, searching my expression as if to make sure I’m okay. I give him a reassuring smile.

      “If you are,” he says curiously.

      “Yeah. I just want some time with you if that’s okay.” And a wide smile spreads across his lips.

      “You don’t ever have to ask for that.”
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        * * *

      

      I’ve never been to Kam’s place before and I’m glad we left before Katie and Blue did. Hopefully she’ll go back to his place. It’d be weird bumping into them now and I wonder how it’s not awkward sharing an apartment with your sibling, even if you are close. Not that I know anything about being a sibling.

      We pull up to a large industrial building on a street that looks like a miniature downtown. I’m surprised when he hops out and leaves the keys in the engine before opening my door.

      “Valet’s going to move it,” he says with that easy charming smile, oblivious to the convenience he has. There’s a beautiful lobby, bright and modern, and a large elevator that’s big enough not to trigger claustrophobia, and soon we’re stepping out onto the tenth floor. There’s only three doors on the entire floor which is shocking since the place is so huge. His reads 503 directly in the center. We step inside and I shouldn’t be surprised but I am. This isn’t just an apartment, it’s an amazing apartment! One of the most beautiful places I’ve ever stepped in, at least. There’s floor-to-ceiling windows lining the place, large sleek furniture sitting dead center in the middle, to the left is a sprawling kitchen that would be right at home on one of those home design shows. I see now why it isn’t awkward to share a place like this with his baby sis. This place is big enough to have all the privacy they’d ever need.

      “This is home,” he says, like he hasn’t shown me one of the most impressive apartments I’ve ever seen.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say, taking it all in.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      I turn to see him leaning against the door, his eyes on me, a heart-stopping smile on his face that steals my breath. His gaze full of what I can only describe as admiration. This look, a look that I’ve never seen before, a look that makes me feel beyond myself, better than myself. And it’s scary because I don’t know if I can ever live up to how he sees me, even though I want more than anything to be the woman he desires, to merit his time, attention…and one day his love.

      He shows me around the apartment, his hand never leaving mine, his touch always near. Everything is perfectly sleek as I expected. Katie’s room is on the opposite side of the apartment and I bet as large and straight out of a style magazine like his.

      “My mom decorated the place,” he says with a sheepish smile.

      “It’s amazing.”

      “You’re amazing,” I say with more confidence than I feel walking towards him. His stare from earlier soft, well-intentioned, warm, and comforting, has shifted. There’s heat in his eyes, a visual display of how much I want him. I’ve never wanted a man before to touch me, kiss me, do things to me that would give me release. But ever since I met him, every day I’ve spent with him, each touch, each kiss…has been building inside of me. I wonder if he can see it, feel it, smell it. I place my hands on his chest. It’s hard, wide, and strong, and I slowly move my fingers up it. His hands move to my waist, our eyes lock, not leaving each other’s. I take another step towards him so our bodies are pressed together, separated by pieces of material I want gone. My heart is racing, beating fast. Butterflies invade my stomach.

      “I have something to tell you,” I whisper, my eyes moving to his chest.

      “You can tell me anything.” His voice is deeper than it’s been.

      “I’ve never…I’m a virgin.” I spit it out quickly. I watch the slightest furrow of his brow. He can’t hide the surprise in his eyes.

      “It’s something I’ve had to fight unbelievably hard to keep.”

      You?!

      I take another deep breath.

      “I don’t know why I tell you things like this, why you make me feel like this. I never thought it’d be possible for me, but I don’t want to keep questioning it. I’m only telling you this because if I suck at this you’ll know why.”

      I’ve said it, it’s out.

      When I look at him I don’t see contempt or confusion, but the warmest look a man has ever given me, one that almost looks like he’s honored.

      “I don’t know what to say. Are you sure?” he asks me, but his breath is heavy and his grip tightens on my waist. I respond by unbuttoning his shirt, and that’s the only answer he needs. He lifts me up by my thighs and I cling to him. He gently lowers me to the bed, standing in front of me looking like a Greek god. My heart is beating so fast. I’m about to do this, give away a part of myself I’ve never shared with anyone else! His lips trail down my stomach. They’re so soft and my desire grows with each inch they take. He kisses me tenderly—a fluttery kiss—through my underwear, and I can’t conceal my whimper. He gently pulls them down and when his mouth takes me in I begin to melt. I try to be quiet, afraid that someone will hear me, but I can’t. Every second the pleasure increases. I try to pull away, not wanting for it to stop, but it’s becoming overwhelming and he holds me firmly in place. All I can do is grip the sheets and his hair before I come apart with a shriek that embarrasses me. Kam stretches his lean athletic body over me, kissing my body on the way up as he does, my heartbeat slowing back down.

      “You’re so beautiful Megan,” he says, and takes my lips in his with the taste of me on them. Our kiss goes from tender to deep as my legs wrap around him. I can’t get enough of him. I hear the condom wrapper open. His mouth moves to my neck as he consumes every bit of my skin. He leans over me, our faces are only inches apart.

      “Are you sure?” he asks me tenderly, but his tone is desperately on the edge. He’s desperate for me, and his primal gaze sets me on fire.

      “Yes. Please,” I say. His finger slides down my center first as his thumb begins to play me only second to his tongue, and then I feel him…just the tip…and close my eyes as he kisses me. I grip his back. I want this so badly but the noise in my head tries to interfere, the thoughts, the voices of doubt, fear, insecurity trying to overpower this moment. Loud, angry, and shouting.

      Red

      You can’t do this.

      Blue

      Don’t do this.

      Purple

      This is wrong.

      “Black,”  I say as he enters me. I gasp as he does. He’s thick and I feel stretched.

      “You okay?” he asks, and I nod.

      “Yes, don’t stop,” I plead. And he doesn’t. He goes slower and deeper and each thrust feels better than the last. I’m in heaven, in love, in lust. When we’re done and I’m wrapped in his arms, he trails sweet tender kisses on my shoulders. It’s the best feeling I’ve ever had. I ignore the last voice.

      I hate you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

      “She’s nuts right? She’s got to be!”

      “You’ve said that at least twenty times already. Actually, all you’ve done is talk about this girl the whole night. I’m about to go and buy you a box of tampons and some chocolate,” Simon, my best friend, jokes before giving Devin a high-five. I punch him in the side but he’s right. When did this happen to me? I’m not the type of dude that whines and bitches over a chic. I’m usually complaining about a girl going all stalkerish or demanding a commitment which I make pretty fucking clear from the start I’m not looking for.

      “I’m not complaining, she’s obviously nuts and I dodged a huge bullet,” I correct him.

      “Wait—you didn’t know she was psycho after the high speed chase?” Simon adds smugly. He’s usually pretty smug but that’s because he’s right about most things.

      “Hey, the leather fuckboots had him hypnotized.” Devin comes to my defense. Unfortunately Devin is usually wrong about everything, but it works out since he’s a comedian and he’s always able to find inspiration from his fucked up hijinks.

      “Well you’re still talking about her a week later, so I don’t know who’s crazier,” Simon comments, finishing the last of his beer.

      “I’m just saying it’s weird. You tell me if something like that happened to you, it wouldn’t bother you?” I say defensively.

      “Look, I think it was the beach thing. Girls always have this idea it’ll be romantic and magical but really, the sand gets in your junk and your hair, and it’s scratchy and wet. No wonder it dried her up like the Sahara desert,” Devin adds, signaling for another beer.

      “I didn’t say she was dry, she was just sort of closed up…” I correct him.

      “Who wants a girl with a broken pussy?” Devin blurts out loud and the table next to us laughs. I always tells him that he only got his hot as hell girlfriend because he’s laughed her out of her common sense. He does sets all the time around the city, and usually is pretty funny. When his jokes aren’t directed toward me.

      “It wasn’t broken,” I tell him defensively, standing up.

      “Calm down,” Simon says, ushering another mug of beer to me.

      “Awww come on, Ian. Don’t be like that…” they call after me through laughter, and I flick them off.

      “Fucking jerks,” I mumble under my breath, but I sort of feel like karma’s kicked me in the ass for all the times I called them pussies for being hung up on a girl. Especially Devin; he’s been planning on proposing to his girlfriend Shauna for the past three months and I always give him a hard time, wondering why a dude would want to get married when he isn’t even twenty-six and seems to be on the brink of a breakout career.

      I should be out having fun. Now Alana I can have fun with…she wouldn’t want me to call her a million times a day and respond to her texts within five minutes…but I’d never admit it out loud.

      “Guess what?” I turn to see Simon with a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “You’ve grown a pair of balls?” He waves me off but throws his arm around my neck.

      “We got put on the list for Code Black!” he says, barely containing his excitement.

      “What is that, some type of paintball place?”

      “Dude it’s one of the most exclusive gentlemen’s clubs in the city!” He seems annoyed that I’m not sharing his enthusiasm. I can’t believe I picked last year to stop smoking.

      “What is that, where you smoke cigars and watch strippers?” I ask, unenthused.

      “Not just any strippers, the hottest of the hot. I’m not talking nines and just being naked. They’re supposed to cater to our every whim.”

      “And how much is this going to cost us?” I ask. His smile grows wider.

      “That’s the beauty, we’re comped, my uncle’s marrying his second wife. Two of the groomsmen aren’t arriving until tomorrow so we get to take their place.”

      “So free liquor and half-naked women?” I ask, starting to become more interested.

      “Not just any women…I’m talking about the best Chicago has to offer. These girls will knock Annie Wilkes right out of your mind,” he promises.

      “Okay sure, why the hell not?”

      “Oh, but you’re going to need a suit…” he tells me before pulling me back through the bar.

      “A suit for an overrated strip club?” I ask, baffled.

      "Trust me, it’ll be worth it."
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        * * *

      

      Code Black is located on the Gold Coast, one of the richest parts of the city. On the outside it looks like a really large warehouse aside from the spread of foreign cars lining buildings. We pull up to the valet and step out. There’s two large dudes, both at least 6’5”, but these guys aren’t your run-of-the-mill bouncers like at the clubs we usually go to. They look more like Russian mafia than overweight moonlighting cops. 

      “Good evening gentleman, how can we help you?” A tall slender man with a strong accent asks before we even cross the threshold. I glance over at Simon.

      “We’re here with the Taylor party. You should have us down. Simon Darlton and guest,” he says authoritatively.

      “Congressman Taylor’s party. Of course. Follow me, gentleman.” He leads us past the black glass doors that close automatically behind us once we enter. He goes behind a long black desk. The room is different shades of grey with black accents, but it’s just another barrier to where the actual club is. From here it looks like the check-in of an upscale hotel.

      “Your invitations and IDs.” He turns towards us and pulls out black cards as I slide my ID over to him after Simon does.

      “I trust your uncle has explained our code of conduct here?” he asks with a wide smile, but his words are stern.

      “Yes. Of course,” Simon tells him. The dude’s gaze lands on me. I don’t know about any rules, Simon didn’t tell me shit, but I figure it’s the same rules as any strip club.

      “Your phones, gentleman.” I look over at Simon, who takes his out and hands it over easily. I hesitate.

      “What happens inside Code Black stays in Code Black. If you need to make a call your hostess would be happy to supply you with one of ours,” he says, reading my expression. This shit actually is starting to seem weird and when I open my mouth to tell him, Simon he gives me a glare about not messing this up. I push air out of my lungs and hand him my cellphone.

      “You are in the Platinum Black area and all charges have been comped. Gentlemen, welcome to Code Black. I trust you will enjoy. Your hostess, Eve, will take you from here.”

      As soon as he finishes his spiel a redheaded woman appears from the door behind him and Simon subtly nudges me.

      “Good evening gentleman, welcome to Code Black. It is my pleasure to welcome you in.” Her voice is like liquid sex. She’s tall, her body statuesque, and only covered with a black bra and panties with stockings up to her knees. She’s perfect and I can’t find a flaw on her. It’s like she just stepped out of a teenage boy’s wet dream into a grown man’s fantasy.

      We follow behind her and the door closes behind us just like the first one did—and it’s like we’re in a different world. “If this is a host I can’t image what the actual strippers look like,” Simon says in a hushed whisper, watching the host’s ass jiggle.

      “Entertainers. They are here to entertain you gentleman,” she says, tossing us a flirtatious but reprimanding grin.

      The place is huge. We’re walking on what looks like the second of three floors. On the first there are tables and booths that are all filled, surrounding four large stages, each with beautiful women dancing on them.

      “What are your tastes this evening, gentleman?” she asks, and I tell her Tequila as she leads us to a private booth with something too large to call a table.

      “Cognac for me,” Simon tells her. She gives us a wry grin.

      “I mean your first entertainer,” she corrects him. We both swallow hard.

      “Tall, short, Latina, thin?” she asks, and we can’t believe we can order like we would a drink on the menu. We both look at each other and I can’t help but feel pretty damned excited.

      “A little of everything,” Simon says casually, and she smiles widely.

      “Of course,” she says.

      “Your server for tonight will be Camara. She will provide you with whatever it is you should desire. If and when your taste changes for your entertainment just press the black button in front of you and we will provide you a different view.”

      “Thank you, Eve,” we tell her as we both watch her walk away. As soon as she does she’s replaced by Camara, a smoking hot black girl wearing a silver teddy covered by a black see-through robe. She delivers our drinks order we incorrectly gave to Eve.

      “Your first time here, gentleman?” she asks, flashing perfect white teeth, her oval-shaped eyes sweeping over us, and damn she’s sexy. I wonder if all the women here are trained to exude sex on a stick.

      “How’d you know?” Simon asks flirtatiously. She leans in towards us.

      “Our patrons are usually more…mature.” She gives us a wink and when we look around, having not bothered to look at the other dudes, every guy here looks over forty and fucking loaded. And other than the goddesses walking around in lingerie or dancing on the stage completely naked, there are no women. “The girls are going to love you guys,” she purrs before sauntering away.

      “Dude…” Simon breaths out. And I get it. I feel like I’m fifteen again. I squeeze him on the shoulder.

      “You did good, reaaal good!” I laugh.

      “Devin is going to shit himself for not coming out tonight,” I say. Before long, two beautiful women approach our table, one blonde and one brunette, looking like Victoria’s Secret models with curves, and begin to seductively dance in front of us and then with each other. I lean back in my seat, taking a long gulp of my drink. I look around for dollar bills that usually litter the clubs I’ve been to, and there isn’t any in sight.

      “How do we tip them?” I whisper to Simon.

      “I think they have numbers, and we tip on our cards,” he says, pointing to the screen on our table next to a black button.

      When I bring my gaze back up, the blonde is kneeling in front of me, her tits perfect and nipples glaring at me.

      “Dance?” she asks, and my eyes widen.

      “Hell yeah!” I say excitedly. She slowly walks down the stairs, looking like a younger Scarlett Johansson, naked except for a pair of black Stilettos. She bends over and opens the bottom drawer neither of us noticed, and pulls out a pair of what looks like silk hand ties.

      “We have a no touch policy, so that means I have to tie you up.”

      I put my hands out in front of me. She climbs on my lap and leans down so we’re face-to-face.

      “Back,” she commands with a wide grin, bringing my arms behind me and tying my hands behind my back while her breasts smash against my chest. She then stands, moving her body seductively to the music before pressing her body against my lap.

      “Good evening gentleman. You’re in for a special treat tonight. I am going to sing a song…just for you…”

      The hair on the back of my neck stands up. That fuckin’ voice. The soft tone wrapped around a seductive throaty purr. I sit up, making the blonde on my lap shift to the side of me so that I can see what my ears already know. It’s her, wearing a white lace bustier, matching panties, and angel wings. I swallow the lump in my throat as she opens her mouth and begins to sing, and her voice is sultry and soulful as she croons out “At Last.”

      She’s hypnotic, demanding the attention of the room, which I have to say is a lot with all the beautiful naked women walking around. Fuck, I came here to get this chic out of my head and with each note she sings she’s crawling deeper into it. I glance over at Simon, who is staring open-mouthed at her.

      “Dude, that’s Alana!” I whisper-shout to him. He looks over at me then back at her and begins to laugh.

      “I get it now,” he says through a long impressed sigh.

      “You know her?” my stripper asks. The flirty smile and friendly tone has morphed into an annoyed growl.

      “Uh…not really,” I say quickly, my attention glued back on Alana as she works the crowd, seducing every man in the room with her voice. My dancer unloosens the tie holding my hands and her and her partner leave us like the interest I had in them the moment Alana started singing.

      “So she’s a stripper?” Simon asks, his attention turned to me with a huge grin on his face.

      “She’s not a stripper, she didn’t take off her clothes…” I say sort of defensively.

      “But she barely has any on, man.” I shoot him a look that makes him throw his hands up in defeat. She’s gone, disappeared. Like she was never there. All the men go back to ogling their up-close and personal entertainment…well, except us since ours left. Probably my fault.

      “She’s sexy as hell, I’ll say that.”

      “Tell me something, why does a girl who looks like her and has a voice like that work in a place like this?” I ask him, feeling annoyed.

      “She probably makes more than both of us do combined.”

      “Then why the hell would she have to steal cars?” I ask baffled.

      “The thrill of it gets me off,” a throaty purr says in my ear. It’s her and I can’t help but fight the grin on my face. I knew her body was amazing but seeing it all glittered up and with the lights, it’s a totally different experience.

      “Are you stalking me?” she asks with a wry grin.

      How on earth can one woman be so sexy? I will my body to relax into the large leather chair and try to play it cool. I never had to try before, but this girl makes me the opposite of cool. She sets me on fire and it’s driving me nuts.

      “You’re the senator’s nephew?” She’s walked in between me and Simon and her glare is on him, and I can’t help but feel jealousy trying to crawl up from my stomach, and I don’t know if it’s because Simon has her attention or if she’s wondering how well acquainted he is with his uncle.

      “How’d you know that?” he asks.

      “It’s pretty obvious. Most people in here are on the ugly side of fifty, especially where you are. You guys stick out like a nun in a whorehouse.”

      “Watch your keys,” I say matter-of-factly and she laughs, sitting on the edge of my chair. I look up at her, as her long legs drape over my lap, and I remember my hands running up her thighs, sliding inside of her, and then it all going to hell. She leans down so her forehead touches the left side of my cheek.

      “Are you mad at me?” she whispers, and I bite my lip. I don’t think it’s possible for any man on the planet to be mad at her while she’s wearing the equivalent of a sexy angel getup.

      “I might have overreacted…a little.” She giggles and I glare at her. My eyes taking her in, first her as a whole, her perfect breasts, her flat stomach, and swan-like neck. Her dark hair cascading down her body. And her eyes. The eyes that I can’t stop seeing when I sleep. Grey pools of seductive innocence, hiding a secret. This girl is going to be the death of me.

      “I have a question,” I say to her, and take a swig of my drink. She’s smiling at me widely, like she’s about to laugh any minute. I lean into her so my mouth is near her ear.

      “Are you a virgin?” I ask, expecting her to laugh in my face. But instead I feel her body stiffen, only momentarily. She stands in front of me, her stance nonchalant but on display, knowing it’s a prize that a man would sell his soul to have.

      “I can be whatever you want me to be,” she says in a sticky sweet seductive tone, but I feel myself become angry. I grab her wrist and pull her to me.

      “Cut the shit, I’m not some old john you can play with. Tell me the truth,” I demand, and her face falls, color starting to spread from her face down the rest of her body.

      “Screw you!” she says, storming away. I tell Simon I’ll be back as two strippers just as beautiful as the other two approach.

      “Alana!” I yell behind her.

      “What do you want from me!” she asks angrily, but the façade has cracked—the mask of seductiveness, showing me what I see in her eyes, behind her long dark lashes, what’s kept her in my head.

      “I don’t know!” I admit. Her eyes narrow in on me and I feel myself soften.

      “But I can’t get you out of my head,” I tell her honestly before I can stop myself. I expect her to smile but instead she looks at me, scrutinizing me like a science project.

      “Then you’re wasting both of our time,” she mumbles, turning away from me again.

      “Are you?” I ask her again, loudly. She stops in her tracks.

      “Do you think it’s possible to look like this and still be a virgin?” she kids, and I run my hand through my hair trying to see if I’m wrong about his.

      “I think you could be anything you want, even what looks like the impossible,” I tell her, and her mouth barely twitches into a smile.

      “I get off in an hour. I’ll meet you at the red Maserati out front,” is all that she says before slipping behind the black glass that says Employees only.

      “So?” Simon asks with a knowing smile.

      “I’ve got to go handle something in an hour,” I tell him, trying to fight my smile.

      “Hey, I can’t blame you, after seeing her. I’d follow her down the rabbit hole too.” He grins.

      I leave Simon in the capable hands of two gorgeous entertainers. The temperature’s dropped by the time I head outside, an hour passing on the dot. Five minutes pass and I think she’s screwed with me again until she pulls up as promised, her hair in a top knot on her head and a smile on her face. Her eyes even seem to be smiling.

      “You ready?” she asks dryly before eyeing me curiously. I walk over and open the door for her to get out. She lets out a frustrated sigh but surprisingly does so without an argument. When I slap her ass she looks back at me with a spark in her eyes and I climb in the driver’s seat before she slides into hers.

      “Where are we going?” she asks, sarcasm underneath her tone.

      “Live a little?” I say and give her a wink.

      “I want to go to bed, and if you’re lucky, maybe it’ll be yours,” she quips, letting her hair down so it falls over her shoulders in waves.

      “Anyone ever told you, you have a smart-ass mouth?” I ask her, amused. I don’t tell her the things I want to do with it.

      “Is this your car?” I ask, and she thing gives me a Cheshire smile.

      “Or one of the dicks back at the club?” I ask her.

      “Would it matter?” she spits back at me, and I wonder which one is her—the sweet innocent angel she was on stage or the fiery vixen who’s two seconds away from giving the middle finger to the world.

      “Why are you so fucking mean all the time?”

      “I’m not mean,” she says flatly. I give her a disbelieving look. 

      “How long have you worked at that place?”

      “Why?” God this girl is frustrating.

      “I can’t ask you a simple question?”

      “Not long,” she says simply.

      “You have a really good voice.”

      “I doubt you were listening much.”

      “Of course I was listening, everyone in that place was.”

      “Because I was wearing barely anything,” she responds quietly.

      “There were girls wearing a lot less than you were, there’s more to it than that. You’re good,” I tell her sincerely.

      She looks at me skeptically for a second and turns her attention to the window.

      We drive the rest of the way in silence, and at first I think she’s being a bitch or too stubborn to talk until I glance over at her and realize she’s asleep. I pull down the block from my house since parking in Wicker is always packed, and call her name but she doesn’t answer. I lean over and see that she’s sleeping like she hasn’t rested in days, and the crazy thing is she looks more like an angel now than she did on that stage.

      “Alana,” I say quietly, but she only stirs, slightly shifting her position. I walk over to the passenger side, open the door, and pull her out. I lift her into my arms and she wraps her arms around my neck. I kick the door closed.

      I round the block as quickly as I can, shifting her again to open the bottom door and make my way up the stairs. I knock with my foot, hoping Devin’s home. After a few swift kicks on it I hear him shuffling to the door. When he opens it he yawns and gestures to Alana.

      “Since when did you start babysitting chicks?” He laughs. I flip him off before heading to my room.

      I put her on the bed and then flick my lamp on, and realize my room is a disaster, I start to pick up all my random shit and wonder when I became such a pig. I throw all the crap in the trash and laugh at myself. This is the first girl I’ve brought here that will actually sleep, and I won’t mind it? I take off the suit jacket and slacks Simon insisted I wear and toss them on the chair at my desk. I stretch before climbing into bed. Alana’s balled up, facing opposite of me, her black blouse clinging to her. I’m thankful the short skirt she’s wearing is covering her ass, but it’s clinging to it, showing the perfect outline of her bump. I put my head on the pillow and glance over towards her. She smells like some fruity crap girls wear, the kind that makes you want to lick them. When she’s asleep the wall embedded with barbed wire isn’t up. She stirs, turning towards me, her eyes widening and locked on mine. She smiles and for the first time it’s soft. Her entire expression is. She brings her hand to my face and pulls my chin towards her. Soft lips land on mine. It’s gentle and sweet and unlike the girl I’ve come to know…it’s also foreign and I pull away, surprised. She smiles again but this time it’s a almost sad.

      “I like you,” she whispers quietly. I’m completely caught off guard by her admission. So sweet and honest.

      “I like you too,” I tell her quietly. My smile is wide and I can’t contain it. Her cheeks turn pink, like she’s embarrassed, and I wonder if this is the real her, the person underneath the attitude, sexy grins, and the lashing out. She bites her lip before lying back on the pillow and closing her eyes.

      It’s only been a few seconds but she’s asleep again and it happens so fast that I wonder if she was even really awake for what she just said. Was she talking in her sleep? I shake her, and call her name.

      “What?” she snaps as if she wasn’t just awake a few seconds ago.

      “Never mind…” I tell her, settling back in my bed. I feel the bed shift and her body is turned towards me. Her fingers rove up my chest before her mouth finds my ear and she begins to bite on the lobe.

      “You woke me up, now you have to put me back to sleep,” she purrs before she’s on top of me, straddling my waist. Got her!

      I roll over on top of her, pinning her hands down, but her legs wrap around me in a death grip. I pry them from around my waist and she smiles seductively, looking at me with so much lust and smugness I plan to make her scream my name all night.

      I kiss her again, biting her lip, and she bites mine harder before forcing her tongue into my mouth. I push it out and she sucks mine. That makes my dick harder than it already is. I pull away and drag my mouth down her body, stopping at her diamond belly ring and encircling it with my tongue. She grips my hair in her hands, pulling it before attempting to push my head lower. I look up and she’s grinning at me with a cocky smile. I sit up on my elbows and wag a finger at her that she just prolonged the tongue fucking I was going to give her. I grab her legs pulling her towards me and lift her onto my lap. She lets out a surprised gasp but glares at me before attempting to push me away with a condescending smile.

      “Get over here,” I tell her, grabbing her and sitting her on top of me. She grabs a fistful of my hair and pulls my face to look up at her smug grin before our mouths battle again. She tries to push me on my back but I steady myself and she pouts. She’s used to being in control, but not here. In this bed, she’s my bitch—not the other way around.

      “Lie back,” she demands, but I slap her on the ass and squeeze it. She lets out a surprised gasp and a wide smile breaks out on her face.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I tell her as I slide my hand down into her panties. She moans as I rub my thumb up and down her clit. She moves her hand and pushes it down my boxers but I grab it, pinning it behind her back. I suck her skin between her neck and shoulder. Her free hand is around my neck holding on for dear life as she starts to grind against my finger. She’s so fucking wet already and I haven’t even put my mouth on her. I slow down my speed

      “Teasing bastard,” she purrs, and I stop. She pulls back, looking at me with lust and frustration.

      “Want me to stop?” I ask her with a condescending grin. She squints her eyes, full of lust and fury, but she keeps her mouth shut like I want her to. I kiss her, slamming my lips against her. She bites my mine again so hard I taste blood; I squeeze her clit between my thumb and she moans loudly.

      “Don’t stop,” she pants out breathlessly.

      “You sure?” I mumble against her lips as she kisses me again, this time deeper, as if begging me with her mouth. I kiss her back and begin to stroke her, moving faster, my dick begging me to finish her off so it can be inside of her. But I have more plans for her first. She’s almost on the edge, her breath hitching and her body stiffening in my arms. This confusing as fuck woman is going to show me her soul, tell me everything I want as I make her come every which way, because this is the only time I’ll have her vulnerable enough to do it. I slow down and begin to rub her slowly, and she lets out a frustrated whimper.

      “How long have you been working at that club?” I ask her, and she looks up at me confused and irritated.

      “Are you kidding?” She lets out a dry laugh as she tries to press her clit back against my thumb. I shake my head with a smile, going in slow circles. She lets out a pleading whimper.

      “Tell me,” I kiss her lightly, pressing against her in pulses and she gasps, throwing her head back.

      “Fuck you,” she growls but her tone indicates she’s riding high on ecstasy and wanting release.

      “Yeah, but I’m going to need some answers first,” I say, letting go of the hand I had pinned behind her back and squeezing her ass before massaging it. She moans again.

      “No.” She scowls at me defiantly. Her eyes still full of pleading and passion but now infused with stubbornness.

      I start to rub her sweet spot. She’s tenacious as hell, but her body is my accomplice and her worst enemy. I start again, just stopping before she comes, pride vs. pleasure, her perseverance weakening, her breathing becoming more intense, and it’s only turning me on more.

      “Five months,” she finally lets out in a sharp whimper.

      “Good girl,” I tell her and the look she gives me is a mix between hatred and need. I speed up and press harder on her and now her moans are uncontrollable for her, and when they become more high-pitched and her body locks in place, she releases the note of an opera singer before going limp on top of me, her soft breathing in my ear causes my dick to twitch.

      “You’re an asshole,” she pants out after a few seconds. She leans back, catching her breath. Her eyes are still glazed over in ecstasy, a satisfied smile on her face.

      “For making you come all night?” I ask her, and she rolls her eyes, that attitude returning as she recovers.

      “I only came once,” she quips, a challenge in her voice.

      “It’s still early,” I promise her, gently pushing her back onto the bed, my lips making their way down her body.

      I pull her up towards me, flip her over, and squeeze her perfect ass. She moans and when I bite it she whimpers. I could tell she liked that from earlier. One of my favorite things is learning a woman’s body. They’re all so different, each having spots that has them climbing up the walls. Most dudes don’t get that the clit is only one way to start the waterworks. I continue to massage her ass as I move my tongue up her back.

      I sweep her hair from her shoulder and kiss her right in the middle of her neck and when her body stiffens I know I’ve found another sweet spot. I flick my tongue over it and she whimpers, and when I begin to suck it her hands dig into the sheets. I slide my hand between her thighs and feel her dripping again, then slip my finger inside of her and there’s the fucking pressure again. Her thighs tighten. She turns over on her back. I examine her face and I see it before she puts on the seductive smile. She’s nervous.

      She is a fucking virgin!

      At least when it comes to someone being inside of her.

      How the hell is that possible?

      “What’s taking so long? Grab a condom and fuck me,” she demands, wrapping her hand around my dick and stroking it. It takes every bit of strength in me to stop her. I want her to tell me. Why the hell wouldn’t she tell me? I can’t fuck her how I want to if she’s a damn virgin. Why all of this sex goddess shit if she’s never done it before? And why me? She doesn’t even really know me. A virgin that looks like her, something has to be wrong with her.

      Fuck!

      What if she’s jailbait? She looks about twenty-three with the hair and makeup and her body is definitely one of a woman, but hell…what if she’s like seventeen?

      “Hold on,” I tell her, and I can see her anger growing like it did last time.

      Think, think, think.

      “How old are you?” I ask her, and she scowls.

      “Why does it matter?” she asks, annoyed.

      “Are you legal?” I ask her, just as annoyed, and she laughs.

      “If I wasn’t wouldn’t it be sort of late to ask that now?” she asks sarcastically.

      “Tell me you’re legal,” I say with almost an edge to my voice, gripping her arms.

      “It wouldn’t stop any of this that’s going to happen,” she retorts with an eyeroll.

      “Yes the fuck it would!” I tell her angrily. Instead of yelling at me again she smiles and it’s almost soft for a second.

      “Yes, I’m legal! God, I’m a year older than you,” she tells me and my heartbeat starts to slow down.

      “How do you know how old I am?”

      “Because they took your ID at the club…you may go home with complete strangers, but I don’t,” she quips.

      “I’m going to ask you something and I really need you to tell me the truth.”

      She squints at me annoyed, but is quiet.

      “Are…”

      I sound stupid even asking this.

      “Are you a virgin?”

      The words hang in the air as she stares at me, her body on display, her beautiful body that I’d be in disbelief if no man has been inside of it. How could a girl that exudes sex not have ever had the real thing? She works at a strip club!

      “Something is really wrong with you,” she laughs angrily

      She gets off the bed and starts grabbing her clothes.

      “What guy turns down sex to play 21 questions?” she asks almost to herself, as baffled as my dick is. She pulls her shirt over her head. “Are you gay?” she taunts me.

      Maybe I should just fuck her, that’ll get her out of my head.

      “This will be the last time you see me, and stay away from job,” she says, pulling her skirt on.

      “Sit down!” I grab her bag.

      “Give me my purse!” she demands, glaring up at me with fire in her eyes, like I’m not taller, and she’s the one that’s 200 pounds of muscle instead of me. I have to fight myself to keep from laughing.

      “You do know your balls are very vulnerable right now,” she growls at me. I stare down at her, daring her to try. She caught me off guard last time, this time she won’t.

      “Take off your clothes,” I tell her quietly, and she looks confused.

      “No. I don’t really want to fuck you anymore,” she says dismissively. I tilt my head at her and can’t help but grin. If she didn’t want me she wouldn’t be here, but I’ll call her bluff. I toss her purse to the other side of the room. Before she can start running her mouth off I grab and kiss her hard and slide my fingers between her legs, finding her dripping for me.

      “I think you do,” I tell her teasingly. She scowls at me before pulling her hand back, attempting to bring it across my face. I grab it before she does and pin her to the bed. She tries to get up but I hold her there, keeping my distance, because from the look on her face I don’t know if she’s going to headbutt me or kiss me. I start to feel the tension of her wrists give way and I let them go, bringing my weight from off of her. I stand in front of her and her eyes meet mine. They’re, sexy, confident, and full of fury, but they smile at me before her lips curl into one.

      She lets out a huff, but reaches the bottom of her shirt and pulls it over her head. She didn’t have time to put her bra on with the little tantrum she had and her nipples are hard and pointed at me. She stands from the bed so our bodies are touching and slides off her skirt while maintaining complete eye contact, as if she’s calling my bluff. Virgins don’t do things like this, normal virgins don’t, but this girl isn’t normal. She’s standing in front of me, no fear in her eyes, no insecurities. Like she knows I want to dive into her like she’s my own personal swimming pool. Does she know how much restraint it’s taking me not to do that?

      I walk to the other side of the room. Her gaze trails me and I pull out the gold packet. I sit in the center of the bed and put it on, her watching me almost suspiciously.

      I gesture my head for her to come to me.

      “Come take a ride then,” I challenge her. She can exude sex all she wants, be skilled when it comes to touching a dick, and confident as hell about how sexy she is. But if she’s a virgin she won’t be able to ride a dick, especially not the size of mine.

      She walks over to me with a self-assured grin and climbs on top of my lap; her eyes reveal no fear. I slide my hand up her stomach to her chest, the space where her heart is, and it’s stampeding. She lifts herself up and my dick head throbs as she brings her lips to it, she’s still wet but she could be more. I watch her and she starts to press herself onto me slowly but her muscles are tight in her thighs and it barely gets anywhere. Her poker face is lethal but her body is giving her away as she tries to press further. I grip her hips and stop her. Her eyes leave mine, her face flushed. She’s embarrassed.

      I feel like a dick. I didn’t want to embarrass her…I just wanted her to admit it. She shouldn’t be embarrassed, I think it’s hot as hell. I get to be the first person inside of her, to make her come this way. She’s just made my year.

      “Change of plans.” I grip her waist.

      “But,” she starts to protest and I slap her ass, which seems to shut her up. We switch positions so she’s lying on her back and I’m on top of her. Her eyes avoid mine this time. I kiss her neck, every inch of it, and rub the spot that drove her crazy earlier.

      Her legs draw up again and I make my way lower, back to the diamond belly button ring. This time her hands don’t push my face down but her fingers play in my hair.

      I gently rub her clit that’s in full view since she’s completely bare, and I hear her let out a small gasp. I move my thumb and cover it with my mouth, kissing it, and I hear her whimper before taking my tongue and pushing it inside her. I lap her up just a few times before sucking her clit and flicking it continuously with my tongue.

      Her breath immediately catches and her grip becomes tighter in my hair. I continue my assault steady and relentlessly, adding more pressure as her gasps of “Oh God” become more audible. Her thighs are tight around my shoulders. When she releases my hair and I see the sheets being clawed I know she’s almost ready. I suck her into me and she shrieks, making the one she did earlier seem tame in comparison, and she starts to pulse against my mouth. Her head is turned towards the ceiling and I grip her thighs, bringing her back to the center of the bed. I grip my dick and put it near her opening. She’s still catching her breath from the orgasm she just had but she nods. I take one of her arms and put it around my neck and lift her leg over one of my shoulders as I push into her as slowly as I can. She whimpers, taking in a long breath, and her thighs begin to tremble. I’m still only halfway in and she feels so fucking good I have to stop myself from going too fast inside of her. I look at her and she nods again, her lips pressed together and her eyes closed, and I kiss her. This time not dominating her mouth or her dominating mine. I kiss her long and deeply before pushing further inside of her. I break our kiss and she lets out a few breaths.

      “All in,” I tell her and she grins.

      I don’t know why this girl wants her first time to be with me, but I feel like I’ve hit the jackpot, all my shitty luck cashed in to collect this grand prize. I start to move slowly, her breathing as heavy as I am, and she begins to stretch for me. Her tense body slowly starts to relax and I’m able to move into her more normally.

      “Can you move with me babe?” I ask her.

      “Maybe,” she says, her voice lighter and more innocent than I’ve ever heard it. I slowly feel her begin to move with me, at first tentative and sporadic and then she starts to catch my rhythm and we sync and she’s perfect. I reach down for her clit and move my fingers against her as I start to go deeper and she starts moaning.

      “You’re so fucking sexy,” I tell her. “So fucking tight.”

      She begins to move faster with me.

      “You like that baby?” I ask her, and she whimpers “Yes” as I push deeper into her, and she gasps.

      “Fuck, sorry,” I tell her, freezing, and she scowls at me before breaking a small smile.

      “It’s okay,” she says breathlessly. I start to rub her clit faster and slow down as I feel myself about to come, and I want her to come with me.

      “Don’t stop,” she pleads, moving her body and clenching me.

      “Then don’t do that,” I tell her and she grins, biting her lip.

      “You mean this?” she asks, clenching around me again, a satisfied grin on her face.

      “Fuck, Alana,” I moan and push deeper into her. She calls out my name and I know I’m going to be addicted to her moaning in my ear. I rub against her clit until her breath hitches and it starts to throb, so I push myself deeper into her again and feel her, pulsing, clenching around me, and I come next. We both catch our breath, and I realize this plan backfired. I didn’t fuck her out of my mind, I’ve invited her in and she’s going to fucking live there.
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        Megan

      

      

      

      I’m here.

      

      This is life now.

      There were days where I’d sit in one of a dozen of homes I lived in and stare up at the sky and wonder if things would ever get better, if there was ever going to be an up. After I turned twelve I gave up the dream of my parents showing up and saving me from whatever nightmare I had lived, but I had hope from the books I read and the movies I’d watch—which were a luxury because when you’re a foster kid you get everything after the real family does. Either by order or by the sense of the standing order of the house, but those stories I read or saw usually gave the person a happy ending. I wasn’t sure I deserved a happy ending then. That’s not what so many foster parents and siblings told me. Encouragement and development wasn’t what I pulled from in my cards but I think it’s human to have hope and if I’ve ever been anything I’ve been human, flawed, bound to make mistakes, but persevering. Around Kam I feel like a goddess. He makes me feel like there’s nothing I can’t do, no feat I can’t accomplish. It’s jarring coming from where I have but it’s addicting. Having someone who believes in you, who sees the good in you, who doesn’t look at you with pity—or worse, like you’re dirt underneath their shoe. Since our first date Kam and I have been inseparable.

      I wake up to Kam sitting next to me naked, just a sheet covering him. Knowing his body was on me and in me, that we were a part of each other, gives me a whole new appreciation of every etched muscle in his body.

      I’ve never felt more safe than being in Kam’s arms. I’ve never felt love before and he gives it to me every day. Kisses line my shoulder and I can’t fight the smile on my face.

      “Call off,” he begs, still half asleep, wrapping his arms around me.

      “I can’t.” I laugh as he turns me towards him.

      “Yes, you can,” he tells me, squeezing my waist. I could stay with him all day wrapped up in his love like a blanket if I could.

      “I can’t, I’m only on schedule for two days at the store. And you work this afternoon. Your dad’s going to kill you if you’re late,” I tease him, sliding regretfully out of his grasp.

      “Maybe you can convince him to go easy on me.” He rolls over and watches me with a boyish grin as I grab my clothes, his gaze playful.

      “I’m sure he’d love that,” I tell him with a laugh. I talked to his parents on the phone last week. Katie put me on FaceTime fresh off of morning sex with their son and headed for a glass of water, and I almost died. I’ve had embarrassing moments but that was almost top ten, and next week I meet them for dinner.

      That’s going to be the end for you.

      “He’ll love you as much as I do.” I freeze.

      Did he just say what I think he said? I turn towards him. He’s sitting up in bed now wearing a smile that makes my heart dance, the sun from the window shining down on him like he’s an angel. He’s my angel for sure.

      “What did you say?” He walks towards me, each step making me weaker for him. He pulls me to him. His muscles flex and cause my thoughts to scatter, but my heart is stuck on his previous words. Was it imagined? Is he joking?

      “I love you, Megan. I wanted to say it weeks ago. I think I knew it the day I laid eyes on you, the first time I kissed you, and if I wasn’t able to tell you, it’d be my biggest regret.” It’s been four months since we met, two since I gave him a gift I’ve cherished for so long, and a month of sleeping in the same bed. I’ve felt so many things, so many emotions for so long—but most of all, with him the anxiety is settled, the voices are low…the memories aren’t gone, but faded. I’d think that’s love and I’ve felt it for him for so long.

      “I love you too, Kam. You’re the first person I’ve ever loved, the best person, the only.”

      Not the best, you’re the worst.
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        * * *

      

      A light pink floral dress that sits just above the knees, small stud earrings, and tan ballet flats is the outfit I’m hoping will be the icing on the cake for Kam’s parents to like me. I’ll aim for them to at least tolerate me. I’m so nervous but Kam and Katie have both told me to not worry, that their parents are ecstatic to see me. I hope they’re right. I hope their parents are as kind as their children are.

      “You look amazing! It’s going to be fine,” Gabriella says, putting the final touches on my makeup. “Not too much, okay?” I remind her.

      “Girl I know, I’m keeping you classy, conservative, and chic,” she tells me with a wink. I see that my hair is in loose curls as I’m looking in the mirror she hands me. My makeup is perfect light blush, flawless skin, and baby pink lips.

      “You did an awesome job,” I tell her, genuinely impressed. She’s come a long way in the three months from when she first did my makeup. She’s even gotten a few steady clients.

      “Thank you hun. Now let me take a pic!” She has her phone out and is snapping a photo of me before I can give her permission. I hate taking pictures but she’s doing it for free and I at least owe her that. She takes two, one of me smiling. I stand and smooth out my dress and double check I have everything in my bag. There’s a knock at the door; Gabriella yells that she’s got it. When I enter the living room, Kam’s standing there and I still think how lucky I am that he’s mine. He’s even more handsome today wearing a powder-blue button-up, a dark blazer, and matching pants.

      “Make sure you turn on the alarm in the car, even when you’ll just be a few minutes,” she’s telling him in a motherly tone.

      “Duly noted,” he promises her, flashing her an authentic smile. When his attention lands on me it becomes even brighter. He always looks at me like I’m a prize, when I consider myself the winner.

      “Tell him Megan, these people around here can strip a car faster than the clothes off a whore.”

      We both laugh but she isn’t kidding.

      “We’re about to head out anyway,” I remind her.

      “Have fun and don’t be nervous—they’re going to love you,” she whispers in my ear with a quick hug. Once we’re outside Kam pulls me to him and kisses me. It’s quick but greedy, then he rests his forehead on mine like the two days we’ve been apart have been two weeks, but two days has been the longest time we’ve been apart since we met. We both had projects due and Kam had to help his dad with some project at one of his dad’s companies.

      “I missed you,” he whispers huskily. I squeeze him tighter, letting him know I feel the same. Once we’re in the car he hands me a cream soda and strawberry shortcake. My face lights up. They’re my absolute two favorite things in the world. When I was twelve there was a candy store that was only a block away from where I lived at the time. I’d save up all the money I could find from loose change on the street, or doing other kids’ chores, and buy myself that exact combination. I told Kam about it on our second date, and he hid it away for the perfect moment. I tear into it greedily, making sure not to spill any on my light-colored dress.

      “My mom is so excited to see you. I told you how obsessed you are with sweets so don’t be surprised if she has a table full for you.”

      “For me? She didn’t have to do that, I didn’t want her to go out of her way,” I tell him, embarrassed. He reaches over and squeezes my hand.

      “She didn’t. My mom’s been looking forward to this brunch since you agreed to come,” He promises me, and from the way he’s beaming he has been too. My skin flushes.

      The clock is ticking.
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        * * *

      

      His parents’ house isn’t a house, it’s a mansion. Beautiful brown brick at least three stories and it causes my heart to catch in my throat. I should have been warned when we had to go through a large black gate just to get there, this is real life; it isn’t the movies and my boyfriend’s parents live here. I don’t know what I expected but not this. Not this at all. Kam’s parents aren’t just rich, they’re wealthy.

      “You grew up here?” I ask, my voice sounding wobbly as we walk towards the house.

      “This is home,” he says easily. I feel my lips press tightly together. Gosh, I’m not ready for this.

      “Wow!” I can’t help but let it escape my mouth. Kam gives me a sheepish smile, squeezes my hand, and kisses it as we pull in. I don’t know why I expected him to ring the bell and I’d have time to prepare myself as his parents greeted us at the door. Kam has a key but he doesn’t need it since the door is open. The moment I step in I’m more impressed than I was when we pulled up to it. The house is breathtaking—the foyer larger and grand, with two staircases leading to the top. I remind myself to not allow my mouth to hang open like a dog, but I’m in awe. It’s all creams and soft whites and a majestic chandelier right at the top in the middle. I bet the tile on the floor is worth more money than I’ve seen in my lifetime.

      “Kameron. So good to see you.” A small older woman with dark blonde hair and grey streaks swept into a ponytail appears from one of the large doorways.

      “Ellie. You look beautiful,” he says, enveloping her in a big hug. She turns to me, her smile bright and friendly.

      “Ellie this is my girlfriend Megan,” he says, beaming proudly.

      “Hi Ellie.” I extend my hand but she pulls me into a hug.

      “You are gorgeous!”

      “Thank you so much.” I smile, not sure how to follow that up.

      “I’ve been taking care of this little prince since before his first tooth fell out. I was his nanny and now the housekeeper, and hopefully one day I’ll be changing his little one’s diapers.” She laughs, nudging him.

      “Ellie,” he says in a playful warning tone.

      “Everyone is in the back. Katie and Joshua are already here.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief that Blue’s in attendance.

      “Do you want a quick tour or to be led out to the slaughter?” he says playfully, and my face goes pale.

      “Oh honey, don’t let him scare you. No slaughter, just brunch!” she says warmly.

      “I’m sort of hungry now,” I say as easily as I can.

      Blue.

      Orange.

      Grey.

      The yard is sprawling and decked with white lawn furniture. There’s a buffet table of food already laid out. At a large table already sits an older couple across from Katie and Blue.

      “Cinderella’s finally made it to the party,” Katie enthuses. My nerves flinch until I realize she’s talking to Kam.

      “What can I say? The pumpkin broke down,” he counters. The couple turns towards us and if I didn’t know they were Kam’s parents before, I do when I see them. They’re beautifully elegant, mid-fifties, casually relaxed, and wearing welcoming smiles. They stand to greet us followed by Katie and Blue. I notice he’s dressed, understandably a little more conservatively, in a white polo and khakis draped over his tall lean frame. But he’s still unapologetically edgy with the mohawk still there and the tats…of course, still the star of his own show.

      “We have been dying to meet you!” his mom says as she reaches out to hug me, an authentic smile on her face. It’s warm and genuinely welcoming.

      “Mom and Dad, this is Megan. Megan, this is my mother Carolyn and my dad Richard,” Kam says proudly.

      “Its so great to meet you,” his dad says, giving me a hug as well. It can’t be this easy. The smiles and warm gestures are all directed at me. No condescending tones or scrutinizing glares? They greet Kam with hugs and smiles just as they do me, like they haven’t seen their son in years. Kam and I sit in the two seats between the two couples. Ellie is beside us in a flash pouring us glasses of what looks like iced tea. Kam’s mom tells her not to fuss and join us, which she does. I take in the large landscape. To call it a yard would be an understatement. Kam takes my hand in his and I can’t help but beam at him. I’m here. A huge step made and I don’t feel like it will end in disaster.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” Carolyn says warmly, and I see where Kam got his eyes from. She’s all elegance and warmth, long dark brown hair the same color as Kam’s, and soft features.

      “You have a beautiful home.”

      “Thank you dear. You are just stunning!” she says in response, and my cheeks heat up.

      “You’re embarrassing the girl, sweetheart.” Richard joins in and I’m looking at the image of what Kam will look like in twenty years. The same strong jaw, thick brows, great smile. The only difference is that he shares Katie’s light blonde hair.

      “Thank you. I see where Kam got his good looks from,” I tell them both and they laugh graciously.

      “So you’re graduating in Katie’s class Megan?” Carolyn asks.

      “Yes, a year behind Kam.”

      “What are your plans after graduation?” Richard asks.

      “I’d like to get a job with a not-for-profit, hopefully establish my own someday and work with children in foster care.”

      “That’s wonderful and something we’d love to expand our foundation to be involved in,” Richard says, genuinely interested. My eyes widen.

      “Foundation?” I ask.

      “It’s nothing large-scale, of course, but something we established a few years back. Right now it’s mainly focused on children of parents who’ve lost their lives serving, but we’d love to expand.”

      I glance at Kam, who’s smiling at me expectantly. I can’t believe he never said anything but Kam’s not a gloater and I don’t know how he could have brought up his parents’ foundation humbly.

      “I’d absolutely love to be a part of that,” I say, trying to contain my excitement. The rest of brunch goes smoother than I ever could have imagined. The food is fresh and delicious. I don’t have to say much because Katie and Carolyn are both natural conversationalists, easily guiding the conversation from stories of Katie and Kameron’s childhood to catching up on mutual acquaintances, making sure to include Blue and me in various anecdotes. I’ve seen the phrase lovely in books before and never really understood it, but having met Kam’s parents they truly are lovely.

      How can you be part of a charity when you’re a little charity case?

      “George, you’re here!” Carolyn exclaims. I turn to see a tall large man approach. He has Carolyn’s features but is tall like Richard.

      “You couldn’t keep me from Elie’s brunch,” his voice booms. We all stand.

      “Megan, this is my Uncle George,” Kam confirms with a tight smile, and I wonder why it doesn’t reach his eyes. I glance over to Blue and notice his face has become rigid, and think back to his earlier words. Kam’s parents are wonderful, but the rest of them…

      “Why, aren’t you striking!” he says, his eyes surveying me as he takes his hand in mine.

      “Where’s Aunt Marilyn?” Katie interjects.

      “Some charity thing,” he says, almost dismissively. His gaze is still on me and it makes me uncomfortable. Kam wraps a protective arm around my waist.

      “Yes, our Kam certainly has excellent taste,” he continues. I give an awkward smile. George has changed the energy in the room. The conversation went from easy to more formal; luckily, he takes up the majority of the conversation talking about business. He and Kam’s dad both work in the financial industry and while Richard is humble like his son, George relishes in his success, boasting of their accomplishments they’ve made this year—which according to George is in the seven-figure range. Blue and I exchange unspoken words. This is what we think when it comes to the rich, proud, pompous, and so entitled it’s almost suffocating. There’s a break in the conversation and I begin to excuse myself to the bathroom.

      “Megan, I have to say you look familiar. Maybe I’ve worked with your parents?” he asks, his eyes narrowing in on me. I swallow down my anxiety. The last thing I’d want to talk about with this man is where I’ve come from.

      “I don’t think so George,” Richard interjects for me.

      “You know I have an excellent memory, Richard. And with a face like Megan’s, she wouldn’t be one I’d forget.” There’s almost an innuendo behind his words.

      “You’re mistaken Uncle George. Megan’s family isn’t in finance,” Kam answers, his voice stern.

      “You’re a full-time student? Have you done work in the city before?” George asks, studying me.

      “No, she hasn’t,” Kameron answers, his tone harder and his glare on his uncle almost menacing.

      “Have you given Megan a tour yet Kameron?” Carolyn’s tone breaks the tense energy in the room.

      “No, I think I’ll do that now,” he says, back to being my sweet Prince Charming.

      “We’ll join you!” Blue adds, standing. Katie excuses all of us and we head into the house. I can’t help but glance back and see George’s eyes still on me.

      “You have to excuse my uncle, he’s a bit of a prick sometimes,” Katie says once we’re in the kitchen.

      “Sometimes? I thought he was meeting us tomorrow,” Kam adds rigidly.

      “I thought it’d be easier to talk to him about the bar today,” Katie admits apologetically.

      “But we’re not going to let him ruin our day,” Katie perks up, and leads the tour of the house. It takes a full thirty minutes due to its size. It’s magnificent and large, but full of character. I’m glad Kameron grew up here, that his childhood was wonderful. Seeing all this and meeting his parents helps me understand how he’s turned into the wonderful man he is today. After using a bathroom that’s twice the size of my bedroom, I exit to see Blue waiting for me.

      “They went to talk to Uncle George,” Blue exaggerates, and I smile.

      “Hey, you know I’ve been thinking. We’ve never really talked about it but, have you ever thought of finding your parents?” he asks almost reluctantly. My heart flutters in my chest.

      “Every day.” The words spill out. He nods, his brows furrowing together.

      “I can maybe help with that,” he says and my eyes widen, his tone so confident and assured.

      “My records are sealed.”

      He gives a shrug and a half nod.

      “I have ways,” he says, our eyes locking. My heart is teetering, almost breathless. Is it possible? Could he? I’ve given up on the possibility of learning about my parents years ago, resigning to the fact that there are things I’ll just never know. But in this one minute it changed, a flicker of hope that has long been put out starts to burn.

      “I need some time but let me see what I can do,” he says, and before I can mutter a “thank you” Katie and Kam come rounding the corner.

      “All clear,” she announces happily. Blue approaches her, throwing his arm around her and leading her down the hall. Kam looks at me with a easy smile. I approach him and kiss him softly on the lips.

      “Want to see my old room?” he says suggestively and my entire body tingles.

      “Absolutely.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

      She’s so freakin beautiful. Last night she became mine, at least physically, but it’s her mind that I want, her thoughts. I’ve never cared about that stuff before but it’s important to me now. I half expected to wake up and she’d be gone, but she’s still here—naked and beautiful like an angel. But she’s more than that. She’s not perfect, even though she looks like it, and I want to know every imperfection she has. This mystery woman. She stirs and I shift my gaze to the ceiling.

      “I already caught you staring.” Her voice is lower than usual and husky, and I immediately want to hear it again.

      “Can you blame me?” I ask her teasingly. She smiles widely and pretends to think. “I guess I can’t blame you for that,” she says, the lightness in her voice returning.

      “How you feeling?” I ask, trying to hide the awkwardness in my voice.

      “I haven’t melted and turned into a witch if that’s what you’re implying,” she says with a playful role of her eyes, sitting up in bed. I chuckle. She’s kind of funny.

      “I meant about last night…I was wondering…” She gives me a warning glare.

      She sits up in bed and her eyes scan the room; she’s looking for her clothes. “Well this was fun,” she says matter-of-factly, and I look at her like she’s crazy.

      “Are you brushing me off?” I laugh, confused

      “Let’s not prolong this. You did me a favor. It was good for you, right?” she replies coldly, getting out of bed. Her clothes are on before I even have a chance to protest.

      “Wait, hold on! Chill!” I leap out of bed, still naked, and slide between the door and her stiffened body. “What’s wrong?” I try to touch her, but she shrugs me off.

      “Get out of my way, Ian,” she mutters, barely audible.

      “I have to go,” she whispers. I look at her, confused. “Move!”

      She pushes past me and is almost out the front door when I yell out. I’m not letting her get away again. It might actually kill me this time.

      “Why are you always running? What are you afraid of?” I shout.

      She stops dead in her tracks. I can almost hear her brain ticking, the cogs whizzing round in dizzying circles, trying to figure out what to say next.

      When she doesn’t say anything for a couple of minutes, I tentatively walk over to her so I can smell the intoxicating smell of her skin, the memories of last night hanging in the air, her perfume mingled with my cologne, our skin, our sweat.

      “What are you afraid of?” I say again, softer this time. I move a lock of her hair behind her ear. She lets me and I know she’s tired of fighting, at least for now.

      She looks up at me with those haunting grey eyes, still hardened, but a little emotion swimming through them now.

      “Myself,” she says.

      We stare down each other, neither of us bending only the sounds of the mid-morning Chicago traffic humming in the streets below, the cries of service workers and distant screams of sirens echoing under the train lines.

      “Let me feed you,” I relent.

      She let’s out a strained sigh.

      “Just breakfast and after that you can make your dramatic-ass exit. If you still want to.”

      This gets a smile out of her. “Fine,” she relents.

      Judy’s has seen it all and then some; crying into coffee, raging over pancakes, screaming through scrambled eggs. If the walls of that place could talk, they would tell you more about the “real” city of Chicago than any pumped-up tour guide could. Whatever Alana’s problem is, Judy’s is the answer.

      A lardy waitress, with severe eczema across her chest and a bad eighties haircut, shows us to our table. A powder blue booth in the corner, away from the other customers. Private, just how I like it.

      She slaps two laminated menus on the table.

      “Coffee?” she barks aggressively. We both nod. She grunts and drags her intimidating figure away, wheezing heavily as she goes.

      My gaze goes over to Alana. Her newfound vulnerability is incredibly sexy. The way she bites her bottom lip when she’s thinking. The flick of her middle finger, as she wraps a long, wavy strand of hair around it, batting her eyelashes slowly, giving everything and nothing away with that silver gaze.

      “You know how gorgeous you are, right?” I grin, devilishly. She rolls her eyes.

      “Get over yourself,”’ she says, glancing over the menu. She tosses it to the side as quickly as she picked it up.

      A large trucker with greasy red hair belches loudly somewhere over her left shoulder, as a spider scuttles across the dirty window next to our booth. She breathes in sharply through her nose, and if I wasn’t so distracted by the way her nipples poke through her shirt, I probably would laugh at how disgusted she looks.

      The waitress returns with the coffee.

      “Thanks,” my eyes flick to her name tag, “Rhonda.” She looks at me like I’d just spat on her mother’s grave.

      “I hope the food is better than the service,” Alana says, openly irritated.

      “What’ll it be?” Rhonda says crossly.

      “Sausage and eggs…with a side of bacon.” I wink across at the girl I still can’t believe I was inside of only a few hours ago. My dick twitches just thinking about it.

      “And you?” she barks at Alana.

      “As bad as it looks, the food better be awesome,” she warns me half playfully.

      “Strawberry pancakes,” she sighs, handing the waitress the menu without looking at her. “God she’s a bitch,” she says before she walks away.

      “If she spits in our shit, you’re paying for it,” I tell her. Her eyes study me for a minute as if she’s trying to figure me out. I thought it’d be obvious.

      “You like me,” she smiles and the twinkle in her eye makes me blush.

      “Not as much as I like this place,” I retort, settling back into the booth. “It’s got more…character.” She lets out a loud, sharp laugh.

      “If you only knew,” she mutters.

      “There’s a lot I don’t know about you. Why don’t you tell me?” I ask, with a nonchalant shrug.

      “Why Ian? Why do you care?” she asks, her walls back up the instant I saw her letting them down. She folds her arms across her chest defiantly. I roll my eyes and sigh, running my fingers through my hair.

      “I wish I fucking knew!” She doesn’t reply, her face stony, her gaze like ice. “Jesus, you’re frustrating.”

      The tiniest hint of a smile is on her face.

      I lower my tone a little, aware that a few diner patrons were glancing our way. Not that a domestic is an anomaly in this part of town.

      “Look, I like you. I like you a lot. Don’t ask me why, or how, or what this means, because I’m gonna be real with you…I don’t really get what’s happening to me. This isn’t me. I’m not like this. But, to be completely honest, and not a fucking cliché…I’m totally crazy about you…”

      She looks at me a little while longer. Her eyes searching mine for what I assume was any kind of sarcasm; any sign of my outburst being nothing but a big joke at her expense. I can’t be any more real right now.

      “I don’t care if you’re crazy as hell,” I whisper, taking her hand from across the table. “I don’t care if you’ve got a fucked-up past, or a guilty conscience. I want to know it, everything about it.” A flush creeps back on her cheeks and she smiles almost shyly, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear.

      Rhonda returns with our food. All this caring shit has made me hungry. I rip into my toast and slather ketchup all over the grits. Even Alana seems to be coming around, spearing a tiny piece of pancake and sniffing it suspiciously.

      “So,” I continue, with a mouth full of eggs. “Give it to me.”

      She knitted her brows in confusion.

      “Help me understand who you are.”

      She sighs and pauses over a long stretch that feels like a century.

      “I’m me. Unapologetically,” She taps her fork against the side of her plate.

      “You daddies little girl?” I tell her with a grin.

      She glances up and straight back down.

      “He’s dead.”

      I swallow hard.

      “Or might as well be.” She gives a half shrug.

      “It’s no big deal.”

      “But it that is a big deal.” I say quietly.

      “Look,” she let’s out a frustrated sigh. “You want my story. Here it is. I spent most of my life knocking around foster families, jumping from home to home, bad parent after bad parent…black eyes to busted lips to forty-year-old hands on my ass.”

      “Jesus.” I run my hand through my hair again. “I’m so fucking sorry.” To my surprise, she laughs.

      She pushes her plate away, the food untouched. Her chest rising and falling in shallow breaths. And all I want to do is crawl inside her brain and steal all of the terrible thoughts, the nightmare memories, and make her better.

      I want to hold her close and tell her it’s gonna be okay and wipe her tears, except she’s strong and there aren’t any. We sit in silence for a few minutes as the patrons and waitresses bustle around us.

      “All you need to know is that I’ve had to fight really fucking hard to even be here right now.” She gestures to the crappy diner around us. “I’ve literally given everything I’ve got to survive. Done things I don’t believe in. Fallen in with people I can’t even think about. I didn’t want to be this person, but unfortunately, that’s the goddamn hand that the universe decided to deal me, and you—I don’t know where you fit in all of this but you’ve interrupted some plans, let’s just say that.”

      “I’m sorry to be an inconvenience,” I tell her playfully.

      “On a lighter note. I’m obsessed with music. I can listen to it all day. I love fruit and chocolate and I apparently have a thing for hot guys that like to pry more than they should.” She says the last part lightly and I chuckle.

      “Well, I’ll make you a deal.” Her eyebrow moves to a perfect but wary arch.

      “I won’t ask you anything else about your past if you eat some of your food.” Her face breaks out into a wide and amazing smile.

      The rain starts to lash down outside, cracking against the diner windows like thousands of tiny whips, the wind howling through the broken glass. The taxis outside crashed through the quickly rising pools at the side of the road, soaking passers-by with muddied water, making them retreat even further into the doorways and stoops and under-awnings, sheltering helplessly under discarded sheets of newspaper and broken umbrellas turned inward from the gales.

      I watch the weather rage from the right side of the window pane, and think about how this thing with Alana, whatever it is, was a lot like a storm—tumultuous and completely unpredictable, but worth every second of sunshine that pushed through after the clouds had cleared. She finishes her last mouthful of pancakes.

      “What?” she asks suspiciously. “Have I got something on my face?”

      I reach out and take her hand.

      “Yeah,” I tell her softly. “Right here.” And I lean across and kiss her, full on the mouth.
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        Megan

      

      

      

      It’s our six-month anniversary and tonight I want Kam’s jaw to drop. It’s special, one of the most special days I’ve ever had.

      I’m wearing a tight bandage with straps that cross over my chest and back, with a neckline that shows off my breasts to their best advantage, the hemline resting several inches above my knee. It’s the most revealing thing I’ve ever worn. Today I let Gabriella have her way with my makeup. She applied false eyelashes, deep black eyeliner that makes mine look like a cat, and red lips. When I look at myself the girl in the mirror is sexy, and I try to relish every ounce of it. I want Kam to take one look at me and rip my dress off. I thought I’d feel awkward wearing something like this, but I feel oddly comfortable.

      I slip on a pair of black pumps and touch up my hair. I’m wearing it bone straight with a part down the middle. When I open the door Kam’s mouth drops and I can’t say that a tingle of excitement goes through me, but as my eyes roam the dark suit that fits his body like a GQ model, I tingle all over. He’s exceptionally handsome today and I can’t help but think that everything I’ve gone through has been worth it to experience moments like this.

      “You look…” His eyes are darkening and I can tell they’re full of lust. He closes the door behind him and I smile widely.

      “Is Gabriella home?” he asks in a deep voice as he glances around the apartment.

      “She left for work an hour ago,” I tell him, feeling hot under his gaze. He pulls me over by the waist, his hand gripping my butt, touching me everywhere.

      “We can’t—you have a reservation,” I protest weakly as he backs me against the wall, his hand slipping off my underwear. I can feel him hard against me.

      “I’ll be quick,” he promises. Before I can object I’m pressed against the wall with him inside of me.

      “Kam,” I whimper before his lips attack mine, his thrust fast, deep, and deliberate. I grip his neck holding on for dear life as he moves faster, deeper, and harder. We’ve made love so many different ways but this is different—the hunger in his eyes, the desperation of his kiss, his hands all over my body…breast, thighs, neck. I can feel him building as he starts to go faster.

      “Oh God,” I cry out as his grip tightens around my waist, unable to catch my breath.

      “I’m about to come,” he warns me, his moan guttural. I’m on the edge of my own release as I wrap my thighs tighter around his waist and I feel his body shudder as he quickly pulls out of me as my own climax rocks through my body. He sets me down as we both catch our breath. He kisses me long and deep. I let out a laugh.

      “I wanted you to rip my clothes off but not before dinner,” I tease him. He sucks in a laugh, pulling down my dress. My apartment is tiny so it only takes a few steps for me to grab him a towel. I glance in the mirror, my hair no longer sleek and straight but my makeup still intact…aside from my smudged lipstick. I remind myself to thank Gabriella for using her expensive setting spray.

      He pulls me to him and kisses me again. It’s soft, unhurried, and grateful. “I wanted to give you this at dinner, but I can’t wait.” He reaches into his breast pocket and hands me a small black envelope. I arch my brow curiously. I’m so nervous but I tear into it, wanting to know what it is. Kam’s gifts are always thoughtful and frequent but the buzzing through my body makes me think this will be more than special. My heart flinches when I see two silver keys on it.

      “I want you to move in with me.” I’m speechless. I’m a cliché because I have no words. Move in with him? That’s such a big step. Is he sure? Is he ready? Am I ready? I think I am…or maybe I’m not?

      “I-I don’t know what to say,” I stutter. He takes my face in his and holds it while he kisses me. When he pulls away I say to him what I always do. This man has kissed away every no I’ve ever had.

      “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m moving in with Kam. I’ll be living with him. It’s what is consuming most of my thoughts at dinner. The restaurant is beautifully elegant with five star food, and the wine makes me smile ridiculously. Kam’s finger trailing up and down my thigh makes me feel drunk with happiness for life. I think of the last time I felt sad or fearful since I’ve heard the voices and it’s been at least three months. The fact that I'm not counting anymore speaks volumes. I cut a piece of the most delicious chocolate cake I’ve ever tasted and feed it to Kam, trying to keep my breath calm as his one of his fingers slides inside of my underwear. I press against it and hold in a whimper. Our eyes lock as he licks his lips and I think of his tongue where his fingers are. I don’t know what’s happening to me. When did I become this person, so hungry with a need for sex that the thought of him under the table and in between my thighs makes me want to leave right now?

      “Kameron.” The man’s voice makes all the yearning I had disappear. Kameron’s face transforms from mischievously seductive to shocked and irritated. We both turn to see George and a tall, distinguished brunette woman standing next to him wearing a tight smile.

      “We didn’t interrupt did we?” he asks and I demand my cheeks not to flush as Kam's hand slides from underneath my dress. I can’t look at George. There’s something about that man that makes me want to clear the room he’s in.

      “Megan, this is my Aunt Marilyn,” Kam says, his voice slightly warmer when introducing his aunt versus his uncle. I stand after Kam does, commanding my legs not to be weak, and Marilyn surprises me by giving me a kiss on the cheek. “You remember my Uncle George.” When George leans in for a hug I stiffen as he presses his entire body against mine.

      “It’s so good to see you again Megan.” His stare is knowingly smug and if there’s a question as to whether he saw what Kam was doing to me, his grin confirms it.

      “We’re celebrating our anniversary,” Kameron explains, hoping they’ll take the hint for privacy.

      “It hasn’t been a year has it?” George asks.

      “Six months,” Kameron tells him.

      “How wonderful,” Marilyn says with a kind smile.

      “Yes very cute,” George adds, condescension lacing his tone.

      “Well George, we should let them get back to their dinner,” Marilyn says, and my body relaxes.

      “It looks like they’re finishing dessert. Let’s have a drink,” George announces, and Kam’s jaw twitches.

      “Come Marilyn,” he tells her, pulling out her chair before his invitation to join our dinner is even accepted. They join us, and George orders a bottle of champagne to celebrate us. His wife Marilyn is a little uptight but perfectly nice. I make small talk with her about my major and she tells me she’s a broker.

      “Megan, dear,” George says to me. “The last time we met I could have sworn I knew you from somewhere, and with how you look tonight it hit me.” My eyebrow shoots up. I don’t know what this man is talking about. I’ve never met or seen him before Kam’s parents’ brunch.

      “Have you ever been to Code Black?” he asks, his eyes scrutinizing me.

      “What’s Code Black?” Kam asks him, mildly irritated.

      “Just a club I’m a member of. She bears a striking resemblance to one of the young ladies there.”

      “I have no idea what that is,” I tell him firmly. I don’t know what kind of club he’s a part of or why he’d think I’d be there, but I have a feeling I should be insulted.

      “I’m terribly sorry but we have plans for a show after this. We have to get going if you don’t mind,” Kameron says, barely able to hide his frustration.

      “Oh, of course not. We’ll let you all proceed with your night. It was so good seeing you,” Marilyn gushes, probably relieved that this awkward encounter is over.

      “I’ll get the check,” George says wryly.

      “I appreciate it but you don’t have to do that,” Kam says, pulling out his wallet.

      “Oh, but I insist. Consider it an anniversary gift,” George replies, placing a black card in the billfold, holding his eyes on me. A chill shoots down my spine.

      Back in the car the mood has changed between me and Kam and I don’t know if it’s because of me or him.

      “Is George your mom or dad’s brother?” I ask quietly.

      “He’s my mom’s half-brother.”

      “Makes sense, the half part” I through a tight laugh. Kam looks over at me with a sad smile.

      “Babe what’s wrong?” I ask.

      “You know you could tell me anything and I’d never judge you, not even for a second,” he says quietly. I feel my face tense.

      “What are you asking me Kam?” I inquire, my voice slightly rigid. He lets out half a sigh.

      “I’m just saying if you’ve ever worked there, I wouldn’t judge you, but I’d like to know.” His voice is slightly edgy.

      I bite my lip, trying not to be offended or angry…I mean, it’s a legitimate question. But yeah, I’m offended.

      “No, never. I’ve told you every place I’ve worked. From my first fast food job to the bookstore. I’ve never even heard of the place your uncle mentioned,” I tell him honestly. He nods and give me a smile.

      “Okay,” he says, reaching over and taking my hand in his. But I let go of it and fold my arms.

      I hate that tonight ended on this note. I hate that he thinks that I’d lie about where I’ve worked before. I pull out my phone and google the name of the place his uncle mentioned and nothing comes up. I want to mention that to Kam but I really don’t have much to say to him right now. When we pull in front of his place I want to tell him to take me home, but this is my home now, or will be, and though I’m upset I still want to be near him. We enter the apartment building, both of us not saying anything, just subtly glancing at each other as we make our way to his door. Once we’re in, Blue’s lying across the couch in a wifebeater and sweats. Katie’s nowhere in sight.

      “What’s up guys,” he says, his attention on the TV.

      “Hey Blue,” Kam says shortly before heading towards the bedroom. I head to the kitchen and grab a bottle of water.

      “Damn you look hot,” Blue laughs and I roll my eyes at him. Over the past few months Blue and I have almost become friends. It only makes sense the two black sheep are married to the golden children, as he puts it.

      “Thanks,” I say dryly, opening the bottle of water. He grimaces.

      “Ugh, things didn’t go well tonight?” he asks, leaning on the island.

      “It did, then Uncle George showed up and ruined everything,” I mumble. Blue frowns.

      “That guy’s such a douche,” he groans and I nod in agreement.

      “Hey, have you ever heard of a place called Code Black?” I ask him. He shakes his head.

      “No, should I?”

      “No, their darling uncle swears I work there,” I mutter.

      “Need me to find out what it is?” he asks, and I shake my head.

      “No, it’s not important,” I tell him.

      “I’ll have some info for you in about a week. I just tracked down your old social worker and I have someone working her right now,” he says, and I arch my brow at him.

      “Working her?” I ask, a hint of worry in my tone.

      “Nothing illegal, I promise,” he says with an innocent smile.

      “Great. Thank you again Blue,” I reply, heading to Kam’s room.

      “Hey, did you get the key?” he asks as I’m halfway across the room.

      I look at him, a little surprised. He knew. Of course he knew Kam was going to ask me.

      “I did,” I say with a wide smile. He gives me two thumbs up and I chuckle. When I make it to Kam’s room he’s on the balcony, phone in hand. I grab a t-shirt out of his drawer and head to the bathroom and take a shower. There’s no use in looking sexy, that mood’s been sucked right out of the night. I’m surprised to see Kam isn’t in bed or on the balcony by the time I’m out. Is this our first fight?

      The first of many…

      I pull back the sheets to his king bed and tuck myself under them before turning off the lamp. A few minutes later I hear him come in. I close my eyes, pretending to be asleep. I’m not sure why but I hate the energy between us tonight and just want to sleep it away until tomorrow. I’m caught off guard when the cover lifts off me. I feel Kam’s warm, lean body lay on top of mine.

      “I don’t want to fight,” he whispers in my ear. I look at him, his eyes apologetic and his touch even more so, and when his head dips between my thighs I forgive him a million times over.
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        Ian

      

      

      

      It's been six months and Alana's been in my bed every night since our first date at the diner. She's already up like she always is, standing on our micro-sized patio looking out over the street. It's only 5 am and it's only stragglers and the sounds of dogs and garbage trucks passing though. I slip my hands around her waist and she rests her head on my chest. I inhale the scent of my shampoo and I squeeze her waist. I love when she smells like me; it reminds me that she's here, it's real, and she belongs to me.

       We haven't made it official as of yet, but what's understood doesn't need to be said. I do want to mention it but I already hate feeling like the chic in the relationship. We're with each other every day but I don't usually have her for long since I have to work my shitty job at the factory in the day and she works nights at the club I really fucking hate, but today my machine is down so I have her for hours since she doesn't work until 10 pm.

      "I've been thinking..." she says, her voice light, airy, innocent in its own way—a whole other type of seductive. I’ve never been one of those guys that believed in vibes and karma and all that but that’s started to change because I love not just her, but her essence. She’s wild, spontaneous, and passionate but when she lets me see that innocent vulnerable part of her—that’s not guarded, that she trusts me with—I feel like I'm in an exclusive club. The bad thing about it is most times I don’t know what the hell is on her mind. I never cared what any other girls I dated thought. As long as the sex was good and they didn’t talk too much, I was fine. But with Alana it’s different and not knowing makes me feel like I'm on a clock, ticking down to when she'll leave.

      "I think I might quit the club."

      I fight the smile threatening to break out on my face. She turns around, facing me, wearing a knowing smirk. I try to be nonchalant but I can’t help it. I hate the fact that she works there. I don't care how upscale it is and that she isn't necessarily naked. I only want my eyes and hands on her, and it takes everything in me to not go in there every night and drag her out, but I know better than that with Alana. Any hint of trying to control her will push her away, and I've fought too hard for every inch of progress I've made with her.

      "Don't act like you're not ecstatic," she says teasingly, wrapping her arms around my neck. I lift her up and she wraps her legs around my waist.

      "Well you said thinking, so that means you haven't made up your mind yet…so nope, not ecstatic yet." I give her a quick kiss on the lips before putting her down. I take her hand and pull her into the kitchen. She sits at the table, head in hand, watching me as a I pull out some eggs and a skillet to make her breakfast.

      "So what can I do to get a definite yes about quitting?" I ask her. She massages her head and I notice a sly smile spread across her face. I give her a wicked grin and she bursts out into a fit of laughter. Her eyes gleam and her cheeks flush, and I take pride that I can get her to laugh like that.

      "Well...your pictures," she says easily. I glance at her as I crack the eggs over the skillet. She loves them sunny-side up.

      "What do you mean?"

      "I think you should give them a shot. A real shot..." she says urgently. I fight the impulse to shrug her off.

      "Babe, there's a million other dudes out there taking pictures of stuff, wanting to be a famous photographer. What makes me different?"

      "Ugh, because you’re amazing!" she says as if she’s answering the dumbest question in the world. I roll my eyes and in a few seconds she's beside me, giving me a hard punch on the arm.

      "If there’s anyone who won't blow smoke up your ass it's me, and you know it."

      I shrug and smile at her; it's a turn-on that she believes in me so much, but my work is private. It's something I feel good about and I’m a big dude with a shitty attitude who can handle anything you throw at me. But my work, it's a vulnerability of mine. If some little artsy prick tells me it sucks I might not be able to stop myself from knocking their lights out.

      "Who needs credentials? It's not the 1990s. You should start getting your work out there. All it takes is the right person to see your stuff and bam, you’re doing it."

      “You make it sound so easy,” I tell her playfully. She eyes me evilly and then gives me her signature pout.

      “I’m not saying quit your job and exist solely on gigs from Craigslist. I’m just saying start and Instagram account, ask to shadow someone you admire. Let people see your work. You’re so talented…people just need to see it,” she tells me, her excitement almost contagious.

      "I'll do it if you do it," I say, her brows knit together in confusion.

      "How about your singing?" I remind her, even though it should be obvious. She's amazing, clothes on or off.

      I literally see her resistance rise up the moment I say it.

      "It's not the same thing," she replies shortly.

      "It is. It's all art. Just like you said I'm amazing, so are you. We can do it together."

      She bites both her lips and I can tell she’s trying to stay on my good side about this but wanting to blow up.

      "I can't Ian," she says, her tone clipped. I turn towards her, looking her directly in the eye so she can see how serious I am.

      "Yes you can," I tell her genuinely.

      "NO. I can't Ian! God, you know what? Just keep working at the shitty manufacturing plant and I'll keep singing half-naked and we'll live happily never after. I don't care!" she shouts before storming into my room and slamming the door. What the fuck? I turn the eggs off and follow behind her.

      "Yo, come on now! I already have to hear you guys fucking all night, now this?" Devin says half asleep.

      I shoot him a scowl before turning the stove off and going after her. As I figured, she's putting on her clothes.

      "What the hell was that out there?" I ask, confused.

      "Nothing. Don't worry about it."

      "What is wrong with you?" I ask, my irritation getting the best of me.

      "Everything." She’s grabbing all of her things. I let out an exasperated sigh.

      "You're not going anywhere,” I tell her, shutting the door behind me. She scoffs, because obviously she doesn't listen to a fucking thing I say.

      "I need some air," she says sharply, slipping on her jeans. I let out an irritated groan and grab my sweatshirt.

      "Alone, Ian!" she huffs.

      "You're not going out at 5 am by yourself. So you might as well start freaking out now because I'm going with you, okay!"

      She stops and folds her arms and glares at me. I glare at her right back.

      "You're so annoying sometimes!" she grumbles.

      "So are you babe," I tell her tightly.

      "Fine," she says quietly, moving past me and out the door.

      We walk in silence for about five minutes. It's nice, quiet, and relaxing. Finally she stops and turns towards me.

      "I can wear a mask when I'm at the club."

      I look at her, confused.

      "I can’t be exposed to the world." Her voice is quiet and sounds fragile in the empty street. I walk towards her and pull her to me; she doesn't pull away. It's always a toss up with that.

      "If I asked who you're hiding from, would you tell me?"

      "Myself," she says quietly, avoiding my gaze.

      "When you look at me, it's like I'm perfect, and I am so far from that." I move to approach her but she steps back. When she looks up at me her sadness makes my chest tighten.

      "I am so screwed up, you have no idea. It's the whole reason that I didn't want to get close to you. I'm not who you think I am. I can never be who you want me to be I'm not a normal girl." She's speaking so fast her words are slurring together. I lift her chin up.

      "I don't think you're perfect, I think you're nuts like most women are, but you're my special little psycho and I wouldn't trade you for the world."

      This causes a small smile to creep across her face. “You’re such an ass sometimes,” she says but she’s grinning, her confidence back. She pushes me away and walks ahead of me.

      "I want you to meet my parents." When I say this she stops in her tracks. She turns and looks back at me, her brow arched questioningly.

      "I tell you how screwed up I am and your response is to meet your parents?" she asks, holding back a laugh. I nod.

      "I'm starting to think you're just as crazy as me," she says playfully. I grab her by the waist, lift her up, and throw her over my shoulder. She squeals in delight.

      "Did I mention, I told them you'll meet them today?" I sneak in quickly. Her body freezes and she slaps me hard on the back.

      "Ian what the hell?"

      "I knew if I told you, you'd freak out."

      "I can't believe you said I'd come," she says, wriggling over my shoulder.

      "I hinted that you might come. I'm hoping that you will. My mom's cool, Pete’s going to love you," I promise her.

      "Put me down," she demands.

      "Only if you promise to not leave or kick me in the balls."

      She groans.

      "I promise not to do one of those things," she says on edge.

      "You've got to promise not to do either, sweet cheeks," I tell her before slapping her across the ass.

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We’re here. It took all morning, and my head between her thighs licking and sucking away every protest she had, but she finally agreed.

      "If I didn't know any better I'd think you were nervous," I tease her while squeezing her hand.

      "You know I don't give a shit what anyone thinks of me," she teases back, but she's chewing on her lip. We only have three more houses to pass on the little block in Berwyn, where my mom and stepdad's lived for the past four years. It's a lower middle-class suburb in Illinois, only a few minutes outside of Chicago, but it could be the Beverly Hills compared to the block I grew up on when I was a kid. It's lined with bungalows and a few apartment buildings and is a pretty quiet block. There's a dog at nearly every house, all different breeds, though most of the little shits bark all the time. In my old neighborhood dogs weren't pets but more like security, all pit bulls and rottweilers. I'm glad my mom has moved up in the world.

      "You ever see yourself living somewhere like this?" I ask her as she stuffs her hands in her jeans. I know she wants to impress my mom because she's not wearing anything low cut and tight like she normally does. The jeans are hugging her curves but she has a black blazer over her tight white t-shirt, and her hair in a ball how girls wear on the top of their heads, with a few strands framing her face in the front. It's the tamest I've ever seen her, and I want to tease her about it but I know she's really making an effort, and I'd hate for her to take it the wrong way.

      “In another life maybe.” She’s quiet. I take her hand and kiss her cheek; she playfully pushes me away.

      “She’s going to love you,” I say, almost confident. My mom is a tough woman. She taught inner city kids for fifteen years. She’s sweet with a hard edge is how I’d describe her.

      “How many girls have you brought here?” she asks, letting out a breath and putting on a pair of sunglasses.

      “One.”

      She stops dead in her tracks right in front of me.

      “And what made her so special?” she asks teasingly, just a hint of jealousy. And I like it.

      “She was my prom date, I sort of had to.” Her wide smile lessens.

      “So I’m the first girl you’ve brought home after you hit puberty?”

      “Something like that,” I say with a shrug. She looks at me, those big grey eyes all consuming, pulling me in, making me a big pussy. I push her and she puts her leg in front of me and I trip. She breaks out in a run.

      “No wonder I don’t get to meet any of your girls!” my mom calls out from her front door with a wide smile. “You break him, you buy him,” my mom adds, a hand on her hip, her tone resting between warning and friendly.

      “Oh my gosh she’s your twin,” Alana mutters under her breath. I can’t deny it. I’ve always been told me and my mom have the same face…well, she’s a lot prettier and tiny at 4’11” but the fire in that woman would blow you away.

      "Mom this is..."

      "Alana. I pried his name out of you weeks ago," she says with a wink that makes me let out an embarrassed sigh. I give my mom a bear hug and she looks at Alana, taking her in.

      "It's nice to meet you Mrs. Cage." They both shake hands. I kind of wish my mom would've given her a hug but Alana likes her space. 

      "Your dad's in the back. Burgers are almost done, y'all follow me."

      The smell of grilled meat seduces my senses. Pete’s on the grill, a beer in hand and sports radio on in the background.

      “Look who I’ve got,” my mom announces happily. He turns towards us and when his eyes land on Alana, he gets a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “This is Ian’s girl, isn’t she pretty?”

      “Pretty’s an understatement. I’d ask for a hug but I don’t want to get you all greasy.” He laughs.

      “I’m okay with a little bit of grease.” Alana gives him an award-winning smile and a hug. I’m shocked at this. Pete looks at me, already giving his approval. My eyes go to my mom, who looks at her almost warily. What the hell?

      “Aren’t you sweet. Diane can take some lessons,” he says playfully. My mom glares at him stubbornly.

      “Don’t let her fool you,” I interject and Alana swats me.

      Pete and my mom have been married since I was ten. He took us from the worst part of Chicago to the burbs and he made my life more stable than I’d ever thought it would be. He’s not my biological dad but he’s like the father I never thought I’d have. Pete’s the guy who played basketball with me, taught me how to box, and gave me a box of condoms when I turned fifteen. Not perfect by any means but I don’t know where I’d be if he didn’t come into our life, taking on the bills so my mom could get her degree, giving me the benefit of a two-parent household. Pete’s not hard to please and I didn’t expect my mom to be, but the air around her is chilly and I hope Alana hasn’t picked up on it.

      “Grab a beer Ian. You drink sweetheart?” he asks Alana.

      “Sometimes,” she laughs.

      “I have wine, red and white. You want to grab some with me?” my mom asks her. She hesitates a moment before agreeing. Alana has picked up on it.

      “Sure,” she says, nicer than I expect her to. They disappear into the house.

      “Beautiful girl you got there son,” he says, flipping the meat on the grill.

      “What do you think mom thinks of her?” I ask him, folding my arms.

      “You know women and their boys.” He shrugs with a half-hearted laugh. I grab myself a beer and soon the ladies are back. We sit at the lawn table and Pete brings over a pan of meat. My mom already has a bowl of potato salad and baked beans waiting for us. The energy between my mom and Alana seems better but I can tell they’re both tense and I hope the wine loosens them up.

      “Ian says you’re a teacher. That’s awesome,” Alana says, and I give her an encouraging smile for her opening up the conversation.

      “Yup fifteen years and counting. You wouldn’t believe the type of things I’ve seen, but I wouldn’t change it for the world. Are you in school?” she asks, and I tense. She knows Alana isn’t in school, but neither am I.

      “Ugh. No, school’s never really been my thing,” Alana says before putting a half spoonful of baked beans in her mouth.

      “Education is important, I keep telling this one that,” she follows up, her tone a little colder, glaring at me.

      “It’s better they realize it before they go and rack up a bunch of debt figuring it out. John’s kid got him to cosign on a forty grand loan and he’s barely holding down a job at Target,” Pete interrupts. I’m thankful for it and give my mom a what the hell? look. Alana’s taken the comment in stride though, still wearing a friendly smile.

      “So what do you do now?” my mom asks.

      “I have a few jobs, but I mainly make my money singing at a gentleman’s club,” Alana says without an ounce of embarrassment. My mom’s eyebrows shoot up, and Pete clears his throat with a laugh.

      “I’m sorry, is that a strip club?” my mom asks, condescension reverberating through her tone.

      “Mom, what the hell?”

      “No, it’s okay Ian. I guess that’s what your generation would call it,” Alana says sweetly but there’s a bite in her tone.

      “My generation?” My mom laughs.

      “You know, these days everything is different. If anyone should know that it’s you, hun,” Pete says, trying to douse the fire that’s about to start between the two most important women in my life.

      “I think the biggest problem with your generation is that they want everything fast, quick, in a hurry. No one wants to put in the time or work to find the right career or the right person.”

      I can’t believe she just said that! Alana’s entire body stiffens. I can count down until she explodes.

      “Diane, let me talk to you inside,” Pete says, his voice firm.

      “No, she doesn’t have to. We’re leaving.”

      “Ian, you should stay,” Alana says, standing.

      “No, we’re leaving together,” I tell her firmly.

      “Everyone calm down. No one’s leaving. You two stay put. Diane—in the house now,” Pete says, standing from the table. My mom glares at him defiantly but relents and they disappear into the house.

      “I don’t know what the hell her problem is but I’m sorry. We can leave right now if you want.” She looks at me, not with fury in her eyes how I expect, but almost a sadness.

      “No. Your mom may have been a bi--- but she’s your mom. I’d never come between that,” she says firmly, but her eyes are glassy with tears. Fuck. I pull her into a hug and kiss her, letting her know I don’t give a shit what my mom says or thinks. I hate that my mom has acted like this when Alana was really trying, and how the one person who she may for a millisecond have been able to look at as a mother figure has ruined it in less than a half hour.

      “I’ll be right back,” I tell her, standing, anger coursing through me. I head in the house and my mom looks at me innocently.

      “What the hell was that Mom!”

      “I don’t like her,” she says matter-of-factly.

      “You don’t even know the girl,” Pete interjects.

      “Do you know she’s been on her own since she was a kid? That she doesn’t know who her parents are? That she’s had to fight more in life than all of us combined? And that’s saying a fucking lot. She’s not perfect—hell, she may be damaged—but you don’t get to treat her like trash and that’s exactly what you did. And I’ll be damned if I’ll let you do it in front of me again. You need to apologize to her,” I demand. Her expression softens, but just a bit.

      “I know she’s beautiful son, breathtaking even, but behind all that I’m telling you—she’s damaged goods. I’ve worked with enough kids to know.”

      “I can’t believe you’re being so judgmental. God, Mom!”

      “I’m not here to disrespect anyone or hurt their feelings, but you’re my son and I don’t want to see you hurt, and that girl has destruction written all over her.”

      The sincerity in my mom’s eyes sends a chill down my spine.

      “Well, I’m hers to destroy,” I say before leaving.

      

      “Hey.”  She’s says with a half a smile. She’s waiting on the hood of my car, a regular degular Chevrolet Impala, not the expensive foreign cars she’s used to riding in. She’s let her hair down, her blazer off, sitting on the car as if she has nowhere else to be.

      “I thought you had left,” I tell her, wearing a goofy smile.

      “How could I leave when I don’t have the keys?” she says with half a smile. I walk to her and spread her legs so I’m between them. I kiss her neck, then her lips, and coax her tongue out. If it weren’t four in the afternoon on this residential street I’d have her right here on this car.

      “I missed you,” I say, squeezing her ass.

      “It’s only been ten minutes,” she says wryly.

      “But I thought you were gone, I had this feeling,” I say, sounding like a lunatic to myself.

      “I wouldn’t make your mom right about me,” she replies, leaning her head on mine. My lips go back to her neck and I pull her close to me, hugging her tightly. The thought of losing her felt like I was drowning. I’m tired of the games, walking the tightrope of holding on to this feeling I have with her. She makes me want to be a better man, to prove every asshole wrong, to love her how she should be loved every day. I feel high, electricity coursing through me. I lean back and take in the woman who has driven me insane since the first day I met her. She eyes me suspiciously with a curious grin on her face.

      “What?” she asks, amused.

      “Marry me.” Her face goes blank, her eyes wide.

      “Don’t joke like that,” she scolds me.

      “I’m not—I swear to God.” I see her swallow hard.

      “You’re crazy,” she says, her face in a grimace. But I can’t fight my smile. When she’s around I’m always fighting my smile, my feelings, emotions I’ve never felt…and I’m tired of it.

      “We both are,” I tell her through a laugh.

      “You’re serious,” she says, almost breathless.

      “As a heart attack.”

      “Your mom hates me.”

      “So the fuck what? She’ll get over it. I love you, more and more every day. I don’t need to wait a year or two to know how I feel now isn’t going to change, but if you ask I’ll wait on you for ten.”

      Her face is soft yet stoic and for the first time ever I think she’s speechless.

      “When?” she asks breathlessly. When? Is she saying yes?

      “Does that mean you’re saying…”

      She nods slightly but the most amazing smile I’ve ever seen spreads across her face.

      “Tomorrow. Devin and Shauna are going to Vegas to elope. Let’s make it a double wedding.”

      “You’re serious?” she asks again, her enthusiasm showing.

      “We're doing this babe,” I tell her, and she pulls me into a frenzied passionate kiss, our tongues fighting, my hands everywhere on her.

      “We’ve got to get in the car babe, or we’re going to get arrested,” I mutter against her soft lips, carrying her off the hood. I fumble with the car door and we fall into the back seat. Our clothes are off in seconds and I’m inside her, and I think of my fourteen-year-old self who would shit himself knowing I had the girl of my dreams naked, legs spread, me inside of her, having her scream my name in the back of my favorite car.
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        * * *

      

      “You know, I really don’t appreciate you crashing our secret wedding,” Shauna bitches as we make our way through the airport. Shauna is Devin’s fiancé—hot as hell 5’9”, Hershey-colored skin, same color as Devin’s, and eyes like a cat—Devin’s wanted to marry her since the day he met her. I thought he was stupid, joke’s on me.

      “Blame your can’t-keep-his-mouth-shut boyfriend,” I tease back as we all make our way through the hotel to our suite.

      “After all of the jokes and bad mouthing about me being a pussy and wanting to get married, I’m laughing my ass of right now,” Devin says for the fifth time since I told him.

      “And that’s why he’s buying us all drinks the whole weekend,” Alana interjects playfully.

      “I guess that sort of helps,” Shawna relents.

      “House, house drinks only,” I remind them.

      “We didn’t agree to that, did we bae?” Devin asks Shauna.

      “Nope, I don’t remember that deal at all,” they tease me.

      “It’s okay babe, I’ll make it worth your while,” Alana whispers in my ear and for that promise I’ll damn near spring for a suite. Thankfully Devin had already booked one at the Palms Place.

      “You have to tell me how you got him to bite the bullet in less than a year when Devin here sat on his ass for almost three.”

      “Hey, we’re right here,” Devin reminds them.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn Devin, comedy shows pay you this much?” I say, looking around the large suite. It’s gorgeous and looks way too expensive for us to be staying in. The floors are all marble-colored in cool greys. There’s no wall—only fucking windows. I’ve never thought much about being rich but this sure makes you want to have a taste of money. Devin chuckles as Shauna clings to his neck.

      “Who said he paid for it?” she teases.

      “My American Express does,” he asserts.

      “Our American Express does,” she corrects him before pulling him into a kiss. I spot Alana out on the balcony, her hair blowing in the wind. I grab my camera and head out to her. She blows me a kiss when she sees me and begins to pose. I roll my eyes; she knows I like natural shots. She relents as I take her picture.

      “We’re here. We’re really here Ian!” she squeals, her eyes lit up in delight, her enthusiasm contagious.

      “We have a fucking marriage license. Us!”

      “I know,” I tell her, taking in the gravity of the moment. Her wide contagious smile softens and she walks over to me and rests her head on my chest.

      “You’re okay?” I ask her solemnly, holding her in my arms.

      “I am. That’s what’s so scary. I can’t think of a time where I’ve been okay like this. Not okay, happy. Truly and unquestionably happy. I’ve never been happier than when I’ve been with you.”

      I hold her tighter.

      “Don’t screw it up,” she says playfully.

      No. If there’s only one thing I get right, I plan for it to be this.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve always known Alana was beautiful. I knew that from the first moment I laid eyes on her. I have to keep my attitude in check at the lustful glares she gets from men every night at work and the inconspicuous ones on a regular everyday basis. There is no question she’s one of the most beautiful women on the planet but seeing her in this simple white dress, her hair pinned up, with two white flowers in it and holding a bouquet just for me, she has never looked more beautiful to me. Her smile wide and magnificent the way it goes from small and nervous to relieved once we’re only inches apart.

      “You ready for this?” I ask her again quietly. It’s the only out she’ll ever get from me. The rest of her life she’s stuck with me. She’s only mine.

      “More than anything,” she tells me. I take her her lips in mine before a vow is spoken. There’s nothing anything can say to make her mine. She already was from the moment I saw her, from the moment she said yes. The rest of it is all for show. She had my thoughts since we first met, my lust since our first kiss, and my love as soon as she accepted it. It’s us against the world for a lifetime and come hell or high water, I’ll go against the whole damn world for her.
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        Megan

      

      

      

      My throat is so dry and my head is throbbing. My vision wobbly. How much did I drink? I look around for a water bottle. We usually keep them by the bed. And my heart clinches. This, this isn’t my room, our room…where the hell am I? My body starts to tremble when I look down and see that I’m naked, just a sheet covering my body. I scan the room for my clothes.

      What the fuck what the fuck what the fuck?

      Blue.

      Red.

      Purple.

      Yellow.

      I’m going to throw up. I dry heave but nothing comes out other than stale air. How did I get here? Did someone kidnap me, no. I’m not tied up? Was I drugged? Possibly.

      I finally spot clothes, a black t-shirt and jeans. I grab them and frantically put them on. The room isn’t really big. There’s white paint on the walls, the bed I was just in, a TV mounted on the wall. But it’s nondescript other than that, almost like someone just moved in.

      “No. No. No no no no.”

      Tears are falling down my face. Think! What is the last thing I remember? I was with Kam at his family’s charity gala. Shit. I eye the door and the window, terrified of what to do. I grab some shoes near the bed. They’re men’s shoes, black Air Max, but I don’t care. I put them on and tie them tightly.

      I’m going to run.

      That’s what I’m going to do as fast as my legs can carry me. I approach the door, trying to turn my anxiety into courage.

      Stupid bitch. Stupid stupid bitch.

      “Shut up. Shut up!” I cover my ears but it’s coming from inside my head. I crack the door and hear a television on but it doesn’t look like anyone is out there. I take a deep breath and make a break for it. I run to the door, unlock it, and shoot down the stairs as fast as my legs can carry me. When I make it out on the street I gasp as much air as I can. I look around; I have no fucking idea where I am. I’m crying, tears streaming down my face as I try to get a grip of myself.

      “Pull it together.” I look around. The street is full of parked cars. There’s construction going on towards the end of the block and my heart leaps when I spot Kam’s truck. I run to it and pull on the door, thanking God it’s open. My keys and purse are both on the floor. I’m so happy I could scream. I grab my phone and lock the doors. I see twelve missed calls. They’re all from Kam and Blue.

      My hands are trembling as I start to call Kam but then I think about what to tell him. I have no clue what is going on, how I got here, why I was naked in someone’s bed. I have to get away from here, wherever here is. I manage to stop shaking and turn the car on and pull off. I don’t recognize any of these streets though. I drive a few blocks and pull into a gas station. I pull up Google Maps on my phone and put in my address. My heart starts to beat out of my chest when I see that I’m in Detroit. How the hell did I get here? The charity dinner was in Indiana, wasn’t it?

      You’re so pathetic.

      I try to tell myself there’s a reasonable explanation for this but from all the missed calls on my phone I can’t think of any. What do I tell Kam? I woke up in a strange bed naked. No one kidnapped me. I have his truck and my things are all in here. No one tried to stop me from leaving. I fucked up. I did something terrible, I know it. I won’t be able to explain this to him. There’s nothing for him to understand. I haven’t told him about everything. It wasn’t important. I thought I was okay since that was over. I cover my face with my hands, the tears not stopping. I’m so stupid.

      My phone rings again and it’s Kam. I’m terrified to answer. What do I tell him? I slam my hands on the steering wheel and once it stops ringing I open up my text messages. There’s so many messages from him.

      Where are you babe?

      Did you leave?

      Megan where are you I’m worried.

      Megan call me.

      What the hell is going on, call me ASAP.

      I’m calling the police if I don’t hear from you in the next hour.

      Please call me babe I’m worried out of my mind.

      I shake my head furiously in disbelief. The first text message was at seven yesterday, the last was five minutes ago.

      I have to let him know I’m okay, but I’m not.

      I am alive.

      I have to know what happened before I talk to him.

      I can’t talk to him.

      Get it together. I can do this.

      I finally manage to get a grip enough to text him back.

      “I’m okay. I’m sorry. I’ll call you soon.”

      I hit send, knowing that it’s such a pathetic excuse of a message, but I have no idea what else to say. I try to get my thoughts together, but they’re cloudy. I think hard. I remember the large elegant venue, me in a gorgeous dark evening gown, Kam in a breathtaking suit. Town cars and music and dancing and…and…

      Blue.

      I remember me and Blue talking about…I don’t remember…was it…

      My parents, I think?

      He had found them, the information. My heart starts to speed up. But what then, what the hell happened then? How did I end up here? I head into the gas station and grab a bottle of water, a doughnut, and a travel packet of Tylenol. I have to talk to Blue. I head back in the car and eat a few bites of my doughnut and drink down the pill and water. I text Blue call me a.s.a.p. make sure Kam or Katie is not around. Five minutes later I see Blue’s name on my caller ID.

      “Where the hell are you Megan? Kam is freaking the fuck out. He thought someone kidnapped you, the entire Indiana PD was about to be looking for your ass!” he says breathlessly.

      “I just told him I’m okay. I’m okay, I think,” I tell him, still unsure of what happened.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m in the fucking bathroom. Are you okay or not? Where are you?”

      “I’m in Detroit and I have no idea how I got here.”

      “What? I don’t understand,” he says, confused.

      “Last night we talked…did you find out about my parents?” I ask, gripping my forehead.

      “Yeah, I told you and as soon as I did you started demanding I tell you right then. What, you don’t remember any of this?” he asks, bewildered.

      “No nothing. What else happened?” I ask him reluctantly.

      “Jesus, Megan. You flipped out on me then you slapped George on your way out. I don’t know what happened with that but by the time we went to look for you, you were gone. Where are you?” he asks firmly.

      “I’m—” I look around for the address of the gas station.

      “Wait, Blue—you can’t tell them. Could you meet me with the info you have?” I cross my fingers hoping he’ll say yes.

      “Why can’t I tell them? What the fuck is going on?” he pleads.

      “I don’t know exactly but I can’t see Kam right now. I need to, I don’t know. I need to figure this out. My parents’ info though, if you could meet me with it.”

      “I can’t lie to them. Katie will blow a casket and Kam will kill me” he whines.

      “I’m not asking you to lie, I’m just asking for help.”

      If he doesn’t say yes I don’t know what I’ll do. I let out a desperate sigh.

      “Please.” I tell him before a silent prayer. I shut my eyes tightly and allow the desperation to seep through my voice. “I don’t have anyone else,” I beg him. There’s silence on the phone.

      “Okay. Give me a few hours.”

      “Thank you Blue,” I tell him, with as much appreciation as I can muster.

      Time’s up babe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

      “I don’t think you’ve ever taken substantial vacation time, of course. You’ve been a great worker. Whatever you want I’ll have it approved.” My boss Ed nods as he inspects my print job.

      “Yeah, it’s time. I just want to put more time into my family,” I say to him over the machinery clanking in the background.

      “Congratulations on the wedding by the way. How is it going?” he asks. I think of his question. It’s been three months since she said yes, since I became a husband, and my girlfriend my wife, my other half, or to get biblical—my rib. I never understood that saying before but now I get it. The wife is the rib because she’s a part of you; without her you’re not complete. I don’t think I was whole before her. She’s the part of me I didn’t know was missing, one of the best parts.

      “Better than I ever could have imagined.”

      “Good, good. Enjoy it while you can.” He chuckles. I hate when older guys who get frustrated and jaded because they married people they barely liked in the first place describe marriage as prison or hell. I look forward to the day when me and my girl are both old and grey and our grandkids are the highlight of our life.

      I head out of work, feeling free. Three weeks’ vacation after four years of work. Not the best, but not the worst. In three days we leave, hitting the highway, a cross country road trip—technically our honeymoon but I know Alana chose it so I could get some killer shots done. She’s really been encouraging me—or should I say threatening me—to get out there and expose my work. And she said she’d punch any prick in the nose that talks shit about it.

      My little spitfire.

      I look down at my phone. It’s my mom. We’re starting to be okay. Almost. She was furious when she found out me and Alana eloped but Pete must have convinced her to suck it up and accept my marriage and my life or get left out of it. I love my mom, she’s the first and only woman before Alana I’ve ever loved. But I won’t let anyone, not even her, make Alana’s life any harder than it has to be.

      “Hey Mom.”

      “Ian, finally. I just wanted to know if Alana eats pork. I know a lot of people don’t and I want to make sure she enjoys dinner.” She’s trying, I can hear it in her voice, and it make me smile.

      “Yeah Mom. Whatever you make she’ll love. She’s not hard to please, Mom.”

      “Okay. Great. I’m excited to see you guys. Tomorrow at seven, right?” she confirms.

      “Yup,” I answer her.

      “Good. I love you Son…tell Alana I said hello, okay?” I smile, thinking how much things have changed.

      “I got you Mom. Love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      I grab a party-sized bag of snickers on the way home. Alana eats these things like Tic Tacs. I have no idea how she has perfect teeth with as much candy as she eats. I head in and take in what’s been our love nest. The apartment looks twice as big with Devin’s things all moved out. Him and Shauna moved to a condo in the suburbs so the apartment’s all ours and we’ve christened every room, and the hallway, even the little closets…that was interesting and the most fun I’ve had in awhile. It’s different coming into it now. Before it was just a place to crash, eat, and fuck. Now it’s home. She’s made me realize home isn’t a place with walls, it’s where your love is. I laugh at myself. I’ve become such a pussy but maybe that happens when you’re getting some of the best pussy you ever had every night.

      “Babe,” I call out to her. She meets me in the bedroom doorway, just an oversized white t-shirt covering her body, her arms folded, and wearing a sexy grin on her face. I drop the bag I’m holding and close the door.

      “It’s official, I’m unemployed,” she tells me with a pout. I stop inches in front of her, my eyes dragging up her body, and stop at her lips which curve into a smile.

      “I take it you’re happy,” she says huskily. I’ve been waiting for her to get out of that place since the day we first slept together, from when she became mine. It wasn’t logical, she argued. She easily made a few thousand a month and if I wasn’t going to replace it I couldn’t tell her what to do. But after she became my wife she promised after she banked ten grand she’d stop, but only if I started to pursue photography. Our trip next week makes our deal official. I’ve started an Instagram account strictly for my photos and after our road trip I’ll start posting them. I also got Simon to line up an apprenticeship, if you call it that, with me shadowing a photographer friend of his who’s pretty popular in New York. It’s two weeks to start; that I can commit to because by then I’ll know if my stuff is shit or not.

      “Happy’s not the word. I’m about to show you how much,” I promise her. She bites her lip but walks away from me, sauntering to the kitchen. I follow her, my eyes on every inch of her body.

      I set down my bag and reach for her, pulling her to me, my fingers moving under her shirt and in between her thighs.

      “No underwear?” I ask, my head tilted to the side.

      “It’s not a problem is it?” she asks with a teasing grin.

      “Big problem,” I tell her, bringing her hand to my dick.

      She bites her lip. “I should fix that then huh?” she purrs, guiding me over to the kitchen chair. She pulls my dick out of the zipper, pushes my shoulder for me to sit down, and a second later takes me inside her mouth. I’m in heaven. The vibrations of her moans, the expertise of her fucking tongue, seeing her fingers play between her thighs all have me coming in minutes. I let out a groan as I spill into her mouth and the way she swallows every bit while her eyes meet mine is the biggest fucking turn on imaginable. When she’s finished she looks up at me with a satisfied grin, straddles me, and begins sucking my neck. I lift her up in one swoop and lie her on the table and spread her thighs. She made me come in less than ten minutes—I’ll make her come in five. I dive into her, my tongue thrusting, my lips sucking and assaulting her clit. She’s panting, clawing at my shirt, moaning, her legs already starting to tremble.

      “Ian, Oh my God. I-I’m about to come!” I go faster, feeling on the edge of her climax, and send her over the cliff when I thrust my dick inside her, which is already as hard as a rock. She shrieks with a moan so loud our neighbors probably hear. I pound into her, the table squeaking beneath us. She’s so fucking wet.

      “This is mine,” I tell her, moving deeper and starting to go slower.

      “All yours baby,” she answers back compliantly. She clenches around me, and the table feels like it’s about to break. Her nails claw into my back and I pin her hands over her head. I love this woman so fucking much. Her whimpers in my ear are addicting, the marks on my back are a prize. I love her, and I can’t stop the words about to come out of my mouth.

      “Have my baby.”

      “Ian!” her voice hitches as an orgasm rocks through her body, and I come right after her. She’s still panting and my body is trying to recover. I lift myself off of her. She sits up, still in an orgasmic haze. She looks at me, her eyes steeled.

      “What did you say?” she asks. I’m unsure if she’s excited or bewildered. I think about my words before I say them again. I imagine her carrying our child inside of her, skin glowing beautiful. With our baby in her arms. A literal expression of our love. I’m twenty-seven and we’re not in the ideal place financially but in a year or so yes, I want my wife to carry our child.

      “I-I want to grow a family with you,” I tell her, my smile spreading as I get more used to the idea. I search her expression and she looks completely confused, as if I’ve just said the most ridiculous thing possible.

      “I didn’t mean today.” I nudge her with a half chuckle. Her eyes dart to me, narrowing in before going to her lap again. She looks like she’s seen a fucking ghost, as if we’ve never talked about this. We’ve talked about everything, and we both said we’d have a stable of kids. Well, I said a stable of them. She said two boys and a girl that she’d spoil to pieces, but kick their asses if they were rotten.

      “Babe,” I say, and she looks up, her face blank and her eyes looking past me, and when she does look at me I see what I can only describe as fear.

      “Yeah. Uhm, can we go to dinner? I want to get out the house.” She lifts herself off the table.

      “Okay,” I tell her, surprised by her response. She’s off the table and in the bathroom before I can get my thoughts together.

      What the hell just happened?

      She’s in the bathroom for what seems like an eternity but it’s really only an hour. I tried to go in but she locked the door. It makes the hair on my neck stand up but I’m probably overreacting. She wants privacy, that’s cool. Time to get her thoughts together. Great. When she’s done she comes out, a grin on her face.

      “Hurry up and get ready, I’m starving.” She gives me a soft passionate kiss. I pull her close to me, squeezing her waist, and let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding on to. She’s okay. Her energy from earlier is gone and she’s back to  being my smart-mouthed angel. I shower quickly and we head out to a bar and grill near our house. We get an extra large order of barbeque wings and curly flies. She sits with her feet in my lap, laying on my dick. I want to pull her into the bathroom but it’s disgusting in there. I throw a fry at her which she swats it away wearing a playful grin. She clears her throat her grin softening.

      “Babe, I want you to promise me that you’re really going to pursue photography.” She says, her voice firm and eyes soft on me. I frown at her.

      “I am. We agreed on this,” I remind her, shifting her feet to get a better angle on my dick. She smirks but pulls them away. I let out a frustrated groan.

      “I’m serious. Whatever happens you have to promise me you’ll give it everything you have.” Her voice is serious, too serious, almost pleading, and it’s killed my hard-on. I look at her closely. She’s smiling but it doesn’t reach her eyes—those aren’t light at all, her normal deep grey now pale and almost green. I’m irritated and I don’t know why but she’s ruining the mood.

      “What the hell are you talking about Alana?” I ask her, annoyed. She rolls her eyes.

      “Nothing, okay.” She blows me off, stuffing a fry in her mouth.

      “No it’s not nothing, what’s up?” I demand.

      “Nothing Ian, Jesus,” she says through a clipped laugh and finishes her drink. I narrow my eyes and when she sees that she gives me a flirty grin and places her feet back into my lap. We finish up dinner, and it’s good. So is the conversation about the places she wants to stop. She’s more excited than me about our road trip. We walk home, my hand in her back pocket. She holds onto my arm tightly and it’s amazing like it always is with us, but there’s something different. Something that’s off.

      We make it back to the apartment and get undressed. I sleep naked, she likes to sleep in her underwear. I pull her to me, taking in her scent, how soft she is, how she’s mine. It’s not long until my hands are in her underwear, playing with her, each moan and whimper imprinting on my brain. She stops me before she comes and turns me on my back and climbs on my dick. She begins to ride it, going so slow and deliberate. I grab her hips.

      “No,” she says through a sexy growl, taking my hands and pinning them behind me. She lays atop of me grinding slower, sucking my neck, and kissing my chest. I pull her face to me and our tongues intertwine. This is fucking intense, more than it’s ever been between us. I kept thinking earlier that telling her about wanting a kid may have been a lot, that it scared her, but after how hot this time is I think she’s trying to get pregnant today.

      “I love you Ian, God, I love you so fucking much,” she whimpers in my ear. I roll her over, taking over—going deeper, reminding her she’s mine.

      “You’re it for me babe, it’s just us,” I tell her before she starts to throb around me, and I’m close behind her. I come harder than I have in weeks. I stay inside of her, my eyelids heavy, my entire body exhausted. She wraps herself around me.

      “I love you baby,” she says quietly again.

      “I love you too,” I tell her before sleep takes over me.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up to the sun spilling through the curtains, hot on my face.

      “Babe can you close the curtains,” I mutter, still wanting more sleep. I groan when she doesn’t respond. She’s a light sleeper and up before me but usually stays in bed listening to music on her phone. A few minutes pass and I get up and yank the curtains closed myself. I fall back into bed. I notice there isn’t any music on. The apartment is eerily quiet. I sit up and look around the empty room. I thrust myself back out of bed and head to the living room. It’s empty. I check the bathroom and the extra bedroom. There’s no sign of her. I go and grab my phone and see it’s 7 am. I call her but her phone goes to voicemail.

      I do another scan of the apartment, and think maybe she went out and forgot to charge her phone. I try to stay on her about that. I head to the living room and turn on the TV to kill some time. We have dinner with my mom tonight before we hit the road Monday. I sit on the couch and on the coffee table I see a paper that has my name on it, and my heart flinches within my chest. I stare at it. There’s something about it that makes me not want to pick it up, like it’s diseased. I let out a deep breath and grab it. It’s probably just a note saying she ran out and her phone’s dead. I ignore the fact that she has a car charger. I unfold it and start reading.

      I always told you I’m not perfect. I told you that when we first met that I’m fucked, so unbelievably messed up, but you never look at me like that, you’ve never made me feel less than that, and it has always scared me because I knew a time would come when you’d realize not only am I not perfect but I’m a disaster. I want to be so much more for you, I swear to God I do, but yesterday I realized I can’t. I wish I could. I want you to know that this is not your fault. There’s nothing you could do or say that would make this different so don’t you fucking dare blame yourself for this. It will kill me knowing you do. This is me, totally me. I always hated the hand I’ve gotten dealt in this life, I hated God, the universe, or whoever for the things that happened to me, then I met you and you made up for every bad thing I’ve ever experienced. You’ve been my good and I wish to God I could be yours. You deserve what you give me and I can’t give you what you deserve and I love you too much to take that away. I know you’re hating me right now and I want you to. I’d rather have your hate than be the cause of your pain, your devastation…which I’ll end up being. I’m so sorry for being selfish and for not walking away the day you asked for my number. For trying to hold on to you because I love you so much. But I love you too much to destroy you and I will if I don’t leave now. I’ve always been good at running and even better at hiding so don’t look for me, you won’t find me. You can have our marriage annulled, I won’t fight it. You can move on and please be happy. Go on the trip, forget about me, become the famous photographer I know you can be, you promised. You are the greatest human being I’ve ever met and I will never ever forget you. You’ll be in my thoughts every second of the day, but don’t allow me to be in yours.

      I love you more than you could ever know.

      Alana.

      I drop the letter. It might as well be on fire.

      I can’t breath, my ribs are crushing my heart.

      My body is shaking, I’m unsteady. My throat closing up. It’s a joke. This isn’t happening. I grab my phone and call her. I hang up and call again and again and again. Every muscle in me is tight. I try to think but I can’t. I can’t even see. I’m crying, I’m fucking crying. I kick over the table and it goes flying across the room. I have to go to her job. They might know where she’s going. I call Simon. He picks up and I’m trying to tell him I need him to come and get me, to take me to the club, but my voice is gone. I’m blubbering like a little bitch. I hang up on him and try to get myself together. She’s not gone, she wouldn’t leave like this, she can’t. I’m going to find her. I call back to back to back for an hour straight. I send her text after text until the last one says undeliverable. I call again.

      “I’m sorry, this number is temporarily out of service. Message…”

      There’s a pounding on the door. I push out a breath. It’s her! I race to it and open it but it’s Simon.

      “What the fuck is going on?” he yells until he sees my face and his own goes from angry to confused to pitying, and I want to throw up and I’m on my knees.

      “She’s gone. She’s fucking left me.”
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      I thought I had beat it. Beat the voices behind my thoughts that said I’d never be good enough, smart enough, normal, that I don’t deserve to be happy, that I’m worthless, weak, selfish. I thought I had escaped the circumstances of my predetermined destiny, but sitting here now I realize I haven’t beat anything.

      I’ve come to accept that I can’t keep blocking it out anymore, pretending it didn’t happen or that there was another existence. I have to face it if I have any hope of a future for myself especially with Kam.

      The truth is I don’t remember the first seven years of my life. My first memory is sitting next to a social worker and meeting my new “family” aka the people who tolerated me, collected checks, and did as little as possible to parent me except the days the visits came. To not have any recollection of your mother or father is so much more complicated than you’d think.

      My foster brothers and sisters, there were so many. But I still remember each one, the good and the bad ones. They all told me that I was lucky. I was lucky because I never knew my parents, and that it’s easier when you have no one to miss or forget.

      I never felt lucky. When you don’t know who or where you come from, life is so much more terrifying. A frustrating puzzle, a game you play with no prize, only consequences. When you’re in fifth grade you can’t have crushes on the cute boy who passes you love notes because he could be your half-brother or a distant cousin. When you look in the mirror, you don’t know if your long dark hair came from your mom or if your green eyes came from you dad.

      Everything about my life has always been a mystery and it’s not thrilling. More like suffocating. Your medical history is nonexistent. You’re not sure what diseases you’re predisposed to. You don’t know how to answer the doctor’s questions about family history. It makes you feel isolated, reminds you that you’re unwanted with no connections in the entire world. It’s why when I had severe headaches and there was no explanation I only had children’s Tylenol stuffed down my throat like orange juice. When my headaches started being accompanied by blackouts and the doctors didn’t see anything wrong on whatever tests my state-funded medical care afforded, my foster parents told me that I was a liar. They believed I was doing it for attention.

      How or why a seven-year-old girl would inexplicably leave and end up miles away, not even remembering how she got there, would do it all for attention is beyond me. And no one cared to find out why.

       When I was sent to a group home at thirteen a doctor told me it was panic attacks. At age fifteen I was diagnosed with PTSD. I was sixteen when I met Dr. Gavin. He was special. In his late fifties with a bald spot that caused his head to shine but he was kind and I knew he cared not about the stipend he’d get for seeing me but about my wellbeing. Of all the doctors I had seen, he was invested in my treatment and didn’t just speak to me for five minutes and hand my guardian a prescription for medication that made me tired or want to vomit. He really talked to me.

      Our progress was slow but it was something. He cared and I believed he’d be the one to fix me. Right before I turned seventeen Dr. Gavin’s first grandchild was born and he moved to Michigan to help his daughter and that’s when Dr. Johnson took over his practice. It was like I had lost my best friend. My only friend. Dr. Johnson was nice enough. He smiled at me too, but his smile was different. He was younger. I wouldn’t say handsome, but a few girls I went to treatment with had crushes on him.

      I didn’t.

      I wasn’t looking for a guy to fawn over, I wanted someone who cared about me, who could help me like Dr. Gavin did. Dr. Johnson listened at first but then things changed. He began to talk to me about his life, issues he had with his wife, he asked about boys I liked, how it was normal for me to have crushes and have what he called “special feelings.”

      A place I looked forward to going to became a place I dreaded. It started with little things like him rubbing my shoulders, longer-than-normal hugs, then he put his hand on my thigh for a little too long. I wanted to tell someone. I mentioned it to the other girls and they said no one would believe me or even care if they did. I had convinced myself I would ask for another doctor at the very least but then my scheduled day was changed to Tuesday evening instead of Wednesday morning.

      I sat in the big comfy chair in front of his desk and he told me he wanted a schedule change so we could have more privacy to talk. He told me we’d be trying a new exercise and to stand and close my eyes. I was terrified but did what I was told. Then I felt his hand on my back, his body up against mine. I was terrified, not knowing what to do, afraid to scream. My body wouldn’t move to push him away. I resigned to it, closing my eyes and praying whatever he did to me would be over quick. And for the first time ever I welcomed the dull ache I hadn’t experienced in years, knowing a blackout was coming.

      But when I came to, I wasn’t trembling in a corner. I didn’t feel dirty or invaded.

      Dr. Johnson was on the floor, his eyes wide and afraid, blood seeping through his shirt, and I was on top of him with a knife to his throat…a knife I had never seen before. He didn’t press charges but it was decided that I would go to a special foster home and finish out high school online.

       “Any more coffee hun?” the waitress asks me, knocking me from my thoughts. She looks tired and frustrated that I’m holding up her table by just ordering coffee.

      “Uh, yeah and a side of bacon please.”

      She smiles, seemingly appeased. I watch the door waiting for Blue. I’m so glad he said he’d come. I don’t know how I’ll repay him for hiding the truth from Kam, keeping things from Katie, and meeting me in the middle of Michigan, but I’ll have to find a way. Out of the corner of my eye a large man—maybe in his thirties, with dark hair down to his shoulders, bushy eyebrows that looks like they haven’t been washed in a week, and a patchy beard—is approaching my table. I glance up at him from my phone. He licks ketchup from the corner of his mouth. I try to ignore his eyes as they move down to stare at my cleavage.

      “I’ve been watching you sitting here all by yourself, and I thought a pretty little girl like you would want some company,” he says with a thick southern drawl. 

      “No, I’m waiting for someone,” I say to him before turning away. I still feel him behind me. I turn my attention back to my phone to text Blue, asking him for his ETA, when bushy eyebrows plops down across from me in my booth.

      “A lady like you shouldn’t be waiting for some jerk who can’t even show up on time.” He chuckles, but there’s a lace of viciousness underneath his laugh. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      “Look I’m sorry, but I’m not really in the mood to entertain anyone right now,” I say as politely as I can.

      “I can entertain both of us.” He raises his hand, calling over the waitress. I didn’t want to deal with something like this today. I grab my backpack and stand when he reaches over and grabs my wrist.

      “Come on sweetie, stay for a while,” he insists through clenched teeth. I feel my chest tighten. And the dull headache coming on.

      Red.

      White.

      Green.

      I slowly reach my hand into my jacket pocket and feel the pepper spray resting comfortably in it. I grip it in the palm of my hand.

      “Look, I’m sure you’re a really nice guy but you don’t want to talk to me, I have a lot to deal with already.” My voice is tight. I look around the seedy little diner searching for someone who might intervene. Unfortunately, there’s just an elderly couple looking on nervously, the waitress, and a cook who looks old enough to be my great-grandfather. The good thing about that is if I have to spray this guy in the face, I can make a pretty clean break without getting arrested.

      “Sit down,” he growls. I recognize a glint in his eye that sends a shiver down my spine. I clear my throat and let out a small breath. 

      “Do we-we know each other?” I ask, nerves filling up the insides of my stomach. He nods slowly, a bitter grin spreading across his face. I cautiously sit back down, not removing my hand from the mace.

      “I knew I’d find ya Ali,” he says, laughing gleefully. “I almost didn’t recognize you in your disguise. What are you supposed to be, a nice little college student?” he asks, snarling.

      “You have the wrong person. My name isn’t Ali,” I try to explain, feeling my thoughts start to get foggy.

      “Save me the BS that it’s not me who ripped you off for fifteen grand, it was my secret twin sister crap,” he growls. I can feel my heart beating faster and faster.

      “Fifteen grand?” I say in disbelief, my voice trembling.

      “Oh, you forgot all about it huh? That’s okay, how about you come with me so I can refresh your memory.” He lifts his shirt and reveals a gun. My hands are starting to shake. I eye the door and the elderly couple at the other end of the restaurant, their attention now on their appetizer. I swallow hard and nod, starting to rise from my seat. He looks surprised but begins to stand as well, but before he’s on his feet I yank the pepper spray out of my purse and squeeze down on the release hard and directly into his eyes. He howls, grabbing his face. 

      “I’m sorry!” I tell him before running from the restaurant. When I’m outside I glance back at the restaurant and through the window see the ketchup guy yelling and flailing around. My hands are still shaking as I pull the keys out of my purse and run to get in my car. As soon as I do I see him running outside, holding his eyes, still screaming profanity. I start the car and pull off as fast as I can.

      My phone starts to ring and I pick up.

      “Hey I’m almost there,” Blue says.

      “This guy just tried to pull a gun on me!” I say, almost out of breath.

      “What the fuck! Are you okay?” he asks urgently.

      “Yeah, yeah I’m fine,” I assure him, trying to catch my breath.

      “I’m about three blocks away from where we were going to meet. I’ll text you when I make sure he’s not behind me,” I tell him before hanging up.

      After about ten minutes I finally see an IHOP and pull into it, my anxiety finally starting to settle down. I text Blue and let him know where I am. I stay in my car watching as other ones pass, wanting to make sure ketchup guy doesn’t pull in behind me.

      I rest my head on the steering wheel and demand myself not to cry. It’s not like it’s the first time that some strange person swore that they knew me. It’s not even the first time someone confronted me about money I owed them, but it is the first time someone threatened to kill me. I fight the tears in my eyes as well as the urge not to scream. The look in that guy’s eye makes me shudder, to not know what exactly happened. For all I know I probably deserved him shoving a gun in my face. At least if nothing else, it let me know that I’ve made the right decision not heading back to Kam’s. I might not ever be able to go back. I’m too much of a liability. He doesn’t deserve to be wrapped up in this mess I’m in.

      Leaving him will be the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I know with every fiber in me if I told him the truth, the details, he’d stand by me. He’s so selfless but isn’t that selfish, to drag someone through hell with you because they love you—because you love them?

      Kam has a chance at being someone who can change things. He’s smart and funny and I’m sure he’ll be on his way to Washington soon; just like his dad, he wants to do good and change the world. I won’t let him destroy his career over having a girlfriend who ruins everything around her, who has a past she doesn’t know about. A girlfriend who can ruin him. And as of now has a strange man chasing her over money, wanting to kill her.

      Today is the first step though, the step where hopefully Blue can come through with what he promised. I turn around and see the black Maxima pull up beside me. I had been holding my breath and let it out as Blue climbs out of his car and walks over to mine. I put the window down.

      “Someone’s had an interesting day, huh?” he asks with a wide smile and sarcasm I let him get away with. I let out a short laugh. “It wouldn’t be my life without it huh?” When I get out of the car he pulls me into a short hug, his long lean arms enveloping me. A hug I so desperately need.

      “You scared the hell out of me,” he says, his tone light. But I can see the worry crinkle the corner of his eyes and can only imagine how Kam is feeling.

      “So what happened?” he asks, confusion and relief all over his face. I quickly explain my encounter with the bushy eyebrow man.

      “Shit Megan. What the hell? I’m kind of impressed.” He grins but after I glare at him his expression turns serious.

      “It’s not a joke Blue, it’s my life,” I remind him and he nods.

      “But if you had fifteen grand I’m gonna have to charge you for this.” He smiles, displaying a perfect set of teeth, and I swat his shoulder while cracking a smile.

      “Come on. I got some news for you,” he says, gesturing towards the restaurant.

      We head into the restaurant and the hostess seats us quickly, in a booth towards the back at our request. This place is full of people, mostly high schoolers that have probably come here after a game or before they head to a party. We both sit down and I let out a sigh of relief to have someone here, someone that may have answers.

      “Kam called me,” he says offhandedly, rubbing his silver lip ring. Just hearing his name makes me more anxious.

      “You didn’t tell him you were meeting with me, did you?” I ask, a part of me hoping that he did tell Kam, and that he’s going to storm in and tell me that I’m an idiot for leaving and that whatever is going on I won’t have to do it alone, that we’ll get through this together.

      That’s the selfish part of me.

      “I did what you told me,” he says grimly. “It’s easier to not tell him since Katie’s out of town. If she was around I might have caved,” he admits.

      The waitress heads over and pours us fresh water. Blue orders a BLT and I just ask for scrambled eggs and bacon. I’ve been so nervous I just realized I haven’t eaten anything in hours.

      “So tell me what happened last night,” I insist, letting out a breath. He shakes his head almost in reluctance.

      “I had just got to the charity dinner. Katie asked me to make a quick appearance on her behalf since was going out of town for one of her friend’s birthday. You and Kam were making your way through the crowd. I told you that I had the file on your parents.” He breaths all this out quickly.

      “When I told you, you freaked out. You said you wanted it right now, and I told you I didn’t have it on me and I could bring it back to you. You were so pissed. I’d never seen you like that before. I went to go have Kam calm you down and before I knew it you had slapped George, like really laid it on him.” He says the last part with a proud laugh.

      I’m not proud though, I’m disgusted and confused. He notices, becoming serious again.

      “You raced out of there after that. Me and Kam looked for you the whole night.” I cover my face with my hands.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him quietly. He leans across the table.

      “What happened Megan?”

      Tears build in my eyes.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. We’re quiet and I take a deep breath.

      “Sometimes I don’t remember things,” I whisper. He looks at me curiously. I lock my gaze on the table.

      “When I was younger I’d have memory lapses, time losses. Sometimes after them I’d find out I did bad things.” I shake my head in frustration. “It hadn’t happened in so long…but yesterday it happened again.” I’m afraid to look at him but he’s not looking at me with pity, but with empathy.

      “Have you told Kam?” he asks after a sigh. I shake my head.

      “I was hoping I was past it,” I tell him, fighting tears. He nods slightly. A stretch of silence passes between us and he finally pulls out a laptop and slides in the booth beside me.

      “So do you want to start with the good news or the bad news?” His tone is casual as he starts typing stuff into the machine.

      “Good. Please,” I tell him softly.

      “So the good news is, we were able to find a lot out for someone who basically didn’t exist before the age of five,” he explains, his eyes glued to the screen. My body is buzzing. I’ve never been so anxious but hesitant in my entire life.

      “You found out who my parents are?” I ask, unable to keep the desperation out of my voice.

      “Yeah,” he tells me with a small smile.

      I nod casually, but in reality I want to jump off this seat and hug him. I want to laugh and cry and scream. He’s found them—my past! A part of me, what’s missing hopefully an answer.

      “Then what was the bad news?” I ask cautiously. I notice my hands starting to shake and Blue takes one and squeezes it.

      “You know, you think me and you are a lot alike but we’re not.”

      I look at him bewildered.

      “I wouldn’t want to know who my parents are.” His tone is more serious than I’ve ever heard him. “My dad, at least.”

      “Well our circumstances are a little different,” I say.

      He nods.

      “For me it’s not so much who they are but where I came from. If I knew something about them, I’m hoping it’ll reveal more about me,” I try to explain.

      “I respect that,” he says, letting go of my hand and clicking on an icon labeled T-3 on the screen.

      “This is your birth certificate,” he tells me as the page fills the screen. I let out a small breath as my eyes scan it. I cover my mouth, feeling a combination of happiness and despair.

      “Isabella Rice,” I mutter my mother’s name. I feel a weak smile spread across my face.

        “Clayton Rice,” I say, realizing that they were married. My parents were together. She didn’t just have a baby by some guy she didn’t know. They weren’t desperate teen parents. My eyes move to their ages; my mom was twenty-nine and my dad was thirty-two.

      “I wasn’t born in Indiana?” I hear myself say to no one in particular, seeing that I was born in some town called Venitan in Michigan. I sit for a moment collecting my thoughts and thinking of the irony of us being in Michigan right now. In less than one minute I’ve found out more about myself than I’ve ever known in my entire lifetime. Then the euphoria is gone and the realization crashes down on me like a truckload of bricks. If my parents were married, why would they give me up? How did I end up alone in the system?

      “A-are they alive?” I ask, almost afraid to look at Blue. I’m not sure which of his answers would be worse. When his eyes cast downwards I already know the answer.

      “I couldn’t find anything on your father but your mother passed away a few months before you were put in the system,” he says softly. I shed a tear for the mom I never knew. I’ve cried a million times for her when I was younger but these tears are different, they’re more sincere because now I know that she died and didn’t abandon me. I wish Blue was able to find out more information about my father.

      “Do you know how it happened?” I ask. He nods but it’s slow, almost an eternity. And for a minute the thought crosses my mind that I don’t want to know what happened, maybe it’d be too much. What if something terrible happened to her, something that would haunt my thoughts every time I think of her? Or what if it’s nothing? Well, dying isn’t nothing but was it something unexpected like a car crash? Or had she died after battling some tragic illness? I finally tell myself to stop being a wuss.

      “It was a gunshot wound,” he says. I let out a deep breath.

      “The weird thing is, it took some digging to find out how she died. It wasn’t in the newspapers, I couldn’t find an obituary…it was almost as if someone didn’t want it publicly known that’s how it happened,” he explains, bewildered.

      “How did you find out?” I ask and he gives me a look that says Hello, it’s me!

      “Oh I forgot you’re the god of hackers or something, right?” I ask with a smirk and he gives me two thumbs up. I’m thankful for the small moment to ease the tension.

      “What about my father?”

      “Well, he’s not dead, but he might as well be. I couldn’t find any records on him past that year either. No utility bills, no bank accounts, not even a renewed driver’s license. It’s like he vanished into thin air,” he explains. 

      “So my mother’s dead and my father pretty much doesn’t exist. You said there was good news?” I add the last part with a dry chuckle.

      “Yeah, sort of,” he says hesitantly, pulling up another file on his computer.

      “You have three siblings. Two sisters and a brother,” he says and I’m shocked as he pulls up a driver’s license, and my heart begins to pound against my chest. That stuns me.

      “Wow.”

      For some reason I never really imagined myself having sisters, or a brother for that matter. In my own made-up backstory I was an only child who lost my parents tragically.

      “This is Olivia, your youngest sister.” He zooms in on the picture and my eyes widen. She has red hair past her shoulder but her roots and eyebrows are dark like mine, dark colored eyes, I can’t make out. They’re tired, she’s smiling in her mugs hot but sadness reeks off of her.

      “She’s been busted a few times for credit card fraud and petty theft. Right now she’s housed in Central Michigan Corrections,” he explains, and my heart sinks.

      “Don’t worry, she’ll be out in six months,” he says cheerfully. He pulls up another picture of a woman—she’s beautiful. She has hair the color of a penny and it’s in a ninja bun on the top of her head. It says her eyes are hazel and she was born four years before me. Her name is Mariah. I notice her last name is different from my parents.

      “She was the oldest of you guys. Her story is a little more lighthearted than your baby sis. No jail stints, not even a parking ticket. She has a bachelor’s in Psychology from the University of Wisconsin, owns a house in Cleveland, married two years ago to a carpenter from North Dakota where they reside with their one-year-old daughter Bella,” he explains, and I look at him impressed.

      “Wow, you were able to find all of that out?”

      “Yeah, but once I found her name and date of birth I found most of the rest through LinkedIn and Facebook,” he admits with a wry smile. I roll my eyes.

      “Can you pull up her page?” I ask.

      “Already done!” he adds and in less than a few seconds her page is on full display. I scroll through her pictures. She has tons of friends. The past few years of her life is perfectly documented on the website. I see her graduation photos, pictures of her on various birthdays, one in Vegas, dozens of pictures hanging out with friends, her wedding photos. Her husband is handsome in a nerdy kind of way. The next picture is of her, her husband, and daughter who looks just like him.

      She looks happy, fulfilled, normal—and for a moment I’m envious of her. I wonder how she got out without being emotionally screwed up? Obviously me and Olivia were scathed, but she seems just peachy. I continue to look through the page and I see one labeled “lunch with the ‘rents.” There’s a man and woman in their late sixties sitting at some sort of café with big happy smiles. I stare at it.

      “Mariah was adopted. Which was lucky for her since she was almost nine when she went into the system,” Blue explains, noticing my lingering stare.

      “Good for her,” I mutter quietly, sliding the laptop more in his direction.

      I hate myself for being angry with her, jealous that she ended up in a good home with nice parents that let her live her life without any complications. That she made it through without being affected. I hate myself that I blame her for not looking for me and my newfound kindred spirit Olivia. I wonder what hell she went through to put her on the path that landed her in jail numerous times. I bet Mariah remembers our parents. She didn’t grow up without a clue of who she was or where she came from. I realize I’m being ridiculous because if just one of us was able to have a normal and happy life then that was great.

      “Do you want to keep looking through her page?” Blue asks, finishing off his glass of ice water.

      “No, you have all of this information saved for me?” I ask and he nods.

      “It’s all on a flash drive.” He hands it over to me. I let out a deep long sigh and feel tears in my eyes.

      “Are those happy tears or sad ones?” he asks quietly.

      “Both,” I say with a nod, trying to tell myself they’re both. I shake my head as tears begin to come full force and more than anything I wish that Kam was here. He’d know how to pull the best out of this situation. He’d hug me and let me know that everything will be okay. But he’s not here.

      “I just thought that if I knew all of this, who my parents were and what happened to me, I’d feel a weight lift off my chest. That I wouldn’t feel so lost and, I-I still feel lost.” I laugh to try to cover up my voice cracking and take one of the napkins on the table and wipe my face off.

      “Hey, there’s one more left.,” he says in a upbeat tone. I let out a deep breath. I forgot he even mentioned I had a brother. He clicks on another file on the screen. A man in his late twenties with hair as dark as mine and matching grey eyes fills up the screen.

      What’s more interesting is that on the screen where my sisters each have one ID, he has two. I move in a few inches closer and see that they’re from different states and have two different names on them. One has Calvin Scott in Illinois and the other Christopher Scott in Michigan.

      “I-I have twin brothers?” I ask, a little confused. A wide amused grin spreads across his face.

      

      “That’s what I thought at first. So we dug a little deeper and confirmed that your mother only had four children.”

      “Soo…I don’t understand?”

      “You, Olivia, Mariah, and a son. Guess his name?” he asks excitedly.

      I shrug.

      “Christopher Calvin Rice.”

      I look at him bewildered.

      “So is he like a con man?” That would make sense, maybe it’s in our blood, since Olivia is a thief and apparently so am I.

      “Calvin Scott has a residence and utilities listed in Chicago. In premier real estate Chicago, not the shitty part like where I’m from. I’m talking about million-dollar apartments. Which he could afford seeing as he’s employed and seems to be extremely close to Dexter Crestfield Jr. the son and VP of Crestfield corporation, a multibillion-dollar company. The weird thing though is that Calvin Scott has no records prior to 2006.

      “Christopher Scott, on the other hand, was legally adopted by two farmers in a little town called Madison, Michigan. He graduated from Madison High School and after some sporadic leaves of absence eventually received his bachelor’s degree from Michigan State University, and received w-2s from Madison High School, where he worked,” he explains.

      “Soo…I don’t understand. He abandoned his life as Christopher Scott and began living as Calvin Scott?” I ask, confused.

      “That’s what it looks like, but since I’m amazing and just for fun, I wanted to see what the correlation was between the two and after some more of doing what I do, I found out that one of those little Podunk farmers is actually Dexter Crestfield Sr.’s stepson,” he says, amused with his own cleverness.

      “Which means…” I ask, waiting on him to divulge some grand revelation.

      “Well, if anything, your brother is fucking loaded,” he says so loudly the people seated two booths away look over at us curiously.

      “Not only that but if his granddad is Dexter Crestfield that would be the type of thing Kam’s extended family would lap up. No more being little Cinderella in their eyes,  Uncle George and the lot will be so far up your ass you’d think you were getting a colonoscopy.” He laughs and I roll my eyes.

      “Okay slow down,” I tell him, seeing his excitement growing.

      “What if he doesn’t even know that he’s adopted? I can’t just walk right up to his door and say ‘Hey I’m your sis, can I have some money?’” I spout off, but Blue just shakes his head.

      “Look, if nothing else, you need to find out what’s going on with you,” he whispers with hushed urgency.

      “You need to call Kam,” he tells me and my eyes widen.

      “No. I-I can’t drag him into this. I just got threatened by some psycho and it could be dangerous to be around me, but even if it isn’t I can’t put this on him. It’s his last year of school, he’d make me his focus and he can’t.  I just can’t do it,” I say, my mind made up. He shakes his head in disagreement but there’s nothing to discuss.

       “Look, you just got chased by a guy you don’t remember meeting for fifteen grand. Maybe little brother can connect you with some doctors that can help you, or at least let you stay there until things die down here. He’s your family,” he says, sincerity lacing his voice.

      “I-I don’t think I can do it,” I say quietly. My mind is spinning. I just went from being the only person in my world besides Kam to being connected to three other people on the planet. Three other people who possibly have no idea I exist. One who is virtually unreachable for the past six months and is a documented liar, the other whose life is so perfect she’d probably hate it if I showed up and ruined it, and another loaded and who will probably think I’m a conwoman.

      “Stop thinking of all the things that can go wrong,” he says, pulling me into a hug.

      “Doesn’t the universe owe us a break?” he squeezes me a little harder.

      “What if this could be the best chance you ever took in your life? What if this guy could really help you? Then you could come back and be with Kam and live the life you’ve always wanted,” he says convincingly. I close my eyes and imagine what that would be like. I’ve never ever been able to live the life I’ve wanted. The small moments I’ve enjoyed always seemed like I was on borrowed time, a clock that was winding down before exploding.

      “I don’t even have the money to get to frolicking around Chicago.” I say becoming overwhelmed with the idea of this. He lets out an annoyed sigh, takes an envelope out of his pocket, and counts off a thousand dollars and puts it in front of me. I look at him as if he’s lost his mind.

      “What are you doing?” I ask in disbelief.

      “Something nice, don’t tell anyone,” he says with a wink. I shake my head, sliding the money back over to him.

      “I can’t take that from you. Why did you even bring that?” I ask him adamantly.

      “It’s my side money, so just take it,” he says firmly. I refuse.

      “Look. Just think of it as an investment. Let’s just say everything does go right and you and little brother become besties or something. You put in a good word for me when I graduate.” He picks up the money, folding it up and stuffing it in my bag.

      “Thank you Blue,” I say. I rest my head on his shoulder and he gives me another quick hug, but his body tenses, going stiff as a board.

      “What the fuck!” Blue screeches. His body stiffens and he slides out from the booth. I’m about to ask him what’s wrong when I see Katie standing at the opposite end of the restaurant with another guy whose hands are on her ass and her tongue down his throat. He’s tall and has a really big tattoo on his arm and his hair is spiked.

      Geesh, Katie has a type. I grab Blue’s arm and he jerks away from me and charges towards them.

      “Blue, don’t do anything crazy!” I plead, trying to figure out what to do. I grab both our bags.

      “Who the fuck is this Katie?” he yells, stalking towards them. Katie’s head shoots up like a deer caught in headlights.

      “Blue, what are you doing here?” Her small voice echoes through the restaurant, which is now quiet, everyone’s attention on the spectacle that’s about to happen.

      “Dude, back the hell off,” Spikey Hair says, holding on to Katie’s wrist.

      “I’m her boyfriend you shit bag,” Blue shouts, pushing the guy in the chest. The guy pushes him back. Katie yells for them to stop right before Blue’s fist hits the guy’s face, and they fall to the ground in a full-on fight.

      “Blue stop it! We’ve got to go!” I scream.

      “Stop it! Stop it right now!” Katie screams, in tears, attempting to pull Blue off of the other guy without getting knocked down in the process.

      “Stop it or I’m going to spray you guys with mace!” I yell at them, which is pretty useless as they both continue to throw punches at each other.

      “Not in here!” a bartender yells as he approaches. Me and Katie jump out of the way as a waiter across the hall comes behind us and with the assistance of another customer breaks them apart.

      “Blue I’m sorry!” Katie squeals. The first bartender pulls him to another side of the restaurant as the customer does the same to the other guy.

      “How could you do this to me!” Blue screams, his voice full of fury and desperation, and she stands there looking absolutely pitiful in the middle of the restaurant with all eyes on her.

      “You all need to leave right now before we call the cops,” a heavyset man says authoritatively, who I’m assuming is the restaurant manager. Katie starts to walk towards us.

      “No! You stay the fuck away from me!” Blue shouts at her, getting away from the bartender who was still gripping him.

      “Katie. Come on!” Her spikey-haired boyfriend calls her from the other side of the restaurant. I think for the first time tonight she realizes I’m standing here. She looks to me for some type of sympathy or encouragement and I can’t help but look at her, disgusted.

      “Just go Katie, don’t make this worse than it is,” I tell her pleadingly. Her face scrunches up and her eyes narrow in on me.

      “You can’t judge me. You’ve probably cheated on Kam. George told us about you working at that ‘club.’ You left my brother devastated last night. What are you even doing here together? Are you screwing Blue?” she screeches, and I feel like I’ve been knocked off my feet by her words.

      “You’re a dumb whore!” Blue yells at her, grabbing my arm and pulling me in the other direction.

      When we get outside of the restaurant we see a cop car pulling up.

      “Shit!” I hear Blue mumble. He grabs my hand and pulls me to his car. He opens the door for me casually. The cop walks past us into the restaurant, and Blue jumps in and pulls off.

       

      “I’m so sorry Blue,” I say tentatively. I can’t believe what we just saw, that Katie has been sneaking around on him. I thought she loved Blue. I saw it.

      “It doesn’t matter. She was too good for me anyway.” He shrugs with a chuckle. In the rearview mirror I see tears in his eyes.

      “Don’t say that. She cheated on you!” I tell him sharply.

      “To think that I’d be enough for a girl like that. Who was I kidding?” he grumbles.

      “She doesn’t deserve you Blue. You’ll find someone else who really loves you,” I tell him even though I know it’s the last thing he probably wants to hear right now. I try to think of something to lighten the mood.

      “That guy was a shitty knockoff version of you anyway,” I say, nudging him, and he gives me a weak smile.

      “Kam never mentioned anything to you did he?” he asks with a hint of suspicion in his voice.

      “No, never. He had no idea, trust me. He’s not that type of person, he would have made her tell you if he’d known,” I say without a second guess.

      “You’re right. Kam’s a good guy,” he agrees.

      “Then again I thought she was…” He trails off. I put my hand on his and squeeze it.

      “She was the first person I let in. You know?” He’s quiet but I can hear the break in his voice.

      “I know,” I reply, nodding in understanding. Kam was the first person that I let in. Before him everyone was shut out. Every person I had attempted to trust either betrayed me, or I was afraid I’d betray them. He was the only person who made the risk worth it, but look where that got us.

      “I’m sorry. Here I am complaining about my slut-ass girlfriend cheating on me and you have much more going on than that.”

      “It’s fine Blue. I know that was a lot to take in,” I tell him. He nods and then glances over at me. Just thinking of it makes me want to cry. I look over at Blue, who has been the closest thing I can call to a friend.

      “I’m sorry she said that to you. She was just being a bitch,” he utters quietly. I take in a gulp of air and let out a guilty breath.

      “Yesterday. I woke up naked in someone’s bed. I don’t know whose,” I tell him hesitantly. He presses his lips tightly together. I can see he’s thinking, trying to think of the right thing to say. But Blue’s never been the “right thing to say” kind of guy, and in some ways I do respect that.

      “How could you do that? You love Kam,” he says confused.

      “It’s one of the reasons I’m leaving,” I say, hearing my own voice crack.

      “I don’t remember how I got there, anything about last night,” I explain, feeling tears fill my eyes.

      “My car was out front of the building, so I clearly drove there, but I don’t remember any of it.” I’m crying so hard my body is shaking.

      “Something is really wrong with me. I tried to believe otherwise, I convinced myself that it was something I could control, or thought was over—because after I met Kam, for the first time in my life things made sense. Until then.” I laugh bitterly at how ridiculous I was. He looks scared for me.

      “I thought you had narcolepsy or something,” Blue says in disbelief. I laugh.

      “I wish,” I say and we’re quiet.

      “And you’re sure there’s no way you were drugged, or like your drink wasn’t spiked when that happened?”

      “The last thing I recall was being at the gala…I don’t even remember our conversation.” I wipe away the tears from my eyes.

      “And unfortunately it’s not like it’s the first time it ever happened to me. It was just the first time where I was with someone that cared enough to notice,” I admit.

      “I can’t put him at risk with whatever has been happening to me! Who knows what I did, or will do? Now with this guy today saying I owe him fifteen thousand, I have to walk away. For now atleast.” 

      “You can’t go to Chicago by yourself. It’s too dangerous with you practically blacking out,” he says, sounding eerily like Kam.

      “I’m not going to Chicago,” I say, leaning my head on the window.

      “Why the hell not?” he asks, confused.

      “You just said you didn’t want me to go to Chicago,” I reply, in between a bewildered laugh.

      “I said you shouldn’t go by yourself.”

      “Look, unfortunately it’s probably just going to be me for a while and I’ve always been fine.” I shrug. He looks at me in disbelief.

      “I think you should go and let Kam come with you. He’d want that. He deserves the option.” I roll my eyes.

      “No! I don’t want him to be involved with any of this, whatever this even is, and…he doesn’t need to hold his life up for someone like me,” I say and he throws his head into his seat.

      “He loves you,” he says sincerely.

      “Besides, again—I’m not going to just go there and knock on my brother’s door. What if he’s an asshole or a serial killer or something?” I say, changing the subject.

      “So what’s your plan then, wait around here to see if the guy you owe fifteen grand shows up? Live the rest of your life alone because you’re afraid you’re not good enough for anyone? You live with Kam, if you go back with your roommate he’ll be at your door in a second.”

      Honestly I don’t know what my plan is. I sort of thought that finding out about my parents would give me some type of epiphany but right now it’s absent. He lets out a long sigh.

      “I’ll go with you,” I hear him say. My eyes widen. He can’t be serious, but the look on his face is showing me that he absolutely is.

      “I can’t ask you to do that! You have school and work,” I reason with him.

      “And a cheating ex-girlfriend who will be all I think about, to be honest,” he says, clearing his throat.

      “And I have a cousin that lives there. We can crash with him,” he adds. My heart speeds up. I try to think of a reason why we shouldn’t but there’s none. Nothing. I don’t know if things will get worse if I go but I know they won’t get better if I don’t.

      “...Are we really going to do this?” I ask, running every excuse in my mind about why we shouldn’t make this trip.

      “We’re doing it. We’re going to take your car to my place, I’ll grab some stuff, and Windy City here we fucking come!” he says enthusiastically, as a guy fighting a broken heart can.

      I close my eyes and say a quick silent prayer.

      Please, please let this work out.

      Think again bitch.
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      I never thought I’d be here. I never thought there was a possibility of kinship, at the least three different threads tying me to them. And just the thought of not being alone in the world and connected with people makes everything seem not so dark. I’m so grateful to have Blue with me. Without him I wouldn’t be here and we wouldn’t be on our way to Chicago together in search of my brother, who is possibly some sort of millionaire. Now we’re here, driving through the dark streets with shining lights and tall buildings.

      It’s different here; the air, the energy…it’s almost electrifying. It makes the hairs on my arms stand up and all of my senses on alert. There’s so much going on everywhere all at once that I can’t help but feel moved by it. It’s so different from the sleepy little town in Indiana that I’ve adopted as my home. “The GPS says this is it.” Blue pulls in front of a building with a sign that says Green Room.

      “Your cousin lives in a bar?” I ask him in disbelief.

      “I mean we are some professional drinkers but it’s more likely he’s renting the apartment over it,” he laughs. We look around for parking which takes a while since it seems as if his cousin lives in the middle of party central and it’s a Saturday night. We make our way through the crowds of people strolling down the sidewalk, obviously after having drinks. The air is warm but the breeze is cool, music floats through the air like it belongs on the streets just as much as it does in the bars. The atmosphere is intoxicating.

      “How the hell does he get any work done living here?” Blue says with a chuckle, reading my mind.

      “This is insane.” I say taking in every thing. We maneuver through a group of what looks like frat guys. Several of them shoot me flirtatious smiles and I can’t help but grin. The way I look and feel now, they must obviously have beer goggles.

      

      “I think we go up this way,” Blue says, pointing to the door near the opposite side of the bar’s opening. I’m surprised going in. I’d think with as much chaos that’s out front of the place it would be locked. I head up the stairs and wait for Blue to make his way behind me. My nose immediately scrunches up as the smell of pot greets it.

      “Best perfume in the world.” Blue grins as we round another flight of stairs. I clinch the strap of my bag a little tighter. If Kam found out I was staying in a place like this he’d freak out. Then I remind myself that if nothing comes from this Chicago visit then Kam will have to stop caring about where I am and what I’m doing because technically we’d be broken up.

      We finally make it up to a big green door. Blue knocks on it several times and after no answer he pulls out his cell phone.

      “Yeah dickhead, where are you?” he asks impatiently.

      “Well can you come and let us in?” I hear him continue but can’t hear the guy on the other end of the phone.

      “Yeah, a friend and I need to stay a few days,” he says casually. My eyes almost bug out of my head.

      “You didn’t tell him we were staying here?” I screech, nudging him in the chest.

      “Hey, you owe me for the Indiana thing!” he says tightly.

      “Blue are you serious?” I sigh. This was a bad idea, a very bad idea.

      “She doesn’t have nuts, she’s a girl,” he says to his cousin, giving me an “everything is fine look,” when I know it’s anything but fine.

      “It doesn’t matter if she’s hot!” he says defensively. I roll my eyes and head back down the stairs. Blue grabs my arm and pulls me back.

      “It’s gonna be fine. I promise!” he pleads before putting the phone back to his ear. I watch as Blue continues to listen to his cousin yell at him on the phone

      “Two days. Tops,” he promises.

      “Yeah. Okay, cool. Thanks Ian,” he says before hanging up. I scowl at him.

      “I cannot believe we drove hours to stay with some guy who didn’t even know that we were coming!” I yell at him. Blue shrugs me off.

      “He’s my cousin. I knew he’d let us stay,” he says simply before sitting next to me. “…If we were already here,” he adds. I let out a disbelieving chuckle. All I can do is laugh at how ridiculous this is.

      “It’s going to be cool. He’s just been a raging jerk since his girl left him.”

      “This is already starting off bad,” I say, rubbing my temples.

      “He owes me—we do this type of thing.” I roll my eyes at him and pull my hood over my head.

      “So when is your dear old cousin supposed to be getting here?” I ask in frustration.

      “He just said he was on his way,” he admits reluctantly. We both sit in silence listening to the loud music coming from beneath us. After a few minutes I look up and squeeze Blue’s shoulder.

      “Thanks for coming,” I tell him and he winks at me.

      “We need a drink?” he grumbles.

      “Nah,” I tell him. I try not to drink or do any substances when my time lapses start. When you lose consciousness without even doing anything it makes you wary to do anything that alters your mind.

      “You can go. I’ll be fine right here.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to leave you in a strange hallway by yourself with a bunch of drunk idiots roaming the street outside. You do have a guy here who just got his heart broken in half. Move your ass,” he reminds me.

      He’s right, he deserves a drink or two.

      “Come on,” I relent. We head down the stairs and into the Green Room. The music is so loud that the floor is vibrating. There are several TVs with videos playing that match the music. We squeeze through the people standing around with drinks in hand and make our way to the bar. There’s two bartenders; one is a girl who looks like she’s in her early twenties wearing a blue halter top with her breasts out and hair in a top knot on her head. She’s cute and has a nose ring. Closer to our side of the bar is a guy with a white t-shirt and jeans on and a White Sox baseball cap on his head.

      “Is this a bar or a club?” I ask, confused at the number of people dancing. The place is a lot bigger than it looks outside.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender with the White Sox hat asks.

      “A shot of Tequila, whatever’s on the house,” Blue says, then turns to me.

      “A Sprite please,” I tell him.

      “So what’s your cousin like?” I ask after White Sox brings our drinks.

      “Uhm, he’s cool most times,” he says before downing his drink. I want to comment on how fast he did it but the guy does have a broken heart so I guess he deserves it.

      “Most times?” I ask worriedly.

      “He’ll like you,” he says, waving over the bartender again.

      “Why do you think that?” I ask. It’s not that I’m unlikeable but it typically takes time for me to warm up to people, and I’ve been told I can come off as cold because of it.

      “I like you, so why wouldn’t he?” he says with a brilliant smile.

      My cheeks warm.

      “Yo, bartender—another drink?” he calls out.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t go so fast,” I tell him with a thin smile.

      “Remember I just got dumped?” he says defensively.

      “Technically I think you dumped her,” I remind him.

      “For being a massive slut,” he groans, waving the bartender down again. I sigh a little and take another sip of my soda. I can tell this is going to be a very long night.
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      Five double shots and three dances later with girls that look eerily similar to Katie, Blue is slumped over on the bar, speaking inaudibly. I should have stopped him at the fourth one but he did just get his heart broken and I didn’t know what his alcohol tolerance was. And now I realize shot number three should have been the limit. He would have been drunk but at least coherent. What was I thinking?

      “Blue can you call your cousin and see if he’s nearby?” The music is noticeably lower and most of the people have moved on to other places.

      “I loved her so much,” he says, crying. But it’s the angry drunk kind with no tears.

      “I know Blue, but this place is going to be closing soon and we have to get out of here,” I tell him.

      “I should have kicked that guy’s ass,” he drawls and I realize that talking to him right now is a lost cause.

      “Where’s your phone?” I ask.

      “My what?” he says before resting his head on his arms.

      “Your phone,” I repeat, starting to search his pocket. I finally find it and open his call log.

      “I didn’t even lock it. That’s how much I trusted her,” he slurs. I nod my head but pat him on the back. I dial the last number he called which I assume is his cousin and it goes straight to voicemail.

      I text him asking him to hurry and that his cousin is wasted.

      Blue’s phone rings and I see that it’s Katie. I hit ignore and shove it in my pocket and sling Blue’s arm over my shoulder.

      “Okay buddy you’re going to have to help me get you back to your cousin’s apartment,” I tell him as I try to lift him off the bar stool. He stays planted where he is.

      “You’re such a good friend,” he says with a drunk goofy smile. I quickly tell him thanks.

      “You need any help getting him to your car?” the bartender with the White Sox hat asks.

      “No, we’re actually waiting for someone. We’ll hopefully be staying upstairs. I can drag him,” I say with a smile.

      “Hey, who are you guys staying with? I pretty much know everyone in the building,” he says and I feel relieved.

      “Oh we’re staying with his cousin, I don’t know his name. He has him saved as asshole number two in his phone.” I tell him disdainfully. The bartender laughs.

      “Can you get him some water please?” I ask him and he smiles before returning with a glass.

      “Blue, I really need you to drink this so we both don’t kill ourselves falling down the stairs,” I tell him adamantly. He nods and takes a sip.

      “I close the place if you want to stay until he gets back.”

      “Oh my God that would be so great,” I tell him gratefully. Blue’s phone rings again and unfortunately it’s Katie and not the cousin who is supposed to be letting us stay in his apartment. I pull up his call log and see that she’s called over twenty times. A part of me feels sorry for her. Then I look up and see a slumped over Blue and hit ignore again.

      “I think I’m going to puke,” he gags before stumbling off the barstool and running only like a drunk person can to the bathroom. The phone rings yet again and I expect to see Katie’s number but my heart stops when I see that it’s Kam’s. She must have told him I was with him.

      For the first time tonight I’m almost tempted to have a drink. My hands are trembling. I put the phone down and watch his name pop up again. I hit ignore on the call and open the text screen. I try to think of what Blue would say, but before I can I see a text come through.

      What the hell were you doing with Megan?

      Shit.

      I didn’t even think that Katie would tell Kam she saw me with him, but she was super pissed when she left. I thought I knew Katie pretty well; her and Kam are so close I can’t believe she’s done something like this. I start to text Kam back but decide to let Blue make up his mind on what to tell him when he gets sober. I walk to the bathroom and stand outside it waiting for Blue to make his exit. I crack it open and hear vomiting. I take a seat on the stool closer to the men’s room. The blonde bartender from earlier stops in front of me, but instead of wearing a friendly smile like she was earlier she looks at me like I have a booger on my face.

      “So you’re staying with Cage?” she asks, the irritation apparent in her voice. I glance over at the White Sox bartender from earlier who looks at me guiltily.

      “Maybe? He’s my friend’s cousin,” I tell her quickly to let her know I am no rival for her to give the stink eye too. Her eyes glide over me quickly.

      “How long are you staying?” she asks, folding her arms across her chest.

      “I don’t know. Not long.” I grab my phone and see two new texts, one from Gabriella and the other from Kam.

      Why are you and Blue together.

      CALL ME!

      “We’re dating,” she says coldly.

      “That’s nice. But I don’t know him, so…” I explain. I quickly glance up at her and see that she has no intention of moving from in front of me and since the bar is practically empty she has no reason to.

      “Well fuck is a better word for it. That’s all he does with girls is fuck them, I mean,” she continues and I look up at her, confused as to why she’s telling me this.

      “That’s good to know, but I have never even met the guy and I have no intention of fucking him,” I tell her sarcastically.

      “You’d think if you fucked him enough that he’d get it and maybe take you on a date or something but nope, that’s too complicated obviously, right?” She chuckles and I believe this is the most awkward moment I’ve ever had, and I realize the cute bartender, who I thought was just a jealous girl who screwed my friend’s douchebag cousin, may be a little psychotic.

      “Hey, some guys are assholes,” I sympathize with her, getting up from the barstool and excusing myself. I walk back to the men’s room and shove open the door.

      “Blue get out here now!” I whisper tightly. A few moments later Blue comes out looking like a complete mess.

      “I’ve got to sit down. I don’t think I can make it back upstairs,” he says in a single drawn out sentence.

      “Oh you better, because the bartender is giving me the evil eye over a guy I’ve never even met!” I tell him. He puts his arm over my shoulder but we don’t make it very far. I never thought someone as tall and lean as Blue could be so heavy. We finally stop and I maneuver him to sit on the sofa far away from the bar as well as the dagger-eyed girl. Blue’s phone rings again and I pull it out of my pocket expecting it to be Katie or Kam, and thank God when I see Asshole Number 2’s name appear on the phone.

      “Here Blue, it’s your cousin,” I usher him the phone after picking it up.

      “Couuusin. What’s uuuuppp?” he sings into the phone. Oh my God. He laughs again and looks at me confused.

      “Where are we?”

      “The Green Room,” I tell him impatiently.

      “The Greeen Room,” he slurs into the phone.

      “There are sooo many stairrrs,” he whines and a few seconds later he hangs up the phone.

      “I think he’s coming,” he says before sinking down into the big chair he’s sitting in.

      “Hopefully?” I grumble. I let out a sigh before sitting on the arm of the chair next to him.

      “I want to call Katie,” he says through a whine.

      “I don’t think now is the right time Blue,” I tell him, taking his phone away from him.

      “She’s such a fucking whore,” he moans, looking as if he’s going to cry. I pat his shoulder again. “I’m going to get your water, okay?” I say before walking over to the bar. White Sox guy has disappeared leaving the crazy girl from earlier on the far side of the bar. I let out a sigh.

      “Hey, can I please get a glass of water for my friend?” I ask as nicely as I can. She frowns at me for a second before turning around and filling up a glass with water.

      “Thanks,” I tell her after she slides it over to me.

      “No problem,” she mumbles but I notice her attention isn’t on me anymore but towards the door. I watch her hard glaze melt and look behind me. When I do my heart slows down, my fingertips begin to tingle, and my limbs feel stuck in place as my eyes land on him. He’s broad, tall, masculinity seeping through his pores. Thick beautiful dirty-blond hair that’s long enough to touch his shoulders. He’s like a real life Viking, eyes so blue they’re surreal and when they lock on mine I drop the glass out of my hand, trying to shake the distinct feeling that I know him.
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      Present day

      

      
        
        Ian

      

      

      It can’t be her. Not fucking possible. Not the woman I’ve looked for a year straight…in different towns and cities, scanning Facebook pages of everyone I could think of who may know her. Not in the bar underneath my new apartment. I tell myself it’s not her but the way she’s looking at me like she’s seen a ghost says otherwise. I try to get it together. I smoked a whole lot of fucking weed tonight and did a laced cookie at Devin’s.

      “What the fuck,” says Theresa, the bartender, who I fucked around with until she got all crazy on me. She breaks me out of my trance.

      “I-I’m sorry,” Alana says weakly, picking up the shards of glass around her feet. I watch her for what seems like forever, waiting for her to say something but she doesn’t and when I walk towards her and she stands with pieces of glass in her hand, she just looks at me like I’m a stranger—her eyes wide, a little rounder, and they’re sea green, not stormy grey.

      “Iaaan,” I look over and see my cousin Blue drunk off his ass and slumped down on a chair. I forgot that he was even here. I turn back to Alana, who is wearing an apologetic weak smile.

      “You must be Asshole Number Two?” she says with a weak laugh. I look at her confused.

      Is this a fucking joke? The girl who walked out of my life after ripping through it like a storm acts as if she doesn’t know me?

      She swallows hard.

      “Uhm. He has you saved as that in his phone.” She attempts to explain but I don’t know what the hell she’s talking about, and what the fuck is she doing here and why is she acting like she doesn’t know me?

      “This is Megan, she’s crashing with us.” Blue attempts to get up but falls back in his chair.

      “Megan?” I say it, as if it disgusts me. She glances at Blue and then back at me nervously.

      “I know this is unexpected, I hope it’s okay.” Her voice is small and she tosses the glass shards in the garbage. She walks over to Blue and puts his arm around her neck then looks up at me as if to ask for help. I take in every inch of her, same dark hair, but it’s shorter falling a inch of two below her shoulders instead of down her back how I last saw it and it’s straight instead of wavy, same pink pouty lips. But the satisfied grin that usually rests on them is replaced with a timid half smile. She has on an oversized jacket, a black top, and loose jeans with old tennis shoes that look too big for her feet. My girl wouldn’t be caught dead in this shit.

      “That’s all you have to say to me?” I ask, trying to hold on to the last piece of restraint I have.

      “Sorry I got so drunk, I had the worst fucking day,” Blue answers and I shake my head. I wasn’t talking to him but they both seem to think so.

      Am I crazy?

      “Babe, are you okay?” I look back at Theresa, who’s giving me her best come fuck me look. I have no idea in hell why she’s called me babe. We had sex TWO maybe THREE times and then she started showing up at my apartment and I had to shut that shit down fast. There’s only one girl who broke who my heart into a thousand damned pieces that I wanted to wake up to knocking on my door, that I prayed for to show up in the middle of the night. And she’s standing in front of me like she doesn’t have a fucking clue who I am.

      “Don’t call me that, Theresa,” I say, sounding colder than I mean too.

      “Oh I’m sorry, excuse me I didn’t mean to disrespect your little girlfriend here,” she shouts at me angrily.

      “Look, I’m not his girlfriend! I’m just trying to get my friend to bed,” Alana says pleadingly and I feel like someone stabbed me in the chest. No, no this can’t be the girl I knew. This isn’t my girl. My girl is all fire, like a whirlwind. If she saw me now there is no way she would just stand there, she wouldn’t let Theresa refer to her as my little girlfriend. I’ve got to figure it out. My heart is pounding. I take my phone out and while she’s distracted trying to help Blue, I snap a picture.

      “Oh I get it. Fine everyone get the fuck out then. Now!” Theresa screeches. She’s spewing profanity and Alana looks like she’s going to melt into a puddle and die.

      “You won’t even look at me!” she shrieks. I send the photo off to Devin.

      “I don’t know what your problem is but I don’t have time for it right now,” I tell her coldly. My attention has much bigger things to be on.

      “Mal calm down,” Tim, the other bartender, says as he’s coming out from the back.

      “Can we please go?” Alana—or Alana’s lookalike—pleads quietly. I stare at her a few seconds and shake the thoughts from my mind. I grab Blue by the arm and hoist him up and we all make our way out of the bar.

      “Wash away my sins!!!” Blue sings once we’re outside. It’s started to rain and he’s grinning like a crazy person. I glance over at Alana and she giggles and my stomach knots. That’s Alana’s laugh, sort of.

      I open the door and practically drag Blue’s ass up the stairs. I hate that he’s drunk. I need to know how the hell he knows her. We finally make it to my apartment door and I open it up and let them in. I help Blue over to the couch and he falls onto it.

      “Don’t throw up on my shit dude,” I tell him and he only grunts, slightly lifting his head up.

      “His things are in the car.” Every time she speaks my stomach does a flip. I turn on the lamp and it illuminates the room. She crosses her arms over her stomach like she’s protecting herself. Her eyes are strictly on Blue.

      “He found out his girlfriend was cheating on him tonight. Well actually, we saw them,” she explains, her eyes glued to the floor.

      Look at me ALANA!

      I scream in my head. As if she heard me, her eyes slowly meet mine before they lock on my chest.

      “So you’re not his girlfriend?” I ask again to make sure I heard her right. She looks confused.

      “No, we’re just friends,” and I think back to him on the phone announcing he was at my house and staying for a few days with some girl. I never thought it was THE girl, or a fucking doppelganger.

      “Uhm can I use your bathroom?” she asks casually. I nod slowly trying to figure out what the hell is going on. When I hear the door shut I run over to Blue and shake him.

      “Hey, hey! Where the hell did you meet her? Why are you calling her Megan?” I say, frantically shaking him.

      “That’s her name, leave me alone fucktard I need to sleep,” he slurs, pushing me back.

      “How’d you meet her!” I whisper loudly and he groans and attempts to push me back again.

      “Tell me and I’ll let you go to sleep,” I demand.

      “She’s Katie’s brother’s girlfriend,” he growls before grabbing one of my couch cushions and putting it over his head.

      “I vaguely recall the girl’s name he was into being Katie but what makes my stomach crawl is that he said she is some dude’s girlfriend. My lips are pressed so firmly together they hurt. I squint away the tears in my eyes. I head into my bedroom and slam the door.

      I know I’ve got to get it together. Maybe I’ve finally lost it, maybe this isn’t her, but no…it has to be her. There is no way she could see me after everything and pretend she doesn’t know me. She’s not a damned actress, and she wouldn’t come here to where I live and pull this shit. I crash my butt on the bed and try to think. It could be her sister. Alana grew up in foster care and had no clue who the rest of her family was. It’s possible, but what are the chances that her twin sister would end up here? If she is her sister she probably thinks I’m nuts, but then why would she look at me like that when I first saw her? She knew me, who I was. Or did I imagine it?

      I’m so fucking high!

      I get a bottle of water and start to down it hoping to clear my head. If this is her though, and she’s fucking with me, coming here pretending she doesn’t know me and making me lose my mind again, I’ll kill her. She has no idea what I went through when she left. I head back into the living room.

      “Thank you for letting us crash here.” Her voice isn’t how it is normally; it’s a tad deeper, her words more pronounced. Her eyes avoid mine purposely and they should, if it’s her. Her gaze darts around the apartment, taking everything in.

      “You have a nice place,” she says, clearing her throat.

      “Do you have any sisters?” I ask her and she looks taken aback.

      “Uhm...yeah, actually. Two,” she says nervously.

      “What’s their names?” I ask her, hearing the desperation in my voice.

      “I’m sorry but is there a reason that you’re asking?” Her voice breaks as she rubs the back of her neck. My eyes go to her fingernails. They’re short and a light pink. Alana always wore her nails long and pointed. They would rip my back to shreds every night. I swallow the lump in my throat. “You look like someone I used to know,” I tell her, my eyes completely focused on hers, and they twinkle at me.

      “I’ve gotten that a lot today,” she says with a quiet sigh.

      “What are your sisters’ names? Do you have a twin?” I ask her, standing up from my seat and walking towards her. I notice her consciously taking steps away from me.

      “No…Is there a reason you keep asking me this?” she says bewildered, and I realize if this really isn’t Alana I’m freaking this innocent girl out. I take a deep breath and try not to explode. Around Alana that’s never been easy, but I don’t really know if it’s her yet. Everything in me is telling me this is her but…there’s something off and my senses being impaired isn’t helping.

      “Can I show you something?” I ask her, and she barely nods. I get out my phone and pull up the picture I kept saved of us. The only one I didn’t delete after I tried to erase her from my memory, after she left me with a fucking Dear John letter telling me to let her go, like I could just forget the person I expected to wake up to every day for the rest of my life, pretend she never existed. I look at the picture one more time and back at the girl standing in front of me. The resemblance isn’t beyond striking—it’s exact. I hold out the phone to her. She looks at me curiously before taking it and when her eyes find the picture her breath hitches. She looks at me, confusion filling her face.

      “How did you get this?” her voice disappears beneath her breath. My heart is fighting its way out of my chest. I don’t know what to think. Her eyes reveal fear, confusion, and panic…things I’ve never seen in her before.

      “I took it. I’m a photographer.” My voice is shaking like an earthquake. It’s a stupid thing to say. It’s a selfie photo of us, something a first-grader could have taken…but I consider it one of the greatest works I’ve ever done.

      I’m nervous, or more afraid, because I’m starting to think this might not be her. The woman I hoped she was. Her hands are trembling, no—her whole body is. I reach out to steady her and she jumps back from me as if I have the plague. My phone crashes to the floor.

      “I’m so sorry,” she apologizes as we both scramble to get it. Her dark hair is covering her face. Her cheeks have changed tint, a blush of color traveling down her face to her neck. I fight the images of my lips being there, trailing down her stomach and breast. I pick up the phone and stand, running my hand over my face.

      “I should go. I can’t stay here,” she says shakily, taking small steps away from me. I reach for her arm and she doesn’t snatch it away but looks at me, as if I’m a math problem, difficult and complex, her eyes full of fear and vulnerability.

      “I—don’t know what to say.” Her voice is just above a whisper, and my chest is tight, and I fight stinging water in my eyes waiting for her confession, for her to admit all of this is a lie. That she left me.

      “I lied to you earlier,” she says, her head falling to the ground. My face hardens. Anger starting to swirl within me.

      “Not lied, wrong word. But…truthfully, I just found out about my family today. That’s why I’m here actually…” She trails off, cupping the back of her neck.

      “I-I grew up in foster care.” I stop breathing.

      “I don’t remember anything about my family.” She motions to Blue. “Blue found out some things that led me to Chicago. My brother lives here…I hope he’s my brother, at least.” She’s talking so fast her words crash together.

      “I guess it’s possible that I have a twin sister.” She shrugs, confusion all over her face. My heart sinks. I nod. It would make sense. She looks like Alana, but there’s something so different about her. I swallow hard and step back from her.

      “Small world huh?” It’s all I can muster and it comes out clipped and hard. She puts a hand on her hip.

      “I have no idea why the girl in that picture with you looks like me.” Her head is bobbing from side to side, her breathing going faster and faster. My phone rings. I hit ignore.

      “You…was she, your…girlfriend?” Her words are cautious. I pull out my phone and read the text from Devin.

      You found her?!

      That’s all the confirmation I need. My jaw tightens. My eyes meet hers and I see them widen in fear.

      She should definitely be scared.

      “She’s my wife.” My voice lowers.

      You see, Alana, I don’t know what twisted fucking game you’re playing but your name’s not Megan. It’s Alana. And this game you’re playing is over. You mentally broke me, my heart, and everything in between. And now I’m going to break you…

      

      The sequel to HER releases on October 22nd

      If you’ve made it this far thank you SO SO much for reading.!If this is your first book by me check out my other books in the list below. I’d love to stay in touch! On Facebook? Join my reader group here! I have given away tons of stuff and you get the latest info on releases.  Prefer Instagram? Follow me here.

      Not into social media? Get added to my mailing list here. Might have missed out on a book or two by me? Check out the list below to make sure. I appreciate every single one of you so much! Also, if you enjoyed the book I would love if you could post a review. Even a sentence or two would mean the world to me.

      Until next time, xoxoxo.

      Portia.
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