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  Professor Sparling, sexiest man alive, comes in late to class. “I’m sorry,” he says. “The storm slowed me down.” He takes off his wet brown coat and hangs it on the back of his chair. No one has ever looked so insanely hot while hanging a coat. Every time Professor Sparling moves his hands I imagine them touching me. I’m completely mesmerized as he smiles at us, his twelve writing students, sitting around tables in a U-shaped formation. I wonder if anyone can tell how attracted I am to our professor. Is it obvious that I’m gawking?


  Today Professor Sparling is returning our personal essays along with our final grades for the semester. He’s known to be a tough grader, but I’m not worried about that. What I’m really anticipating are his comments on my essay, and I’m terrified that he’ll discuss the essays in front of the whole class. If he talks about my work here in front of the other students, I will die on the spot.


  The room is quiet as Professor Sparling arranges his laptop and papers on the desk. The only sounds are from his sorting of things and rain pelting the windows of Union Hall, the oldest building on the Addison College campus. “It sure is cold outside, but it’s too warm in here,” Professor Sparling says, delivering the line like he’s straight out of a bad porn movie.


  I can’t take my eyes off Professor Sparling as he pulls his olive colored sweater off over his head. Beneath it, he’s wearing a light blue button-down (oh, please take off that layer, too) and dark, tight jeans that make him look more cowboy than professor. His black hair is still damp from the rain. That hair … Every Tuesday evening for the last fourteen weeks I’ve been staring at that hair, dreaming of running my fingers through it. I have imagined what the skin on his cheeks feels like with just a trace of stubble. Sometimes when he’s talking during class I tune out his real words and pretend I’m alone with him in my tiny apartment, and he puts his hand under my chin and nudges my face upward to look him right in the eyes. “Take off your clothes, Sydney,” he says.


  In reality, though, Professor Sparling has barely looked at me all semester.


  Now Professor Sparling is telling the class how pleased he is with our work. “Your writing has matured tremendously over the semester,” he says.


  I try to meet his dark green, intelligent eyes, and give him a warning look that says, “Don’t mention my essay!” but he’s looking straight at Melanie, the girl who somehow manages to have a tan all through Michigan winters. She looks so healthy while the rest of us are pale and red-nosed. Melanie and I both have light blue eyes, but hers project happiness, while mine are pallid. Today Melanie is wearing a tight white cashmere sweater that clings to her breasts. She’s in black jeans and tall black boots with a good 3-inch heel. Every single one of her auburn hairs is in its place. She is beautiful, and she knows it.


  Back in high school I wore nice clothes, too, maybe not designer, but fashionable clothes in fancy colors like lavender and chartreuse, silky tops, clingy leggings, skintight jeans, and shirts that barely reached my waistband. I had friends. I went to junior and senior proms. I wasn’t exactly the prom queen, but I was well-liked at school. The clothes I’ve been wearing since I moved to Addison, Michigan almost four years ago, though, are as dreary and gray as a Michigan winter. I have hoodies in charcoal gray, blue gray, and a gray so light it looks like a white sweatshirt that needs a good wash. I have a gray parka, and gray cords. With the way I dress, it’s no wonder guys don’t look at me.


  Today I’m wearing the blue gray hoodie and slim fit jeans. It’s the best I could do. Before I’d left my apartment, I dabbed shiny pink gloss onto my lips, and brushed out my long, straight blonde hair. I didn’t try to do anything more dramatic because there is no way I can compete with Melanie. Everything about her – hot body, full lips, curve-hugging clothes - screams out sex, while everything about me screams out depression.


  “Melanie,” Professor Sparling says. “Do you want to start off our discussion on the assigned reading, the O’Brian essay?”


  “Of course,” Melanie says. “I’d love to. But what about our personal essays? Are you going to comment on those?” She bats her eyes and flashes a glorious smile at Professor Sparling. “Are we going to share them with each other?”


  Please, no! Let’s not share.


  “I’ll hand them back to you at the end of class,” Professor Sparling says. “I want to use the time we have to review O’Brian. Please begin, Melanie.”


  I don’t know how it happens, but just as Melanie begins to speak, words escape from my mouth. I can’t believe I’m interrupting her. Only a moron like me would do something this stupid.


  “I don’t like the O’Brian essay,” I blurt.


  Everyone turns to look at me. I can feel my cheeks heating up, and I put my head down. Suddenly the room feels unbearably hot. I expect Professor Sparling to tell Melanie to continue and scold me for my rudeness. Instead he says, “Go on, Sydney. Tell us why you don’t like it.”


  When I lift my head, Professor Sparling is looking directly at me. Has he ever looked at me, let alone with such intensity? This might be the best (and most embarrassing) moment of my life! Everyone is still staring at me, and I feel pressured to answer, but trying to form a coherent sentence with Professor Sparling’s astonishing green eyes on me is almost impossible. Finally, after a long, awkward pause, I begin to say what I think, praying that the words coming out of my mouth are about the O’Brian essay (and not about how much I’d like to run my finger along Professor Sparling’s pronounced lips).


  “O’Brian’s essay implies that there’s no room for imagination in personal writing. I don’t agree with that,” I say with confidence that surprises me.


  Several of my classmates nod, but Melanie scowls at me and takes over the discussion, interrupting me just as I’d done to her. In no time, the handsome, sexy, talented, and brilliant Professor Sparling’s attention is completely focused on her again. I go from elated to deflated in a blink.


  I’d been so nervous before this last class with Professor Sparling. As I got ready to go, I texted my best and only real friend at Addison, Henry, about what I should wear to class. He texted back: Nothing. :)


  If only. Henry was right, though. I should have come in naked instead of in this dull sweatshirt. At least then Professor Sparling might have given me some real attention. As it is now, I’ve accomplished nothing aside from busting into a conversation, embarrassing myself, and pissing off Melanie.


  The ninety minutes of class pass in a flash, which is no surprise. (Time flies when you’re gawking at the hottest man on the planet.) As the class comes to an end, Professor Sparling hands our essays back and thanks us all for our participation this semester. “I truly enjoyed our class,” he says.


  Same here.


  This class has been the highlight of my years at Addison. It’s the only part of college that has made me feel somewhat happy, and it’s not only because of my epic crush on Professor Sparling. I really love to write, and I’ve improved my skills a lot this semester. This has been my most valuable college class.


  Students are packing up their backpacks and saying goodbye to each other. There are only three days until Christmas Eve. No one is lingering around to look over the professor’s comments and feedback on their essays because tomorrow winter break officially begins (and then just one semester left until graduation). Everyone is eager to start vacation, but unlike the other students, I’m in no rush to go anywhere. Clarksville, my hometown, is only an hour’s drive away, but I’m going to spend vacation right here in Addison, this tiny college town surrounded by icy lakes. I have no reason to go home. The truth is, I don’t really have a home.


  I take my time packing up my bag and peek at my essay. There are a few lengthy comments in the margins that I decide to read later and one word from Professor Sparling at the end, along with my grade: Extraordinary! A+


  I’m so stunned that I actually pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming. My life story is dark, and I’m a decent writer, but … extraordinary? I never imagined I’d get a response like this. It’s incredible! I have to tell Henry, but then he’ll ask to read the essay, and I can’t let him read it. Henry knows me better than anyone, but he doesn’t know me completely. Part of me aches to tell him the whole truth about myself. But the selfish part of me fears that if he knew, he would see me in a different light. I love our friendship. I don’t want to risk changing it in any way. And most of all, I don’t want him to pity me.


  I send Henry a quick text: Class is over. P.S. loves my essay, but not my body!


  Henry replies: Did you expect him to grab you and kiss you in front of the whole class?


  Well, I suppose I didn’t. Anyway, none of it matters now. The semester has ended, and my chances of being with Professor Sparling are finished. I’m such a loser, I text. I shove my phone and my essay into my bag and head for the door. I really can’t believe this class is over. Looking forward to Professor Sparling’s class every week has been the one thing that’s kept me going through this grueling semester.


  Professor Sparling is standing near the classroom door wishing students good luck as they file out of the room. Melanie in her too-sexy-for-campus boots is right at his side. I look down at my own feet – worn, old hiking boots. What could be less attractive? Of course men don’t notice me: gray clothes, hiking boots, an ugly parka that’s two sizes too big. I should either have a total makeover or give up. Give up. That’s what I did almost four years ago, the night I found out who I really am. Professor Sparling is the first man since then who’s made my insides stir. My crush on him has made me feel alive again, sparked my interest in sex and love that lay dormant for years. But now the semester is over, and unless I’m lucky enough to bump into Professor Sparling on campus, I’ll probably never see him again. Too dejected to take a last glance at Professor Sparling, I pass by him quickly without making eye contact. I walk slowly down the hall, dragging my feet like a sulking child. I’m thinking about all the ways I’m not sexy, and about how fucked up it is that college is almost over and I haven’t had a single boyfriend at Addison.


  It’s strange and confusing that my first love interest since high school is a man who is nearly twice my age. Why? There are so many hot guys on campus. So many! Maybe it’s because Professor Sparling is brilliant, and his writing is honest and beautiful. I suppose it’s stupid that Henry and I haven’t hooked up. He is plenty hot, with his sandy blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes, high cheekbones and sculpted shoulders. Girls throw themselves at Henry left and right. It doesn’t hurt that he comes from an old Addison family. The Harts are as close to aristocracy as it gets in central Michigan. Their home is a gated mansion about a mile off campus. It even has a name – Ottawa Estate. The manicured lawns at Ottawa Estate could compete with Versailles. Inside, the home has marble floors and antique furniture. Every time I’ve met Dr. Hart, a renowned surgeon, and Mrs. Hart, whose family owns practically all of the land in our county, I’ve felt like I should be kneeling before the king and queen.


  Henry has been a deeply loyal friend to me since freshman year, but he’s never tried anything with me, at least not since the day we met in the library and he asked me if I wanted to go out later that evening. “As long as it’s not a date,” I’d said. “Because I don’t date.”


  “Of course,” Henry answered. “It’s not a date. I’ll hang out with you like you’re just one of the guys. Meet me in front of the gym at eight o’clock and wear sneakers.”


  “Sure thing,” I said.


  When I arrived at the gym, right on time, Henry was waiting for me. He wore high top basketball shoes and was dribbling a basketball. “Ready to shoot some hoops?” he asked, raising his eyebrows as if he were challenging me.


  I giggled. “Well, I haven’t played basketball since 7th grade,” I said. “But why not?”


  Henry held the gym’s door open for me and as I stepped in I got a lungful of musty air that made me think of sweaty socks. I was surprised to see that the basketball court was completely empty. Henry ran in dribbling. “The court’s all ours,” he said and he threw the ball at me. Instinctively I thrust my arms out and caught it. I dribbled toward the basket and shot. The ball teetered on the rim and then fell through the net. “Two points!” I shrieked with joy.


  “Not bad for someone who hasn’t played since she was twelve,” Henry chortled.


  We spent two hours dribbling, shooting hoops, and playing Horse. By the end of the evening, I’d beaten my new pal in three games of Horse. He was impressed, and I was happier than I’d been in months.


  And that was the beginning of a beautiful friendship.
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  As I reach Union Hall’s exit, I vow to start my life over the moment I step out into the rain and my feet hit the wet pavement. Nothing is ever going to happen with Professor Sparling, and I might as well get on with things. I need to get my shit together. What’s the point of wasting time and energy wishing for something you can’t ever have? There isn’t one, and I have to face the truth. I take a deep breath, brace for the cold rain outside, and reach for the door. As the freezing air hits my face and makes me shiver, I hear someone call, “Sydney, wait.”


  I turn around to see Professor Sparling trotting to meet me at the exit. His brown jacket is slung over his shoulder, so casual and cool. He’s put his olive green sweater back on, and as he gets closer I notice the way the color of the sweater picks up the flecks of deep green in his eyes. I take a step away from the exit doors to avoid the cold, wet air. My heart is beating too fast, and I’m sure my cheeks are pink again. What on earth could he want from me?


  “I don’t want to hold you up,” Professor Sparling says. “Do you have a minute?”


  I have forever.


  “Sure,” I say. I notice Melanie lurking at the other end of the hall. She is looking in my direction, and though I’m too far away to read her expression, I’m fairly sure she’s glaring.


  “I just wanted to tell you that your personal essay is incredible,” Professor Sparling says with a wide smile.


  I can’t believe this is happening.


  “I’ve never read a family story like yours,” Professor Sparling says. “We all have skeletons in the closet, but your story is a whole graveyard.”


  How does one respond to such a statement? I have no idea, so I stare at the floor while my stomach flits, and sensations I barely recognize course through my body. Had I known the way to get Professor Sparling’s attention was to write about my dark past, I’d have done it sooner. But, then again, maybe I wouldn’t have. Until I began to read the essays Professor Sparling introduced me to, I believed family lies and secrets should stay secret. I’ve learned, though, through his guidance, that writing is a way to get to the truth. And right now the truth is that Professor Sparling, man of my fantasies, loved my essay, and he is talking to me about it – alone.


  “Your strength is remarkable, Sydney,” he says. “I hope you keep writing.”


  I’m about to thank him for what he’s said when his phone dings. He checks a text message. I glance down the hall and see Melanie looking at her phone, too.


  “I’ve got to run,” Professor Sparling says. “Thanks for a great semester.” With that, he’s out the door. He didn’t even stop to put on his coat. I zip up my parka and open the door, but before I leave, I look back to see if Melanie is still behind me. She sure is, heading my way with her arms crossed over her bouncy chest.


  I’m too ecstatic to stress about Melanie. She can chew me out for interrupting her in class. I really don’t care. I text Henry:


  P.S. just stopped me in the hall to talk. Loves my writing!


  Henry replies:


  And you got so hot you came on the spot, right?


  This is the shit you get when your best friend is a guy. Henry knows it’s OK to tease me, though, and he knows how huge this moment is for me; it’s the most exciting thing that’s happened to me. However, despite my sheer exhilaration, for a split second I wonder if Professor Sparling has said the same type of things to Melanie. I decide not to care. He talked to me, and that’s all that matters.
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  My cats, Tiny and Little, are waiting for me at the door of my apartment. They start a series of long mews that –if they were sentences- would end in question marks. Where have you been? And why did you leave us home alone?


  “I’m sorry, babies,” I say. “I had to go to class.” I feed them each a can of wet food, and they make nom-nom sounds while they eat. I need to eat, too. There’s nothing in my fridge but peanut butter and Diet Coke. I guess that’s dinner. I find stale rice cakes in the cupboard, spread the peanut butter on one, and turn on my laptop. I Google “how to be sexy.” One of the first things to appear is a Cosmo article: New Ways to Feel Sexy. I don’t need new ways. I need any old way that works! If I could just pull off sexy like Melanie does. I think back to the dates I had in high school. I definitely wasn’t the epitome of sexy, but guys used to like me. And I liked guys. But now it’s pointless to think about all of this. The only man I’ve wanted since high school is Professor Sparling, and class is over. All of my chances are gone. What’s left is the thrilling memory of hearing him call my name less than an hour ago. It all comes back to me as I relive it in my mind, the way my heart raced and my throat tightened making it hard to swallow, and the rush of arousal that was so intense I didn’t recognize it. My knees went weak, and it had taken all of my willpower to play it cool. But, the half smile and knowing look Professor Sparling gave me before he raced off lead me to think I might not have played it cool at all.


  Tiny jumps onto the table and starts to rub his cheek on my computer. Although he’s a full-grown cat, he’s only the size of a six-month-old kitten. Little is slightly larger. I found them in an abandoned trailer out near Lake Pleasant the summer I was seventeen. They were all skin and bones, wild and scared. I gave them each a can of tuna – the only cat-friendly food I had with me. They were hesitant to approach me at first, but when they smelled the tuna, their fear abated. That summer, just after my high school graduation, my boyfriend Jake and I drove an hour out to Lake Pleasant a few times a week to put food out for the cats. I’d put out piles of dry food and hope the raccoons didn’t get to it before the cats.


  I begged my grandfather to let me bring the cats home. He was a cold and distant man, but surprisingly, he had a soft spot for animals. “I don’t mind, ask your grandmother,” he said. My grandmother, of course, couldn’t stand the idea of cats. They’re no different than rodents,” she said. She was just recuperating from chemotherapy, and I felt uncomfortable asking her to agree to something I knew she didn’t want. But the more time I spent feeding those cats out by the lake, the more difficult it was to restrain myself from pleading. Finally, my grandmother said they could come home, so long as she never saw them in the kitchen or her bedroom. And when I headed off to Addison College, they’d have to go with me.


  The Addison dorms don’t allow pets, so I’ve been living alone in a second floor studio apartment since freshman year. I’ve got a kitchenette with a mini fridge, toaster oven, and hot plate. There’s a little round table between the kitchenette and the living space with two mauve colored wooden chairs. My living space has a futon that I usually keep open as a bed, but if need be I can turn it into a sofa. I’ve got a brown dresser and an old TV sitting on top of it. Behind the living area is a bathroom with just enough space for my needs and a litter box for the cats. I chose this apartment because although the living space is minimal, there’s a glass door off the kitchenette that leads to a large balcony – perfect for Tiny and Little to pounce around on and get some fresh air.


  My grandparents, both of whom passed away to cancer over the last three years, left me a fund that covers my Addison tuition, and I’m tremendously grateful for that. Without it, I might have had to drop out of school. My mother gives me some money for expenses to help me get by. She’s a realtor and has made a decent living over the years. She even seems to be doing fine in the horrible recession while homes are foreclosing by the dozen and no one is buying, so I assume my grandparents left her a decent inheritance, too. I know they left her their Clarksville home, because my mother has been living there for nearly three years. She moved in when my grandmother’s cancer returned, and cared for her tenderly until the very end. Until then, I’d had no idea there was an ounce of compassion in my mother. And then my mother stayed on to care for my grandfather, who was diagnosed with prostate cancer just after my grandmother’s passing. By the time my grandfather was diagnosed, his cancer had already spread considerably. He chose not to fight it, and quickly deteriorated. Within six months, he was gone.


  My mother did not hold funeral services for either of her parents. She had them cremated, and no one was invited to any sort of ceremony or to say parting words or prayers. That’s just the way my mother does things, as if she has no emotions.


  My mother has always been generous with money, but not with love. Throughout my childhood, she’d often hand me a wad of cash and say, “Buy whatever you need,” but she never wanted to buy anything with me and never seemed to connect with me in any way at all. She never acted like it mattered whether or not I was in the house. Since I always felt better at my grandparents’ house, I spent most of my childhood there. My mother didn’t care. In fact, I felt that was how she preferred it. Losing my grandparents so soon after finding out the disturbing truth about myself meant I never had the chance to hear their thoughts on my story. I couldn’t ask them any questions. In fact, I hardly had a chance to mourn their deaths because I was too busy mourning the truth about myself.
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  The best new way to feel sexy, according to Cosmo, is to skip the panties. Is that new? I don’t think so, but it is definitely sexy. I have one old short denim skirt, and I immediately imagine myself sitting across from Professor Sparling in class and opening my legs just enough for him to get a glimpse of what would be his, if only he’d pay attention to me. Yo, Prof, over here! Do you find this distracting? But the semester has been so cold and rainy – it’s Michigan, after all – not even Melanie has worn short skirts. And truthfully, with Melanie around no matter what I wear I’ll be overlooked. I should just be grateful that these feelings of desire have returned to me. It’s like coming into my own all over again, and I can remember the person I used to be.


  As I munch on my rice cake a thought hits me like a slap across the face: I do have one last chance to get Professor Sparling’s attention. He likes my writing, so I can write to him. I have his email address, and I have nothing to lose. Worst-case scenario, he doesn’t answer. I don’t even have to worry about seeing him again if I write something really embarrassing. And it’s not like I’m going to declare my lust for him in an out-of-the-blue email, though it’s tempting. I justify my idea by convincing myself I’m writing only to thank Professor Sparling for his kind words about my essay. That’s the proper thing to do when someone pays you a high compliment. In fact, it’s a must. I’m not going to go on and on about how amazing he is, or how much I enjoyed his class. All I’ll write is a simple line of thanks. If he replies, then great. If not, no biggie. It’s time to get over him, anyway, or at least limit my fantasies of stripping for him to no more than once a week.


  “It’s now or never,” I say to Tiny, even though just a little while ago I’d sworn to myself I was moving on. But who says I’m not allowed to be fickle?


  I open my inbox. I have two messages, one advertising a sale at Walmart and the other is from … P.Sparling. I do a double take. This must be some kind of computer virus or weird spam. But unless my mind is playing tricks on me, there is definitely something from P.Sparling in my inbox. WTF? Could someone have hacked into his account? I click open the message, and the first thing I notice is that the email is not from his university address. That’s odd, too, but never mind the technicalities. Sweet emotion takes over me as I see the words “Dear Sydney,” at the top of my screen. This is not spam! My heart is about to catapult out of my chest. Not only did Professor Sparling talk to me today, he has written to me as well, just at the same time I was going to write to him. It’s uncanny. My body freezes in disbelief. It’s hard to swallow. The shock is almost heart stopping. This message is literally a dream come true, no matter what it says. It takes me a long moment to pull it together and continue reading.


  


  Dear Sydney,


  Your essay blew me away. I’ve known that you’re a bright young woman, but I had no idea what a talented writer you are. In your essay, you brought the words on the page to life, and I so admire your work. I’d love to stay in touch.


  With Compliments,


  Paul Sparling


  


  All I can think is OMG! I blew Professor Sparling away? Impossible. And he wants to stay in touch with me? My heart is soaring with joy. For fourteen weeks, I’ve dreamed of nothing but this. But someone of Professor Sparling’s status and accomplishments seemed out of reach, an unattainable fantasy. The last few hours, though, have proven otherwise. He called my essay extraordinary, he stopped to talk to me alone, and shockingly, he sent me an email full of compliments and wants to stay in touch. This is the best thing ever, but I have to slow the bubbly-with-excitement train of thought that’s sprinting through my head to consider the nitty-gritty. What does he mean by stay in touch? I shouldn’t read into it. I definitely shouldn’t do that. It’s just a standard nicety that people say to one another. It’s nothing more than that. After all, he’s a professor and I’m a student. Is it even legal for us to hook up? Not like I care about that. I’d break the law a thousand times to be in Professor Sparling’s arms. His incredible good looks, his confident gestures, and the sound of his low, soothing voice electrify me. Or, in other words, he totally turns me on. Does it matter that he’s more than twenty years older than I am? I think guys are supposed to like younger women, so I hope not. I hope he doesn’t think of me as childish. Could he think that after reading about everything I’ve been through?


  I spend a half hour considering my reply to Professor Sparling, but I don’t feel the time passing. I go back and forth between the idea of just writing “Thanks!” or actually typing out a full response. And should I include something suggestive? It would have to be subtle, of course, but not too subtle to be overlooked. This might be my one and only chance to get Professor’s Sparling to really notice me. I don’t want to miss it. I decide to call Henry before I write anything. I need a guy’s perspective on this.


  “Hennnrrryyy,” I screech into the phone.


  “Hey, Syd. What’s up?


  “You will never believe who sent me an email?”


  “The Pope?”


  “Very funny,” I say.


  “President Obama?”


  “Guess again.”


  “Ryan Gosling?”


  “Someone hotter than Ryan Gosling.”


  “I give up,” Henry says.


  “Sparling! Professor Sparling sent me an email!”


  “Professor Sparling … Who’s that?”


  “Very funny, Henry.”


  “I’m not a chick, Syd, and no offense, I don’t mean to knock your taste, but there’s no way that old writer dude is hotter than Ryan Gosling.”


  “Fine. When it comes to muscles, Gosling takes the cake. I’ll give you that much.”


  I’m not sure Henry understands how beautifully written words on a page can affect a girl’s heart. And there’s a lot to be said for lust that comes from the heart.


  I read Henry the entire message from Professor Sparling and tell him that it’s not from his university account, so I almost mistook it for spam.


  “Everyone’s got Gmail,” Henry says. “What else is there?”


  “Hotmail,” I say with a giggle. “As in mail that makes you hot.” I make a little sizzling sound to accompany my dorky comment.


  “Sydney! You are getting punchy. Stop it right now.”


  If Henry were sitting beside me, he’d give me a playful fist bump on the arm. “Let’s meet for breakfast tomorrow,” I suggest. “It’ll distract me from Professor Sparling fantasies.”


  “Deal,” Henry says. “Kuki’s at 9:00?”


  “Perfect,” I say. “But, wait. Don’t hang up. You have to tell me what to do. Should I write back to Professor Sparling now or wait a little bit?”


  “You should probably wait.”


  “I don’t think I can wait,” I practically scream as excitement bubbles inside me.


  “In fact, I’m typing a reply as we speak.”


  “I told you to wait,” Henry says rather sternly.


  “You’re a guy. It’s different for you.”


  “If it’s different for me,” Henry says, “it’s because I’m not some old dinosaur professor.”


  Henry is always joking about the fact that I fell for a much older man. I usually ignore his comments or else I playfully accuse him of being an ageist.


  “I’m going to reply to Professor Sparling now because I’ve been waiting fourteen weeks for this,” I say. “I can’t take it anymore.”


  “Of course you can take it,” Henry says.


  “I can’t, and you have to help me write this, Henry. I’m terrified I’ll type the wrong thing. Listen for a sec. How does this sound?”


  


  Dear Professor Sparling,


  Thank you so much for your message. I believe you deserve much credit for my essay. It was through your guidance that I was able to find my voice. Also, I have to admit, I really did want to impress you.


  I, too, would love to stay in touch.


  Best,


  Sydney


  


  “It sounds really nice,” Henry says. “Completely kiss-ass with a dash of flirtation, but I still think you should wait.”


  “Too late,” I say. “I just clicked send.”
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  I couldn’t have allowed myself to hesitate. I had to type my reply and click send before nervousness could take over. But Henry might be right about waiting. It’s so hard to know. He could also be right about the age issue. It’s not as though I have any experience with forty-somethings, and especially not when they’re genius professors. I have no idea what their expectations are. But the thing is that I don’t want this opportunity to slip away. I really want to be with Professor Sparling. This is no ordinary crush; it’s epic. When I see Professor Sparling and when I think about him, I feel alive in a way I haven’t felt since I learned the horrible truth about myself. Since that time, I’ve felt such shame about my whole existence; I haven’t been able to even conceive of myself being with a man, let alone doing anything to make it happen. It’s not that I haven’t felt sexual urges. (I may be depressed, but I’m still human!) I’m comfortable enough with my body, though, to take care of my physical needs. Sometimes after cuddling with Henry on my futon, watching movies, and making jokes about my ridiculous cats, I’ve gotten a little turned on. I know it’s also happened to Henry. Reaching over him for popcorn or the remote control, I’ve felt the hard proof against my body. Neither of us has ever talked about an attraction, though. We’re best friends. Nothing more.


  I’m still sitting in my clothes from class, and the bottoms of my jeans are damp. I need a hot shower. I promise myself not to check email every five minutes waiting for a reply from Professor Sparling. As if you can hold back, Syd, I mumble sarcastically to myself. At least a shower will keep me busy for a little while, and it’s the one place I can’t take my phone or computer.


  I take off my bulky hoodie, the t-shirt underneath it, and unhook my bra. I have to get new bras. There is nothing less sexy than the beige granny thing I’m wearing. (At least it’s not gray!) As I pull it off I look down at my breasts. They aren’t so bad at all – generously medium sized, very round, and perky. They deserve better than this full coverage beige bra that must be something my grandmother bought me in 12th grade. I can’t imagine where else I would have gotten such a matronly thing.


  I drop the bra on the floor and step on it as I head to the shower. I vow that I’m done with being drab. I am going to write my own list of ways to feel sexy and it’s going to rock. Just sending the email to Professor Sparling has made me so hot that I can now outdo Cosmo and declare ‘write an email to the man who makes you want to get naked’ an official way to feel sexy.


  After my shower I put on comfy old gray sweats (not sexy, I know, but perfect for a cold, rainy night) and take my laptop into bed. The cats join me and snuggle up at my side. Over and over I tell myself not to check email. It hasn’t even been fifteen minutes since I clicked send. Professor Sparling is divorced, but that doesn’t mean he’s like me – no social life (unless you count my nonstop chatter with Henry). He is probably out having a beer with some other old professors from the English department. I refuse to imagine him out on a date, especially not with Melanie.


  I pet the cats, trying to distract myself. I think about which classes I’m going to take next semester, wondering if there is any way I could take Professor Sparling’s class again. Maybe I can get special permission from the department, or maybe I could arrange an independent study with him. How did I not think of this sooner? The campus offices are already closed for the winter break. There is no one I can even ask about independent study classes now. Crap!


  It’s been seventeen minutes since I wrote to Professor Sparling, not that I’m obsessing or anything, but I have to check my email now. I simply can’t wait any longer. I open my inbox. What I see makes my heart skip a beat.


  


  Dear Sydney,


  You wanted to impress me? Really? Why would you have wanted to do that?


  Best,


  Paul


  


  OMG! Holy fucking moly! I’ve received a flirtatious email from Professor Sparling, famous instructor and author of the beautiful memoir, Indebted. Instinct tells me to send an immediate reply. I should just go with whatever pops into my head because Professor Sparling could be sitting at his computer waiting to hear from me. (Dare I think such a magnificent thought?) I don’t want to waste time mulling over this, but it’s possible that seeming overly eager is not a good thing. I theorize that the best reply will be a speedy and coy one. I don’t want to be too direct.


  


  Dear Professor Sparling,


  Why do you think I wanted to impress you?


  Best,


  Sydney


  


  Thirty seconds after I hit send I have a reply.


  I haven’t the faintest, Sydney. Give me a clue.


  Oh shit. I can’t tell if he’s annoyed or being playful. I’m so bad at this. Perhaps coy was a big mistake. Maybe older men don’t like to play. Professor Sparling is so out of my league. What could he possibly see in me? But he sees something, obviously, because he reached out to me, and I don’t want to lose his interest. What I feel for him is pure passion and I’m exploding with it. Of all the intense emotions I’ve experienced in life – rage, fear, depression and frustration – this passion is the only one that’s felt impossible to contain.


  My hands are shaking as I type: Professor Sparling, I wanted to impress you because I’m drawn to you.


  If only I could write just how drawn to him I am. But that would come across either way too romantic or way too forward. It’s not like I can just write to my professor that I spent half of the time in his classes thinking about either kissing him for two hours straight or unzipping his pants. I can’t even say that I’ve been waiting fourteen weeks for him to really notice me. But most of all, I can’t tell him that he’s the one I believe can lead me out of the dark places where all I feel are shame and grief. I want to end my internal ache, push the pain away, and live the life of a normal college student. College years are supposed to be carefree, but I haven’t gone to any parties. I never even go out for dinner unless the Harts invite me over to Ottawa Estate, or Henry drags me somewhere. All I’ve wanted to do at Addison is be at home alone with my cats. My most social activity is watching movies with Henry. This little online flirty exchange, though, is giving rise to the part of me that has been totally shut down. Apparently along with the sadness inside my body lives a full-fledged diva, and these emails are waking her up like a kiss from Prince Charming. The diva’s voice is nothing like that of my withdrawn, anti-social persona who always dresses in gray and thinks she can’t compete with the Melanies of the world.


  I stare at my computer screen waiting for a reply. It comes within seconds.


  Sydney, Please call me Paul. And tell me, to which part of me are you drawn?


  Call him Paul? No way. I can’t think of him as Paul. Not yet, at least. Part of the appeal, after all, is the fact that he’s my professor. I bet he’d like it if I dressed up as a schoolgirl in a teeny pleated, plaid skirt. I’m sure he would teach me a lesson or two!


  I can’t believe this is happening. I am flirting with Professor Paul Sparling, man of my dreams, or at least man of my sexual fantasies. I wished for this a million times, but I never expected it to come true. And I never imagined it would begin with email.


  This time, I don’t want to reply too quickly. Intuition tells me to have some restraint. Two minutes pass, then three, before I decide to screw intuition. Waiting is not doing me any good because it’s giving me a chance to overthink things, and I start to get a sinking feeling. What if I’m making a fool of myself? Have I already made a fool of myself?


  I close my eyes and think about Professor Sparling typing emails to me, giving me his full attention, and flirting to boot. The thought is completely titillating so I stay with it. I don’t need to put my hand between my legs to feel the dampness. I am wet and the sensations coursing through my body are making me bold.


  Professor Sparling, at least until you turn in my grade, I shall refer to you as Professor.


  Regarding your parts that I’m drawn to, how specific would you like me to be?


  I am staring at the time on my computer. Ten minutes pass without a reply. I’m tired of waiting and I’m just plain tired. But I’m also turned on. I shut down my computer and close my eyes, thinking of Professor Sparling standing before me in an unbuttoned shirt and tight boxer briefs that hug his erection. I slide one hand down the front of my sweats and cup a breast with the other, reaching my fingers over my puckered nipple. A small moan escapes from my throat. Maybe Professor Sparling hasn’t replied yet because he’s busy touching himself, too.
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  I was in kindergarten when I began to understand that my mother didn’t like me. On parents’ visiting day my classroom was full of proud mothers and fathers who admired their children’s drawings on the walls. Most of the children had two parents, and those who didn’t still had one doting parent. Parents hugged their children, held their children’s hands, and said things about our beautiful art projects. My mother took no part in it. She had simply walked me into the classroom in her clicking high-heeled shoes without looking around or saying a word. She fidgeted with the pale pink scarf at her neck as she nodded to my teacher. For a moment her eyes scanned the room. She must have noticed the happy families. I sat at my table, looking up at her. I remember thinking that she was the most beautiful mommy in the room. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She was wearing a loose fitting pink dress that fell to just below her knees. I waited for her to sit down next to me, but she never did. For a split second my mother looked down and her eyes met mine. She didn’t smile, though. She pointed at herself then gestured towards the door. With that she turned and walked out. She didn’t even say goodbye.


  Around that same time I began to ask why I didn’t have a daddy. Whenever I asked, my mother would reach for a cigarette and light up before she answered. “Some people get daddies, some people don’t,” she’d say. She presented it as matter of fact, as if she were telling me that the earth is round. That was just how it was, and we were powerless to change it, even if we really, really wanted to. Until I was in fourth grade, when kids asked me about my dad I would say, “I didn’t get a daddy.”


  The older I got, the more time I spent with my mother’s parents. My mother never seemed to care if I was home or not. In first grade I began to get off my school bus and walk to my grandparents’ house instead of going home. Soon enough I was sleeping at my grandparents’ almost every night of the week. If my mother ever wondered where I was, I didn’t know it. And if I’d disappeared all together she’d probably have been relieved.


  My grandparents lived about 1/4 mile away from my mother’s house, all the way up at the top of the tallest Clarksville hill. Both descendants of original 19th century Clarksville settlers, my grandparents were from well-known, well-to-do families. My grandfather’s family had owned Morrison’s Dry Goods Store for three generations before my grandfather sold it when I was twelve. He was ready to retire and my mother, his only child, had no interest in running the store. He said he couldn’t keep working until I was ready to take over the business (assuming that I’d want to stay in Clarksville my whole life). I was glad he sold the store and relieved me of any pressure to have to stay around and run it.


  My grandfather was a tall man with a heavy build. He enjoyed playing golf and watching birds. He wasn’t much of a talker and when I lived with him he wasn’t the sort to show a lot of affection, but I always knew he was a decent man. He took a lot of shit from my grandmother, who was always complaining about a leak in the house, an ache in her knee, or a fly in the room. Everything bothered her, including me. But as long as I didn’t make too much noise and kept to my bedroom most of the time, things were decent. My grandparents ate breakfast and dinner with me. They took me where I needed to go. From time to time my grandfather would give me a sweet pat on the head.


  High school was my refuge. People often hate it, but I had no problem making friends. Finally, I was in a place where home life was not the only life. Kids were old enough to know that not having two parents wasn’t the end of the world. Sheila’s parents were divorced. Taylor’s father walked out on the family a few years back. Everyone had some sort of family issues. I felt like just another kid from a broken home. Of course, my family was more mysterious, but by the time I was fifteen I’d learned to accept that. My focus was not on trying to figure out why my mother seemed to hate me, or who my father was, but on friends who were old enough to drive and take me out to the mall, or a lake, or anywhere but home. Before school in the mornings, I’d tie my long yellow hair into a ponytail, line my pale blue eyes in black eyeliner, put on mascara, high shine lip gloss, slip into something that showed off my body, and wait for one of my friends to pick me up and drive me to school.


  As a teenager I did a good job of making up for all the physical contact I hadn’t had as a child. I wouldn’t go so far as to say I was a slut, but before I started going out with Jake Tennenbaum at the beginning of 12th grade, I’d gone pretty far with a few boys from my school. I went further than the other girls I knew – or at least I was the one who admitted to going that far. I craved human touch. And I liked boys. I couldn’t help it. I just did.


  Jake and I had known each other for years, but never really talked until we were assigned as lab partners in science class. I’d always had a little crush on him, but assumed he was way out of my league. At the time Jake and I started dating he was almost 6 feet tall and, although he wasn’t yet a man, had strong wide shoulders that signaled great physical strength. By the end of the year he was 6’2”.


  Jake was one of the good guys, the kid who volunteered at our local home for the elderly, and worked as a day camp counselor during summer vacations. No one had a bad word to say about him. He was so honest that during a science test he hadn’t studied for, when I tilted my paper his way so he could copy my answers, he shook his head at me. He’d gone bowling with his friends the night before the exam instead of reviewing the biology material. Jake had made a decision not to study and he was going to live with it, not try to cheat his way out. He was noble in the way he owned up to everything.


  Jake asked me out for the first time in the middle of a squid dissection. He was doing most of the work because I swore I would throw up if I had to touch any bits of squid. He held the little scalpel in his hand pretending it was a chef’s knife and he was in the middle of preparing a fine dinner of dissected squid for me. “Would you like your squid in butter or wine sauce?” he joked. “Would you like it whole or with tentacles on the side? And would you like to know the gender of your dinner? I believe we’ve got a female here.”


  We were laughing so hard our teacher gave us a warning: one more guffaw and we’d be kicked out of class. Jake and I settled down and then very quietly he said, “If you don’t like this Lady Squid, can I take you out for a real dinner?”


  I was completely taken aback. Jake could have had any girl in school and I couldn’t fathom why he’d want me. Of course, I agreed to dinner and he took me to the only Italian place in Clarksville. It was pricey and not often frequented by high school kids. The tables were covered in white tablecloths with little red candles as centerpieces on each table. After we were seated, and before we received our menus, a waiter came over and placed a basket of fried calamari in front of us. “What’s this?” I asked as I looked up a Jake. He winked at me and burst out laughing. “I called ahead so you wouldn’t have to wait any longer for your platter of Lady Squid.”


  “I don’t know whether to laugh or throw up,” I said.


  “Go with ‘laugh’,” Jake said.


  I did.


  After that dinner, Jake quickly became my everything, which wasn’t hard since I didn’t have anything else. We were inseparable in and out of school, and Jake was the one who first noticed the car that starting following me around towards the end of 12th grade.
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  I wake up at 6:00 a.m. covered in sweat. I think I was having a nightmare, but I can’t remember anything from my sleeping hours, only that I had fallen asleep waiting to hear from Professor Sparling. Tiny and Little both start walking on me and purring, hoping for some attention now that I’m awake. “Cats, hang on,” I say. “Forgive me for being selfish, but first let’s see what’s in my inbox, then I’ll pet you.”


  The cats are all over my computer before it loads. Each one is peering over a corner of the screen. If I weren’t so anxious, I’d think it was really cute. These cats are used to getting early morning attention from me, so it’s no wonder they’re all over the electronic intruder in the bed.


  I know I need to be prepared for disappointment. Chances are that Professor Sparling has not written back. He was probably drunk last night when he emailed me. I bet it was all one big mistake and he has no idea how excited I was and how much it meant to me. I tell myself all of these things to try to soften the blow that will come if there’s no message from him. Still, I can’t help but feel giddy at the thought that there’s a chance of an email from him. A chance is so much more promising than no chance.


  I want to text Henry, but I know it’s too early for him. I just want someone to be there for me if there’s no email and I’m crushed. I reason with myself, though, that even if there’s no message now, I shouldn’t be too upset. Professor Sparling might answer later in the day. He might reply tomorrow. Maybe he’s one of those writers who goes out to cabin retreats in the forest and disconnects from the world while writing. It could be weeks before he replies. I realize I don’t even know if Professor Sparling is staying in town over winter vacation. I don’t really know anything about him at all. One of the things we talked about in his class is the way that good personal writing can make you feel connected to someone, despite the fact that you’ve never met. Maybe that’s what happened to me when I read his book, Indebted, which is brimming with heartfelt sentiment. It was so easy to identify with the pain he described as his wife became more and more depressed. I couldn’t help but sympathize with what he’d gone through. Maybe that’s what happened to him when he read about my past.


  I take a deep breath and hold it in while I open my inbox. “Yes!” I say as I exhale. A reply from Professor Sparling, and it’s more than one line long. He sent it at 1:24 a.m.


  


  Dear Sydney,


  You are probably fast asleep now, curled up in your blanket with your wispy blond hair falling over your beautiful face. Tell me what you like about me. What attracts you? Don’t be shy. I want to know everything.


  Waiting Impatiently,


  P.S.


  


  He wants to know everything I like about him. Holy Crap! There is nothing I don’t like about him. How do I even begin to reply to this? I’ve had a million erotic thoughts before, and they don’t frighten me, but I’ve never written anything erotic. I can’t believe this is happening, and the step from pure fantasy to actually writing feels like a gigantic leap. Putting my licentious fantasies out in cyberspace is probably a really bad idea, worse than having a naked picture of yourself floating around the web. A body is just a bunch of parts, after all, but words can reveal who you really are. A shiver runs down my spine. Whatever I put out there is out there for good. There’s no going back. There’s no way to know how many times an email is going to be forwarded, or who is going to end up reading it. Before I dive into this, I have to force myself to admit that I understand what I’m getting into. And this is not just about cyberspace. This interaction can create a situation where I’m always worried Professor Sparling won’t reply. I could spend days on edge wondering what he’s doing, whom he’s with, and when, if ever, he’s going to reply. Then again, if I don’t respond to him, I have nothing. A voice in my head is screaming, DO IT. If only it were a little bit later in the day so I could get Henry’s take on this.


  With a racing heart, I get up to feed the cats. I don’t even need coffee this morning because my whole body is alert and ready for anything. I decide to make the most of my nervous energy and start my reply because it’s pretty clear I won’t be able to think about anything else. I can always write my message, save a draft, and talk to Henry about it before I send.


  Despite all my eagerness, now as I’m poised to write, I don’t know where to begin. A zillion thoughts race through my head, but none of them seem right. I make progress by telling myself to just obey the professor. He said, “Don’t be shy.” But just how forward does he expect me to be? It’s not like I don’t know how to be with a man, or describe what I like, it’s just been a really long time since I’ve had the sensation of strong arms around me and an erection pressing hard against my middle. I am ready for a reminder. I know what I want. Now the only task that remains is figuring out how to write it.


  


  Dear Professor Sparling,


  You have many physical attributes and I could go on and on about them – your eyes, your hair, your chest, your shoulders, your ass. The thing I like most about you, though, is not one feature or another. It’s the way you wake me up. When I think of you desire builds inside me and clouds all reason and judgment. You make me want to wear crotchless black panties, a short skirt, and a thin, white wife-beater without a bra beneath it, so my nipples are completely visible. You make me want to throw away my hiking boots and put on a pair of five inch stilettos. What I like best about you is that you make me come alive.


  Sydney


  


  


  I read over my email, amazed at the words that came out of me. I wonder if it’s too self-centered? I’m making it all about me and about how he makes me feel. I save my draft, and look at the time. Not even six minutes have passed since I last checked. It’s still way too early to get in touch with Henry. We have breakfast plans at 9:00, but he never gets up before 8:00. The time between now and then feels like an eternity. I suppose I’ll use the time to go to the basement and do some laundry. Nothing quite like freshly laundered sweatshirts …


  [image: ]


  


  


  


  Henry meets me at Kuki’s, the number one spot in Addison for bacon, eggs, and hash browns. Many mornings there’s a line halfway down the block to get in. Fortunately, there’s no wait today. Addison is like a ghost town during school vacations. Henry and I get a table for two at the front window, where we have a fantastic view of the empty downtown Addison street lined with soggy Christmas decorations.


  “I can’t believe how deserted the town is today,” I say.


  “All the more bacon for us, Syd,” Henry says. He shoots a wry smile my way.


  “What?” I say.


  “Nothing. I didn’t say anything,” Henry says.


  “But that smile of yours is so …”


  “My smile is nothing more than an expression of my happiness that I’m here with you having breakfast.”


  “Aw,” I say. “You’re so sweet to me.”


  A waitress in a dull yellow dress with a white lace-bordered apron fills our mugs with coffee. Her graying hair is knotted in a tight, neat bun on the top of her head. “Good morning,” she says. “What can I get for you?”


  “I’ll have two eggs sunny side up, a double order of bacon, and hash browns, of course,” Henry says.


  “The same for me,” I say. All I’ve eaten in the last 16 hours is a rice cake with peanut butter. I am starving.


  “Anything cold to drink?” the waitress asks. “We’ve got fresh squeezed juice.”


  “Yes, please,” Henry and I say in unison.


  The waitress walks away and I can’t contain my grin any longer.


  “Sydney Morrison, you’re awfully gleeful this morning,” Henry says. “If you weren’t dressed like you’re about to go out and shovel snow, I’d even say you look sexy. You’ve got a sparkle in your eye today that’s very suggestive.”


  “Do I now?” I say giggling. I’m still wearing the sweats I slept in. “Maybe I’ll break into Melanie’s apartment over winter vacation and borrow something fitted and revealing.”


  “Melanie’s a ho-bag,” Henry says. “She’s got nothing on you but confidence. If you would just relax and look in the mirror you’d see that you’re a Barbie doll that, unfortunately, some kid decided to dress in Ken’s jogging clothes.”


  Henry’s comment makes me blush more than a little. I keep my eyes on my mug of coffee, too shy to meet his. Without looking up I ask Henry if we can talk about the emails from Professor Sparling.


  “Hell, yeah,” Henry says. When I raise my head I see that he’s leaning back in his chair. He’s wearing khaki pants and his legs are open a little bit too wide. His black fitted sweater shows off his stellar chest and shoulders. And his sandy blonde hair falls down past his eyebrows almost straight into his bright blue eyes. He is so handsome. I don’t know why he never dates anyone seriously. He does hook up with women frequently, and I’m sure they all adore him. He’s kind, handsome, and very rich. What’s not to like? Since we’ve been friends Henry’s had dozens of one-night stands. He’s never interested in more than that, though. As he always says, “I’m a wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am sort of guy.” I can’t really relate to that because I’m not into casual sex, and these past few years, I haven’t been into sex at all.


  Feeling a little bit embarrassed, I start to fiddle with the napkin dispenser on the table. It’s stainless steel and red and looks like a little house. Nervously, I pull out a few of the thin, waxy napkins. Henry puts his hand on mine. “Stop,” he says. “Next you’re going to start emptying sugar packets onto the table like a three-year-old.”


  I cross my arms over my chest and frown at Henry. I’m entitled to be nervous at a time like this.


  “Now you’re pouting like a three-year-old, too. Let’s grow up and get to the juicy stuff already.”


  Yes, the juicy stuff. I am definitely ready to talk about it. “Sparling is totally flirting with me,” I say in a whisper, as if I’m reporting something covert. “After the first email I wasn’t sure. But in the email he sent last night he told me to tell him everything I like about him, and not to be shy.”


  Henry snorts. “Don’t be shy … that’s such a bad line.”


  “You think?” I ask. “I sort of like the encouragement.”


  “I think a man with his literary talents can do better than that.”


  “So now you admit he has talents, eh?” I say.


  I’m overwhelmed by the fact that he’s writing to me at all. I’m not about to judge the literary quality of his emails. I mean, seriously, most people don’t even use punctuation in emails. A complete sentence in email is the equivalent of a masterpiece.


  “Well, whatever. I don’t care if he’s writing bad lines, Henry. I just want you to tell me if my reply to him is OK before I send it. I wrote a draft this morning.”


  “I’m all ears,” Henry says.


  “You promise you’ll tell me the truth?”


  Henry doesn’t answer. He points to the waitress coming out of the kitchen with our orders. “Food’s here,” he says.


  As the waitress reaches our table, I smell the food and it makes my stomach rumble. I am so hungry I almost forget about Professor Sparling for a minute. Who knew that was possible?


  “Enjoy your meal,” the waitress says. “Let me know if you need more coffee.”


  “More coffee would be great,” Henry says. “And we’re still waiting for our juice.”


  “Oh dear,” the waitress says looking distressed. “I’ll be right back with that,” she says and hurries away.


  I grab a crispy piece of bacon with my fingers and I’m chewing away before Henry has a chance to lift up his fork and knife. “Where are your manners, Miss Morrison?” he asks mockingly.


  “I’m famished, Mr. Hart,” I reply. “Head out to your big estate if you want all that proper manners stuff,” I say sassily.


  It’s true that I’m starving, but I also want to eat quickly so I can read Henry the draft of my message to Professor Sparling. I’ve started to worry that he’s going to think I’m too intimidated to write back.


  The waitress finally brings our juice and I guzzle mine in five big gulps.


  “Sheesh,” Henry says. “I have to make sure you eat more often.”


  I ravenously finish everything on my plate. Henry cleans his plate, too. As soon as the waitress clears our dishes, I reach into the pocket of my parka for my phone, pull up my email, and prepare myself to read to Henry. Suddenly, after all my rush to share with Henry, I’m a bit self-conscious. But it’s Henry, I remind myself. This kind of thing is right up his alley.


  “Ready to hear?” I ask.


  Henry raises his eyebrows and says, “Go for it, sweetheart.”


  I take a deep breath and exhale loudly. I read the first two lines without any problem, but then I pause. I start to blush. I can feel the heat in my cheeks as I get to the words “crotchless black panties,” and I can’t go on reading. I hand my phone to Henry and put my forehead down on the table. Henry grabs it and reads. “Syd, this is hot. Don’t feel bad.”


  “I don’t feel bad. I’m just really embarrassed. “


  The waitress comes by to ask if we need anything else.


  “Toothpicks,” Henry says. He loves to chew on toothpicks. Talk about no manners! He’s grinning at me now and I think it’s the biggest smile I’ve seen on his face. “I knew you had a sexy past back in high school, but I had no idea you were such an animal,” he says.


  “Grrrrr,” I say, making my best attempt at a growl.


  “Do you really think there’s a straight guy on this planet who wouldn’t go crazy from a message like this?”


  “I’m worried it’s too self-centered. It’s all about how he makes me feel.”


  “The fact that he’s turning you on will turn him on even more,” Henry reassures me.


  “I hope you’re right,” I say. “I hope he’s not cracking up at me, or worse … He could delete my email without reading it like it’s one of those ‘make your penis grow’ spam messages.”


  “Trust me,” Henry says, “your message is all he needs to make his penis grow.”


  “Very funny,” I retort.


  Henry says he has a great idea. We don’t have classes, and neither of us has any plans all day. “Let’s go shopping,” he says. “I want to see you in the five inch heels you’re imagining.”


  “Yeah, right,” I say.


  “I’m serious,” Henry says. “Send that email and let’s get out of here.”


  I think my blood pressure skyrockets as my finger approaches the screen on my phone. Sending a message like the one I’ve composed could change my life. This could be the beginning of something very big. I count out loud: one, two, three. Then I hit ‘send’ and immediately close my eyes, squeezing them tightly shut.


  “Deep breath, Syd,” Henry says. “It’s all good.”


  As we get up to leave, Henry waves to the waitress and calls out “ciao.”


  Henry and his ciaos. He picked up the word on his family trip to Italy last year. Ever since he’s been saying ciao so often it’s like an uncontrollable tic. He must be the only person in the state of Michigan saying ciao. People around here might say “later” instead of bye. Adios might possibly pass as cool. But ciao? If Henry weren’t so well respected in Addison, he’d be a laughing stock.


  Henry opens the door for me on the way out of Kuki’s. “I’ve got to run a few errands,” he says. “I’ll pick you up at noon and we’ll go shopping.”
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  Henry drives west to Cherrywood Mall, the only decent place to shop in this part of Michigan. So many stores have closed down since the recession. It seems like only the big chain stores have survived. I find it unsettling to be sitting in Henry’s brand new silver Camaro, running my hands along the smooth black leather interior, when on the wet road all around us are tall trees hiding homes that have foreclosed. Henry’s family has been lucky. The recession hasn’t hurt them significantly. It breaks my heart to see what has happened to so many people in Michigan.


  Henry interrupts my thoughts about money to talk about just that. “Sydney, I am buying your clothes today.”


  “No way!” I say loudly and firmly.


  “This shopping spree is going to be my Christmas present to you. Don’t argue. I have plenty of money in my account, and if I didn’t, I’d sell my car to pay for your wardrobe,” Henry lets out a chuckle. “It’s time the world sees the sex goddess inside of you.”


  I give Henry a little punch on his bicep. “You’re so hilarious,” I say, my voice oozing with sarcasm. I reach into my pocket and feel for my phone. It’s time to see if Professor Sparling has replied. I’d promised Henry I wouldn’t check for at least an hour after breakfast. “Self control is key, Sydney,” he’d said. It’s been 67 minutes. I pull out my phone and tap on my Gmail app.


  “Sydney …” Henry admonishes.


  “I said I’d wait an hour. It’s been more than that.” As I finish my sentence, P.Sparling’s message appears on my screen in bold type. “Whoohoo!” I shriek.


  “I suppose that means you’ve gotten a reply,” Henry says flatly.


  All I can say is holy shit. I can’t answer Henry because I’m too busy reading, and gasping with surprise.


  


  Dear Sydney,


  Would you be flattered to know I got hard as I read your email? I’m imagining your arousal and the way your body would begin its surrender into my arms. If you were here next to me in the clothing you described, I’d hold you close and give you a kiss that starts off gently like a caress, but gets more powerful as my tongue enters your mouth, moving in synch with yours like a dance. While kissing you I’d slowly pull the straps of your wife-beater down until your braless breasts were exposed, bare, and pressed against my chest. I’d start to kiss my way down your neck, one little kiss after another while my hands explored lower until they were cupping your gorgeous breasts.


  Sydney, let’s talk in present tense, so it doesn’t feel like we’re pretending, but rather like you’re right here next to me and all of this is NOW. Your firm, round breasts are in my palms and I’m running my thumbs over your nipples. They harden at my touch. Your head tips back and you gasp and shiver with desire. When you pull your face back up to meet mine, your blonde hair falls over your shoulders until it almost touches your perfect breasts. I look into your eyes – so pale and blue – like a wolf’s. Oh, Sydney, baby, you are so beautiful. It’s time for me to kiss you again, but first I want you to want me more. Tell me how much you want me.


  Wishful,


  Paul


  


  “You’re panting,” Henry snaps at me. “I can’t believe an email makes you pant.” Now he’s giving me that wry grin of his. “Is little Miss Sydney getting all hot in my Camaro?”


  “Shush,” Henry! “Yes, I’m hot for Professor Sparling. You already know that.”


  I have so many questions about Professor Sparling. Aside from what he wrote in his book about his painful divorce, I know nothing about him. His ex-wife Madeline suffered from severe depression, and much of what he wrote about in his memoir were his conflicted feelings of wanting both to save her and to leave her. Does he think I’m someone who needs saving, too? Was that his takeaway from my essay? I surely do not want to be viewed as some damsel in distress. And the last thing I want is to be saved, and then left, like his poor wife.


  Henry is driving too fast for the slick road. As we zoom towards the mall, the tall leafless trees on the roadside are a blur. My head is spinning with both exhilaration and trepidation. I desperately want to stop everything and answer Professor Sparling’s message right this second. But a little voice in my head reminds me that I might be setting myself up for a big fall.
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  In the mall Henry moves behind me and puts his hands over my eyes. “I have to stop you from going to Footlocker for your clothes,” he jokes. “And you can’t go to North Face either. No more fleece, my friend.”


  “Please, Henry,” I fake whine. “I just need one more really sexy oversized gray sweatshirt.”


  Henry doesn’t take his hands off my eyes. I’m leaning my back into his chest (he’s got a great chest!) and we’re shuffling our way along, the scents of both fragrances for sale and food court hotdogs wafting through the air. It kind of makes me want to puke. “I hate this mall,” I tell Henry.


  “You just be quiet now,” Henry says.


  Two minutes later Henry turns me to the left and pulls his hands off my eyes. We’re standing in front of Oui, an overpriced Midwestern chain store that sells Euro-style clothing to young women in Michigan, Minnesota, Illinois, Wisconsin, and Ohio, who want to dress like they live somewhere else.


  “Eeeek,” I squeal. “I’m not shopping at Oui!”


  “Oh yes you are,” Henry says. “And I’m paying.”


  The lights in Oui are too bright and the techno music is loud. I can’t believe this is where Henry has brought me to shop. The store is crammed with dozens of versions of the little black dress – backless, sleeveless, lace, A-line, ultra-mini, chiffon, spaghetti straps, you name it, Oui has it. There is a rack devoted to white tops, a section of loud prints, an entire wall shelved with folded jeans, and a special Christmas table covered in red and white cashmere sweaters and accessories.


  A tall, elegant woman in the ultra-mini little black dress comes over to us. She flips her silky black hair back revealing her right ear whose length is covered in piercings, all tiny silver hoops, like a spiral notebook. She flashes Henry a smile through her full lips. She’s wearing deep red lipstick, fishnet stockings and fierce black pumps that accentuate her long, sensual legs. In her heels she’s Henry’s height. She looks more strip club than Cherrywood Mall. But I guess that’s what Oui is all about, trying not to be Cherrywood Mall.


  “What’s up, Marina?” Henry says. He steps away from me and opens his arms to give her a hug. He pulls back without taking his hands off her waist and eyes her up and down. “You look great,” he says, staring a little too long for someone offering a greeting.


  It dawns on me that Marina is probably one of Henry’s one-nighters. He likes to call them disposable babes. He knows it makes him sound like an asshole, but I don’t think he uses the term with anyone but me. It’s one of our many private jokes. Henry and I always laugh about his disposable babes, but I’ve never been face to face with one before. I’ve heard plenty of details, most of them so repetitive I wouldn’t know one babe from another. The amazing thing about Henry is that no girl seems to mind being his disposable babe. He has a solid reputation as nothing but a player, and girls still want him. His mother and I are the only females consistently in his life.


  Marina does a little twirl for Henry, still flashing that huge smile. “You really think I look great?” she says. “I feel like I’ve gained so much weight.”


  “Never! You couldn’t,” Henry says smiling back at her, slouching a bit with his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. His blue eyes are studying her closely. “You could never look anything but great.”


  I get a sinking feeling while Henry admires Marina and I can tell by the way he’s looking at her that I should get out of here, so I spin on my heel and run out of the store. As I exit, I’m overwhelmed by the food court hot dog smell and now I really think I’m going to throw up. “Sydney!” Henry calls. “Come back.”


  Henry runs out after me. “What’s wrong?” he asks.


  “Nothing,” I say. And I mean it. Nothing is wrong. I just don’t want to shop in Oui and I don’t want to watch Henry pick up chicks in the mall. Those two things do not constitute something being wrong. If that’s the case, though, why do I feel the beginning of tears stinging my eyes? Why am I choking back a sob? I’m behaving like a jealous girlfriend and it’s truly embarrassing. “I’m sorry, Henry,” I say. “I think I’m distracted by the Sparling emails. I’m not feeling like myself. I should probably get home and figure out how I’m going to reply.”


  “Not yet,” Henry says. He grabs my hand and drags me back into Oui without letting go until he’s pulled me all the way to the dressing rooms in the back. When we get there, an entire rack of clothes is waiting, along with a bench piled high with jeans and sweaters. “Everything here is in your size,” Henry says. He explains that Marina is an old friend from elementary school. “We’ve known each other forever and I called ahead, described you to Marina, and asked her to prepare items for you to try on. I knew you’d be short on patience.”


  I bite my cheeks to suppress a smile over Henry’s thoughtfulness. “I’m sorry …” I say. “I thought Marina was one of your, you know, babes.”


  “And if she was?” Henry says raising one eyebrow. “Would that bother you?”


  “Of course not,” I say, but I’m pretty sure I’m lying and I don’t understand why I feel this way. Henry and I have been friends for years. I’ve never been jealous of his sexual escapades.


  Henry comes close to me and whispers in my ear. “Marina would never go for me, but she might go for you,” he says. “In fact, I know you’re her type. She loves blondes.”


  I feel my cheeks turning red. “Oh!” I don’t know what else to say.


  Just then Marina appears. She points at a black leather chair next to the three-sided mirror. “Sit over there, Henry,” she says. She gestures for me to enter the fitting room with a long mirror. “I’ll bring things to you one by one. Tell me when you’re ready.”


  “I’m ready,” I say.


  “You should take off those sweats first,” she grins and steps out of the room.


  “Um, OK,” I say feeling awkward and shy. I pull off my depressing clothes until I’m standing in nothing but my white cotton panties and my hideous bra. Marina is going to nickname me grannyboobs when she sees it. “I’m ready,” I say again.


  Marina steps in holding a fitted little black dress with sheer chiffon shoulders and sleeves. It’s cinched at the waist and looks like it will hit about mid-thigh. She’s smirking at me and I feel the need to cover myself so I cross my arms over my chest. “We need to get you into a different bra,” she says. “We’ve got a whole bunch on sale now. Let me grab one for you. See stares at my breasts. “34C?” she asks.


  “I think so,” I say.


  Marina comes back into the dressing room with several black bras. She lifts a strapless one up first. “Let’s try this,” she says. I reach behind my back to unhook my bra, but Mariana’s fingers are already there. She’s a good few inches taller than me and easily puts her hands on my shoulders and slips the bra straps down my arms. I keep my hands at my sides as the bra falls to the floor. Marina startles me when she sucks in her breath and stares at me in the mirror, naked except for a thin pair of panties. “You’re stunning,” she says.


  “Uh, thanks,” I mumble, not sure how to respond. Exposure is turning my nipples hard and I move to cover them with my hands. Marina gives me a strapless bra and as I push it into its place she grabs the tabs and hooks it for me. Then she hands me the dress and waits until I’m ready to be zipped up. She places her hands delicately on my waist before she slowly pulls up the zipper. Our eyes meet in the mirror and I feel something flicker in me, a startling sensation of arousal.


  “You look really good,” Marina says, “but the dress isn’t hot enough for you. Want to show Henry?”


  I step out of the room to find Henry grinning mischievously. Is he getting off on the thought of Marina in the dressing room with me? I know how guys are about watching women touch and kiss each other. I check myself out in the three-sided mirror. I guess I look OK, but the dress is pretty blah. Henry seems to read my mind. “Nice,” he says. “But we can do better.”


  Marina helps me in and out of a few different dresses. Each time she zips me slowly and carefully, running her hands up my back as she does. I try to focus on Professor Sparling, on how he’d respond to seeing me in a little black dress – and seeing me out of it. It’s hard to ignore Mariana’s touch, though, and I kind of feel like smacking Henry. I’m sure he’s getting a kick out of this. I tell myself that my reaction to her has only to do with being so charged by Professor Sparling. I’ve got sex on the brain. That doesn’t mean I’m attracted to a woman.


  When I try on a stretch V-neck velvet dress with three-quarter sleeves, I feel good. The dress is tight, and the back is open. It’s sexy without being slutty. Marina gives me a smile of approval, and I think she realizes that I’m not batting for her team. When I step out of the dressing room, Henry gives me a standing ovation. The twinkle in his eyes makes know this dress is right.


  I spend the next half hour trying on skirts, jeans, sweaters, and shirts that call attention to my chest and waist. It’s an exhausting process and the fitting room starts to feel extraordinarily claustrophobic. Henry and Marina, my delightful fashion coordinators, seem to realize they’re losing my cooperation. They discuss the clothes that are piled before us and decide on the velvet dress, a tight red scoop-neck cashmere sweater (perfect for Christmas!), skinny jeans in vintage blue, black leggings, a short A-line black skirt, a white silk button-down blouse, and a pile of fitted t-shirts in girly colors that will either flatter me or make me look like an Easter egg.


  When I’m back in my old clothes I head out to the cash register. Henry is already paying and I grin when I notice he’s added a heap of daring undergarments and stockings to my new wardrobe. “Are you sure you want to pay for all of this?” I ask. “I can chip in, you know.”


  “It’s my pleasure to pay. And I want you to wear the red sweater and black skirt when you come to Ottawa Estate for Christmas dinner,” Henry says. “You can decide what you’re wearing underneath them,” he says, smirking wickedly.


  “What?” I say.


  I’m taken aback by Henry’s invitation. Since it’s only two days before Christmas Eve and he hadn’t mentioned an invitation to dinner before, I assumed I wasn’t invited this year. I’d been thinking about driving back to Clarksville for Christmas, but I know I won’t be happy there, so what’s the point? Being with family on the holiday is only a good thing if your family cares that you’re there. My plan was just to hang out with Tiny and Little and pretend it was a regular day.


  Christmases were some of the loneliest times of my childhood. My grandparents had a handyman who decorated the house in lights and brought in a tree. My elegant grandmother had a box of ornaments and every year she would take it out and give it to me. Together we’d dust the ornaments, all of which were imprinted with Nativity images. My grandmother never stayed with me while I hung them on the tree. She would have one excuse or another – she needed to step out to the store, there were dishes in the sink, or her knee hurt. I would climb up the stepladder and work on making the tree beautiful. But as I looked at the images of Mary, Joseph, and baby Jesus – the family – I felt even more alone than usual.
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  The summer after I graduated high school Jake and I drove out to swim in Lake Pleasant time and again. There was a deserted area we went to for privacy. Nothing was out there but the old trailer where I found Tiny and Little. To get into the water we had to push through tall thick reeds. We had a small tent that we pitched and soft blankets we threw inside to make it comfortable. We built a fire pit where we could roast marshmallows. And since no one was around we often swam naked. After a cool dip in the lake we’d cuddle in the tent. Sometimes we had sex and sometimes brown-haired Jake just held me close, his muscular arms wrapped tightly around me as if he were protecting me from a wild beast tearing out of the woods and approaching our tent.


  Jake and I always talked about the future – graduation and college. Jake was planning to go to Michigan State. He didn’t have the grades to get into Addison, and although I knew he loved me, I also knew that it would be better if we didn’t try to stay together during college. “If it’s meant to be,” I’d say to him, “it will happen.” Saying that always made me sad, and if a tear dripped down my cheek, Jake would wipe it away with his thumb. “It will be because I love you,” he’d murmur with his face in my hair. He was the first and only person to ever say, “I love you” to me. And had I not experienced Jake’s love, I don’t know how I would have held up when my life unraveled. It all started with the blue sedan that started following me.


  The first time Jake mentioned the car it was parked under a street lamp across the street from my grandparents’ house. Until that point, I thought I’d been imagining the feeling of being followed. It was just after dusk when Jake mentioned the car. He was dropping me off at my grandparents after we’d had dinner at our favorite Clarksville hangout, Van Diner. “Grandma Rose and Grandpa Ben got company?” he asked.


  “They didn’t mention company to me.”


  “I’ve seen that car here before,” Jake said, his brown eyes clouded with concern.


  “I recognize it because it’s got a dent on the driver’s door. You see that?”


  “I’ve seen it here, too,” I said nervously. I’d also seen it outside of my school a couple of times.


  Jake and I were both staring at the car when its driver turned on the engine and headlights. We squinted into the light trying to see in, but we couldn’t. The car took off into the night, too quickly for us to make out the license plate.


  “Should I call the police?” I asked Jake.


  “You don’t have anything to tell them,” he said. “They won’t take you seriously.”


  He was right. When I did go to the police a few weeks later to report a blue car following me, they told me there was nothing they could do unless I was being threatened. Jake told me not to worry. “Whatever is going on, baby,” he said, “I’ll protect you.”


  Jake did try to protect me, but when the truth came out there was nothing anyone could do for me. I had to come to terms with what I learned about my true identity, and while I tried to do that, I pushed Jake away. It wasn’t a lack of love that made me do it. I was scared, confused, and most of all, ashamed. I felt like I’d fallen down a deep, dark pit, but I wasn’t crying for someone to help me out. I wanted to stay down there in the pitch black with nothing but mud and earthworms. I wept in Jake’s arms when I told him I was breaking things off. “You have to go to Michigan State soon,” I said. “And I need time alone. I can’t give you anything right now.”


  “I don’t need anything, Sydney,” Jake said. His face was pale and his hands were clenching my shoulders. “Don’t do this to us, baby.”


  “We were going to break up for college anyway,” I said. “It’s just happening a little earlier than planned. And if it’s meant to be …” I started to say, but Jake had already let go of me. I was really, truly alone.


  [image: ]


  


  


  


  I’m not good for conversation on the drive back from Cherrywood Mall. I’m completely exhausted and Henry is poking fun at me, trying to get me to react to his teasing. “So what went on in that dressing room with Marina?” he says. He’s almost laughing.


  “Nothing,” I say. I lean my head against the window and let out a sigh. For some reason, my thoughts are stuck in the past.


  “If I know Marina, she had her hands all over you. Fess up, Syd,” Henry says. I think he can see I’m feeling down and he’s trying to tease me out of it.


  “I suppose she did.” I do my best to play along.


  “Come on, Sydney Morrison, give me the dirt,” Henry demands. “Did you like it?”


  “I like Professor Sparling,” I say. “And I need to get home and write to him.” That is probably the only thing that will push away the memories that are assaulting me.


  “You got a plan?” Henry asks. “Do you know what you’re going to say?” The excitement in Henry’s voice is contagious and I start to perk up.


  “I definitely do not,” I say. “Any advice?” The more we talk about Professor Sparling, the more my mood lifts.


  “Don’t be shy,” Henry says as he chuckles and brushes his hair off his forehead.


  “Fuck off,” I say with a giggle. “Tell me something useful. Give me good advice.”


  “My advice is to let go and give Sparling everything you’ve got.”


  I smile at Henry. “Thanks,” I say. “You’re the best.”


  We pull up in front of my building and Henry pops the trunk so I can take out my shopping bags. He helps me carry everything to the door. “We forgot to buy shoes,” he practically shouts. “The killer stilettos. How could we forget them?”


  “Zappos,” I say.


  “Right,” Henry says. He leans forward and gives me a kiss on the cheek. “Just order now so the shoes arrive in time for Christmas.”


  Henry walks back to the Camaro and I run up the flight of stairs to my apartment. I set down all of my bags and unlock the door. Tiny and Little hurry over to me. “Hi, babies,” I say. They scurry away when I start pulling in my goods. “It’s just clothes. Don’t be scared, kitties,” I coo. The cats slowly creep over to the bags and sniff them. “No cat hair on the clothes, you hear me?” I say. They’ve never seen me come home with so many things.


  I grab a glass of water from the kitchen and take a deep breath. I’m finally alone and now I can read Professor Sparling’s email over and over again. I take off my parka and sit down at my little table with my laptop. I reread the email twice, lingering over every word. The line, “Your firm, round breasts are in my palms and I’m running my thumbs over your nipples” undoes me. I’m as aroused as I’ve ever been and that’s what Professor Sparling wants to hear. “Tell me how much you want me.” I read those words time and again and I think of Henry telling me to give this all I’ve got. OK, Professor, I’ll tell you how much I want you. That is exactly what I’m going to do right now.


  


  Professor Sparling,


  This is how much I want you: present tense and unfettered


  I hear an unexpected knock on my apartment door. I open it and you’re standing there in a deep blue fitted t-shirt and light, distressed jeans. Your pitch-black hair is mussed – perfectly imperfect. Your eyes are sleepy in a very sexy way. Stubble covers your chin and strong, square jaw. You’re holding a dozen long-stem red roses in your hand and you offer them to me as I stare at you, my mouth agape with surprise. “These are for you,” you say.


  “Thank you,” I say. “Please come in.”


  You look around my apartment and pet the cats while I arrange the roses in a vase.


  “Cute place,” you say.


  I fill the vase with water and turn around to face you, leaning back against the sink. You check me out, from my bare feet, to my tight black yoga pants, to my thin white t-shirt through which you can see the outline and texture of my black, lacy bra.


  We’re a few feet from each other and neither of us is moving. We’re staring into each other’s eyes, both breathing heavily. I’m afraid to move. You’re my professor, and you’re standing before me in my apartment. I’ve dreamed of this for so long.


  Thankfully, you’re not afraid to approach me and you saunter over, your eyes never leaving mine, your head cocked slightly to the left. Your lips are parted. You are now face to face with me. Your hands reach up to hold my face titling it upward, making sure my eyes never leave yours. “Don’t take your eyes off me,” you whisper sternly. “And remember you have to do as I say if you want to keep that A+ you got in my class.”


  My desire grows with every syllable you murmur. You run your hands down my cheeks, and then trace my lips with one finger. My knees feel weak and my eyes are on the verge of closing, my lips now tingling and begging to meet yours. “I want my A+, Prof,” I whisper in reply.


  You bring your face to mine. We’re almost nose to nose, our lips less than an inch apart. Your breath is warm. I’m desperate for your kiss. “Can I close my eyes?” I whisper.


  “Not yet,” you say. You take a half step back, slide your hands down my sides until you reach the hem of my t-shirt. In one swift movement you pull it up and over my head. You toss the shirt on the floor and your face is right back in front of mine.


  Your dark green eyes are full of passion as you tug on the waist of my yoga pants, pulling them just low enough to expose my pelvic bones. “Kiss me,” I say.


  “You don’t get to tell me what to do,” you whisper as you kneel, all the while still looking up at my eyes. I reach down and run my fingers through your hair. You finally break eye contact when you place a small kiss just above my hips. Then another kiss just above that and another until you’ve crossed my navel and kissed your way all the way up to my breasts. You stand up tall again and slide the straps of my bra down. As the bra slips lower my nipples are partly exposed. You place a tiny kiss on the rim of each dark pink circle and then lift your head so we’re eye to eye again.


  I’m lost in your touch and I need more of it. I think you’re finally going to kiss me. Your lips are so close to mine again and I feel the heat of your body as it nears me. I want you, Professor Sparling. I want you so badly. Do you know what you do to me? Stop teasing me like this.


  You pull away from me and take a few steps back. You look me up and down, and a sultry half-smile appears on your face.


  “Take off your pants, Sydney,” you say.


  I don’t hesitate for a minute. I simply do as I’m told and you watch me push the pants just low enough to expose the triangle of my white satin thong. You let out a quiet groan that tells me you like what you see and you want me as much as I want you.


  So my bra is falling off and my pants are on their way down. It’s your turn now, Professor. I may not get to make the rules, here, but if you want this to keep going, you’ll have to tell me you what happens next.


  


  I click send without rereading a word since I’m afraid of cringing at what I’ve written. I really don’t want to lose my nerve at this point. Distraction is now seriously necessary so I make a quick transition to the Zappos website and try to stave off my passion with images of shoes. It’s the virtual equivalent of having a bucket of cold water dumped on my head. Staring at shoes certainly does the trick, and as I’m cooling off, a pair of pricey Steve Maddens catches my eyes – black with a four-inch spike heel and Mary Jane style strap. All I can think is that these shoes are worth a splurge because they’d be perfect for a sexy schoolgirl outfit. My wanton thoughts start to take over my brain again (so much for cooling off), and one of them surprises me: Those shoes are exactly what I’ll need when I’m alone with my professor. How can I be thinking ‘when’ I’m alone with my professor instead of ‘if’ I’m alone with my professor? Am I becoming confident that something is really going to happen?
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  Confidence doesn’t come easily to someone who grew up never feeling loved or wanted. For some reason, though, these email exchanges with Professor Sparling – loaded as they are with uncertainty – make me feel stronger, more secure, and even powerful. Logically, they should make me feel nothing but anxious: What if he doesn’t get my message and thinks I didn’t reply to him? What if he doesn’t reply at all? What if this is all one big joke to him and he’s sitting around with his friends laughing at my messages? Has he done this with lots of his students? If he has, do I care? Do I care about feeling special, or is it enough to just get laid by the man of my dreams? That’s not exactly a fairytale ending, but it is some version of getting what I want.


  I take a deep breath and remind myself that it’s been fewer than 24 hours since this whole thing began. Slow down, Syd, I tell myself. A call from Henry startles me.


  “So what did you write to the old man?” he asks.


  “Just the usual stuff students say to their professors: When are your office hours? Can I turn in my paper late? Do you want to see me naked?”


  “Atta girl,” Henry says. “You get naked for him.”


  “I don’t think we’re quite there yet,” I say. “It’s only been one day.”


  “One day,” Henry snorts, “is the longest relationship I’ve ever had.”


  “Some of us take it a tad bit slower, Henry,” I say.


  “Well don’t take it too slow,” Henry says. “Who knows how long the old dude will be around.”


  “Henry!” I shriek. “He’s not that old. He’s like 43.”


  “Exactly,” Henry says. “Someone that age probably grew up playing pinball and watching the only three TV channels that existed.”


  “Now are you also going to claim he only watched black-and-white TV?”


  “Yes! Only black-and-white. Professor Sparling is so ancient he had a pet dinosaur growing up and if you told him you’re into anal, he’d think you were talking about a colonoscopy.”


  “That’s too gross,” I squeal.


  “That’s what you’re in for if you get involved with a granddaddy,” Henry teases.


  “He’ll be going on and on about his prostate issues before you know it.”


  “Hennnrrryy, stop! You’ve gotten carried away. I have to ask you something serious. Can we talk for real now without ridiculing my taste in old dudes?”


  “Of course,” Henry says. I can tell he’s suppressing a chuckle.


  “Is it weird that these email exchanges are really turning me on?” I ask bashfully.


  “What’s weird about it? We live in the era of sexting. This is how it’s done, baby!”


  “Yes, but this feels much bigger than that. I don’t know how to explain it, but something about Professor Sparling’s emails feels familiar. It’s almost like he knows me. How does he know exactly what to say to turn me on?”


  “Maybe the same lines work on all chicks,” Henry says smugly.


  “You would know,” I retort.


  “Or you might be feeling something that’s really there.”


  “But all Professor Sparling knows about me is what I wrote in my personal essay.”


  “Speaking of that essay, as your best friend, don’t you think I find it insulting that you’ve shared your secrets with an elderly professor instead of with me? Are you ever going to let me read it?”


  “Sure,” I say, though I have no intention of doing so. “I’ll send it later.”


  “Don’t forget,” Henry says.


  “Don’t be insulted,” I reply, and I quickly change the subject. “What should I bring to Christmas dinner? Flowers? Wine? Dessert?”


  “Just your beautiful self,” Henry says. “Though my mother invited you to stay overnight, so maybe you bring a change of clothes.”


  “She’s so sweet. I’d love to,” I say. I slept at Ottawa Estate twice last year, once on Christmas and then again on New Year’s. I know my cats are lonely for a night when I’m away, but other than those two kitties there’s nothing keeping me at home. And a night at Ottawa Estate is like a vacation in a five star hotel. The rooms are decorated in a palatial-style, with four-poster beds, crisp white sheets with gold trim, chairs upholstered in velvet, and hand painted vanity tables. Each guest room has a full bathroom with a claw-foot tub, marble floors, and linen hand towels beside the sink with Ottawa embroidered on their edges in navy blue cursive letters.


  “Did you buy shoes?” Henry asks.


  “Almost,” I say.


  “Do it,” Henry demands. “If you show up to Christmas dinner in hot, new clothes and those hiking boots of yours, I don’t know what I’ll do with you.”


  “OK,” I say giggling. “I’m on it.”


  I hang up the phone and order the Steve Maddens, feeling guilty for spending so much money on shoes. But since I never buy anything for myself, I figure this one purchase is justified. There’s free express shipping, and the shoes should arrive tomorrow, just before Christmas. Then with a racing heart I click open my email. Nothing but junk mail. Not even an hour has passed since I sent my message to Professor Sparling. I inhale slowly, a few good, deep breaths to calm myself, take a shower, eat some peanut butter out of the jar, and get ready for bed. Just before joining the cats on the futon I take one more peek at my computer. (Because just one more peek wouldn’t mean I’m obsessive or anything.)


  Sometimes obsessiveness pays off.


  There’s a message from P.Sparling! Seeing his name gives me Jell-O knees. I open it to find only one little line.


  Are you naked?


  It was sent one minute ago, so if I reply now, Professor Sparling might see it right away. I summon up that sassy slut inside of me and tell her to get to work. When her voice takes over me, I think I play this game well.


  Should I be?


  Before I have a chance to process what I’ve written, and what I’m getting myself into, I get a reply.


  In my humble opinion, you should always be naked.


  I might get cold.


  I don’t think thirty seconds pass before I get a message that says:


  We’ll get you some fluffy white earmuffs like Kate Upton wore in her Sports Illustrated Antarctica photo shoot.


  All of a sudden I’m laughing out loud. I never imagined Professor Sparling to be a Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue type. He’s such an uber-intellectual. The image of him flipping through that magazine is completely incongruous with the image of him in my mind. I would have pictured him lying in bed reading Aristotle, not Sports Illustrated. Ha! Who would have thought he’s even heard of Kate Upton? I hit reply: Earmuffs should do the trick. Now what about how much you want me? Last I recall you’d just told me to take off my pants.


  We’re sending emails back and forth so quickly it feels like a live chat, which I’m tempted to suggest. I’m afraid, though, that Professor Sparling might be one of those old guys who doesn’t get fast technology. (At least he’s not faxing his messages to me!) And the truth is that I don’t want the pressure of having to reply instantly. This flirtation has spun so far so fast. I don’t need it to be ultra rapid. Two days ago I was Professor Sparling’s student pining away for his attention, and look where I am now. I feel out of control … and I love it. It’s like being awake after a three-and-a-half year hibernation. There are sensations coursing through my body that I haven’t felt since I was eighteen. For the first time since that awful day at Lake Pleasant, I truly want to be part of the world again. I want to be the cute and sexy young woman I have the potential to be. Even if nothing more happens with Professor Sparling, I will always love him for making me feel this way. If he hadn’t sparked my interest, I could have spent the rest of my life in a gray hoodie surrounded by cats. Who knows, maybe as I aged I’d replace the hoodie with a thick terry cloth robe and become the classic spinster cat lady.


  The ding alerting me to a new message breaks my chain of thought.


  If I told you to take off your pants, Sydney, I assume you’ve done so. You wouldn’t dare send me messages with your pants on, would you? Now take off your shirt, too. Do as I say, or I’ll get angry with you. I have a little paddle that I use on my students who don’t do as they’re told.


  OMG! Is he serious? Has Professor Sparling done this before? Is he really a spanker, or worse, a paddler? The thought of bending over his knees in a schoolgirl skirt and having him yank down my panties and run his hand across my ass is very appealing. That is exactly what I write in my reply.


  My pants are off because I’m wearing a skirt today. A tiny plaid pleated skirt that barely covers my ass. Since I’ve been disobedient you bend me over you knees, and slap my ass with your left hand. “Does it sting?” you ask.


  It does. A lot. But, I’m gasping and I can’t catch my breath quickly enough to answer you. Before I know it my little white panties are down, and you’re roughly rubbing my ass. I can feel the dampness forming between my legs. Your hand is so close to that part me. I want you to move your hand there. I want to be touched, and I’m silently begging for it. You slap me again with your left hand and when I yelp you shove your right thumb into my mouth. I close my lips around it and moan.


  Hello there, sassy slut inside of me. Writing like this is turning me on. A lot. It’s not as though I’ve ever been spanked before. I’m really not writing from experience. Jake and I did our fair share of lovemaking back in the day, but it was all very sweet and conventional. I was only a teenager, after all. I guess my long, dry spell has changed me into someone whose imagination runs wild. And now here I am acting like I’m the kind of woman who casually bends over a man’s knees for a spanking. I close my eyes for a second, inhale, exhale, and send. I’m too aroused to worry about embarrassment now, and it amazes me that my excitement has the power to turn off any sense of shame in me. I want to get off more than I’ve ever wanted to before. Period. How can this be happening to me? I’m glum girl, not sassy slut. I don’t recognize myself. And I don’t think I care. The change is so welcome. My body is buzzing with good sensations and vibes. Given my past, and the way I came to be in this world, it seems strange that I’m wildly interested in a relationship with a man who has a kinky edge. Shouldn’t someone like me need love, tenderness, and security? Shouldn’t someone like me be terrified of this?


  The ding of Professor Sparling’s answer arrives so quickly it’s difficult to believe he had time to read my message.


  Sydney Morrison, you really are a bad girl, much worse than I thought. I like it. As your professor, I reserve the right to give you some homework. So, if your shirt is off as it should be, turn on your camera, take a self-portrait of your breasts and send it to me. I want to see those perky nipples. Show me those hot tits of yours. I suspect you’ll get a very good grade on this assignment.


  What. The. Fuck? Professor Sparling wants me to take a picture of my breasts and send it to him? Where did this come from? The glum girl in me may have been temporarily usurped, but even with my hormones firing out of control, and my desperate ache for Professor Sparling, I know this is something I need to think about. Spontaneity is out of the question.


  In my earlier musings about sexting, I’d concluded that writing was more revealing than stripping. Now that I’m faced with stripping, however, I’m not sure I agree with myself. I don’t want to stop what’s happening with Professor Sparling, but I know have to slow down for a bit and think. Now the pressure is on to figure out what I should say to keep him interested in me. If I don’t do as he says, maybe he’ll blow me off as some prude. But what if he’s some kind of perv who has a collection of his students’ tit pics? What if he has a website? Anything is possible. I don’t actually know the real Professor Sparling at all. I rest my head in my hands. My mind is wracked with indecision and I feel like I’m standing in the middle of a rope bridge that sways with each and every move I make. There is no steady path to the unknown and the threat of falling is palpable with every motion, even something as minute as the blink of my eyes.


  Suddenly, the memories of today’s events are flooding my brain and I can’t believe it was just this afternoon that I was mostly naked in front of Marina. I haven’t even had the chance to mull over that. And now Professor Sparling wants to see me topless! It’s all too much. As much as I wish I could be uninhibited enough to just send a pic, I have to calm down and steady myself first. I don’t want to lose my chance of being with Professor Sparling, but I also don’t want to lose my mind.


  


  Dear Professor Sparling,


  Believe me, I want to show you my tits and I want you to roll my nipples between your fingers until I’m begging you to stop. And oh, God, to feel your lips on my breasts … but I need to think about things before I send a picture. Please be patient with me. I promise I’m not dodging my homework assignment. I’m just getting my bearings. I hope you’ll still give me an A+. Good night.


  Topless,


  Sydney


  


  With that I close my computer and plop into bed.
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  I toss and turn in my bed, disturbing the cats with every move. Every time they readjust themselves into a comfortable position, I roll over again. No matter how hard I try, I can’t fall asleep. My body is exhausted, but my brain is racing a million miles an hour. I’m a combination of aroused, elated, perplexed, hopeful, and nervous. For someone who hasn’t felt much more than crappy with a capital C for years, it’s a lot of emotion to deal with. It’s no wonder I can’t relax. I finally give up on sleep, drink a glass of water, and take my laptop into bed with me. I can’t shake the thought of taking a picture of my breasts. Will it be different than seeing myself in the mirror? I can’t recall ever getting excited about seeing the reflection of my body. The idea of a picture, though, is titillating. Is it the act of taking the picture in and of itself, or the fact that Professor Sparling told me to do it? Or is it the idea of Professor Sparling seeing me naked that is such a turn on? It’s no secret that men like to look at pictures of naked women. And I’m certainly not the first woman to bare her breasts before a camera. Is it really such a big deal?


  As I’m asking myself that question I pull my t-shirt off over my head and I look down at my breasts. I’m too thin to be called voluptuous, but I’m ample, much more so than your average skinny girl. I run my fingers over my nipples so they harden. And then I do something I never in a million years expected myself to do. I lie down on my naked belly and prop myself up on my elbows with my breasts hanging before the computer. I move my laptop in front of me and click on the webcam icon. It opens and there I am, staring at myself on the screen. My eyes look tired, which makes sense. It’s the middle of the night after what was an absolutely exhausting and exhilarating day. I’ve had more action in the last 24 hours than I did in the previous three and a half years.


  I tilt the screen of my laptop forward until my cleavage comes into view. Then I push the laptop a few inches away so I can get more of me into the picture. And there in front of me, live and onscreen, are my round breasts and dark pink nipples. Oh my gosh, I whisper. I push the computer back a bit more and change the angle of the screen so my face is in the frame, too. I arch my back to raise my breasts a bit higher and then I hold my breath as I reach forward and click to take the picture. My computer makes a little snapping sound. And voilà. I’ve done it. I sit up, barely aware that I’m still half-naked. I’m staring at the screen and somewhat mesmerized by the image of bare breasts. If I didn’t see my face above them, I’d never believe it was really my body.


  For a moment I cringe and slam the laptop shut. What have I done? Could I ever send that naked image of myself to Professor Sparling? I get out of bed and open my closet door to look in my full-length mirror. I put my hands on my hips and stare at my breasts. I turn from side to side looking at them in profile. I’ve got good tits, dammit. Or at least I think I do. I haven’t seen another live set of breasts since my high school locker room.


  Back in bed, I grab my laptop and slide under the blanket where the world feels warm and safe. Perhaps because of the suggestive exchange I had with Marina this afternoon, or perhaps because I’m rediscovering myself after all those lackluster years, or perhaps because I want to know how nude pictures are really done, I feel profoundly intrigued by the female body. I do some quick Google searches, hoping to find pictures of beautiful naked women. I want hot and sexy, but not hardcore. Not surprisingly, the first sites that come up are very hardcore. Finally, though, after making my way past 101 ejaculating cocks, and vulvas so pink and close-up that their definitions are blurred and they look like nothing more than silly putty in its red egg, I find a site that has what I’m looking for. Before my eager eyes are pages and pages of stunning women who look tasteful, even in the dirtiest of poses. One image in particular stirs me: a woman whose full breasts have deep tan nipples. She’s sitting cross-legged on a white floor wearing nothing but a short black skirt. Her dark hair falls to her shoulders, her lips are slightly parted, and her eyes are a rich coffee bean brown. She looks like a young Penelope Cruz, with a very naughty side. And that combination of pure beauty and exposed pussy says ‘hot sex’ like nothing I’ve ever seen before. I don’t know whether I want her or whether I just want to be like her.


  I do one more quick email check to see if there is anything from Professor Sparling. I don’t expect anything, but I know I’ll never fall asleep if I don’t check.


  I’m right. Nothing from my professor, but … I see the name Jake Tennenbaum, my high school sweetheart, in my inbox and I get a chill down my spine at the sight of it. I wonder if lack of sleep has made me delirious. Am I imagining this? Jake hasn’t written to me since sophomore year of college when he started dating a lot and I was still picking up the pieces of my shattered self. What on earth could he want? I open the message.


  


  Dear Syd,


  I know it’s been a while since we’ve been in touch. I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately and was wondering if you’re going to be in Clarksville for Christmas. Can we meet? I want to talk to you face to face.


  Miss you.


  Jake


  


  I cannot believe this. Why does he need to see me face to face? What the fuck is going on in this world? With everything that’s happening now, suddenly Jake is in the picture? I know a part of me still loves him, and he’ll always have a place in my heart, but I’ve got enough on my plate and I’ve hardly thought about him at all this past semester when all I’ve done is lust after Professor Sparling.


  I write a quick reply to tell Jake I’m not going back to Clarksville. He answers immediately (at 2:00 a.m.!), asking if he can stop by Addison in the morning on his way back to Clarksville. “I know it’s out of the blue, but will you please see me?” he writes. I give him the address of Kuki’s and tell him to meet me there at 10:00 a.m. That’s just eight hours from now. I hope he won’t be too tired to drive.


  I’m so consumed with Professor Sparling right now I don’t even know how to make room for Jake in my mind. The first year after I ended things with him, we still talked a lot. Jake would call to make sure I was okay. I wasn’t, but I didn’t tell him that. Theoretically I could appreciate his kindness, but I was too numb to process it. Over the following few years we spoke less and less. I assumed he’d moved on. So what could he want from me now after all this time? I flash back to the first time Jake kissed me. We were outside Sandy’s Hardware where he’d just purchased supplies to help his dad build a deck outside the back door of their house. We were talking about how nice it would be to sit out on the new deck in the spring, when he let go of the shopping cart and pulled me close to him, letting the cart roll away. He kissed me gently, a kiss full of sweetness and tenderness. I knew then that he loved me, though it would take some time before I understood how much I loved him back.


  My head is spinning. I collapse onto the futon, pull my blanket up to my chin, and decide not to stay up waiting for an email from Professor Sparling. Forgetting that it’s the middle of the night, I text Henry to tell him the crazy news. Having breakfast with Jake my ex tomorrow. And with that, I drop my phone and go to sleep.
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  It’s the day before Christmas and I wake up startled by my ringing phone. Henry wants to know where I’m meeting Jake. “Kuki’s at 10:00,” I say. “Why?”


  “I’m worried about you.”


  “Jake is an old friend,” I say. “Why would you be worried? He’s never been anything but good to me.”


  “Because I know there’s some dark secret between you two.”


  “Henry,” I say with a yawn. “I’ve told you before, there is no dark secret between Jake and me. He knows a lot about me because we grew up in the same place, and we dated in high school. That is all.”


  “Are you sure you want to be alone with him? I can join you.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” I say. “Let’s talk later. I have to get dressed.” I wonder why Henry is being so possessive. Maybe because he’s not used to me having other friends.


  I feed the cats, make some instant coffee, and take out my new jeans. My ass looks good in them and although Jake and I are long over, I still want to look hot when I see him. My computer is sitting on the table like an elephant in the room. Did Professor Sparling write back, or didn’t he? Although I’m desperate to find out, I implore myself to wait until after breakfast with Jake. If there is no message from Professor Sparling, I’ll be upset all through breakfast. And if there is one, I’ll be completely distracted. The best thing to do is to push it all aside, even if it means sitting on my hands to keep them off the computer and my phone.


  I arrive at Kuki’s fifteen minutes early. The same gray-haired waitress who was here yesterday brings me a mug of coffee that I clutch between my palms, trying to warm them up. The temperature dropped overnight, and it’s officially freezing here. We may have a very snowy Christmas.


  I’m sitting way in the back of Kuki’s. It’s not that I don’t want to be seen with Jake, but rather I’d felt like we might want a bit of privacy. Just as I’m wondering what Jake could possibly want to talk to me about, I hear a familiar deep voice say my name. I turn around in my seat and there is Jake, standing tall, lean, and as handsome as ever. His almond brown eyes are full of warmth as he stretches his strong arms out to me. Without hesitating, I stand up and throw myself into his embrace. He squeezes me tightly and without any warning, I begin to weep. I haven’t said as much as hello to my former lover before becoming overwhelmed with emotion. The familiarity of his embrace is so comforting. Back in Jake’s arms I feel like no time has passed. He still smells like Old Spice, and he still radiates goodness. Until this moment, I had no idea how much I’ve missed him.


  “Oh, sweet Sydney,” Jake says as he kisses the top of my head. “Please don’t cry.”


  I try to swallow my sobs, but I can’t. My body is trembling and if Jake weren’t holding me up, I’d crumble to the ground. I can hear the waitress asking if she can get me anything, but I’m crying too hard to answer. Jake holds me tightly and doesn’t let go until my breathing calms and I stop choking on sobs. It might be for a minute, five minutes, or ten. I have no sense of time now. Jake leads me back to my seat and ushers the waitress over to bring me a glass of water. I dab at my eyes with a napkin and try to smile as Jake chuckles and says, “That was quite a greeting.”


  “Indeed it was,” I say, trying to internalize the fact that I just met my ex for the first time in ages, and immediately went to pieces and bawled in his arms. This could not be any more mortifying. Jake must think I’m pathetic.


  “I didn’t mean for my coming here to upset you,” Jake tells me. “I came because there are some things you should know and I want you to hear them from me. But first let’s order.” Jake turns his head and looks around Kuki’s. “Nice place,” he says. “You always choose the table next to the restroom?”


  “I thought we’d have more privacy here,” I say in a stage voice, hoping I’m masking my discomfort in faux haughtiness. I don’t want to seem any weaker than I already do, even though I know he’s just joking with me.


  The waitress comes over again and asks if I’m okay. I nod and order a bowl of maple cinnamon oatmeal. Jake orders scrambled eggs with sausage. Then he reaches over the table and grabs my hands. “I was hoping to see you happy here,” Jake says. He looks significantly more mature than he did in high school. His shoulders have broadened and he’s lost all the boyish pudginess in his cheeks. Now his cheekbones are defined and his jaw looks stronger than ever. I remember how much I liked to trace my fingers along his jawline. And as I look at him, it’s easy to remember how much I loved him. But when I flashback on our happy times together, my thoughts get stuck on the fateful day at Lake Pleasant.


  “I am happy,” I say. “Everything’s good. Seeing you seems to have brought up some memories, that’s all.”


  “That’s actually one of the things I want to talk to you about.” Jake’s eyes darken and his serious tone sends a chill down my spine.


  “Really? Did something happen?”


  Our food arrives before Jake can answer. There’s no smell more comforting than maple cinnamon oatmeal, but all I can do is swirl my spoon around in it. Jake looks at me intensely, and I know he has weighty news. Whatever it is, I don’t want to know it, and I wish I hadn’t agreed to meet him today. Jake reaches over his plate and takes my hand. “Do you remember Angelina Roberts?” he asks.


  A rush of nervousness flushes through me, followed by a sense of numbness, so that after a minute, I don’t feel anything at all. It’s a protective numbness and I don’t fight it. There are things I don’t want to feel all over again. I want to be an impenetrable wall that can’t absorb a thing.


  “Of course, I remember Angelina,” I say quietly. Angelina grew up with us in Clarksville. She was a beautiful, talented dancer in high school and I always suspected she had a crush on Jake.


  “Well, Angelina and I have been dating pretty seriously for about a year,” Jake says. “And she’s pregnant, about three months into it. So we’ll be getting married next month.”


  I know my jaw should hit the table at this news, but it doesn’t. If this is Jake’s big news, I can handle it. I can be happy for them. And because I know Jake is the kind of man who does the right thing, it’s obvious that he’s going to marry Angelina. I would never expect otherwise from him. He’ll be a good husband and a doting father, and I know I should be feeling regret that I missed my chance with him, but I don’t. Numbness wins. I have no dramatic reaction and all I can give Jake is a weak smile. “How nice for you,” I say.


  “I wanted you to hear this from me,” Jake says. He’s still holding my hand and he squeezes it now, as if he’s trying to reassure me of something.


  “I appreciate your thoughtfulness,” I say, and pull my hand back.


  Jake looks downtrodden. His eyes seem to be pleading with me to say more. What else can I say, though? I don’t even know what he wants me to say. I’m only just beginning to wake up from a long slumber-like depression. My sadness still sits on my shoulders like a burden. I could never offer him what Angelina can. And if she’s pregnant, what place is there for me in Jake’s life?


  “And there’s more,” Jake says cautiously. “This is something, well …” He stares down at his plate as if he can’t bear to continue.


  I knew there had to be more. The tone in his voice when he began our conversation was too solemn for a marriage announcement of any sort. “I’m not sure I’m up for anything else,” I say, trying to stay numb, rather than become unnerved.


  “I wish I didn’t have to tell you, but I do.” Jake says, with his eyes still focused on his sausage and eggs.


  “It’s that serious?” I ask. I feel my throat constricting as I speak. “Is it about the past? Does it have to do with Abraham Rudd?”


  Jake nods. “It’s actually about your father,” he says. He stares sympathetically at me with his warm brown eyes, but all I feel is a chill.


  I sense my expression changing to one of complete shock. I’m definitely not numb anymore. I’m feeling dread from head to toe. My mouth drops open, but no sound comes out of it. My heart sinks, my stomach does a nauseating somersault, and then in an instant I’m shaky, dizzy, and utterly confused. “What about my father?” I barely manage to whisper.


  “There’s a rumor going around that he’s back in Michigan,” Jake says grimly. Jake begins to recount the story he heard from his father, who’d overheard some of the old local guys blathering over beers at Starry Nights Tavern. One of the guys said he was at the Rudd’s place in Rapids City, which was spitting distance from Clarksville. Then the guy asked if anyone remembered the Rudd story from way back, about the Rapids City boy who’d fled to Canada. Sure they did. The Rudd boy’s “wanted” picture had been plastered all over the news for weeks until the police gave up their search for him. Well, that boy, now a middle-aged man, was back at his parents’ house just sitting there in a wicker chair on the porch as if he’d never left.


  I don’t know what I did or said after Jake dropped that bomb. Apparently, I blacked out because when I open my eyes I’m stretched out on the floor of Kuki’s. My head is in Henry’s lap and he’s stroking my cheek. “Wake up, Sydney,” he’s saying softly. “It’ll be okay. I’m here. Open your eyes, baby.”


  “Henry,” I gasp as I look up into his bright blue eyes. His forehead is wrinkled with concern. “What are you doing here? Where is Jake?”


  “Jake’s gone,” Henry said. “I arrived just in time to kick his shitty ass out of here.”


  “It’s not his fault,” I mumble, struggling for words. “He was trying to help.”


  “Some help,” Henry snarls. “I’m getting you home to rest.”


  Henry walks me out to the bench of Kuki’s and asks the waitress to sit with me while he goes to get his car. “I’ll be back in five minutes,” he says. “Don’t try to go anywhere.”


  I’m dizzy and terrified. How can this be happening?
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  Henry is treating me like I’m a delicate flower. His arm is around my waist as he walks me up the stairs to my apartment. Then he helps me take off my parka and even unties my boots so I can kick them off.


  “None of this is necessary,” I say.


  “I found you collapsed on the floor of Kuki’s,” Henry says. “It is all very necessary. I might even take you to the emergency room.”


  “No!” I say with an edge of hysteria in my voice. “I’m really fine. I was just shocked to see Jake and I felt a little dizzy. I haven’t been eating much lately.”


  Henry frowns and pulls his phone out of his pocket. He takes a few steps away and turns his back to me, but I can still hear what he’s saying. “I’m with Sydney and she’s feeling a little under the weather. Can you ask Jerry to send over some food to her place? Whatever he has ready right now. And if he could make some soup and send it later, that would be great. Thank you.”


  “You really didn’t have to do that, Henry,” I say. “I don’t need your cook to send over food for me.”


  “Actually, you do. You’re exhausted and starving.” Henry says. “Do you want to shower while we wait for the food? You were on the floor of Kuki’s. Pretty clean place, but the floor is definitely not the cleanest.” Henry wrinkles his nose.


  “Good idea,” I say.


  “Are you steady enough to stand in the shower?” Henry asks, his voice full of concern.


  “Of course, I am,” I say as my body wobbles. Henry jumps over to grab my arm.


  “Easy, baby,” he says sweetly.


  “Oh, Henry,” I whimper as a sob creeps up from my chest to my throat. Then before I know what’s happening the tears are spilling out of my eyes again. Within seconds I’m full on weeping. Henry pulls me into a close embrace. His strong arms around me give me a sense of security, even though I’m terrified. If Jake had told me only about his engagement to Angelina and not about my father, I might feel some mournfulness now. After all, there is that little part of me that still held onto the idea that one day Jake and I might be forever. But I can’t begin to think about Jake getting married – and becoming a father – when I have my own father to think about. If Jake is right, and my father really is back in town twenty-three years after he fled to Canada, I might have to call the police and report him. I wonder if my mother knows about this. Am I going to have to be the one to tell her? I think of turning in my father – whom I’ve never met – to the police, and a shiver runs through my body. Henry feels it and squeezes me tighter. Turning my father in would be the right thing to do. He deserves to be in prison.


  “It’s OK,” Henry says, not letting go of me. My ear is over his heart and I can hear its steady beat. Against his chest I feel protected and I don’t want him to let me go. “You have to tell me what Jake did to you, Sydney,” Henry says. “I have to know.”


  “It’s not what Jake did,” I say through my sobs. “Jake is a really good guy.”


  “Then what is it?” Henry asks sounding puzzled.


  I start to sob again, not in sadness, but in deeply felt fear.


  Henry realizes that these cries are different and stops pressing me. “All right, baby,” Henry says in a hush. “Just calm down now. We’ll talk later.” He is so sweet and tender, stroking my forehead and running his thumb under my eyes to catch my tears.


  I stand in Henry’s arms until my sobbing relents and I can catch my breath. “I have to get a tissue,” I say as I pull back.


  “Sit down,” Henry says. “I’ll get it.”


  I dry my nose and eyes and then look at Henry. We’re sitting across from each other at my table, and his eyes are so full of kindness. I know he really wants to help me, but I can’t tell him what’s going on. If he knew who I really am and what my father did, it would change everything. And I am sure Dr. and Mrs. Hart do not want someone with my history at their Christmas dinner table. I have to choke back my sobs as I think that. No matter what you do in life, you can never change where you came from. I should go somewhere far away after graduation. Maybe California or Texas. I could have clean start. No one would ever have to know I’m from Michigan. No one would ever know I have the same surname as my mother and my maternal grandparents. There would be no questions about my father. I would just be Sydney Morrison from Anywhere U.S.A. I could even change my name to Christina Watts or Mila Gomez. I like the idea of running away from this life and starting a new one. Unless Professor Sparling and I become serious there is nothing keeping me here after graduation. And it’s way too early to think Professor Sparling wants anything serious, or if he even wants anything that’s real, not virtual. Henry wants to go travel in Europe next year, so he won’t be around. It dawns on me that I want to graduate and run away. If my father stays out of my life for one more semester, I’ll be free. California here I come …


  The ring of the doorbell jolts me out of my thoughts. Henry opens the door and the Harts’ driver, Connor, is standing there with a giant picnic basket. Thank God it’s only him. He looks down in politeness to avoid staring at my tear stained face. “Jerry sent this over for you,” he says.


  Henry thanks Connor, closes the door and puts the basket on the table. He starts to unpack it. The first thing he pulls out is a white tablecloth. “You must be kidding,” I say with a half smile.


  “Only the nicest for you, Miss Sydney,” Henry says. He moves the basket, spreads out the tablecloth that’s way too big for my puny table, grabs a few plates from my cupboard, and begins to take out the food. Jerry has made us two long ham and Swiss cheese sandwiches on French baguettes. He has also sent us a big batch of his homemade sweet potato chips and a dozen of his super-duper chocolate chip cookies. Henry knows I love those cookies and every time I visit Ottawa Estate he asks Jerry to send some out. Best of all, there’s a thermos of coffee. I could really use caffeine right now.


  Henry sees me eyeing the cookies. “First the sandwiches,” he declares. “Then we shall feast on cookies!”


  I break into a smile and it feels good, like some of the tension is lifting. With the food in front of me, I also realize how hungry I am. I bite into the sandwich and it’s delicious. The bread is fresh and buttery and I am so grateful that Henry is taking care of me like this. I don’t know what I’d do without him.


  After I finish my sandwich Henry pours me a cup of coffee. “You ready for cookies now?” he asks.


  “Soon!” I’m too full to eat anything else right now. The food has given me some of my strength back. I get up, walk to the bathroom sink, and splash some water onto my face. I look in the mirror and my reflection startles me. My eyes are red-rimmed from crying and surrounded by dark circles of exhaustion. “I think I’m going to go ahead and take that shower we were talking about earlier,” I call to Henry.


  I close the bathroom door, undress, and step into a stream of hot water. I let the water run over me for several minutes before I wash my hair. If only I could wash away the fear Jake has planted in me. Please, please, please let Jake be wrong about my father. I scrub my skin vigorously over and over again until it’s red and raw and the process calms me, as if I’ve done something to deal with a situation where there’s nothing I can do.


  After my shower I wrap myself in a pink towel and open the door. Henry, sitting at the table and texting, looks up. “Sydney,” he says. His eyes open wide and he looks startled. Then he looks me up and down the way he looked at Marina in Oui, but instead of the jokey attitude, he’s all intensity. I freeze in place under his gaze. Henry suddenly shakes his head as if he’s swishing away a dream. “You cold, Syd?” he asks.


  If Henry were my boyfriend this would be a perfect moment. I would drop my towel, and he would scoop me into his arms, lie with me on my futon, and make love to me so passionately that I’d forget everything else that has happened today. I would live only in the moment of his body against mine, with his lips clinging to mine, his hands traveling the length of my naked body and taking rest stops to stroke me in all the right places. But this is far from the case and I realize I that I have to control myself now. I’m getting carried away with my train of thought, and I’m becoming aroused. How could I possibly be thinking of making love to anyone, let alone Henry, my best friend, at a time like this? It’s ridiculous and inappropriate. It must be some form of self-preservation, I reason. I’m focusing on good things. That’s the only way to keep going. I can’t allow myself to drop everything and lament about my father. I turn my thoughts back to Henry.


  “Yeah, I’m cold, Henry,” I say.


  Henry goes to the bathroom and gets another towel. He puts it on my head and starts to towel dry my long hair, giving my head a rough massage.


  “Better?” he asks after a few minutes of coarse rubbing.


  “Yes,” I say as my teeth chatter


  Henry pulls me into big embrace. “We can’t let you stay cold like this,” he says. My heart begins to race. What is he doing? What if my towel falls off? I kind of want it to drop.


  “Henry,” I whisper.


  “Don’t worry, baby,” he says. “I’m just warming you up.”


  Henry holds me for a minute, resting his chin on the top of my head before he pulls away and turns to my closet. He takes out a gray sweatshirt (no surprise there) and tosses it my way. “I’ll let you get your under thingies out by yourself,” he says with a smile.


  I grab my clothes, disappointed that I’ve been released from Henry’s comforting arms. I step into the bathroom to get dressed, and when I come out in the gray sweatshirt and black leggings, the table is set with cookies and coffee. Despite the chill I’ve still got from my wet hair, I feel warm inside. Henry has turned the most horrible day into a nice one. He has made me feel truly cared for, and even a little more than that.


  “So listen up, cutie,” Henry says. “Now that you’ve calmed down and eaten, you have to start talking. I need to know what Jake said to you if I’m going to be able to help you. You can’t keep me in the dark. We’re too close for that.” I look at his sandy blonde hair falling to just above his eyebrows. His blue eyes have the sparkle of someone who loves life. He seems too good and pure to hear a story like mine. Though my heart aches to share with him, I can’t.


  “It really wasn’t a big deal,” I say and bite into a gooey cookie. The butter, vanilla, and chocolate flavors are so delicious. “I wasn’t ready for his news and I overreacted. That’s all.”


  “So what did he say?” Henry presses me for details.


  I inhale deeply and pause before I let out my breath. “He said he got his girlfriend pregnant and he’s going to marry her.”


  Henry looks stunned and taken aback. “But …” he stops and just stares at me. “I thought you were long over Jake,” he says. “Why would that news make you cry and faint? I don’t understand.”


  I can’t explain that it was really about my father, so all I do is look down and shrug.


  “It kind of pulled the rug out from under my feet,” I say. “Seeing Jake took me back to another time and I panicked. I swear to you that my fainting had nothing to do with Jake’s marriage plans. It was about other stuff from the past.”


  “What stuff?” Henry asks angrily. “Why won’t you talk to me?”


  “I can’t,” I say quietly.


  “Sure,” Henry says, his tone now cold and harsh. “If this is how you’re going to be, I’m out of here.” He grabs his coat and picks up the picnic basket. “If you change your mind about talking, you know how to find me.”


  “Henry, don’t go,” I beg. I’m sorry I can’t say more.” The last thing I want to do is hurt Henry, but I can’t clarify anything without telling him the truth about my identity. “Please understand, Henry. Please. Some things are better left unsaid.”


  “Maybe,” Henry says. “But not in this case. You’re hiding something that torments you. And you expect me to be your best friend, but not have a clue about what’s going on with you.”


  “I’m sorry,” I whimper. For a second my eyes meet Henry’s and I think he might soften, but instead he turns to leave without even saying ciao. I’m left flabbergasted, staring at the remains of our picnic. I look over at my cats, sitting there on the futon without a care in the world. Lucky them. I take a few steps over, slide into the bed next to them and close my eyes. I have to take a nap because I am too drained to do anything else. I don’t even have the energy to check my email to see if Professor Sparling has replied. Who would have ever guessed I’d be too tired for that? But it’s not just physical exhaustion. It’s the massive mishmash of information my brain needs to process. Each thing on its own is overwhelming: Professor Sparling, Jake’s news about Angelina, Jake’s news about my father, and Henry … How am I supposed to process the vast amount of emotional matter that’s been thrown at me all within a few days’ time? Right now I’m just shutting out everything that has to do with Jake’s visit. I allow part of my mind to continue to completely obsess over Professor Sparling. And another part keeps drifting back to the way it felt to be nearly naked in Henry’s arms. What if my towel had fallen off? What would have happened? This is one of those moments when it would be nice to have someone other than a cat to talk to. It’s true, my cats are great listeners, but I know the advice they’d give me: eat a fresh can of tuna, take a nap in a cardboard box, and all will be good. Frankly, I’m too drained to think or talk about anything now, and I am certainly not in the mood for tuna! I pull off my clothes and slip on a white button down sleep shirt, styled like a men’s shirt with loose collar. I’m so exhausted I can barely close the buttons.
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  I awake disoriented. I have no idea what time or day it is until I rub the sleep out of my eyes and see the remains of the “picnic” on my table. The almost dark sky tells me it must be close to 5:00 p.m. The days are so short at Christmastime. I can’t believe I’ve slept away the entire afternoon. My cats seemed very pleased that I’ve done so. “I’m just like you two today,” I say as I stroke each of them a few times. They both roll over for belly rubs and I oblige. I start thinking about Henry’s departure and while I can understand his frustration with me, I don’t understand why he left. Could he be that furious at me for hiding something from him? He’s always known I have secrets, so why was he so dramatic today? Why the cold, angry departure? Clearly, it has something to do with Jake. Henry doesn’t believe me that my feelings for Jake are long gone. But, it makes no sense for Henry to be jealous. Jake was the light of my dark past, but the past is the past and even if I wanted to have more with Jake, I couldn’t. He’s on his way to being a husband and a father. His wife to be, Angelina, is pretty and nice. I’m sure they’ll be happy together. The last thing I’m going to do is try to throw myself back into Jake’s life. He, Angelina, and their baby-to-be deserve happiness. So, really, Henry has nothing to be jealous of where Jake’s concerned. If he were going to be jealous of someone it should be Professor Sparling, who is the only man I’ve fantasized about in years. But I’m getting carried away again with my thoughts about Henry. I remind myself that Henry has zero reason to be jealous of any man in my life. He and I are not a couple. We’ve never even talked about getting together. We have always and only been best friends. We just don’t think about each other in that way.


  Shit. That’s all I have to say about my situation. I don’t know what to do with myself. I have to stop worrying about Henry now and concentrate on finding out if Jake’s information about my father is true. If it is, does my mother know? Why does this have to be happening now, of all times, when I’m in the middle of the most erotic adventure of my life with Professor Sparling? The last thing I want to do is deal with the past when I’m finally enjoying the present. But, today perfectly demonstrated that I must face the fact that my past will never be behind me. No matter where I go or how much I try to ignore it, my past will always be with me because it’s in my blood. My mind circles back to Henry, and how much I don’t want to explain my shame to him. I don’t want to go there. I just want him to come back and keep me company. I can’t stop myself from grabbing my phone and texting Henry. I hate the idea that he’s upset with me. Want to hang? I write.


  He replies right away. Can’t. Date.


  Henry is going on a date right before Christmas? No one is even in town. I’m not surprised at how disappointed I am that he isn’t coming over tonight. I’m in the mood to cuddle up and watch a movie. There are chocolate chip cookies waiting to be eaten and I don’t want to eat them alone.


  If your date is boring, stop by after.


  Knowing Henry, his date will be anything but boring. I feel a smidgen of envy at the thought of Henry on a hot date, but I promptly assert to myself that it’s just because I’m lonely. Surely the sentiment has nothing to do with the way it felt to be in Henry’s arms wearing nothing but a towel.


  I get my laptop and take it into bed with me. There are messages from Jake and from P.Sparling. I open Jake’s first. I’m a “first the bad news” kind of person. I like to save the “good news” for last.


  


  Dear Sydney,


  I’m so sorry I upset you today. I was trying to help. I hope you know that. It looks like you have someone taking care of you in Addison. I’m glad. I will stay away from you, but I’m here if you need me. Good luck with everything. And love, as always.


  Jake


  


  My heart knots up. This turn of events with Jake is both surprising and inevitable. He will always be my first love and he will always be the one who tried to help me float when all I wanted to do was sink. Now, however, I want to push Jake and the memories of the past away. I don’t want to think about my father and the hell that would break loose if Jake’s information is correct. Could my father really have had the nerve to return to U.S. soil? And if it’s true, what does he want, and why now? All I want to do is go back 24 hours to the time when I was lost in my lust for Professor Sparling. That was more than enough commotion for me.


  And now, for the “good news,” I click to my message from Professor Sparling.


  


  Dear Sydney,


  I’m the safest secret you’ll ever have. I know you want me to see you naked. Send me a picture. I’m imagining you taking off your top, and your breasts falling out of the cups of your bra as you yank it down to show me your gorgeous assets. I want to work my tongue on your nipples. I want to put my hand between your legs and feel how much you want me. You want me so much, Sydney. I told you before, you don’t need to be shy with me. Send me a picture.


  Waiting,


  Paul


  


  To think that Professor Sparling is this into me is incomprehensible. He is a famous writer, a brilliant professor with deep green mesmerizing eyes. He is utterly handsome and he could have any woman on earth. What could he possibly see in me? I’m so plain and unsophisticated. I’m pale and depressing.


  I wish I could talk to Henry about this now. I suppose, though, that it would be inappropriate to text him questions about emailing naked photos of myself while he’s out on a date. To send or not to send? That is a question I should write into one of those women’s magazines:


  


  Dear Janis,


  Please advise. I’m having a virtual sexual relationship with my former professor who is a few decades older than me. He wants me to send him pictures of myself naked. What should I do?


  Confused,


  Miss Morrison


  


  I don’t suppose I’d get a very quick answer if I sent my question to a magazine. The next best thing I can do is to ask the cats so I look to Tiny and Little for help. They don’t seem to be saying much more than “feed us tuna.” Those cats, they’ve always got fish on the brain.


  I click open the picture I took of myself yesterday and study it closely. My breasts are in full view and perfectly in focus, but only part of my face is visible since my hair had fallen over my eyes and cheeks as I’d reached forward to take the photo. As I weigh my current options, I ogle the picture, like I’m a teenage boy seeing a pair of tits for the first time. It’s not that I’m scrutinizing the picture for flaws. I’m simply having a hard time believing it’s me. This erotic journey I’ve ventured into is taking turns I never imagined.


  While I stare at the picture I think about the pros and cons of sending it to Professor Sparling. What do I have to lose if I email it, and what do I have to gain? I conclude that at worst, he could circulate the photo online, but he strikes me as one of those older people who doesn’t even know how to tweet. And if he does know how, who would retweet it? It’s just one of a zillion tit pics out there. I’m not a celebrity. There’s nothing spectacular about my picture. Why would anyone but Professor Sparling care? They wouldn’t. So, I should send the picture. Since I don’t expect Professor Sparling to find me unattractive, the picture will likely pique his interest even more. And that is a definite gain. Decision made.


  I open a new message to Professor Sparling and prepare to attach my picture, but instead I do something else. Something that shocks me. It’s as though my fingers have taken over my brain and are typing all on their own.


  


  Dear Professor Sparling,


  I have a picture prepared and I was about to send it. But then it dawned on me: why do you want a picture when you could have the real thing?


  Hot for you,


  Sydney


  


  I receive an immediate reply.


  I’m away for the holiday. Send the picture. I’ll consider it your Christmas gift to me. I’m waiting.


  The mention of a Christmas gift brings me back to reality for a moment. I need to buy something for the Harts. And I must get something for Henry. But what can I buy the guy who already has everything he wants? Perhaps I’ll just mock up my naked picture with a Santa Claus hat and use it as a Christmas card. That would sort of count as a Christmas gift, I think sarcastically. As if. But I bet Henry would find it hysterical. Henry! I need his advice so badly, but since he’s on a date, I’ll have to go with my gut on this one. I attach my picture to a new email and send it to Professor Sparling with only three words. Me. Naked. Attached. I close my eyes. It’s done and there’s no going back.


  If there has ever been a moment in the history of Sydney Morrison that calls for a chocolate chip cookie, this is it. Wishing Henry were here with me, I sit down at the table, bite into the cookie and let the chocolate melt on my tongue. It’s heavenly. When I’m done indulging in the sweetness I go back to my laptop. My insanely arousing professor has replied!


  I brace myself for disaster before I read the message. It’s highly possible my picture was of no interest and I have to be ready for that. If Professor Sparling hasn’t written something complimentary, I promise myself I won’t go to pieces. After slowly counting to ten in attempt to calm my racing heart, I fretfully open the email.


  


  Dear Lovely Sydney,


  Your precious beauty is overwhelming. And you are so fucking hot. You have that rare combination of natural beauty, sexiness, and a sharp mind to boot. You are every man’s dream, but my privilege only (I hope). I quite admire your photography. Show me more of your work.


  Dazzled,


  Paul


  


  I read Professor Sparling’s message over and over again and with full concentration, as if I’m trying to memorize it. It seems too good to be true, and I’m absorbed so deeply in his flattery that I lose track of time. Have I been reading these same five lines for ten minutes or 30 minutes? Finally, I cannot contain myself any longer and I let out a high-pitched squeal that startles the cats. “Kitties! He called me ‘so fucking hot!’ Me? The girl in the gray sweatshirts. Not Melanie. Not Scarlett Johansson. Me! Sydney Morrison.” Apparently sweet talk is the way to my you-know-what because I am so turned on I feel like I am going to explode. Hey, Cosmo, I’ve got some news for you: way to feel sexy #2 is to take a naked selfie and send it to the man you want.


  For the first time since I was with Jake all those years ago, I feel my body aching to have a man inside of me. I imagine lying naked beneath Professor Sparling, relishing the weight of his body on mine and the force of his erection pressing against my core. My fantasy is so vivid, it’s almost like I can feel him gently pushing at the entrance to that part of me that has been empty, lonely, and neglected for so long.


  My doorbell rings and startles me out of my reverie. I hesitate for a minute, but before I can get worried I hear the familiar sound of Henry’s baritone. “Syd,” it’s me. “Open up!”


  “One sec,” I say, trying to collect myself, though there’s probably no point. Henry will look at me and immediately know that something is up with Professor Sparling. “I’m warning you, I’m in my nightshirt. I don’t even have socks on,” I call.


  I open the door and icy air comes in from the unheated hallway of my building. Goosebumps erupt on my bare legs and I shiver. Henry is standing before me in a tight black fleece that shows off his broad shoulders. He’s wearing a little black and white pin-stripped newsboy cap, slanted just a bit so its brim partially covers his right eye. He has a long baguette tucked into his armpit and he’s holding a big Tupperware container wrapped in thick, white dishtowels. Henry holds the container out to me. “It’s the soup Jerry made for you. Pumpkin with nutmeg and cinnamon.”


  I’m so surprised to see Henry that I do nothing but stare at him for a few seconds. Then I realize I’m absolutely freezing with the door open. I snap to it and reach out to take the soup container from him. “Come in,” I say.


  “Thanks, babe,” he says. “Did I catch you in the middle of something?”


  “Uh, sort of.”


  “Lemme guess. Sparling?”


  Henry sets the food down in my tiny kitchen.


  “How did you know?” I ask, grinning.


  “Lucky guess,” Henry says.


  “What are you doing here anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be on a date?”


  “I cancelled. I didn’t want to be out on the town while your soup was getting cold.”


  “You seemed so angry when you left this afternoon,” I say.


  “I’m not angry,” Henry says gently. “I just get aggravated when you shut me out.”


  “Aw, Henry,” I say and pull him into a hug. “You’re so sweet to me.”


  “I know it’s been a hard day for you,” Henry says as he pulls the cap off of his head and puts it on mine. “I’m sorry for adding pressure to it.” He nudges my chin up with his fingers so I look him in the eyes. I admire his beautiful, sparkling baby blues.


  “You look pretty damn cute in my cap,” Henry says. “I’m going to make you keep it.”


  I walk over to the bathroom and check myself out in the mirror. “It is kind of cute,” I say.


  “It’s actually more than cute,” Henry says. “It’s sexy.”


  “Is it now, my darling?” I giggle. “Speaking of sexy … I need your advice. I need a lot of advice.”


  “First we’re eating,” Henry says. He opens my cupboard and finds my one and only pot. He pours the soup into it, puts it on the burner to warm and turns to look at me with a mischievous grin on his face. “You got it baaaaad for the old man,” he practically sings. Then he actually does begin to sing to the tune of the French nursery rhyme


  Frère Jacques:


  Geriatric, Geriatric


  Professor Sparling, Professor Sparling …


  I giggle and breathe a sigh of relief as I see that my buddy Henry is back to himself, and things seem to have returned normal between us. I grab the baguette off the counter and bop Henry on the head with it. He deserves it for totally teasing me. He grabs the baguette out of my hands and holds it like a baseball bat. I’m laughing so hard I double over. “Are you up for a game of bread ball?” Henry asks.


  “You bet I am,” I say. “But if we keep playing with this baguette it will get too yucky to eat.”


  “You started this,” Henry says. Then he lowers the bread bat and taps me on the bottom with it.


  “Yowzers!” I shriek and swat at him. “What did I do to deserve that?”


  “You fainted this morning and you didn’t tell me the real reason why.”


  Now it’s my turn to take the baguette. “I don’t have to tell you everything,” I say and I tap his (noticeably nice) ass.


  “Hold it right there,” Henry says. He reaches for his phone. “You look so adorable. I’m taking a picture.”


  “I’m in a nightshirt, your newsboy hat and I’m holding French bread! I look absurd.”


  “That’s why it’s so cute,” Henry declares.


  I go with the flow and pose with the baguette baseball batter-style with my knees bent and my ass thrust out. I give Henry a giant, genuine smile.


  “Awesome,” Henry says. “If you ever become normal enough to open a Facebook account, this pic is going on your page.”


  “Speaking of pictures … Do you want to know the latest in the Sparling saga?”


  “But of course, my lady,” Henry says. “Let me guess … he just moved into a retirement home?”


  “Ha ha,” I sneer. “Stop chiding me and let’s have some soup ‘n’ saga,” I joke as I inhale the delightful aroma of pumpkin and spices that’s filling my apartment. My stomach begins to growl, and I grab a couple of bowls and spoons. I don’t have a ladle so I have to pour the soup straight out of the pot. Remarkably, I manage to do so without spilling, and I carry the bowls over to the table. I am so grateful that Henry is taking care of me. Would I have eaten a thing today if he hadn’t brought food? I don’t think so. Without Henry I’d be lost somewhere between the terrorizing thought of my father being back in Clarksville twenty-three years after he fled, and the unreal and oh-so-hot exchange I’m having with Professor Sparling. How did this become my life in just a few days’ time? A week ago I was a lonely girl in gray sweats fantasizing about her professor, and doing her best to stay solid despite the past that was eating away at her, a past she revealed for the first time in a personal essay assignment.


  I think back to some of the lines I wrote in my essay. It had taken so much courage to write out my feelings, and I’m proud of myself for finding the strength to do it. Before I submitted the essay I’d read it over so many times that I could recite whole paragraphs by heart. There was one sentence that told the whole truth of the problem and I was impressed that I was able to articulate it so succinctly:


  “After what my father did to my mother, the only thing alive in her was me.”


  “Earth to Sydney,” Henry says. “Your soup is getting cold.”


  “Sorry,” I say. “I guess I was distracted.”


  “Eat, Syd,” Henry says. He looks at me with so much empathy in his eyes. I am beyond lucky to have such a devoted friend. I was an idiot for feeling aroused from Henry’s hug. I just need to erase that incident from my mind. I probably imagined the way he looked at me. I read something into it that wasn’t there. And right now I couldn’t be happier to be with Henry, my best friend, pushing all the craziness aside, and just enjoying pumpkin soup together.


  “Mmmm,” I say as I have my first spoonful of the thick and fragrant orange broth.


  “Jerry is such a good cook.”


  “He’s making a honey-glazed ham for Christmas dinner, along with a winter squash soufflé and braised haricot beans,” Henry says. “My mother has been discussing the menu all week. Did I tell you Mayor Ryan and his wife Celine will be there?”


  “No way!” I say. “Are you sure I should be there? I don’t want to be the weird, out-of-place guest.”


  “Of course you should be there. You’ll be weird, like always, but not out-of-place,” Henry smirks.


  “Gee, thanks. You sure know how to boost a girl’s confidence.”


  “I didn’t know your parents were friends with Mayor Ryan,” I said.


  “Oh yeah, for ages. Now Celine and my mother are running a fundraiser together. They’re doing it for a group that gives hot meals to Mid-Michigan families who’ve lost their jobs.”


  “What’s the fundraiser?”


  “A raffle. Someone donated fifty iPads, and Meijer’s is giving them furniture sets to raffle off … that kind of stuff.”


  “Cool,” I say. “I want to help.”


  “You can talk to them about it at Christmas dinner. Tomorrow!”


  “Holy crap. I can’t believe tomorrow is Christmas Eve.”


  “It is. And don’t forget about your red sweater. You promised to wear it. Did the shoes arrive?”


  “They should be here tomorrow morning.”


  “Good,” Henry says. “Now let’s turn to the soap opera channel. Tell me your saga, darling.”


  “Professor Sparling wants to see me naked.”


  “Duh!” Henry says and smacks his palm against his forehead. “What did you think? He spent all semester seeing you dressed. And now he’s got you wrapped around his little inbox. You’re going to fill it with everything he asks for.”


  “You think I’m that easy?” I say pouting.


  “Am I wrong?” Henry asks with his eyebrows raised.


  “I guess not,” I say with a sigh. I start to tell Henry the story about the picture, but it’s embarrassing. I feel heat rushing to my cheeks. I hope my face is not turning bright red. OK, my face is definitely turning bright red. Henry’s reaction says it all – that ear to ear smirk of his and the twinkle in his eyes and then he asks, feigning disbelief, “Are you blushing, Sydney Morrison?”


  “It’s not everyday I talk about taking a picture of my bare tits,” I retort.


  “So did Mr. Professor write back that you are the hottest thing he’s ever seen?”


  I blush again. “Something like that. He wants me to send more pics.”


  “Go for it.”


  “I don’t think so,” I say shaking my head. “It’s too strange.”


  “It’s crazy sexy,” Henry says.


  “I know it’s hot, but taking naked selfies … who really does that?”


  “Like everyone, Syd,” Henry says as if it’s the most obvious thing ever. As if everyone on campus is aiming iPhones at their crotches and posting away. Well, maybe they are. What do I know?


  “You gotta show off your goods to that old man of yours,” Henry continues. “It’s either selfies or you get someone else to take the pics.”


  “And who exactly is going to take pictures of me naked? My cats?”


  Henry looks me straight in the eyes. “Me,” he says.


  I’m about to say “Ha!” but I see the serious look on his face and realize he’s not kidding. We both sit in silence for what must be a few seconds, but feels like a few hours. Henry doesn’t take his eyes off of me. Finally, I squirm and crack a joke to ease the tension in the air. “So I’ll be posing naked with the baguette, I presume.”


  Henry doesn’t respond as I expect. There’s no humorous quip or tossing around of the baguette. He’s just staring at me and his eyes are a deeper blue than usual. Their sparkle has been replaced with duller, predatory look. It’s a more intense version of the way he looked at me in my pink towel. I try to joke again. “Hey, Henry, is this some kind of staring contest? What’s next, thumb wrestling?”


  Henry puts his a forefinger over his lips. “Shhhh,” he says.


  He stands up and pulls his fleece off over his head and puts it on the chair. He’s in a fitted white undershirt now that shows off his muscular shoulders and biceps. I can’t stop myself from admiring his amazing body. I also can’t stop my body from responding to his eyes.


  Feeling some cross between panic and desire, I sit quietly on my chair beside my little table and empty soup bowl. Henry moves to stand right above me. He’s hovering close as he reaches across the table and grabs my phone. “What are you doing, Henry?” I ask nervously.


  “Shhhh,” is all he says as he comes closer to me, so close that his legs are brushing against my knees. He’s standing right over me and as I look up into his eyes he says, “Don’t move.”


  I don’t. I can’t. I’m frozen. As I stare up at him, confused and surprised at his behavior, he takes a picture of me. He glances at the picture, smiles mischievously, sets my phone back down on the table and says, “You’re stunning, but you need a phone with a better camera.”


  Henry moves his hands to my shoulders and then rubs my chin with his thumb. He’s still holding his gaze on me as he readjusts the newsboy hat to a more slanted angle on my head. Now his fingers are moving back to my face. He places the tip of his forefinger on the edge of my chin and then gently runs it down my throat and over my collarbone. He keeps running it lower, past the first open button of my nightshirt, past the second open button, and then it stops when it lodges in the nook of the third button, which is closed.


  My breath quickens and so does my heart rate. What is Henry doing? He’s acting so sexual. He’s brazenly seductive and I have absolutely no idea how I’m supposed to respond. My body, though, is responding involuntarily. My thighs clench, my nipples harden, and raw desire subjugates every cell in my body. I continue to stay still and try to calm my breathing as Henry slowly and deliberately opens my third button. And then my fourth. All without taking his eyes off mine.


  “Henry,” I say. “What’s going on here?”


  “I thought you’d want a little help with your buttons. You want to take over from here?”


  “I don’t understand, Henry,” I say.


  “I think it’s pretty straightforward,” he says.


  “No. It’s, um … I don’t know what it is, but I think we should stop.” I can hear the hesitance in my voice.


  “No, you don’t think that,” Henry says with conviction.


  And he’s right. I’m scared, but I’m also about to detonate out of the sullen encasement that’s been imprisoning me for years. And I want to be freed. I look down at my nightshirt that has only three remaining buttons still closed and I move my fingers down, opening them carefully, one right after the other, eager, but not in a rush.


  Henry remains standing over me, staring at me with unblinking eyes. Until this moment I’ve never truly imagined being with him. And now, the very thought I’ve never fully entertained appears to be an imminent reality. I can’t say it’s a dream come true because I haven’t been wishing for it. It’s actually better than that. It’s an instantaneous wonder.


  “Slide the shirt off your shoulders,” Henry commands.


  I do what he says. I clutch the bottom of the shirt and hold it closed with one hand and very gently shake my shoulders until the shirt slides backwards and the tops of my breasts are exposed. As I’m looking down at them, Henry snaps a picture. When I look up, he takes another one.


  My heart is beating so fast I can’t form clear thoughts. I am baring my breasts to Henry and my body has begun to crave him in a primal way. Yet, thirty minutes ago, the man on my mind was Professor Sparling. In fact, these pictures are supposed to be for Professor Sparling. But, hello! This is very clearly no ordinary photographer/model relationship. This is so much more than Henry doing a favor for his best friend. There’s undeniable, potent sexual tension in the air. No one could miss it, not even a nun.


  I pull the shirt up with my free hand and it now covers my shoulders again. There’s a gap between the two open sides of the shirt that reveals the skin between my breasts. Henry looks down at me and then takes a step backwards. I can hear his heavy breathing. “Stand up,” he says. It’s an order, not a request.


  I swallow the lump of apprehension in my throat and stand up. As I rise, I pull the sides of the shirt closed and wrap my arms around them to keep them shut. If Henry asks me to open my shirt – and I know he is going to ask me to do just that – he will see me full frontal naked, except for the thin white cotton panties covering the part of me that is hotter, wetter, and more alive than ever before.


  Henry takes a picture of me standing there with my arms wrapped around myself, the rim of his pin-striped cap grazing my forehead, my legs and feet bare, and my eyes, he says, “So full of innocence.”


  I wouldn’t exactly call myself innocent, but it has been nearly four years since I’ve been in a real, live, sexual situation with a man. And if Henry feels even half of what I’m feeling then this is a very sexual situation. I am longing and aching – like I have been for Professor Sparling – for someone who is right here in the flesh. After so many years without this, so many years of smothering any feeling that might have brought me pleasure, I don’t want to let this get away. But it’s Henry …


  “Let your arms hang down at your sides,” Henry says. He is snapping pictures of me one after another, but his eyes are so fixated on me I wonder how he’s managing to do anything at all. I’m staring back at him, vulnerable, aroused, and attempting to wrap my head around the fact that I’m seeing an entirely foreign side of this man who is so familiar to me.


  Thoughts are swirling around my mind, but I cannot make sense of them. I feel like I’m in a hurricane, with the might of the storm tossing me around beyond my control. I force myself to concentrate on standing perfectly still to stop my nightshirt from opening. Henry circles me taking pictures from different angles. When he’s behind me he tells me to look back so my profile is in the picture.


  “Now turn to me,” Henry says.


  I take tiny half-steps to my right until I’ve turned 180 degrees to face him again, but I keep my head down. I’m afraid of what I’ll see if I look into his eyes.


  Henry is holding the phone up directly in front of me. “Open your shirt, Sydney,” Henry says. “And look up at me when you do it.”


  Still looking down, I whisper, “This is for Professor Sparling,” right?


  “Yes,” Henry whispers back. “This is for Professor Sparling.”


  If I were a stripper, this would be my ‘pull the shirt open so hard it rips’ moment. I, however, am doing everything slowly and delicately, but lucidly. And I am making this sexy moment last because it’s like sun after years of rain. I put my hands on either side of my shirt’s lapels. I straighten my back and suck in my belly. Then ever so slowly I begin to pull the sides of my shirt open. Henry is still aiming the phone at me. As I pull the shirt away from my nipples and slide it away from the sides of my breasts he groans, “My God you’re beautiful.”


  Heat rushes to my core.


  Henry and I are staring at each other. I don’t remember a time when we have been this quiet and still together. I can’t hold the stare. After all, I’m mostly naked and he is fully dressed. It’s more than a little unequal. “Don’t look down, Sydney,” Henry says. “Look at me. Look at the camera. Pull your shirt open with confidence and let me take pictures of you.


  I finally relax enough to crack a smile. “How’s this?” I say as I pull my shirt wide open and thrust my chest forward, my breasts bouncing as I do.


  “Gorgeous,” Henry says. “And so hot.”


  I begin to loosen up as I strike poses. I put my hands over my nipples, push my breasts together, and give Henry my best pout. I turn to the side, put my hands on my hips, and show Henry my profile, arching my back so my ass and chest both stick out. Then I put my hands behind my head and stand with my legs apart. And finally, I start to play with the newsboy cap. I put it on and take it off and Henry keeps snapping pictures. “Attention, Playboy magazine,” he says. “You’re a natural, Syd.”


  The more I pose, the more aroused I become. I can feel wetness pooling in my panties and I wonder if it’s making them transparent. How much of me can Henry see? I have no idea what he and I are doing, or where this is going. I take a deep breath and vow to enjoy this moment, no matter what happens next. Maybe it’ll be one of those things we laugh about a few months from now. Or maybe it’s the beginning of something real. Now Henry’s blue eyes are as clear as I’ve ever seen them, and they’re studying every part of me like I’m a precious work of art.


  “Sit down,” Henry says. He takes a step closer to me so he’s too close now to snap pictures. I take a few steps backwards to my futon without taking my eyes off of Henry. I squat lower and lower until I’m sitting on the edge of the mattress with my knees pulled up in front of my breasts. “Keep your knees up, and spread your legs,” Henry says firmly. Those words take me to the hilt. A surge of lust races over me like a giant wave and I want to concede to it, drown in it. I’ve never felt this hot in front of a man before. I’m like a tautly stretched rubber band that’s threatening to snap. I’m losing more and more control with every passing second and I might come right now in front of Henry while he takes photo after photo of my pleasure. It is taking all of my willpower to keep myself from slipping my fingers into my panties.


  I sit up as tall as I can on the edge of my futon. I begin to part my knees and when I’m positioned before Henry like that, with bare breasts and wide-open legs, he lets out a loud sigh and spins around to face the wall. He runs his hand through his hair. “Sydney,” Henry says.


  I can’t decipher the tone in his voice, so I don’t know how to reply. Luckily, I don’t have to because in the next breath he says, “Do you want me to touch you?”


  Yes! In this molten moment, of course I want him to touch me. I beg my brain not to raise any doubts, but it does. Am I going to turn into a disposable babe who also happens to be a really good friend? What happens after the orgasm?


  Orgasm.


  It has been so long since I’ve had one that’s not by my own hand. I want it so much that I know no matter what questions my frustrating little mind comes up with right now, I am saying yes. Yes, I desperately want Henry to touch me. I am wholly alive and having the single most erotic moment of my life – with my best friend. I can feel myself building to a climax just at the thought of being touched.


  You only live once.


  The past is unchangeable, but life has given me a moment to break away from it, to go from self-loathing to pleasure.


  Henry still has his back to me. He has one hand on his hip and the other on his head with his fingers knotted through his hair. His jeans hug his tight ass just right and I can’t think of anything but how much I want to grab it, splay my hands across it and squeeze with all my might. In a moment of sheer, sensuous boldness, raging desire, and thinking only of the here and now, I grab the sides of my panties, yank them down to my ankles, and kick them off. I make sure my shirt is still wide open and run my hands over my stiffened nipples. I pose myself just as I was before Henry turned around, when my panties were still on. Knees bent. Legs splayed wide apart.


  “Yes.” I say wantonly.


  “Yes, what?” Henry asks without moving.


  “Yes, I want you to touch me.”


  “Say my name,” Henry demands.


  “Yes I want you to touch me, Henry.”


  With that Henry turns around and as he takes sight of me, he drops to his knees.


  “Oh, Sydney, baby,” he murmurs. “You have no idea …”


  Henry doesn’t finish his sentence and he doesn’t get up. He stays on the floor, making his way over to me, sleek as a panther. My heart is racing and passion, not reason, is my guide. I have completely exposed myself to Henry and instead of feeling shy, I just want to give him more. As he inches toward me I lie back on the futon without moving my legs. I close my eyes and savor the sweet unrest of this moment where my body is full of exquisite tension and pleasure rules.
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  I’m anticipating Henry’s touch. I ache for it. Just as I’m wondering if he’s going to kiss me, I feel his weight beside me on the mattress. I open my eyes to look at him. He’s lying on his right side, propped up on his elbow, and staring at my face. Without taking his eyes off of mine, Henry places his hand there between my legs. There, where I’m completely open, exposed, and dripping wet. His large hand palms me and his long fingers reach down my ass. He’s looking at me closely, looking deeply into my eyes as he sets the heel of his hand against my clit, and, oh, yes, that’s all it takes. No rubbing or manipulating required because my body tenses at the gentle pressure of his hand, the throbbing escalates, my mouth opens, and I close my eyes again as I yelp out his name. And that’s all I can say because my body is quivering and quaking and I’m gasping fiercely, coming like I’ve never come before. The climax is rocking my entire body. It’s rocking my entire world. I throw my hands into my hair, fisting it as the pulsating pleasure-wave cascades through me for several long, rapturous seconds before it begins to recede with jolting aftershocks. Within a minute my muscles go lax and I finally catch my breath. I open my eyes and see Henry still staring at my face. There’s a half smile on his lips.


  “Henry,” I say. I’m speechless.


  He puts his finger over my lips and says, “Shhhh.” I can smell myself on his hand and it occurs to me that this should be deemed way to feel sexy #3.


  I have absolutely no idea what will happen next. Is he going to kiss me? Is it my turn to touch him? Are we going to have sex? Henry starts to get up and I expect him to roll over on top of me. As I ready myself for his weight on my body, I realize he’s not moving to get on top of me, but to get his cap, which had fallen off my head when I lay back on the futon. “Hey, I thought I was keeping that cap,” I say playfully. Henry doesn’t respond. He just gets up, adjusts his clothes and puts his fleece back on. “Get under the covers so you don’t get cold,” he says as he puts on his hat. He walks over to the table where he left my phone and tosses it over to me. “The pictures for Professor Sparling are in there,” he says coldly. “See you tomorrow for Christmas dinner.” He leaves without another word.
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  I’m lying on my futon utterly dumbfounded and deflated. What just happened between Henry and me was earth-shattering - in the good sense and the bad sense. My body had a truly, deeply, passionate and erotic experience. (Without any kissing!) Even with my imagination running wild, like in my messages to Professor Sparling, I never dreamed anything could be as hot as the encounter I just had with Henry. And because it was so good, I’m filled with questions I never expected to ask. Was it so good because it was Henry and he knows me better than anyone? Was it so good because it’s been so long since a man has touched me? Was my body so desperate and needy that any old hot guy could have made me feel this way? Or do Henry and I have something real between us that I didn’t realize was there? When Henry looked at my naked body, I saw more than lust in his eyes. His eyes were drunk with passion, maybe even love. But when it’s love, you don’t take a woman down a mind-blowing sensuous road and then leave her stranded and alone.


  The sting of Henry’s leaving leads me to curl up into a ball on my futon and put a pillow over my head. He gave me the biggest high I’ve ever had and then left me to fall. I can’t forget the look on his face when he tossed the phone at me, as if I’d done something horribly wrong when all I’d done was play along with him (and get mighty turned on). But isn’t ‘turned on’ what he was going for? If he hadn’t run out I would have continued what we started. But I can’t get a guy off who runs away. I don’t want to be angry with Henry. I want to be with him. I want to feel his lips on mine, the pleasure wave pummeling me again, and the ease of being I felt with his hard body beside me. But I feel like I should be angry with him.


  If Henry hadn’t asked to touch me, our whole encounter would have been different. I’d have assumed he was doing a fun favor for me when he took the pictures. Some sexy fun between friends isn’t such a big deal, especially if you know all along that the fun isn’t supposed to lead to actual sex. But I’m pretty sure we crossed the ‘fun’ line when I came on his hand! Should I be embarrassed? I don’t know, and I don’t know how to read Henry’s intentions. While he took those pictures, did he really intend them to be for Professor Sparling or did he want them for himself? As I’m asking these questions, it dawns on me that Henry is a player. This is not news to anyone in Addison, Michigan. Fuck! Henry led me into a trap and I went willingly. I should have stopped it, but I loved the part of me that he was luring out. And what I thought I saw in his eyes seemed genuine. But, now as I replay the encounter in my mind, I understand what an idiot I am. Henry sensed my arousal and started a game with me, getting me hot and wet and putting his hand between my legs and feeling me come on his fingers … And then when his game was over, he walked out the door.


  What an asshole.


  Now I know how all of his disposable babes feel. I hold in my tears, determined not to go to pieces over Henry, though I feel like I’ve just been slapped across the face.


  Thanks to the long nap I took this afternoon, I’m wide awake now and my cats are pouncing around the apartment, happy as can be that I’m up late at night with them. I grab my phone and scroll through the pictures Henry took of me. That’s me! I don’t look like the drab student who wears an ugly parka and gets good grades. I look like a seriously bad girl. In fact, I’d even go as far to say I look highly fuckable. And lucky for me, there is a mega-hot man out there who wants to fuck me. And he’s a famous professor and an amazingly talented writer.


  If Professor Sparling is still awake, I’m sure he’d like to see a picture of me. The problem is, as I’m scrolling through one photo after another, the only thing I can think about is Henry. As angry as I am that he left, a part of me feels like the pictures belong to him. They’re evidence of a moment we shared that was sexy and exciting – a moment he turned and walked away from.


  I walk over to my table, pick up the empty soup bowls and put them in the sink. The uneaten baguette-bat is still resting on the counter. I whack it against the wall a couple times to release some of my frustrations. Crumbs go flying, and so do the startled cats. “Sorry, Tiny and Little,” I say. After what happened between Henry and me, he should be here holding me in his arms. I should be running my fingers through his hair and kissing my way down his stellar chest, all the way down to …


  It’s so odd to be having my “Professor Sparling fantasies” about Henry. It’s ridiculous. I shake my head from side to side as if that can clear Henry out of my mind. But that’s what I need to do. He walked out on me, so fuck him. I need to turn my lust back to the man who really wants me. I grab my phone and open the closet door to access my full-length mirror, prepared to snap some pictures of my own for Professor Sparling, because if it doesn’t feel right to send Professor Sparling the pics that Henry took, then selfies it shall be. In Henry’s pictures I look hot, but in my own, I’ll probably come out looking like a giant douchebag.


  I’m still wearing the open nightshirt and nothing else. I face the mirror and take a photo of my face. Then I angle my hand so the camera gets my face and my breasts. Next I step back so I can get my whole body into the picture. I cross my free arm over my breasts, hiding my nipples, and stand with my feet wide enough apart so that my lips below spread just the slightest bit. I look down at my breasts, and snap the picture, and … it’s perfect. Without missing a beat I send it to Professor Sparling with a one-line message. I want you now.


  The posing, exposure, and the bold sexiness I’ve discovered in myself excites me. And the thought of Professor Sparling looking at the picture is titillating, too. Not quite as exciting as Henry watching me come, but it’ll do just fine. I lie back down on my futon and put my hand between my legs. I stick one finger inside me, pulling the wetness out and rubbing it up and around my clit. I touch myself gently at first until I reach the tense point of blissful unrest. I rub a little bit harder and then stop, teasing myself to make it last. My body stiffens as I start to build. I pull my knees up, raise my ass off the mattress and put more pressure around my clit. Finally, I summon up an image of Professor Sparling shoving his rock hard self into me, expecting that to throw me over the edge. I’m breathing fast and heavily and I’m almost there, I’m so close, when suddenly … I lose it. I hit a wall. The build-up collapses and in a blink that shatters my world, everything starts to make sense. The man I want pushing his way inside me is not Professor Sparling. It’s Henry Hart.


  My insides ache like I’ve just been punched in the stomach. Has it been Henry all along? All these years? Henry who just ran from me? And to make it all worse, I just impulsively sent a very revealing picture to Professor Sparling, and there’s no way I can undo that. Thank God Henry doesn’t know about it. That would destroy any chance I have of really being with him. If it isn’t too late already.


  I’m pacing back and forth across my apartment, trying to get a grip on the emotions spinning out of my control. My magnificently clarifying thought about Henry has confused me to the point of delirium. I put my hands on my head, fisting and yanking my hair in frustration as I pace. The cats join me in my back-and-forth and Tiny starts pawing at the door to the balcony, mewing for me to let him out. “Really?” I say. “It’s freezing out there.” He paws at the door.


  “Cats will be cats,” I murmur, knowing that as soon as I let Tiny out he’s going to want to come right back in. When I open the door and look out over the balcony, a terrifying chill runs through me, and it’s not from the cold air. Parked in a circle of light beneath the lamppost across the street from my building, is a blue sedan with a dent in the door, just like the one that haunted me years ago. I feel like I’m seeing a ghost. No, no, no. Please no. This can’t be happening all over again.
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  My scalp prickles with fear. I rush to turn off the lights in my apartment so it will be difficult for anyone to see in through the balcony door, which I then open a crack. I squat down as low as I can and shake a bag of cat food to get Tiny’s attention. He comes flying inside, thinking food awaits him. I hate to dupe my cats, but this is an emergency. I stand to shut and lock the door and then I jump into my bed and cower under the covers. I don’t know what to do. I can’t call the police to report a parked car. I can’t call Henry because he doesn’t know about my past. I definitely can’t call my mother, but I’m smart enough to know that I need to tell someone that there’s a possibility Abraham Rudd’s car is parked outside my building. The only person who could guess what this means is Jake, but after our meeting today, it seems like a mistake to get in touch with him. He’s getting married, and I need to let him move on with his life.


  I flash back to the day at Lake Pleasant when Jake and I snuggled in our tent after a long swim. We had the front flap of the tent open and the air blowing in was crisp and fresh. Birds were chirping, and wild purple flowers were in bloom right before us. I was half asleep when the hum of an engine and the thumps of tires rolling over little stones startled me out of relaxation. No one else ever came out to our spot at the lake so Jake and I both jumped up. He threw on his shorts and ordered me to get dressed. Adrenaline rushed through me. Of course, it could have been anyone who happened upon our private lakeside spot. There was no reason to suspect danger. But we knew someone had been following me for weeks. “Maybe it’s nobody,” I said, though I didn’t believe it. My heart was pounding and I was clenching my teeth so hard my jaw ached.


  “Stay here,” Jake said. “Don’t leave the tent. I’ll take care of everything.”


  After Jake dashed out, I waited a few seconds before creeping my way out. I knew Jake was trying to protect me, but in that tent I felt like a sitting duck. I sneaked around to the back of the tent and then dashed over to the spot near the abandoned trailer where Jake and I had built a little fire pit out of stones. I reached down and grabbed a stone that wasn’t too heavy for my hands. If I had to bash someone over the head with it, I’d do just fine.


  I approached the area where I heard Jake shouting, “Who are you? Why are you following my girlfriend? Tell me who the fuck you are.”


  Finally, I was close enough to see what was happening. Jake was towering over a small white-haired, white-bearded old man, whom he’d pinned between his body and the side of that blue sedan. He was holding the old man, who looked like a skinny Santa Claus, by the throat. “You stay away from her,” Jake growled. “Do you hear me, you asshole?”


  As the old man tried to nod in agreement, Jake let go of his neck and took a step back. “Get in your car and leave. Don’t ever get near Sydney again.”


  The old man struggled to gain his balance and his voice. He was bent over and wheezing. “I wasn’t going to hurt her,” he croaked. “I just want to know her. She’s my flesh and blood.”


  I dropped the stone, without even checking to make sure it wasn’t going to land on my feet, and threw my hand over my mouth. I tried to suppress a blood-curdling scream with only partial success. The sound that came out of me was a low, long wail. In the same instant I emitted it, both men turned to look at me. Riveted with fear and frozen in place, I could muster only three words: “Who are you?”


  “Abraham Rudd from Rapids City,” the old man said. “My son is your father.”


  And now here I am again, three and a half years later, as horrified as ever by my very own DNA. If there were some way I could get away from that part of myself, some way to just wash it all away, I would do it. I would change. But no matter what I do, I can’t alter my genetic makeup, shift shapes, or turn into a werewolf. The truth I learned at Lake Pleasant from Abraham Rudd is that I came to be in this world through an evil act, a crime and a sin, and nothing can ever change that.


  I climb out of my covers and tiptoe over to the balcony door to see if the car is still there. It isn’t, and I breathe a giant sigh of relief. Could I have imagined it was parked out there beneath the street lamp? Was I having a panic attack like the ones I had all through freshman year? Maybe everything that’s happened since Henry walked out on me a few hours ago has been a bad dream. The way he owned me and left me could make anyone insane.


  Too disturbed to go to sleep, I check for a reply from Professor Sparling. Why, oh, why did I send him that last picture? I need to get him out of my life and get Henry back. I’m completely certain of this, and I feel like a fog has been lifted.


  Thankfully, there’s no message from Professor Sparling, which doesn’t surprise me. It’s very late and it’s almost Christmas Eve. He might just have a life outside of emailing me, I think, rolling my eyes. I’m actually relieved he hasn’t acknowledged the picture so I can begin a message explaining my change of heart. The last thing I need to deal with now is Professor Sparling starting up a new round of messages with me, telling me he likes threesomes, or whatever else is going on in that salacious mind of his at the moment.


  


  Dear Professor Sparling,


  I hope the picture I sent you earlier wasn’t too much. I got carried away and acted without thinking, which I regret. I’ve come to realize some things about my life, and some changes I need to make. I’d like to cool things off between us. It’s nothing personal. I’ve just realized that my heart isn’t in it. I’m sorry.


  I do need to reach out to you now on a wholly different note, if you are still willing to be my friend. I don’t want to burden you with my problems, but there is no one else I can talk to. Because you read my essay, you’ll understand. Do you remember the car that followed me all those years ago? I think it’s back. And the person driving it might be my grandfather, but it could very well be my father. There’s a rumor going around Clarksville that he’s back in town. As you know, he’s done a fair share of harm, and my mother and I may not be safe if he’s around.


  Panicked,


  Sydney
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  I must have fallen asleep because I’m not sure what’s happening when a ferocious pounding at my apartment door startles me. I leap to my feet and hug my still unbuttoned nightshirt around me. My first thought is that Abraham Rudd – or possibly my father - is on the other side of the door. Tiny and Little run to hide in the closet and I consider joining them, but first I slink as quietly as I can and take a peek off the balcony to see if the car with the dented door is still out there. It’s not, thank God, and just as I’m breathing a sigh of relief I hear Henry’s deep voice calling, “Sydney, are you okay? Open up!”


  In all of our years of friendship, Henry has never shown up pounding at my door in the middle of the night. Surely he realizes that he’s scaring me. Why is he being such an idiot?


  “I’m fine,” I say as I open the door for Henry. “What the fuck are you doing here now?”


  He bursts in with the draft of icy air. I don’t have a chance to say another word because he reaches out, grabs me, and holds me in his strong arms so tightly I can barely breathe.


  Henry nuzzles his face in my hair. “I was so worried about you,” he says in a gruff whisper. I close the door behind him, making sure to lock it with the chain. I wonder how on earth he could have known something was frightening me. I reason that maybe he feels guilty for walking out on me. As he damn well should! But, whatever the motive, I’m so glad he’s back. After three seconds in his arms, my body is picking up exactly where we left off this afternoon, and I feel a burning desire as his body presses against mine. And I also feel at ease, like I’m at home in his arms, and whatever is out there – real or imaginary – doesn’t matter. In Henry’s arms I feel like everything is going to be all right. The combination of feeling protected and scorching hot is a powerful one. I’m pretty sure it verges on love.


  Henry lets go of me, rips off his jacket, and throws it on the floor. Then he pulls me close again and I look up into his fervent blue eyes. His heated gaze burns through me, roiling my insides. The commotion in my body is now overwhelming – the firing neurons, tingling skin, ragged breath, and my inability to utter even a single word as I wonder how I could have looked at this man hundreds and thousands of times before but never seen his heart through his eyes.


  “Do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted you, Sydney?” Henry murmurs as he runs his knuckles delicately down my cheek in a way that makes me feel cherished and desired.


  I shake my head, whispering, “No.”


  “Since the first time I saw you in the library,” Henry says.


  My knees go weak at his words, and I’m silently pleading with Henry to kiss me. I need his lips on mine more than I’ve ever needed anything. My mouth feels hollow and vacant without his tongue. He must be able to read my face because he lowers his head to meet me and nudges his nose against mine. I feel his heady breath on my lips and a throaty moan escapes me. Henry’s dry lips graze mine as softly as a butterfly gracing a flower. And then he pulls away. My mouth is desperate for his. I throw my arms around him and pull him closer. “Don’t let go, Henry,” I say as I squeeze him with all of my might. We stay like that, nuzzling lips to lips until Henry’s tongue finally crashes like a tsunami into my unclaimed mouth and makes it his. His kiss is strong and unrelenting. I grab onto his fierce biceps for support while my knees crumble. Henry’s tongue strokes mine, and his erection presses into my body. And though it’s singeing passion that’s coursing through my veins, I feel an undertone of something quiet and consoling and I know what it is. For the first time since I found out who I really am, I feel pure.


  I recognize the irony of having a sense of purity as I embark on a trail of erotic pleasure – getting so down and dirty - but somehow it all feels right, like it’s supposed to be this way. I was just too lost in myself to see it.


  Desire pours out of me in torrents, pooling in my panties as Henry and I kiss with a raging passion that says always and forever. And what could be purer than a love that’s always and forever?


  I’m burning for Henry in my heart and in my deepest core. “I want you,” I say.


  My words set off a fervor in Henry. He seizes my hands and holds them together tightly at the wrists. His eyes radiate with sincerity as he looks me straight on and says, “Sydney Morrison, I’ve been waiting years to hear you say that.”


  I’m incapable of speech.


  I’ve had no idea.


  “I need to hear you say it again,” Henry says. “With my name. I need to know I’m the man you want.”


  Every cell in my body is screaming I want Henry Hart. He must feel it, but if he wants me to say those words, if he needs that verbal confirmation, I will give it to him.


  “I more than want you, Henry,” I gasp. “I need you.” I pull Henry down towards the futon and he willingly tumbles with me, a wide smile adorning his face. “I’m savoring those words,” Henry says. We’re lying side by side on the futon gazing into each other’s eyes. He puts his hand on my breast and traces my nipple with his forefinger. My nipple hardens at his touch and yet another surge of desire overtakes me. I groan softly. He continues tracing his finger down my body, over my hip and then onto my backside. He squeezes my ass hard and growls, “You told me you want me, now show me.”


  I sit up and push on Henry’s strong chest so he tips flat on his back. I pull off his black boots and wool socks. There are his feet – those long toes I know so well already – presenting themselves to me in a whole new context. I kiss the top of each foot. I slink my way up Henry’s body and let my breasts hang over his face for a moment. His mouth opens to kiss them, but I quickly slide back down. I squat over Henry’s knees and undo the button of his dark jeans. I unzip his pants and he wriggles beneath me to help me get them off. I inhale sharply at the sight of his erection beneath his tight gray underwear. (It’s gigantic! Yes! But, yikes!) The tip of his erection has pushed its way out of the underwear, restrained only by an elastic band that says Calvin Klein. I lick my lips, lean down, and place a delicate, wet kiss there, then circle it with my tongue. “Oh, baby,” Henry groans.


  I move back up to Henry’s face and place another delicate kiss on his lips. His hips are bucking, begging me to go back down. Instead, I reach for the ends of his shirt and pull it over his head. Staring at his chest and the ripples of his abdomen all I can think is: Henry is the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen. How did I not notice this earlier?


  Henry lifts himself into a sitting position with his strong abs. I’m straddled across his lap. He tugs my nightshirt off and wraps his arms around me, putting kisses light as feathers along the side of my neck and across my chin until our lips meet again. Then, gone are the delicate kisses and the insistent, relentless, carnal ones return. As burning lust rushes through me like lava down a mountain, I take control of the moment. “I’m going to show you how much I want you, Henry,” I say, careful to include his name in my declaration. I place both of my palms on his hard chest and push him down. I’m no match for his strength, but he appeases me and leans back so he’s flat against the mattress again and staring up at me in my wet panties, straddling his middle.


  “You’re so beautiful, Sydney,” Henry says with eyes full of ardor. His dark blond hair is falling back off his forehead and I can see a trace of sweat on his brow. His chest looks mighty and heroic.


  I stand up, slide my panties down and off, and then pull down Henry’s underwear as he lies there groaning soft and low. And, oh! There he is. Henry’s faultless manhood is right before my eyes. It’s the epitome of masculinity: solid, lengthy, and hard as a diamond. Galvanized by the sight of it, all I think of is plunging myself onto it. I climb back on top of Henry, with one leg on either side of his body. With my legs spread wide, I deliberately rub my wetness down his happy trail until it’s touching the tip of his raging hardness. And there we are, poised to make earth-shattering love, my soft, hollow sex against him - stiff, hard, and aching. Henry grabs my hips, his fingers digging into my flesh. “Baby,” he says. “I need you, too.”


  “Condom?” I ask, hating to break the spiraling sensations in my body for a reality check.


  “Pants’ pocket. Wallet.” His breath is so ragged he can barely speak.


  I reach back for his pants and find what we need. I rip open the foil packet and take him in my hands for the first time, sucking in my breath as I roll the condom down the imposing length of him. Henry tenses at my touch and my body is remembering what sex feels like, the hunger that takes over the person you think you are, turning you into a yearning force with only one intention. But even with Jake, whom I loved, I never felt greedy the way I do now with Henry’s exquisite manhood in my hands. He’s all mine. And I want all of him inside of me. Holding Henry like this sparks a build-up in me. I want to rub my clit against him before I take him inside, but I know I’ll come too quickly if I do. I must hold back. I have to wait for Henry.


  Now I’m perfectly positioned my legs over Henry’s hips, gallantly hovering over him.


  “You’re torturing me, Sydney,” he says hoarsely. “I have to be inside of you. Now.”


  I look down at Henry and see anticipation written all over his face. He grabs my hips, gently driving them downward until he’s easing into me. We groan in unison. Henry opens me, and inch by thick, strong inch he fills me. Pleasure gushes through my body.


  “Take me all the way in, baby,” Henry says. “To the hilt.” He’s staring into my eyes, his mouth agape, his brow furrowed in concentration.


  I slide further down, bringing Henry deeper into me. When I’m filled to the point of sweet torment and I can’t take it any longer, I begin to move up and down – slowly and deliberately. Henry pulls himself up so we’re both sitting. He’s so far inside of me now, both pleasure and pain radiate through my body. He throws his arms around and drowns me in another one of his unwavering kisses. With both his tongue and his rock inside of me, I feel truly possessed. I break away from his kiss and toss my head back so he can kiss my neck and breasts. My skin tingles, my heart races, my breath staggers out of my chest in loud gasps. I begin to move up and down on Henry again. He matches my rhythm and quickly our fucking becomes frenzied, both of us glazed in sweat and crying out each other’s names. I feel Henry’s hands pressing into my backside. He thrusts his pelvis up to meet me, sending him deeper inside of me than I ever thought was possible. He’s hitting my sweet spot and I moan as my climax nears. “Come with me, Henry,” I say. Maybe I shout it. I can’t tell what I’m doing. I have no sense of place or time. All I know right now is this feeling of Henry pounding inside of me.


  Henry puts his forehead against mine and we lean our faces into each other, our lips and noses almost touching. He thrusts harder and faster and then in a husky voice he pants, “Sydney, my Sydney.”


  Those words throw me to the brink. I’m like a song advancing to its grand, explosive chorus. I’m at the threshold and desperate. I have no control over my body at this crowning moment, and no matter how much I will myself to keep up Henry’s rhythm, I can’t hold back any longer. I shatter around Henry, quivering, climaxing, and calling out incomprehensibly as I come.


  And in the next moment Henry shouts out my name, he grabs my face between his hands, finds his release, and pours himself into me as his body shakes.


  I’m still throbbing as I collapse into Henry’s chest and stay there with my ear over his heart, listening to its steady thump. I’m leaving an ecstatic realm and coming back to reality, but it’s not the same reality it was a few hours ago. I feel different, like I was the filthy window of an abandoned house that’s been reoccupied, and now I’ve been washed sparkling clean. I feel reborn. I feel free.
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  I awake abruptly to the sound of my apartment door opening, and Henry’s voice whispering, “Thank you.”


  Oh my God! Is he leaving me again? I feel a gush of terror. I won’t be able to tolerate losing him again. I would be utterly ruined.


  “Henry?” I call, my voice full of fear.


  “Good morning, gorgeous,” he says looking as calm as ever. Someone, presumably Connor, his family’s driver, has brought over two cups of coffee that smell heavenly, and a paper bag that says Dough. Dough makes the best pastries in Addison and as Henry gets closer I smell vanilla.


  Henry, who is dressed in his dark jeans and nothing else, looks like a god. He has broad shoulders, rippled abs, and narrow hips. He looks like he works out all the time, but I know he doesn’t. He’s one of those lucky people who’s naturally built to perfection. He puts the Dough bag and coffee down on the table and comes to get me out of bed, where I’m still lying naked and spent, despite some solid hours of deep sleeping. (Though, honestly, I have no idea what time it is.) After a gentle kiss on the tip of my nose and another one on the lips, Henry smiles and says, “We better get you into a gray sweatshirt so you don’t get cold.” He yanks the blanket off me and I try to pull it back, screeching and giggling.


  “Don’t steal my covers, you wicked man,” I say.


  “If I don’t get you out of bed right now, Miss Sydney, I am going to take you again.”


  “What’s so bad about that?” I say, raising an eyebrow. I beckon him towards me with my fingers. “You can have me if I get my blanket,” I say in my best husky, sexy voice. Apparently, I don’t do a great job because both of us burst into hysterics.


  “So all it takes is a blanket to get in your pants, eh?” Henry says. “Wish I’d known that sooner.”


  I stand on the futon, stark naked, and pouting. “Henry … I’m cold. Blanket. Now,” I whine. In a blink he tosses the blanket down and grabs me. He pulls me close and cups my ass. “You’re turning me on, Henry,” I warn. “And I have to go feed my cats. And our coffee is getting cold.”


  “Fine,” Henry concedes. “Feed Tiny and Little, then we’ll eat, and then I’m back on your ass.”


  I grab an old, tattered robe from my closet that I’ve had since high school. Henry frowns as I slip it on. “What the fuck are you wearing?”


  “Just an old thing I’ve had forever.”


  “I never thought I’d be wishing to see you in a gray sweatshirt,” he says smirking.


  “Very funny.”


  I feed the cats and head over to Henry in the kitchen. We sit down with the hot coffee and he pulls out two extra large vanilla-raspberry muffins from Dough. They look and smell glorious and I’m starving.


  After a few swallows of the sweet, moist muffin, I begin to ease out of my befuddled state and the world starts to come back into focus. I just had sex for the first time since 2010, and I had it with my best friend. I fucked Henry. Holy fucking shit. And oh my God did we fuck. Professor Sparling would be reeling if he knew. Or maybe not. Maybe he wouldn’t care. I close my eyes tightly, cringing. Why did I think of Professor Sparling? He is the last person I should be thinking of now. Although I do have to credit him with one thing: he woke me up. If Professor Sparling hadn’t sparked my inner slut, and if he hadn’t emailed with me, I probably wouldn’t be here with Henry. I’d be lying on my futon with two cute cats, reading a book, and feeling sad on the day before Christmas. I’d be wondering if Henry might stop by to watch a movie instead of dreaming about which position Henry is going to take me in next.


  “Is something wrong, babe?” Henry asks. He reaches over and puts his hand on my knee.


  I shake my head. “It’s all good,” I say, perhaps convincing Henry, but not convincing myself. At the same time as Henry’s blatant sexuality roils my insides, there’s a part of me that’s trapped in worry. If my father is out there watching me, I have to tell someone. Even if it’s just old man Rudd, someone should know. Counting on Professor Sparling to do something is foolish. I know Henry wants to help me, but how can I tell him without ruining what we just started? Looking at Henry sitting here shirtless and barefoot in front of me, I understand why women line up to be with him. He is exceedingly masculine and sensual at the same time. That I didn’t notice it for so long makes me think I spent the last few years walking around with a pail on my head.


  The hand Henry has on my knee begins to creep its way up my thigh. I smile at him, but he isn’t smiling back. His eyes are dark with desire and my body responds to his stare. I feel a lurch in my groin. Henry reaches over and cups my face in his hands. “If you had any idea how beautiful you are …” he says, and pauses his sentence. Then he leans forward and places a tender kiss on my lips.


  “I think I have coffee breath,” I say, giggling.


  “Shush,” Henry says. “You smell divine.” He takes my hands and pulls me up so I’m standing before him. “Open your robe,” he commands.


  I do as I’m told and Henry looks up and down my body as the robe hits the floor. I can feel myself blushing. He takes a step closer and leans his lips into my neck. He’s kissing, nipping, and sucking my skin. His hands run along the sides of my body in soft caresses that make me shiver. “Oh, Sydney,” he moans. “I’ve waited so long to touch you like this.”


  I reach up and grab his face, beckoning his mouth to mine. We kiss, kiss, and kiss, our lips sticking to one another like magnets to metal. Henry’s hands travel slowly down my back, stopping to squeeze my ass, and then sliding his fingers into my crack, easing his way to the part of me that’s already raging, swelling, and wet. He moves his fingers around my lower lips so sublimely that I gasp and shudder. What this man can do to me! He slides one finger inside of me and then a second finger, circling, massaging, and goading me to come. I press my body against him, crying out his name as the rising sensations in me roar. He has one hand cupping my ass as the fingers of his other hand move faster inside of me. “Come for me, baby,” Henry says gruffly. “Give it up.” With his words my splendid surge begins. He crushes my ass in his palm, and I throw my head back. Henry leans down and takes one my nipples into his mouth. He bites it gently and that sends me over the edge to the most glorious burst, and as I’m coming the whole world goes blank. For a fleeting lapse in time my orgasm reigns over me and there is nothing else on earth except Henry whispering in my ear, “You are mine.”
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  Henry and I lie together on my futon with our legs entangled. He strokes my hair and my cheek. He whispers sweet nothings about my beauty that make me feel worshipped. But then he starts to ask questions, and I’m not ready for them.


  “Why don’t you trust me?” he asks with a pleading look in his eyes.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say as I nuzzle my nose against the coarse, stubbly skin on his jaw.” I pray he won’t ask me about my past. I just spent a fairytale night with Henry. I don’t want to start thinking about my childhood and how I spent most of it feeling unloved and unwanted. How can I tell this man who looks at me with undeniable adoration that I come from a mother who barely tolerates me, and with good reason? I’m the spawn of sin.


  But, I feel a tinge of guilt for keeping the truth from Henry. It dawns on me that he deserves to know who I really am. I lived in a lie until I was seventeen and because of it I suffered throughout my childhood. No one knows the necessity of honesty better than I do. This revelation emboldens me.


  “Sydney,” Henry says tenderly. “We’ve been best friends for so long. I’ve been so patient with you. Please have faith in me. Whatever you’re hiding won’t change the way I want you. I’ve been aching for you since freshman year. For years I’ve fallen asleep night after night dreaming of your lips, your smile, your breasts, the curve of your hips, your long, lean legs and how they’d feel wrapped around me …”


  Tiny chooses this potent moment to pounce onto the futon and stick his little nose into the mess of us, as we lie with our legs tangled together like wind-blown locks of hair. The damn cat is purring double time, and both of us laugh. “Shoo, kitty,” I say. “Outta here.”


  Henry gives Tiny a gentle nudge and the cat scampers off. “Have faith in me,” he says again, his eyes wide with anticipation.


  “I do. I just don’t know what you want to know.”


  “Tell me about that essay Professor Sparling said was extraordinary. I want to know why you haven’t let me read it. What made you shut down for so many years? Who stole the light out of your eyes? Just please talk to me.”


  My heart despairs, but I know it’s time to be true to Henry. I have to tell him about the past and I have to tell him the truth about the car I saw last night (unless, of course, I imagined it). I pull the blanket over us tightly as a chill runs through me, and take a deep breath trying to hold back the tears stinging my eyes. “Growing up, I didn’t know who my father was. I tried to ask my mother about him, but she ended any conversation I struck up before it even started. My mother wasn’t close to me. Sometimes it felt like she could barely stand to see my face.”


  It’s so painful to talk about this because saying it out loud brings all the agony I’ve suppressed to the forefront, and in a sense, it’s like reliving it. As I’m talking to Henry I recall a morning when I was in second grade, and I watched my mother at her vanity table, brushing her beautiful blonde hair. I was hiding in the corner of the room because I knew she didn’t want me around. But when I saw how lovely she was, I wanted to be close to her. I wanted to touch her hair and feel her skin that looked so smooth and soft. I yearned for contact with her so strongly that I crept up behind her, thinking I might be able to touch her hair without upsetting her. As I got close enough to reflect in her mirror, she saw me. Her eyes met mine in the reflection, her face paled and her gaze deadened. She looked spooked, as if she’d just seen the face of someone who’d been haunting her. I recognized the expression on her face. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen it, and it wouldn’t be the last. At that moment I knew better than to try to touch my mother. I turned around as fast as I could, and ran out of the room.


  Henry keeps a steady gaze on me. A single tear makes its way down my cheek and he wipes it away with his thumb. “Your sadness twists my heart,” he says.


  “I thought I was unworthy,” I say quietly.


  “You’re anything but, beautiful girl,” Henry says.


  I summon all of my courage and begin to tell Henry the story of the car that followed me. I describe the violent encounter at Lake Pleasant, and as I begin to talk about what ensued after Abraham Rudd announced he was my grandfather, I become frantic. My breath quickens and my head spins.


  “Sydney, you don’t have to talk if you can’t. It’s OK.” Henry pulls me closer and kisses my forehead. “Wait until you’re ready.”


  “I’m ready,” I say. “But I’m afraid that if I tell you, you won’t want me, or you’ll feel sorry for me. I don’t want to be pitied.”


  In a low voice Henry tells me that nothing would make him stop wanting me. “My whole life I’ve had everything I’ve ever wanted,” he says. “You were the only thing I couldn’t get. You are my one and only desire. I could never, ever stop wanting you. And I won’t pity you, Sydney, but you have to allow me to be compassionate.”


  I nod, chocking back a sob. Henry’s kindness is almost unbearable. I feel like my story will dirty him by association. He squeezes my hand encouragingly. I can’t look into Henry’s eyes, so I stare down when I say shakily, “My father is a rapist.”


  I have never before said those words out loud.


  Henry swallows. I look up at him and see an earnest, but not worried, look on his face. “It’s OK,” he whispers. “Talk to me.”


  “He raped my mother when she was eighteen. I was born nine months later.”


  I gag when I finish my sentence, nearly choking on my words. Tears begin to pour out of my eyes and Henry kisses them as they roll down my cheeks. He strokes my hair reassuringly, and neither of us says a word for a very long time. Henry just holds me in his arms and doesn’t let go.
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  Henry has gone back to Ottawa Estate to help his mother organize things for Christmas dinner, and I’ve set out to find gifts for Henry and Dr. and Mrs. Hart. Trying to buy gifts in tiny downtown Addison on the day before Christmas is like trying to find a needle in a haystack. Most of the stores are closed, and the few that are open have sold out of practically everything. I can’t even find a freaking Hallmark card. The air is frigid and the weather reports say snowfall is imminent. My first Christmas with Henry is going to be a White Christmas, and that thought warms me better than my sweatshirt, parka, and scarf.


  I realize that my only hope for finding gifts is Shelby’s Liquor Store, which has a big sign on its window announcing that it will be open until 8:00 p.m. on Christmas Eve. I know Mrs. Hart is a big fan of Chardonnay, so it should be a perfect stop. As I open the door to Shelby’s an iron bell ding-dongs loudly. The store is rather crowded with shoppers. And the line to pay is surprisingly long. I guess I’m not the only one rushing to buy last minute Christmas gifts.


  I make my way over to the aisle of Michigan wines because Mrs. Hart likes to buy local. I have no idea which bottle is a good wine so I just study the price tags. I know I have to splurge on this, not because the Harts expect something expensive from me, but because I’ll feel like crap if I don’t. The prices range from $12 - $160. I think that something over $30 will do the trick. That seems fancy enough.


  I select a bottle that looks good, based on the label, but I don’t want to screw this up so I walk around, scanning the aisles of Shelby’s for a sales clerk who can give me a recommendation. In the Italian wines aisle I see a familiar face, and it takes me a second to register that Professor Sparling in his brown coat is standing five feet away from me, looking down at a red wine label. I feel shocked, as if I’ve just seen an alien. Before I know what’s happening, the voice that blurted out of me during my last class with him rises again. It’s as though I have no control over my mouth. “I thought you were out of town,” I say a little too loudly.


  Professor Sparling startles and looks up. We’re looking directly at one another and despite all that has happened with Henry, I’m still a complete sucker for his profound green eyes. He’s gorgeous, what can I say? But what the hell is he doing here when he’s supposed to be somewhere else?


  Professor Sparling breaks the awkwardness of our stare. “Sydney, hello,” he says. He takes a step towards me and I step back hastily, squeezing my hands tightly around the bottle I’m holding because I’m afraid I’ll drop it. “It’s great to see you,” Professor Sparling says. “Merry Christmas.”


  I stand frozen in place, my mouth wide open. Finally, I wrap my brain around what’s happening. I am standing face-to-face with Professor Sparling. A few days ago this would have been my dream come true. But now, after everything that’s happened with Henry, and the horribly embarrassing picture I emailed, it is definitely the worst possible moment to meet him. “What are you doing here?” I ask accusingly.


  “Am I not allowed to shop for wine?” Professor Sparling says looking a touch taken aback.


  I try to read his eyes, but they don’t tell me anything. He is oddly calm while I’m flushing furiously as I think about our email exchange. This was not how I expected it to be when we met in person. We are not supposed to find each other in a liquor store under the pasty glare of florescent lights. I am not supposed to be squirming in my parka and threatening to drop a wine bottle. And Professor Sparling is not supposed to be up to his neck in a big, fat lie.


  “Is everything all right?” Professor Sparling asks me with concern.


  My blood turns cold. I shake my head and stare up at him, hurt and confused.


  “You said you were out of town,” I say in a low voice.


  Professor Sparling cocks his head and furrows his brow. “I’m sorry, but I don’t remember an exchange with you about my Christmas plans. But never mind. I am indeed here in little ole’ Addison for the holidays. And it looks like you are, too.”


  Is this the same man who begged to see a picture of my tits, now casually talking to me as though nothing has happened between us? The very same man who told me not to be shy? Holy fuck.


  I’m so thrown that I don’t know how to respond. I search his eyes for some hint of knowing or acknowledgment. Has he read the “break up” email I sent? Is he ignoring my plea for his help at the sighting of the car outside my building? Is he angry? Professor Sparling doesn’t look angry in the least. He looks utterly confused.


  “Well,” I stammer, struggling for words, “I guess you didn’t get my last email.”


  “Apparently not,” Professor Sparling says, looking at me curiously. “I’m really not sure what you’re referring to.”


  “Oh, I get it,” I say. “We’re going to pretend like nothing ever happened? Is this because of the breakup message?”


  “Sydney,” Professor Sparling says, “Is everything all right? You seem rather out of sorts.”


  What a dickhead! He’s really going to act like our emails never happened. I feel like such an idiot, splat in the middle between mortified and horrified. I’m freaking out and scrambling to think of something to say that will get me out of this conversation with some saving grace.


  “My friend Henry is from Addison, and he invited me for Christmas dinner,” I announce, my voice riddled with indignation.


  “How lovely,” Professor Sparling replies calmly.


  “Henry is sort of more than a friend,” I mention, hoping to discern a flicker of something like jealousy in his eyes.


  Professor Sparling raises his eyebrows and flashes a wry grin. “Then your Christmas should be spectacular,” he says. He takes a step forward, taps me on the shoulder in a friendly manner, and says, “See you around campus, Sydney. Happy holidays.”


  I set the wine bottle in my hands down on the nearest empty shelf and scramble out of the store. My body shakes and my stomach heaves. I know I am about to vomit. I lean against the brick wall to my left, hold my hair back and empty my gut onto the icy sidewalk. When the heaving is over, I clutch my arms around my middle and stay doubled-over. I’m replaying the scene with Professor Sparling in my mind, and his lie makes me furious. Either he read the break-up message and he’s pissed, or he can’t show any affection for me in public because he fears being found out. But neither of those things justifies a lie, especially over a trite matter. If he didn’t want to meet in person, all he had to do was say he’s too busy, or that our exchange had to remain virtual because he’s a professor and I’m a student. He didn’t have to pretend to be somewhere else. My head is pounding. I sway and lean myself against the cold brick wall beside me to keep myself from toppling over. I feel my fingertips freezing.


  As my nausea eases, I look up at the white car parked across the street from me and recognize the very beautiful face in the passenger seat. It’s Melanie, and it doesn’t take a genius to put two and two together. I surmise that she’s waiting for Professor Sparling and that there’s a good chance she just watched me vomit. I feel stinging humiliation. But I also feel sorry for Melanie. If she had any idea how Professor Sparling was behaving with me online, she probably wouldn’t be too happy about being involved with him. Poor perfect Melanie. We young college girls are no match for such an accomplished liar.


  I take a deep breath of the freezing air and head back into Shelby’s, hoping I don’t cross paths with Professor Sparling again. I’ve resolved to buy the wine and hurry home to get ready for Christmas dinner at the Harts’. Now is not the time to dwell on the fact that all evidence suggests Professor Sparling is indeed having a relationship with Melanie. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. At least I’ve already broken up with Professor Sparling. It makes me feel like I scored one meager point in our game. At least it wasn’t a shut out.


  I do a quick scan of Shelby’s to see if I can spot Professor Sparling. I do, easily. He’s waiting in line to pay, looking spectacularly cool, like always, as he reads something on his phone. He doesn’t see me as I rush back to the Michigan wines aisle. Who the fuck does Professor Sparling think he is? I flash to the most famous line from Indebted, when he describes his wife’s descent into depression. “She made me the man I am, but then she became someone else.”


  It’s similar to my own story, and the way I changed after I learned the truth about who I am. And Professor Sparling knows about my depression. So why did he get involved with me in the first place, knowing that with me– even if I’m cheerful today - the risk of despair is there lurking in the background?


  There are so many layers to a person’s psyche. Is it ‘brilliant writer’ that defines Professor Sparling or ‘jackass liar?’ Is he one person in the classroom and someone else in the rest of the world? Is he the man who left his depressed wife so he could freely fuck a bunch of students, or is he the man who did everything he could to save his wife, and then left because it was the only way he could save himself?


  I can’t believe I revealed so much of myself to someone with a completely masked identity. Despite reading Professor Sparling’s memoir, and despite our fiery email exchange, I actually have no idea who he is.


  I finish my slightly extravagant wine purchase at Shelby’s and make my way home. Light snowflakes begin to fall and my breath comes out like steam in the frigid air. Between the bare trees and empty streets, Addison looks like a deserted town. The emptiness is creepy, and foreboding. When a chill runs through my body, I quicken my pace. It’s not a chill from the cold, but from an inexplicable, menacing sense of danger that’s making my heartbeat accelerate. I don’t understand why, but I feel like I’m being watched. I turn my head right and left to see if there’s anyone behind me. No one is there, and all I see is the cascade of snowflakes descending onto the eerily quiet and vacant downtown Addison sidewalk.
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  I dismiss the creepy feeling of being watched as paranoia. Seeing the car outside my building last night has shaken me, even though I have no proof it had anything to do with me. There are probably thousands of blue cars with dented doors in Michigan. I try to push aside my gut feeling that my father has something to do with that car. I’m one of those people who always prepares for catastrophe. I don’t know how to let go and accept that something good is happening in my life. (Something amazing!) I’m thrilled with all the rekindled sensations I’ve experienced thanks to sex with Henry. Since I felt Henry inside of me, I’ve been overflowing with glee and desire (minus the time spent puking over Professor Sparling). But, still, here I am waiting for the catch and asking, how can something so delightfully good be happening to me? I don’t know how to stop myself from bracing for the bad, but I know it’s important to try. If I don’t make an attempt to be a normal college student now, my chance will be gone. And the taste of life Henry has given me only makes me want more. I don’t want to be dominated by darkness any longer.


  Back in my apartment, I take a long, hot shower, taking special care as I shave my legs, armpits, and bikini line. When I’m done, I massage coconut oil all over my body so it’s soft and silky. I put on a new black lace bra and matching thong from Oui, pack a change of clothes in my backpack, and the bottle of wine I bought for the Harts. I feel badly about not having a present for Henry, but I’ve thought of a clever alternative. I’m going to sext him a bunch of times, and in each message I’ll offer myself to him in a different way. When Christmas dinner comes to an end and we go upstairs to the very private guest room at Ottawa Estate, I’ll let him let him choose his favorite message, and we’ll take it from there. I feel a wicked little smile taking over my face. I’m pleased with my plan.


  Despite my bewilderment over the exchange with Professor Sparling, and the underlying threat of the Rudds being somewhere out there, possibly on the hunt for me, I’m feeling giddy. It’s Christmas Eve, and Henry and I are a couple. (I’m squealing on the inside!) I grab my phone and take a selfie in the full-length mirror so I can show Henry how I look in my new undergarments. Then I text: Roses are red, violets are blue, have me for Christmas and I’ll have you too.


  I quickly give the cats a tuna Christmas dinner, make sure they have plenty of water and dry food in their dishes, wash my hands, and prepare to get dressed. I pull on sheer black thigh-high stockings (thanks, Marina and Henry) and slip into the black skirt and red cashmere sweater from Oui. My Steve Maddens arrived a few hours ago from Zappos. Just in time and a perfect fit. I’m all set for Christmas at Ottawa Estate. I dab on lip gloss, brush my hair, and check myself out in the mirror again to make sure I like the way I look. I can’t remember the last time I dressed this nicely. It’s a bit of a shame that I’ll have to put my ugly parka on top of my outfit. Henry will see it when he comes to pick me up, but hopefully I can slip it off at Ottawa Estate before Dr. and Mrs. Hart get a glimpse of it.


  My phone dings and startles me. I grab it and find a text reply from Henry: Roses are red, violets are blue, open your door to find Mr. McGoo.


  Ha! I giggle all the way to the door and when I open it, I see Henry dressed in black trousers and a black overcoat. He looks smooth, sleek, and unbearably sexy. He’s carrying a long garment bag, which he sets down on the futon when he walks into my apartment. He throws his arms around me and yanks me into a tight embrace. “I will definitely have you for Christmas,” he whispers in my ear.


  “So now the only question is how you will have me for Christmas,” I whisper back.


  Henry runs his hands from my shoulders down my back, and just that slight, sensual touch makes me quiver. He grinds his hips against me. “Don’t get me started, Syd. We’ll be late for dinner.”


  I lean into Henry and moan softly.


  “I have to let go of you to give you your Christmas gift,” Henry says.


  “You already bought me all those clothes,” I say. “You didn’t have to get me anything else, and anyway, you’re all I want.”


  “I got you something you need,” Henry says, as he steps out of our embrace and picks up the garment bag. He unzips it and pulls out a long cream-colored wool coat with slate gray buttons. He holds it up on its hanger for me to see. It’s gorgeous, simple, and elegant.


  “I made sure it had some gray in it,” Henry says jokingly. “I didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable.”


  I smile and flush at the same time. “Did you really buy me a coat?” I ask, my voice full of disbelief.


  “I couldn’t have my date to Christmas Eve dinner look like she’s on her way out to shovel snow.” From the glint in his eye and his bubbly tone, I know he’s only joking.


  “Oh, Henry,” I gasp. “I don’t know what to say. I’m embarrassed, surprised, and grateful all at once.”


  “Don’t say anything,” Henry tells me. “Just put on your coat, take my arm, come home with me, and let me introduce you as my girlfriend tonight.”


  “Deal,” I say. “Let me just grab my things.” I don’t remember ever feeling this happy, but I still can’t shake an unsettling sense of danger. I don’t know whether or not I should tell Henry. I don’t want my paranoia to spoil his great mood.


  I double check to make sure the door to my balcony is secure, take my coat and backpack, and lock up my apartment. Henry and I make our way to his Camaro arm in arm. A thin blanket of snow is already covering the ground and more is falling. I’m wishing I had on a pair of boots and not these teetering heels. As Henry opens the car door for me, I notice a folded up piece of paper stuck under the windshield wiper on the passenger side. “Did you get a parking ticket on Christmas Eve?” I ask, laughing. “Only you could manage something like that.”


  Henry lifts the wiper, pulls out the paper, and studies it intensely. I can see it’s very damp with snowflakes, but it’s too dark for me to see what’s written on it. “Get in the car quickly,” Henry says to me with an edgy voice.


  “What’s wrong? You’re scaring me,” I say, feeling hysterical from just the sense of urgency.


  “Just get in so we can talk where it’s dry.”


  We both hurry into the car, and Henry starts the engine to get the heat going. Then he passes the paper to me with a shaky hand.


  “What is it?” I ask. “Tell me!”


  “You need to see for yourself.” Henry reaches over and rests his hand on my shoulder.


  “Fuck,” I say. I hold the paper in my cold fingers. It’s so thin from the wet snow that it threatens to rip with the slightest movement. I see my name written in bleeding ink, the letters all streaked and smeared across the page. I stare at it, shocked, unable to look up, and incapable of making a sound. I keep reading the same five smudged words over and over again. “Merry Christmas, Sydney. Yours, Dad.”


  I feel searing, physical pain throughout my body, though nothing is touching me. Instantaneously, my entire being responds to the fragile note in my hand. My head is throbbing, every joint and muscle in my body aches, and my blood is boiling. How dare this man – a life-destroying rapist - invade my life and call himself my dad! And how long has he been watching me? Tears flood my eyes and my jaw trembles as I try to control the rage firing through me. My worst fear is coming true. I can’t ever escape my father; not when he was in another country, and certainly not when he’s here and close. Even if he were to drop dead this very minute, I wouldn’t be free. I may not identify with him in any way, but he is half of who I am, and I fear he has come to Addison to make sure I know it.


  Holding my father’s note in my hands makes it feel as though he’s right here breathing down my neck. Fuming, I crumple the paper and jump out of the car. Henry is shouting, “Sydney, don’t get out!” I can’t listen to him. I can’t hear anything but the rage inside of my head. I slam the car door, leaving Henry there alone.


  It’s snowing harder now and the flakes are hitting my hair and face as I stare out into the darkness searching for a figure in the night that could be my father. The bitter wind freezes my fingers and nose instantly. My body stiffens in the cold, but my voice doesn’t. I scream out into the blackness, “You fucking son of a bitch! You piece of shit rapist! Stay away from me!”


  Henry is by my side now and he grabs me into a tight hug. “It’s OK, Sydney,” he says soothingly. “No one is here now. Your father’s gone. He’s obviously too much of a coward to show his face.” Henry’s voice is so strong and assured, it almost echoes in the cold air.


  I break out of Henry’s arms to lash out again at the shadows.


  “Bastard. Fucking bastard. I hate you. Can you hear me? I hate you.” I stagger forward with fury. If I had fangs to bare, they’d be jutting out like a vampire’s. “Rot in hell,” I shriek.


  I’m screaming and stumbling into the empty street. Henry grabs my arm just in time to stop me from slipping on black ice in my stilettos. Without a word he pulls me into his arms, lifts me up, and cradles me like a baby. I’m panting madly. “Calm down, sweetie,” Henry murmurs. “You’re safe with me.”


  “Oh, Henry,” I sob as all the fury in me melts into tears and I weep and wail until I’m totally frozen and numb. Henry holds me for what seems like an eternity.


  “Let’s get back in the car and go to the estate,” he says. “You’ll feel better there.”


  I agree to do what Henry suggests, but with the thought of my father lurking around Addison I don’t believe there’s any chance of feeling safe.
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  I’m shivering in the car. Henry turns up the heat, but the drive to Ottawa Estate is so short that there’s barely enough time for the car to heat up. “I must look awful,” I say.


  “Awful good,” Henry says with a snort.


  His geeky comment lifts my spirits and I smile. “Do you think I’ll be able to wash up before your parents see me?”


  “Of course,” Henry says. “And I don’t think the mayor and his wife are expected before 8:00. By that time I expect to have you tipsy and giddy. I’m going to make sure you have the most amazing Christmas of your life.”


  “Yeah, right,” I say sarcastically. “My father the rapist is following me and leaving me cryptic notes on your car. What a merry Christmas it is.”


  “Speaking of parents,” Henry says, “does your mother know what’s going on? Is she aware that your father is back in town?”


  “I have no clue,” I say as I rub my hands together, trying to get some feeling in my fingers. “I don’t even know what she’s doing for Christmas.”


  “Have you thought about discussing things with her?” Henry asks with concern.


  I am too drained to get into the nitty-gritty with Henry. Every statement I make to him will raise another question, because nothing I have to say about my mother makes any sense. There is no rhyme or reason in the relationship between a mother and the child who was brutally forced into her womb. Whenever I’ve tried to talk to my mother about the rape, I’ve seen devastation in her eyes. Her voice crackles with pain and sadness, and all she’s ever said is, “Let’s not go there, Sydney.” So I can’t press her for any details or tell her that I’m furious at her for keeping my history a secret, even if she did it to protect me. I can’t ask if she’d known my father, dated him, or if the day he raped her was the first time she’d ever seen him. And all these years I’ve spent in Addison mourning my identity, I’ve thought about hers, too. She is a mother because she is a rape victim. The two go hand-in-hand. Because of my existence, my mother’s wound can’t close. Every time she looks at me, she must see him. I can’t blame her for the way she treats me because it makes perfect sense. If I were in her shoes, I wouldn’t want me around either. I have no idea why my mother decided to keep me. If I were to ask her I’m sure her response would be to light up a cigarette and shrug.


  “Hey, Syd,” Henry says. “Are you going to answer me?”


  “Sorry,” I say, “I got lost in thought.”


  “So are you going to tell your mother that your father is back in town?”


  “I’ve thought about it,” I say quietly.


  “Then why haven’t you?” he asks.


  “It’s complicated,” I say. If my father is only here for me and I can spare my mother from knowing, I’d like to.


  “Don’t you think your mother deserves to know?” Henry asks.


  “I don’t know,” I whisper. “My brain is so cluttered right now, I can’t think clearly. Do you realize how crazy my life has been for the last three days?”


  “I’ve noted the insanity,” Henry says softly.


  “And to top everything off, I made a complete ass of myself at Shelby’s today in front of Professor Sparling.”


  Henry suddenly slams on the breaks as if he’s seen a deer in the road. My head and neck are thrust forward and the seatbelt sears into my chest, locking me in place. “Oh my God,” I cry, terrified as the car skids. I think we’re going to crash, but Henry swiftly regains control, and after a few seconds we’re cruising along the snowy road as if nothing happened.


  “What the fuck was that?” I shriek.


  “You didn’t tell me you saw Professor Sparling,” Henry says reproachfully. “How could you keep something like that from me?”


  Henry’s disapproving tone irks me. “I wasn’t trying to hide it from you,” I assert.


  “Then why didn’t you tell me as soon as you saw him?” Henry presses.


  “I don’t know. I guess I was embarrassed by his reaction. And I didn’t want to make you jealous. I just wanted to enjoy Christmas with you.”


  “What was his reaction?” Henry asks.


  “He didn’t have one. Complete poker face. As if the sizzling exchange between us never took place.”


  “Well, he’s a jerk. You have nothing to be embarrassed about.”


  “Henry, I wrote him sexy emails, and I sent him pictures of me naked, but he looked at me with emotionless eyes, no hint of anything, no secret smile, nothing, zero. That’s plenty of reason to feel humiliated. From the way Professor Sparling was acting, I had to wonder if my whole virtual affair with him had been a dream. And then to make it all that much worse, I saw Melanie outside, just sitting in a car and waiting.”


  “Do you know if she was waiting for Professor Sparling?”


  “Not for sure,” I say. “But I think it’s safe to assume.”


  “He’s some player, huh?” Henry says as he slows down the car and turns on the blinker. We coast through the gated entrance of Ottawa Estate, along the perfectly trimmed snow-covered hedges that look like cakes with thick layers of vanilla icing. The Christmas decorations are gorgeous. The entire mansion is wrapped in gold lights, and the circular driveway is lined with twinkling red-and-white candy cane shaped lamps. A giant wreath hangs on the heavy double-door entrance, and as I step out of the car I hear Christmas music playing through the outdoor speakers. “Don’t be mad at me about Professor Sparling,” I hiss as we approach the door.


  “Don’t keep secrets from me,” Henry snaps back.


  “It wasn’t a secret. And you have nothing to be jealous of. I even sent Professor Sparling a break-up email.”


  “And what did he have to say about that?” Henry asks.


  “Weirdly, he didn’t reply at all.”


  Henry shrugs. “That’s not so weird. Guys don’t like to be dumped.”


  Since it’s Christmas Eve, most of the Ottawa Estate staff is on vacation. Henry opens the heavy door with his own key. “Whoa,” is all I can say when I see the colossal Christmas tree in the center of the vast marbled foyer. It looks ten feet tall and each branch is tightly packed with pine needles like a fine-tooth comb. It’s twice as impressive as the tree they had last year. The same golden lights that I saw outside are wrapped around the tree from top to bottom. Red and white ornaments glimmer under an ornate chandelier, and silver velvet bows are scattered throughout the branches. I’ve never seen the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center in real life, but I bet it’s not half as nice as this one. There are piles of extravagantly wrapped boxes at the tree’s base and I have no idea if they’re decorative or if they contain real gifts. I think of the $35 dollar wine bottle in my backpack and feel inadequate. Those boxes had better be decorations.


  Henry ushers me to the curved, marble stairway and on the way up, I run my hand over the smooth banister. The floor of the dark wood-paneled hallway that leads to the guest rooms is covered in a long Persian rug in deep royal reds-and-blues. Although the rug must be at least 100 years old, it doesn’t look worn. We turn right at the end of the hallway into the guest room where I’ve slept before, with a four-poster bed covered in a crisp white duvet with gold trim. The chair in the corner is upholstered in burgundy velvet, and the hand painted vanity table beside it looks too delicate to be touched.


  I set my unbefitting backpack on the floor, place my new coat down on the bed, and let out a long sigh. I’m relieved to be in warm, safe place. It’s quarter to seven and I have fifteen minutes before I’m expected for cocktails with the Harts, which is plenty of time to justify kicking off my stilettos and giving my aching feet a rest. A perfect fit they may be, but that doesn’t make them comfortable.


  “That’s much better,” I say as I sit down on the regal bed. Henry looks at me askance, and I’m still slightly perturbed by his anger over the Professor Sparling incident. I mean, yes, I do still think Professor Sparling is hot, handsome, and brilliant, even if he’s the biggest A-hole in the world, but that doesn’t interfere with the way I feel about Henry now. I wish he would understand that. If I were to start getting jealous every time he passed one of his disposable babes on campus, I’d never make it to a class on time. “Don’t be pissed at me, Henry,” I say.


  “I’m not,” he says as he takes off his coat and runs his finger through his hair.


  “Yes, you are.”


  “I’m really not. I swear, baby.”


  “It’s only been a day since you and I hooked up,” I remind Henry. “You can’t expect the last 24 hours, magnificent as they’ve been, to make the past evaporate in a snap.”


  “Not all the past,” Henry says. “Just the time when you worshipped someone other than me.”


  “You are J-E-A-L-O-U-S,” I taunt, spelling the word out letter by letter. “And you should trust me, after today, my feelings about Professor Sparling are nothing like they used to be.”


  “Well, that’s good. You should forget about being with him because I want you all to myself,” Henry says. He comes over to me and puts his lips on mine. My mouth opens immediately, responding recklessly and passionately, as if I’ve been waiting forever for his lips to touch mine. As our hot tongues combine and our breathing accelerates, Henry pushes me back onto the bed and lies on top of me. He doesn’t stop grinding his tongue into mine while he runs his hand slowly from my knee to the clinging elastic top of my thigh-high stocking. He rubs my inner thigh, just above the band of the stocking, and skims the minuscule crotch of my panties with his knuckles. I moan softly at his touch. “Do you like this?” Henry whispers.


  “I believe I do,” I whisper back. “But aren’t we expected for cocktails in a few minutes?”


  Henry shuts me up with another my-life-depends-on-this kiss. He hikes my skirt up and pulls my hips down to the edge of the bed, throwing my stocking-covered legs over his shoulders as he slides down to kneel on the floor. Henry’s face is between my legs and he’s gently kissing all around my upper thighs. Each time his lips meet my skin I quiver. I know I’m getting wetter and wetter. Henry knows it, too, because I’m bucking my hips toward him, encouraging, pleading, imploring him to touch me there and help me out of this teasing, agonizing pleasure. “Yes, you do like this,” Sydney, he says somewhat mockingly. I can only groan in response as he continues to kiss me everywhere in the region but there.


  I reach down with both hands and curl my fingers around the edge of my lacy thong, tugging at it, desperate for some friction against my clit. Without lifting his lips from my thighs, Henry reaches up to my pelvis, clasps both of my fists in one of his hands, and stops me from trying to bring myself relief. “Not yet,” he says.


  I bite my lower lip, and tip my head back, panting, “I can’t wait.” My panties are still bunched in my hand and I’ve yanked the crotch up so the only thing between Henry’s mouth and me is the thread of the thong. And just as I become aware of this, I sense the slightest hint of pressure, and it sends a shockwave of heat through my veins. I realize Henry is trailing his tongue along the length of the thread. The light, warm sensation sails me into another realm where anything but this moment is forgotten.


  “Henry,” I moan.


  Continuing to tease me intricately with his tongue, Henry lets go of my fists and runs his palms from my navel downward until they part at my fiery, expectant fork in the road. I feel a hand on each of my upper thighs, and then Henry’s thumbs slide onto either side of my deliciously wet lips. He runs his thumbs up and down in synch with his tongue that’s still coursing along the string of my thong. Now that my hands are free I grasp the duvet beneath me, gripping it forcefully. My stomach muscles tense, my thighs are taut, and my breath quickens as Henry’s tongue and thumbs continue their steady, delicate dance. My climax is building quickly, and just as I think I’m going burst, Henry stops. I gasp in frustration. “Oh, please don’t do this to me,” I beg.


  Henry drops my legs onto the bed and I stay there with my knees up and my hips writhing. “Don’t stop,” I moan. Henry tugs the thong off of me, unzips his pants, and I hear the rip of a foil package opening. Then without any warning he slams into me furiously. I cry out jumbled words, overtaken with the rich, full sensation of Henry inside of me.


  “Oh, Sydney, you feel so good,” Henry pants. He grabs my raised knees and slides himself almost all the way out of me before thrusting back in. I throw my hands into my hair and tilt my hips up. My mouth has gone too dry to speak. My reason is gone. The only thing I can focus on is the building sensation inside of me. From a trot to a gallop, this pounding, swelling accrual of passion takes me to the edge of insanity. Henry leans forward and circles a finger around my clit.


  “Surrender,” he says. And I do, crying out as I explode around him. My throbbing muscles set him off and he thrusts deeply into me several times before he roars out my name as his body powerfully quakes. Henry shudders intensely once more before he collapses on top of me, resting his face next to mine as we both of gasp our way to recovery.


  “Hey beautiful,” Henry says in a hush. “I think we’d better wash up and get downstairs.”


  I nod, still unable to utter a word. The only thing my body wants to do is curl up in Henry’s arms and fall asleep. How I’m going to get through cocktails with his parents and dinner with the mayor and his wife is beyond me, but I’m so grateful to be here in a guarded place, far from my father’s reach, that I don’t care how tired I am. I’m going to celebrate Christmas, and my newfound relationship with Henry.


  “C’mon,” Henry says. He takes my hand and pulls me off the bed. He goes to the bathroom to clean up and ushers me to follow him. I slip back into my thong, pull my stockings higher, straighten my skirt and sweater, and slide my feet reluctantly into the stiletto Mary Janes. In the bathroom, I splash cool water onto my flushed face and pat it dry with one of the luxurious linen towels hanging beside the sink. I smooth my hair and Henry reaches over to tuck a strand behind my ear. “You look great,” he says. “Let’s go.”


  Dr. and Mrs. Hart are waiting for us in Ottawa Estate’s gargantuan living room. It’s adorned with three long, deep chocolate brown leather sofas surrounding a coffee table the size of my apartment. A crackling fire burns in the vast fireplace. Mrs. Hart smiles grandly as we enter the room. “We were starting to wonder about you two,” she says as she walks towards us. Her thick blond hair is pulled back tightly into a perfect bun, accentuating her high cheekbones and full lips. She’s wearing satin silver dress with long sleeves that’s belted at her small waist.


  “Sydney, thank you so much for joining us,” she says politely and air kisses me delicately on each check.


  Dr. Hart is wearing charcoal gray trousers and a navy blazer over a white shirt. He follows Mrs. Hart with an identical greeting. “You look lovely, Sydney, but so flushed,” he says. “Is everything all right?” he asks.


  “Yes,” I say. “Everything is great.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Mr. Hart says. “What can we get you to drink?” He gestures towards Henry’s mother, “Carolyn is on a dairy-free diet, and so we’re skipping the eggnog this year.”


  “I’ll have what Mrs. Hart is having,” I say, admiring her festive looking glass.


  “Good choice. A cranberry martini is the next best thing to eggnog on Christmas,” Mr. Hart says as he makes his way out of the room to get my drink. “Scotch for you, Henry, I presume,” he says.


  “Yep,” Henry answers.


  “I love your dress, Mrs. Hart,” I say, trying to strike up a conversation. And I really do love it, and the way its silver color looks shiny from some angles and matte from others.


  “Thank you, dear,” she says. “Your sweater is exquisite.” And then as if she senses my relationship with Henry has changed, she adds, “Please call me Carolyn and call my husband Benjamin. We’ve known you far too long to be on a Dr. and Mrs. basis.”


  I smile warmly, feeling at ease thanks to her kindness. Benjamin returns with our drinks and raises his glass, “To our health and happiness,” he says. “Merry Christmas.”


  We all repeat Merry Christmas and Benjamin reaches over to Carolyn and gives her a sweet kiss.


  We sit on the lavish sofas, sip our drinks, and make small talk about classes and graduation. “Henry told me you received wonderful feedback from your writing professor,” Carolyn says.


  I can feel my face turning beet red. I look over at Henry with wide, questioning eyes, unsure how to reply. Thankfully, he butts in and says, “Mom! Don’t embarrass Sydney.”


  “I’m sorry,” Carolyn says and crosses her legs, calling my attention to her patent leather wedge pumps. “I was just going to ask Sydney what she wrote about.”


  “Family stuff,” I say quickly, hoping the Harts can’t tell that I’m squirming on the inside. “And some thoughts about identity. Nothing too exciting.”


  “But I’ve got exciting news,” Henry blurts into the middle of the conversation and I am so grateful for his interruption.


  We all look at Henry with surprise. He reaches over to take my hand. “Sydney and I are, you know, a thing,” he says, lifting our adjoined hands in the air.


  I’m turning red again. The Harts momentarily look surprised, but then Benjamin says, “That’s wonderful.”


  Carolyn chimes in with a wonderful of her own. “I can’t say it comes as a complete shock, given how much time you two spend together.”


  Benjamin downs his scotch and says, “So, we’ve got another thing to celebrate this Christmas.” He heads out to gather a second round of drinks.


  I’m tremendously buzzed after my first cranberry martini, so I should probably decline the next one. Instead, I accept it gratefully, happy to numb my recollection of the day’s events. Henry gulps down his second drink and then we leave his parents in the living room to go tour the Christmas tree and admire the ornaments while we wait for Mayor Ryan and Celine to arrive.


  Henry holds my hand, and in my other hand I hold my drink, trying to keep it from sloshing over the rim of the glass. “Just how tipsy are you?” Henry asks playfully.


  “Very,” I giggle.


  “Then you probably won’t mind if I do this,” Henry says in a sultry voice as he starts to run his hand slowly from the back of my thigh over the top of my stocking, where his fingers pluck at the elastic band.


  I swat at his hand. “Henry! Your parents are only one room away.”


  “One very big room away,” he says as he slides his hand onto my ass. He doesn’t squeeze, but rather strokes it exceedingly gently. His fingers run over the fold between my cheek and the top of my thigh.


  “I’m going to spill my martini if you keep doing that, Henry.”


  “Then you’d better drink up quick,” he answers smartly. “Because I’m not stopping.”


  Henry takes my hand and leads me to the end of the foyer where we turn left into the cozy den with an L-shaped cream-colored sofa and a massive flatscreen. I set my drink down on the glass coffee table and Henry quickly pulls me into his arms, holds me close, and kisses me softly. He places both of his hands up my skirt and onto my ass, continuing his caressing. I lean into him and tense as his fingers near my crack. “You have the best ass,” he whispers in my ear and nuzzles his nose in my hair.


  I moan quietly as I feel my body responding to Henry’s touch. I put my arms around his shoulders and lean into him.


  “So tell me, Syd,” Henry says a little bit louder. “How many times can you come in one day?” He runs a finger along the string of my thong, and before I can answer an unexpected “oh” escapes my throat.


  “I think three is my record,” I pant.


  “We’re going to break that record today,” Henry says with confidence. He continues to trace his skilled fingers along the length of me, making me slicker by the second. The wetter I get, the faster his fingers glide.


  “This turns you on, baby.” Henry says, still whispering in my ear.


  All I can do is groan in reply. I’m entirely at Henry’s mercy.


  “What else turns you on?” Henry asks. He’s cupping my ass with one hand while his other hand travels under my sweater and tugs down my bra. He begins to roll my nipple between his fingers.


  “That,” I murmur, barely able to speak.


  “What about this?” Henry asks as moves his hand forward to my front, and slips a finger inside of me.


  “Yes,” I whimper.


  “Yes,” Henry agrees as pushes a second finger into me.


  “Oh God, Henry!”


  “That’s right, baby,” he says. His fingers move inside me rhythmically, and my head spins with drunkenness while my body tightens with desire.


  “I think I need to sit down, Henry.”


  “And I think you need to slide your hand down the front of your panties and rub your clit,” Henry says.


  A mind-blowing sensation jolts me and I bite down on Henry’s shoulder to muffle a cry.


  “Come down here with me,” Henry says authoritatively. He lets go of my nipple and grabs my elbow, gently guiding my hand from his shoulder to my waist. And then lower, over the hem of my raised skirt until I’m touching the edge of my panties, all of this while I continue to pulse around his two fingers inside of me.


  I ease my fingers down gradually, purposely cupping my hand outward and away from my clit. My fingertips graze Henry’s hand, and at that moment he leans his head down to mine, prodding me to raise my face to his. Our lips converge, but I’m too far-gone to coordinate a kiss. I’m panting into Henry’s mouth. “Touch yourself,” he says.


  I make a V with my first two fingers and slip them along the either side of my clit, putting pressure on its borders. Any more direct stimulation will send me spiraling.


  “Good girl,” Henry says without taking his lips off mine. He pushes his body against me, crushing my palm against my primed nub.


  “Oh, Henry. Oh my God, Henry.” I whimper into his lips, until my head starts to tip back. He leans forward, kissing my neck, while his fingers still move inside of me. I’m not in control of my body. All I can do is let go, and resign to the intensification of throbbing until it conquers me in a blast.


  Henry pulls his hand out of me and takes me into his arms. I’m breathing rapidly, as if I’ve just sprinted up ten flights of stairs. I try to calm down, but I don’t think I will until the quivering inside begins to slow.


  “You OK?” he asks.


  “I’m destroyed,” I say with a sigh.


  “In a good way, I presume,” Henry says with a chuckle.


  “In the best way,” I say.


  “Let’s go wash our hands in the guest bathroom,” Henry suggests. “We can’t exactly greet our guests in this state,” he says, grinning.


  “I need to run upstairs for a minute,” I say. “I’ll be right back.”


  “Hurry!” Henry says.


  “Yes, sir,” I say and feign a salute.


  I rush up the stairs as quickly as my high heels will allow. I need to text Henry his Christmas present before dinner gets going. I step into the guest room, grab my phone, plop down into the velvet chair and begin to write my messages:


  


  Merry Christmas, Henry my dear


  I’ve not forgotten your present, so have no fear


  You’re mine to delight this Christmas night


  However you take me, do it right


  A,B,C, or D


  Which way will you have me?


  A. Missionary style that takes awhile


  B. Grind from behind, fucking me out of my mind


  C. Me on top till you beg me to stop


  D. I head south, you come in my mouth


  


  Not bad, I grin to myself. I feel silly and wickedly sexy at the same time, and I have a hunch that Henry will choose B or D. Grinning from ear to ear, I hurry out of the bathroom before anyone starts to wonder why I’ve been gone for so long. Fortunately, I hear Henry’s phone dinging up here so I don’t have to be concerned about a bunch of message alerts disturbing Christmas dinner.


  Mayor Ryan and Celine have arrived by the time I get downstairs. Both are dressed in elegant black attire. I know they are easily in their late 50s, but they look much younger. They greet me cordially and after brief small talk, we all make our way to the dining room.


  There are only six of us for dinner, so the dining room table, which can easily seat twelve, feels ridiculously large. Along the length of the table are five tall candlesticks with white candles burning, and gold paint-dipped pinecones. I’m a little unsteady in my high heels, thanks to a general lack of expertise, orgasm-induced exhaustion, an empty stomach, and almost two cranberry martinis. Henry pulls out a chair for me and I ease into it rather ungracefully. Before we eat, Mayor Ryan and Celine ask a lot of questions about campus life, which Henry and I answer politely. The conversation then segues to a discussion about what can be done to improve safety in town. Burglary increased 5% in the past year, Mayor Ryan explains. In 2014 he plans to increase police foot and bike patrol, especially around campus where most of the break-ins have occurred. “Believe it or not,” he says, “I got a call an hour ago from the chief of police reporting that there have already been two robberies tonight. People go out for Christmas dinner and thieves creep in.”


  “It’s despicable,” Celine says as she brushes her black hair away from her face.


  Everyone nods in agreement, but I suspect I’m the only one at the table with a sinking feeling and a chill down my spine.


  Benjamin stands to fill our wine glasses with Chardonnay and I realize I’ve forgotten to bring down the bottle I brought. But the flight of stairs to the guest room seems daunting in my tipsy state. It can wait, I reason with myself.


  Carolyn and Celine are going in and out of the kitchen, bringing out various platters of food. I try to get up to help as well, but I’m wobbly and Henry tells me to sit down. “It’s OK,” he says. “I know you’re not used to drinking.” He squeezes my hand.


  “Why are you trembling?” he asks quietly while Benjamin and Mayor Ryan chat about planned renovations at Addison Hospital.


  “I didn’t know I was,” I say.


  “What’s wrong?” Henry asks, a little too loudly. Benjamin and Mayor Ryan turn to look at us.


  “Is something the matter?” Benjamin asks.


  “Um, maybe,” I say. “Mayor Ryan, do you happen to know where tonight’s robberies took place?”


  “I don’t,” he says, “but I can easily find out. Are you concerned about someone?”


  “Sort of,” I say.


  Benjamin looks sternly at Henry. “Would you like to explain?”


  The table is now full of elaborate dishes and the honey-glazed ham looks divine. I’m starving and given how much I’ve had to drink, I know the best thing for me to do is eat. It will also buy me some time while I try to figure out how to explain why I’m worried about my apartment without mentioning my father. “I’ll tell you everything after dinner,” I say. “Everything smells delicious. Let’s eat.”


  The sense of dread stays with me as I methodically bite, chew, and swallow my Christmas dinner. I’m unable to taste a thing because all of my senses are overwhelmed by the terrifying thought that my father has broken into my apartment. What if Tiny and Little ran away? The thought of them out in the snow makes my head pound and I can’t stop myself from saying, “Excuse me, Mayor Ryan, I’m sorry to trouble you.”


  “What is it, Sydney?” he says looking concerned.


  “Would it be a big deal for you to ask a patrol car to pass by my building?” I ask in a shaky voice. “Just to see if anything looks unusual, or if there happens to be a blue sedan with a dented door parked on the street?”


  “Of course not, dear,” he says. “C’mon with me to the living room and we’ll make some calls.”


  I sink into one of the leather sofas beside Mayor Ryan and give him my address. After he calls the police, he tells me I look pale. “Can I bring you a glass of water?” he asks. “Would you like to talk about what’s troubling you?”


  “Actually, I think I’ll go upstairs to rest a bit,” I say. “Please let everyone know that I’m fine. I just need a few minutes of quiet.” I thank Mayor Ryan for his help.


  “I’ll let you know if there’s any news,” he says.


  “Great,” I say and scurry upstairs to the guest room.


  I take my shoes off as soon as I get to the Persian rug in the hallway. In the guest room I dig through my backpack hoping to find a painkiller for my throbbing head. No luck. The bottle of Chardonnay still sitting there reminds me of my Christmas gift to Henry. I’ve made him some very gratuitous offers, and with the way I feel now, I’m not sure I can own up to a single one of them. I climb into the bed fully dressed, slide in deep beneath the covers, put a pillow over my head, and hide from the world just the way my cats do. Please be OK, kitties. Please finish dinner quickly, Henry, so I can ask you to drive me home.


  After everything that’s happened in the last few days, I have an overwhelming yearning for my old life, the days before sexting with Professor Sparling, before fucking Henry, before my father began prowling through the cold, dark Addison nights. When it was just my cats and me, I had things figured out. I was entirely depressed, but at least I had my shit together. I was making progress on coming to terms with who I am in the world, and in my personal essay, I was able to articulate my feelings about my mother and the way I believe she perceives me. I know I will always be my mother’s crisis. Carrying me in her womb was like having her assailant inside of her, and because of me she is permanently bound to her rapist. Although none of these things is my fault, I am consciously aware that no matter how good I am in this world, I will always repulse her. My mother will never look at me without seeing evil, and I can’t blame her. I’m an extension of him. But after all the years of mourning my identity, I’ve started getting closer to a place I dream of, where I don’t think of myself as part him or part her. I’m just me.


  [image: ]


  


  


  


  I wake up to the feeling of Henry nuzzling his face into mine under the pillow.


  “How can you breathe under there?” he whispers.


  “What time is it?” I murmur still half asleep. Then with a start I toss the pillow aside and sit up, realizing I fell asleep instead of returning to Christmas dinner.


  “Shit, Henry,” I say. “I’m so sorry.”


  “No worries. It’s almost midnight. I was going to let you sleep through the night, but I want my Christmas gift before the day is over,” Henry murmurs.


  “The offer doesn’t expire until the end of Christmas day,” I say sardonically. “Any news on my apartment? I’m worried about Tiny and Little.”


  “An officer called Mayor Ryan. Everything is fine. There was no car on the street and they checked the front door of your building and even went inside to check your apartment. No signs of a break-in.”


  “Thank God,” I say, breathing a huge sigh of relief.


  “They did find one thing, though,” Henry says, as he reaches over to stroke my hair. “There was a note with your name on it sticking out of your mailbox. The officer didn’t think it looked suspicious, but he took it down to the station just in case.”


  “Fuck,” I groan, covering my face with my hands. “Why is this happening? Why can’t he leave me alone?”


  “Let’s forget about it tonight,” Henry says adamantly. “My dad said he’ll ask Connor to drive over to the station and pick it up for you after Christmas. Sound good?”


  “Sounds great,” I say. “Why suffer today when you can suffer tomorrow?”


  “Little Miss Rumpled Sydney who sleeps in her clothes, I’m going to see that you suffer today, but in a good way,” Henry says provocatively and reaches for me.


  “But first you need to have the dessert that you missed. And then we have to exchange gifts.”


  “You’ve already gotten me way too many gifts, but dessert sounds nice,” I say eyeing the tray of goods on the vanity table. “In other words, bring on the chocolate,” I declare. Henry has brought up a bottle of Champagne, two glasses, two small bottles of Evian water, and a gigantic box of Godiva truffles.


  “The Ryans brought the chocolate as a gift and my mother, of course, doesn’t want the temptation around her. So, it’s all ours,” Henry says. He walks over to the vanity table, brings the gold box of chocolates to the bed, and sets it down beside me. “There are 165 truffles in here,” he brags. “Want to try to finish the box tonight?”


  “Let’s start with one,” I say giggling as I reach toward the box.


  “Hold on,” Henry says capturing my hand playfully. “First you have to take off your sweater. You’re not getting something for nothing.”


  I oblige, enjoying the look of want that flickers in Henry’s eyes as soon as he sees me in the black lace bra he bought for me at Oui. He chooses a truffle from the box and brings it to my lips. “Lick it,” he says. Again, I do as I’m told.


  “Do you know what flavor it is?” Henry asks slyly.


  “Chocolate!” I say.


  “Don’t toy with me, baby, or you won’t get your truffle.”


  “I need another lick,” I say in a hush, and Henry brings the candy to my lips. His fingertips are in my mouth and I close my lips around them, sucking the chocolate in as I do. It’s melting in my mouth and I can taste liqueur in the center.


  “I think there’s orange liqueur in the middle,” I say.


  Henry leans over and puts his lips on mine. My unresisting mouth opens and in an instant I feel his tongue exploring mine. “I think you’re right,” he says. “Want to try another one?”


  I nod, feeling a rush of yearning in my core. “This time you feed me,” Henry says. All I can do is nod again. Henry’s penetrating eyes are hypnotizing me. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed staring at me. “You better go drink some water first,” he says. “I can’t have you getting dehydrated. We haven’t even gotten to the Champagne yet.”


  I sip from my water bottle and when I’m done Henry says, “I think you should take off your panties for me.”


  The way Henry is looking at me – captivated and ravenous – makes my stomach flutter. I reach under my skirt, tug on my thong, and it falls down my legs. I like undressing for Henry, I like it when he tells me what to do, and I love the arousal that comes with the thought of giving myself to him. My body is responding fast beneath his enraptured gaze. My nipples are stiff and longing to be touched, my breath quickens with anticipation, and my mind discards all thoughts except for one: I want Henry inside of me.


  Henry’s eyes darken to a deeper blue as they bore into me. “You’re the most beautiful thing on earth, Sydney,” he says as his eyes slowly scan my body. “Do you have any idea how much this intimacy with you means to me?”


  I smile shyly, dumbstruck by his sweetness, and equally floored by his ability to go from hardcore to tenderness from one sentence to the next.


  “Turn around for me, Sydney” Henry says.


  Unhurriedly, I turn, craning by neck to watch Henry over my shoulder until my back almost faces him. “How’s this?” I say.


  “Perfect,” he says. “Now I want you to hike up your skirt and bend over so I can admire your hot pussy from behind.”


  Part of me is blushing at his orders, but the other part of me is soaking wet. And I know wet is going to win this round.


  I strain to take one better look at Henry, making sure he’s serious about this. His earnest eyes, radiating affection, admiration, and lust, lock on mine. I feel so wanted, even coveted. I’ve been close to Henry long enough to know how unserious he is about the disposable babes he sleeps with, so I recognize that with me he’s really different now.


  When my back is turned completely to Henry and I can no longer see him, I leisurely raise my skirt until the hem is at the edge of my cheeks. Then, with a racing heartbeat, I begin to bend forward, arching my back, and pushing my ass out seductively as I do. As I’m bent over, aching, ready, and expecting to be taken from behind (I told you he’d choose B or D!), I hear a familiar little click and I know what it is: the camera on Henry’s iPhone.


  “What are you doing, Henry?” I ask startled. I stay where I am and don’t cover up, but I feel exposed now, and not in the good sense. I feel defenseless.


  “This pic is for me,” he says with a harsh edge in his voice, completely incompatible with everything else he’s said to me in the last few minutes, and utterly contrary to the look in his eyes.


  I swallow hard, not sure why he’s bringing up a reference to Professor Sparling at this time. But I’m not particularly capable of thinking now because I’m fully uncovered and hotter than hell, and I really don’t want to ruin the moment.


  Henry is now standing right there behind me. He’s breathing loudly, and though he isn’t touching me, my skin is tingling with anticipation. Then it happens: I feel him expertly slip a finger inside of me without having come in contact with any other inch of my body. “Oh God,” I yelp as hot sparks rush through my entire being.


  “You feel amazing, Syd,” he says calmly moving his finger inside me, circling slowly as if he has all the time in the world to tease me, torment me, listen to me moan and plead for more. Henry pulls his finger out just as I begin to build, tells me to stand up, positions himself in front of me, and pushes his finger into my mouth. “You taste amazing, too, right?”


  I can’t believe how sexy Henry is, and I can’t find any words so I nod and lean into him, tipping my head up for a kiss. Henry takes my head in his hands and rests his prodding lips against mine. My mouth opens instinctively in response and his tongue glides in to meet mine. Oh God can this man kiss! As Henry’s hands slip down my back and onto my bare behind, I reach up and run my fingers through his hair, mussing it up. The kiss ends when Henry breaks away to say, “Sydney, baby, I want you so much.”


  I step back and admire the way the soft light in the room picks up his blond highlights. He looks striking, and the spark of determination in his eye tells me that I have a long night of dirty fucking ahead of me. I smile, pleased with the thought.


  “Don’t get all smiley on me,” Henry says. “You can’t forget you have to feed me truffles. You have to be topless, though, when you feed me chocolates. Obviously.”


  Henry reaches up to my shoulders and gradually pushes the straps of my bra down my arms. I’m looking down at my breasts becoming more visible inch by inch, but Henry puts a hand under my chin and tips it up. “Don’t take your eyes off me,” he says. Then, he stares into my eyes as he runs his hands from my shoulders down to my breasts. His thumbs circle my nipples and I cry out as he pinches my left nipple and rolls it between his fingers. He runs his other hand down my middle, over the hitched up skirt and lower until his long, agile fingers are looping around my clit. With one of his hands twisting my nipple, the other rubbing around my clit, and his eyes on mine, watching my pupils expand, seeing my eyelids flutter at his touch, feeling my desperation for him … I feel possessed.


  I’m whimpering and breathing heavily, reduced to mindlessness and steered only by the scorching sensations in my body. Oh Henry, I call out falling into him as my legs go limp. He stops his pleasing torture fast enough to catch me with his body and wrap his arms around me. Henry eases me over to the bed, grabs a truffle, places it in my palm and says, “I hope you didn’t forget about my dessert.” He lies down on his back, his head propped up by pillows. I straddle his middle and slip the chocolate into his mouth. The sight of his lips parting sends shivers through my body. He reaches up to caress my breasts as he rolls the candy around in his mouth, letting it dissolve slowly on his tongue. I lean forward to kiss him. “Caramel?” I ask, trying to guess the flavor of his truffle. “Mmmm,” he says. “I think so. Very sweet. But not nearly as sweet as looking up at you.” His hand is on my flower, palming it, sliding his fingers all the way back to my anus, which tightens at his touch. I’ve never been touched there before and the surprise of something new – and decadent - jolts me and makes me even wetter with anticipation. Henry massages me gently then grabs my ass and squeezes. “I love your ass, baby,” he groans.


  Henry sits up quickly and slides me off the bed with him. “Now!” he demands, as if he can’t bear another minute of our erotic ride. My heart thumps and my hands reach for his waist. I feel his erection pushing against the luxurious fabric of his pants. I unzip his pants, pushing them down along with his boxer briefs and letting them both fall to his ankles. Seeing how masculine and strong he looks, I can’t stop myself from bending over, desperate to take him in my mouth and taste his power. I cup his balls and lick the length of him from the bottom up. “Oh, Sydney,” he calls out, and my body tenses at the sound of passion in his voice. He pulls me back up into a kiss, that’s as deep as an ocean. Then he reaches down to his pants and pulls a condom out of his pocket. He tears the packet open, hands me the gluey thing, and I quickly roll it over his impressive length, barely finishing before he spins my body around so my back is leaning against his chest, and his erection is pressing against me. He reaches around my right hip to place his fingers on me and – oh my God – in me, again. I push back onto his hand as my body aches for more and just as I do he pulls his hand out, and bends me forward onto the bed. My face and breasts rest on the fluffy duvet and my backside sticks out, bare and awaiting. Henry holds my hips. “Are you ready, baby?” he asks.


  My reply is a frantic moan as I open my legs wider. Then I feel it, the blossoming ache when he fills me, splits me, grinds into me, and conquers my entire being so that all I know in this world is the rhythm of his thrusting. Henry holds onto my hips as he blazes into me deeper and faster. My muscles clench, my body stiffens, and I begin to wildly stutter Henry’s name over and over again. I’m grasping the duvet cover, clawing it, tearing at it as I lose myself to the glorious pounding inside me. I try to hold back, but there’s no escaping the throbbing tension that’s carrying me away. I’m spiraling out of control, floating away like a balloon in the sky, higher, higher, and higher until pleasure spikes and I shatter around Henry, screaming out his name. Henry tightens his grip on my hips and slams into me again, groaning loudly as he finds his release and nuzzling his face against the back of my neck before he collapses on top of me. Still throbbing, the only thing I can think is, Yes, Henry. This is definitely the best Christmas ever.


  And it gets even better when Henry rolls over to face me and rubs his hand down my cheek. “That was a glorious gift,” he says. “Now it’s your turn to receive something. Please reach under the pillow.”


  “You’ve already given me the clothes from Oui and the coat,” I say, feeling as though it would be inappropriate for him to give me anything else.


  “Those are things I would have gotten for you if you were nothing more than my friend. They’re not romantic and I can’t let Christmas go by without giving you something worthy.”


  Henry’s sweetness fills my heart. I reach under the weighty down pillow, both nervously and eagerly, until my fingers find a small box wrapped in what feels like a satin bow. When I pull it out, I see that I am correct – it is indeed a box with a bow, but it’s not just any old box. It’s from Tiffany. I’m astounded. “Henry,” I say softly. “I know whatever is inside this box is magnificent, but it’s too much. You shouldn’t give me something so expensive.”


  “I want to,” Henry says. “And it makes me happy to buy you gifts, so go ahead and open it. I can’t wait to see it on you.”


  I slowly untie the ribbon, savoring the unwrapping process. Not in my wildest dreams did I imagine getting anything from Tiffany. I would have been blown away by a piece of jewelry from Findley’s in Holland Mall. This is so much more …


  “C’mon, Syd,” Henry urges. “Open it already.”


  I carefully lift the box’s lid and as I discern what’s inside my jaw drops and my hand flutters over my mouth. “It’s stunning,” is all I can say about the double chain white gold bracelet with a solitaire diamond nestled between the chains.


  Henry pries it out gently, and places it on my left wrist where it sits perfectly. It’s like having an elegant watch, but instead of the face with numbers, there’s a diamond. Holy crap! I got a diamond!


  I can’t do anything but gawk at my wrist. Henry nuzzles me and places a tiny kiss on the lips. “On you, it’s even more beautiful,” he says.


  I swallow as my eyes well up with tears. I never fathomed anyone being this good to me. Sex is one thing, but this feels more like love. And I guess when it’s love – if that’s what this is - then it’s an entirely different game altogether.


  “Let’s skip the Champagne,” Henry suggests. “I’m exhausted and I want to fall asleep holding you.”


  We take off our remaining clothes, pull back the duvet and climb in under the sheets. Henry spoons me cozily, and I like the closeness of his bare skin against mine. Within just a few minutes I hear his breathing change to the rhythm of sleep. I’m lying on my side and I can’t stop staring at my bracelet, especially at the way the diamond sparkles even in the dim light that streams in from the bathroom light we neglected to turn off.


  Most of me feels like this bracelet is the perfect ending to an extraordinary few days, but there’s a part of me that doesn’t agree. I pull myself out of Henry’s arms and he automatically rolls over onto his other side. I shift in bed, from my back to my stomach, from one side to the other, but I simply cannot find the peace of mind to drift off into my dreams. In fact, my mind is racing and in the near darkness I’m having an easier time reflecting on everything that’s happened in the last few days. So now I’m just lying here staring at the things on the vanity table: the unopened bottle of Champagne, Henry’s phone with the picture of me bare-assed and bending over, and the gold box with the remaining 163 Godiva truffles. I’m mulling over Professor Sparling’s cold-shoulder in the liquor store, the chilling note my father left on Henry’s car, the fervent sex … It’s a lot to take in. The part of me that can’t accept a happily ever after Christmas ending is trying to make sense of the cyclone I’ve been whirling in.


  Since the Addison police force is aware that someone may be staking out my apartment, I feel more protected. After Christmas I will have to deal with the note they found in my mailbox, and I feel my heart rate speed up at the thought. What does my father want from me? Is he sneaking around because he’s afraid he’ll be arrested? Can I report him for a rape that happened twenty-three years ago, or is there a statute of limitations? I suppose only my mother could press charges against him, and for reasons unknown to me, that has never happened. My father, the story says, fled to Canada. There is no story I know of that talks about trying to hunt him down there and bring him back to Michigan to face justice. And I certainly wish there were no story about his coming back to town to terrorize his daughter. But here I am splat in the middle of it without any bearing. The soft side of me wants to believe my father has no malevolent intentions and that he doesn’t want to do me any harm. Maybe he just wants to know me the way his father, Abraham Rudd, did. Perhaps seeking me out is his way of trying to make amends. Well, if that’s the case, he can take his amends and shove them. No matter what the circumstances were surrounding the rape of my mother, my father doesn’t deserve forgiveness. I don’t want him in my town, or my state, or even in my country. I don’t want him as any part of my life. And I certainly don’t want his mysterious notes frightening me. The flip side of all this, though, is one very poignant fact: If my father hadn’t raped my mother, I would not exist.


  I roll over to look at Henry. He’s now curled up in a fetal position and if not for the shadow of stubble on his jaw, in this dim, forgiving light, he could pass for a boy. He certainly doesn’t fuck like a boy, though. While Henry-my-best-friend is witty and sometimes goofy, Henry-my-lover is demanding, strong, and determined. I don’t have a lot of experience with sex – I was so young with Jake, and it was so many years ago. But it’s definitely different with Henry. It’s far more erotic and I love that, however, when he took a picture of me bent over tonight, hot as it was, there was also some hint of aggression in it that really bothered me. My mind wanders back to the abrasive way he’d said, “This pic is for me,” after I exposed myself to him. How many times can I tell him that I don’t care about Professor Sparling anymore? And why is he so hung up about the whole thing? Tonight’s picture wasn’t like the ‘modeling’ session in my apartment when I’d posed for him willingly. This time it was a shock, and I hadn’t consented to it. I know I’m probably making something out of nothing here, but for some reason, his act of taking that picture makes me feel vulnerable and I’m not sure I like feeling that way. On a certain level, it was a breach of trust. I might feel fine about it if he’d done it with my permission and it had been part of an erotic act between Henry and me. But, instead, it occurred surprisingly (and in the context of Professor Sparling). Henry probably has no idea how important consent is to a woman whose entire life has been lived in the shadow of a rape.


  I try to justify Henry’s taking the picture. Maybe snapping it was just one of those spontaneous things. I shouldn’t be focusing so intently it, but I can’t let it go. Isn’t the diamond bracelet enough evidence to demonstrate his loyalty to me? It’s just short of a diamond ring, and neither of us is ready for that route. What other proof of devotion do I need? Still the intensity of the exposure, my most intimate part thrust out to the universe, probably glistening with wetness … Perhaps even my anus is visible. Ugh, that might be too much for me. I don’t want Henry to have a picture of that part of me, at least not yet. And there’s always the risk that it could somehow end up on Twitter. You never know. Henry could forget his phone in a coffee shop and God knows who could find it. I could start popping up on hundreds of porn sites. The thought sickens me, but I know there’s an easy way to prevent it from happening: I’ll just delete the image from Henry’s phone. He won’t mind. I’ve never played with his phone before, but I’m sure I’ll be able to find his camera roll. And if it really bothers him that I deleted the picture, we can always take another one when I feel comfortable, and when I want to.


  I get out of bed, still naked, except for the bracelet, take Henry’s phone from the vanity table, and sit down in the velvet chair. I find his camera roll in an instant and easily spot the picture of me on display. But I also see something else there, and it makes no sense at all. Right before my eyes are the two pictures I sent to Professor Sparling. There’s the one of my breasts where only part of my face is visible, and the one I took of myself in the full-length mirror, wearing the open nightshirt and standing with my legs slightly apart. Henry definitely did not take those two pictures. And I’m certain I didn’t send them to him, so he couldn’t have downloaded them from his email to his camera roll. So how the fuck did they get there? How in God’s name does Henry have photos taken explicitly for Professor Sparling and sent to no one else? Did he hack into my email account? Did he hack into Professor Sparling’s account? Doubtful, since Henry is not the hacking type. Of course, he could have hired someone to do it, but why would he do such a thing? As I’m staring down at Henry’s phone deleting the pictures of me, a shiver runs through my naked body, a horrifying realization pierces my heart, and a devastating humiliation takes over me as I begin to put together all of the odd, inexplicable things that have happened over the last few days.


  It’s all utterly clear now why Professor Sparling seemed to know me so well, and why he made the incongruous reference to the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition. And I now understand why Henry knew I was scared of something and came rushing over to my apartment in the middle of the night. I also know why Henry was aware that Professor Sparling was writing from a Gmail account, why Professor Sparling’s behavior in the liquor store was emotionless, and why Henry was so angry that I neglected to mention bumping into Professor Sparling at Shelby’s. If it weren’t the middle of the night and I wasn’t in Ottawa Estate, I would let out a wail so loud it would wake half the state of Michigan, because there’s not a flicker of doubt in my mind right now that Henry, my most trusted friend in the world, is P.Sparling, and everything about the past few days has been nothing but a big, fat lie. But my hunch, no matter how true I know it is, has to be confirmed with irrefutable evidence, so that when I face Henry down on this there is no chance I’m mistaken.


  I tap on Henry’s Gmail app and his regular account appears. Then I tap on his photo, a little headshot of him wearing his newsboy cap, and I tap again. The drop down bar shows me Henry’s other email accounts. One of them, as I expected, is P.Sparling. I immediately close my eyes because it stings too much to see the truth.


  My face must be burning red, but my body is icy. I set down the phone quietly, grab my clothes out of my backpack and quickly throw on jeans and a dark gray sweatshirt. Shit, is all I can think when I realize I didn’t pack a change of shoes. I’ve got nothing but the stilettos. Every curse word I can think of runs through my head as I silently fume. I have to get out of here. Now. But how am I going to do that in high heels on an icy Michigan night? I’m over a mile from home. I’ll never make it. There’s no chance of getting a cab in the middle of a snowy Christmas night in Addison, Michigan, but if I don’t get out of here my head will explode. I pick up one of the shoes and push on the heel to see if I can break it off with my hands. It doesn’t budge. I consider taking Henry’s shoes, but they are at least five sizes too big. I’d never be able to keep them on my feet, and they’d fill with snow after just a few steps. I need to suck up the fact that I’m stuck in Ottawa Estate until at least daylight. Who knew such an enormous place could make a person claustrophobic. I think I may suffocate between now and dawn.


  My eyes burn with tears, but I hold back my sobs because I don’t want to wake Henry. Before I face him I need time to think this over, to digest the indignity of it all, the betrayal, and the cruel and shameless way he played with my body and my heart. After almost four years of trust and friendship on the deepest level, I can’t comprehend how he could do this to me. I’m aching. I feel an actual stabbing pain in my stomach that reminds me of the day I learned the truth about my father. It’s a hurt so excruciating it corrodes everything inside of me. In the heat of my agony right now, finding out about Henry’s false identity is as painful as it was to learn about my real one. I’m so sickened that bile rises in my throat, but I manage to choke it back down with a hard swallow. I look over at Henry who is sleeping peacefully on the lavish bed, and I can’t believe what he’s done, or the depth of his deceit. The bracelet he gave me tonight says he loves me, even if he didn’t voice the words. Love was in his eyes, gestures, and touch. But when it’s love you don’t dupe your partner. You don’t play her for a big ass fool.


  Realizing how naïve and foolish I am brings another sting to my throat. Each time something seemed off over the last few days, I dismissed it because I wanted Professor Sparling’s interest in me to be true. I’d spent fourteen weeks craving for Professor Sparling’s attention and interest. I yearned for him desperately, and Henry, the only one who knew how I felt, took advantage of my desire. He let me think I had something when in actuality I was never a contender for Professor Sparling. I hadn’t imagined the way he favored Melanie in class. And I didn’t imagine seeing her outside the liquor store. But I was still gullible enough to think he wanted me. I am so fucking stupid that I believed an amazingly brilliant, hotter than hell, mega-talented professor would want to have an affair with me. Stupid, credulous, unsuspecting Sydney Morrison. Of course he didn’t want me. All that ever happened between us was that my essay moved him. He admired the way I expressed myself in words, but never felt a thing romantically or sexually about the pale run-down looking student in old, baggy sweatshirts. Everything in the Henry-as-Sparling emails that turned me on so intensely and made me burn with desire was fraudulent. One. Big. Fat. Lie.


  I look down at the elegant bracelet on my wrist and as much as I love it, I know I have to take it off. I do not want a liar’s gift and I do not want a liar’s love and affection. I unclasp the bracelet with a trembling hand and quietly set it on top of its box, so it is very visible. I place the box and bracelet on the bed beside Henry, where, in an honest world I would be sleeping, and sit back down in the velvet chair and pull my knees up so I can rest my forehead on them. I feel so completely screwed.


  I fidget uncomfortably in the chair, dozing off for a few minutes here and there, but each time I wake up to the harsh reality of Henry the fucking A-hole sleeping soundly before me, I want to howl out my fury and pain. How dare he sleep like a log! He should be unable to rest because he’s too riddled with guilt over the way he’s deceived me. He doesn’t deserve one ounce of serenity.


  Finally, the sun begins to creep up and as daylight descends over Ottawa Estate, I look out the window at the snow-covered gardens behind the house. Everything looks so peaceful, and perfect just the way Christmas morning should be. Sadly, I can’t appreciate the beauty or tranquility. I grab my backpack and walk out of the room barefoot, carrying my stilettos in my hand. I plan to make my way towards the kitchen, knowing that I’m not likely to find anyone who can drive me home at 6:30 in the morning on Christmas day, but if I can, that person is likely to be in the kitchen drinking coffee.


  As I reach the bottom of the stairs I bump into Benjamin. “Well, good morning, Sydney,” he says, looking startled “I had no idea you’d be awake so early.” He’s wearing a hooded, pine-green Addison College sweatshirt, gray sweatpants, and sneakers. “I’m just on my way out for a walk in the crisp morning air. Would you like to join me?”


  “Honestly, Benjamin,” I say. “I really need to get home. Something rather urgent has come up. I hate to be a bother, but if there’s any way I could get a ride, I would be tremendously grateful.”


  “I’ll gladly drive you home, dear,” Benjamin says. “But perhaps you’d like to tell me what’s going on so I can help you.”


  “It’s not about the possible break-in or the letter, or anything like that,” I say. “It’s something personal.” I feel tears welling up in my eyes and I try as hard as I can to blink them away. Apparently I’m not very successful because Benjamin says, “No need to cry. I’ll grab my keys and some tissues for you and we’ll be off. You go grab your coat.”


  I don’t want that fucking Christmas-present-coat from that piece of shit son of yours, I think. But I say, “Oh, I spilled some wine on my coat yesterday. Henry told me he’d send it to the cleaners. And I’ll be fine on the short drive home. No worries.”


  “As you wish,” Benjamin says.


  I put on my stilettos and step outside into the frosty morning with Benjamin. I am frozen within seconds and I can’t wait to get into the car. Benjamin drives a sleek, black BMW. It’s the most luxurious car I’ve ever been in, with smooth tan leather seats and a leather steering wheel.


  “I hope all the roads are open,” Benjamin says as he rounds out of the circular driveway. “The town isn’t expecting much traffic today.”


  “Me too,” I say.


  Benjamin drives slowly and makes small talk, which I’m really not in the mood for. “When Henry was a little boy,” he says, “we’d have a children’s Christmas party every year. We decorated the estate with reindeer and hired a Santa Claus to hand out gifts to each child. Carolyn made decorations with the children and everyone got a stocking to stuff with presents for children in need. Then Carolyn, Henry, and Santa Claus would deliver the stockings to shelters in the area, doing their best to spread happiness.”


  “How nice,” is all I can manage to spit out, because what is really going through my head are thoughts like: So you taught him to be charitable. That’s great. Honesty would have been good, too.


  Benjamin pulls up in front of my building and offers to walk me in. “I’m fine,” I say. “Thanks so much for the ride. I really appreciate it.”


  “Sydney,” Benjamin says as I open the door to the car. “Please don’t hesitate to call if you need anything.” I turn my head away, so he won’t see the fresh tears spilling down my face.


  I have never been so grateful to be home.


  Tiny and Little are excited to see me. I chain lock the door behind me as they run circles around my legs. They don’t even give me a chance to set my backpack down and take off my shoes before they start a chorus of mewing. I feed them, clean their litter box, take a shower, get into my comfiest sweats, and collapse onto my futon. The tears haven’t stopped falling since I was dropped off and now I start to really cry. Grief bursts out of me in the form of deep, throaty sobs. My chest constricts and my breathing is erratic - quick, shallow breaths that leave me gasping for air. When I’ve exhausted myself weeping out a million tears, I do the thing I’ve never done, but the thing any normal girl my age with a broken heart would do, I pick up the phone and call my mother.
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  My mother answers with such a sharp “hello,” that I immediately regret calling her.


  “Hi, Mom,” I say. My voice wavers, but I continue. “Merry Christmas.”


  “Merry Christmas, Sydney,” she says flatly.


  I wait for my mother to ask me how I spent Christmas Eve, how my semester was, or just to be pleasantly social like Mayor Ryan and Celine. Just show an interest in me, Mom. Do you have any idea how much it hurts to be ignored by you?


  “I don’t suppose you could drive over to Addison today?” I ask. “I sort of need to talk to you,” I do my best to sound casual.


  “If it’s nothing urgent, Sydney, I’d rather not,” my mother says. I can visualize her perfectly now, sitting at my grandparent’s table, doodling as she talks. Surely she looks bored to pieces.


  “I need to talk to you,” I say, and without waiting for her to cut me off or tell me she has to go. My mother may hate the fact that I exist, but she owes me the respect of hearing me out today. She may not have chosen to get pregnant with me, but she chose to keep me. She didn’t have an abortion and she didn’t give me up for adoption. Therefore, I tell myself, she has a responsibility to me. I am her daughter, whether she likes it or not. “Could you give me some advice about a guy?” I ask straightforwardly.


  “I don’t think I’d be much help to you,” my mother says. “I’m hardly an expert.”


  “Then just tell me one thing,” I say. “If the man you think you’re in love with deceived you, would you forgive him?”


  “Forgiving won’t change what happened,” my mother tells me without a hint of inflection in her voice. She sounds more robotic than human, and a searing hatred for my father courses through my veins right now because I know it’s his crime that made her this way. If I were sitting beside my mother instead of an hour away, I think I would grab her and beg her to forgive my father. I would tell her to let it go and to let me free. Until she does, I will always have a sense of culpability. My whole life I’ve ached to be her daughter, not her punishment.


  My mother probably has no idea, but what she’s just said has helped me tremendously. She is living proof of what happens when you don’t forgive, and the way anger can burn out all the joy in a life. But forgiveness takes courage and strength, and I don’t know if I’m strong enough to forgive Henry. As it is now, Henry has yet to ask for forgiveness.


  I want to tell my mother about seeing a car like Abraham Rudd’s. I want to tell her about the note, but her lack of interest in me is so evident. She won’t do anything to help me. The question I have to answer is whether I think I can help her if I explain what’s been going on over the last few days. Or will bringing up my father just make her withdraw even more?


  I can’t decide so I get off the phone before I say something I’ll regret.
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  I wake up to pounding on my door, and I’m sure it’s Henry. I grab my phone to check the time. 10:30, on Christmas morning. I walk over to door to ease the banging racket, but I don’t open it. “I’m not home,” I say. “Go away.”


  “Sydney, please open up.”


  Hearing Henry’s voice sends a chill down my spine.


  “No,” I say firmly.


  “You have to talk to me,” Henry implores. “Let me in before I wake your neighbors.”


  “Fine,” I say. The truth is that I want to hear what Henry has to say. It will be fucking interesting to watch him try to talk his way out of his enormous lie. I can feel how puffy my eyes are, but I don’t care what I look like right now. I open the door and Henry rushes in with open arms. He tries to grab me, but I shriek and recoil. “Don’t you dare touch me,” I say, cringing with repulsion.


  “OK,” Henry says. He puts up his hands as a sign of retreat and takes a step back.


  I’m glaring at Henry with the most ferocious look I can conjure up, but my trembling body betrays me and exposes my pain.


  “I wish I could hold you,” Henry says, his voice oozing with sincerity.


  I have to look down because seeing the pain in his eyes makes my own pain even worse.


  Henry reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out the Tiffany’s box. He sets it down on my table and says, “No matter what happens between us, this bracelet is yours. I want you to keep it as a memory of our good times. I’m not only talking about the mind-blowing sex. I’m talking about our years of friendship. Sydney, you mean more to me than anyone.”


  His words threaten to soften me.


  “I gather you figured out that I am P.Sparling,” Henry says.


  I nod.


  “Please,” Henry begs. “Say something.”


  I take a chair and gesture to Henry to sit down. “Your phone,” I say, choking up with sobs as the words come out of my mouth. “I was going to delete that last picture you took of me because it made me uncomfortable.”


  “Then why didn’t you say so?” Henry practically screams. “The last thing I want to do is make you feel bad. The whole point of sex is pleasure.”


  “I didn’t want to ruin the moment,” I say. “And, truthfully, I didn’t realize how bad I felt about it until after you’d fallen asleep.”


  “I’m sorry,” Henry says, quietly running a hand through his hair.


  Even in my anguished state I can’t stop from admiring how handsome Henry is. Things could have been so much different … we were on the road to perfect. I don’t think Henry and I have ever had a single disagreement. We would have been dynamite together. But here we are in the rubble of a relationship that, only hours ago, was at the peak of its bloom.


  “Your betrayal is unfathomable,” I say. “I can’t believe what you did.”


  The tension in the room is thick and threatening. I’m expecting Henry to attack me for snooping through his personal belongings, even if I had a good reason to do so, or to lash out at me in some dramatic way, but he just nods as if he’s resigned to defeat. He stares down at his hands. “Will you let me explain?” he asks.


  “Yes,” I say.


  I should know the truth, the whole story from its beginning to this wretched end. Oh God, is this really the end of my friendship with Henry? It has to be. We have to say our good-byes here and now because I’ll never be able to trust him again.


  My heart begins to melt at the distraught look on his face, but I’m still holding my unwavering position that Henry cannot be absolved after what he’s done. I would like to curl up in bed now so I don’t have to face him, or feel anything for him but fury. I stay where I am sitting in the chair beside him, though, because I’m determined not to chicken out.


  “I had no idea how far things as P.Sparling would go,” Henry says. “If I’d known it would escalate to such an extreme degree, I never would have started.”


  “You shouldn’t have ever started,” I cry. “Deceiving me once was too much. And you had the gall to go on and on. What you did is dishonest, cruel, infantile, and a thousand other horrid things. What were you thinking? How did you ever come up with such a stupid fucking idea?”


  “Because after so many years of seeing you sad, you began to shine when you talked about Professor Sparling,” Henry says. “And even though I know he’s not good enough for you, I wanted you to have what you wanted. You were so excited when he called your essay ‘extraordinary’. I was trying to give you more of that feeling when I sent the first email from Professor Sparling. And, then, you were so happy and responsive.”


  “You played me for a fool, Henry,” I say bitterly, wiping tears from my eyes with the back of my hand.


  “I didn’t mean to. I swear, Sydney. I used bad judgment. I made a terrible mistake. But believe me, please, that it was all an attempt to give you what you desperately wanted. And you have to know it was torturing me to see how willingly you gave yourself to P.Sparling, because I wanted you so badly for myself.”


  “You could have just told me that you wanted me,” I say, completely exasperated by Henry’s excuses.


  “I’m telling you now. Sydney Morrison, you are my every dream and my every fantasy. If you had any idea how I feel about you, and how I’ve felt about you all these years …”


  “So you tricked me into showing you my tits?” I snap, refusing to surrender to his romantic words. “You couldn’t come up with a better way to demonstrate your desire for me?”


  “No,” Henry declares. “I couldn’t because you were too fragile. I was afraid to push anything that might jeopardize our friendship. I knew you didn’t want to date anyone. You’ve always been clear about that.”


  “I couldn’t date. I was trying to heal.”


  “I know,” Henry says. “I understood that, even though I didn’t know what had happened to you, so I never tried anything. Then you started crushing on Professor Sparling. And I wanted you to be happy with all my heart, even if it meant you’d be with someone other than me. Please believe me. Please. I lost control because you were so receptive. I was living vicariously through your emails to Professor Sparling. I was living my ultimate fantasy in a warped and fucked up way. I know it was wrong. So wrong. And I’m so sorry.” Henry looks at me warily. “Do you believe me?”


  I do believe him, but I’m too angry to give him the satisfaction of knowing so I don’t say anything. I hug my arms around myself tightly and bite my lip trying to hold back another round of tears. Little jumps into my lap, and I let go of myself to pet him. “Good kitty,” I whisper. The even tempo of his purring comforts me.


  “I wanted to delete P.Sparling’s email account,” Henry says. I’d been planning to do it, but when you were afraid the other night because of the car outside your building, Professor Sparling was the only person you contacted. And so I learned something important: If you were in trouble you might to turn to him. That’s why I kept the account. I couldn’t trust you to call me if you were in danger. And Sydney, my beautiful Sydney, I would die if anything happened to you.”


  I sit very still, trying to absorb everything Henry has just said. Throughout his apology his eyes were entirely truthful and his words were downright heartfelt. He hadn’t meant to hurt me. And if I believe that, I should be able to forgive him. But it seems there’s streak of my mother in me, because I don’t think I can.


  “Thanks for hearing me out,” Henry says as he stands up to leave.


  “Before I go, I want to give you this. He places a water-stained, folded up piece of paper on my table. “I stopped by the police station on the way over and picked up your father’s note. I didn’t want you to read it alone or with strangers.”


  I tentatively reach over and take the paper. I unfold it, looking up at Henry. “Did you read it already?”


  “No,” Henry says. “I think you should read it out loud.”


  I inhale deeply then let out a loud breath. In a shaky voice I begin to read:


  


  Dear Sydney,


  I have regrets, but you’re not one of them. I’m about to disappear again. If you ever want to find me, ask your mother where to look.


  Love,


  Dad


  


  I’m crying again, both with fear because he contacted me, and with relief because he said he’s disappearing. “He’s gone,” I say to Henry, wondering if that’s really true. Would my father make all the effort to come to Addison just to drop a couple of notes and skip town?


  As if he’s reading my mind, Henry says, “I hope that’s true. I hope he’s gone for good.” Henry pauses for a minute before he whispers, “I’m going, too. You’re free.”


  My heart shatters at Henry’s words. I don’t want to be free of him and I don’t want him to leave. All I want right now is for him to sit here with me while I try to figure out what my father means in his note. What does my mother know about him? What is she hiding? What really happened between the two of them?


  And then I want Henry to take me in his arms and kiss me with his sweet, soft lips. I want to feel desire pooling in my core as he sticks his hands down the back of my sweatpants and cups my ass. I want to feel him pressing hard against me, then I want him to tear off my sweatpants and panties, lie me down on the futon, and push his way into me, turning strife into sex, filling me up, stretching me out, making me ache with pleasure instead of humiliation. I want yesterday’s passion, the thrill of the fuck, the warmth of the intimacy, the shared journey to ecstasy and the coming down together, as one, into comfort, maybe even love.


  I want to forgive Henry, but I can’t shake the image of my photos in his phone. That soul-crushing moment still flickers in and out of my mind like a light bulb on its last day. I don’t yet know if I can get over Henry’s well-intended, but insidious deceit. If I can, it will take time.


  Henry turns his back to me. He walks to my door and wraps his long fingers around the knob. I sense his dismay at my silence. “Tell me to stay and I will,” Henry says without turning around.


  I try to say, “Stay.” My brain is screaming it so loud I can barely hear the creak of my doorknob turning. “Henry!” I cry. He turns to look at me with tears in his bright blue eyes. “I know I did something wrong,” he says. His face is etched in sorrow, and my heart is cracking as I look at him. I concentrate on “stay,” willing my brain, voice, and tongue to work together and utter that one single word. But when I open my mouth, nothing happens. The word sticks in my throat like a swallow that never goes down.


  


  Stay tuned for
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  As Sydney’s final semester at Addison College begins, she registers for an independent study with Professor Sparling, unable to resist the attraction she feels towards her teacher. More confident since her affair with Henry, she takes the plunge: shamelessly flirting with Professor Sparling. And she’s delighted when he reciprocates.


  Sydney loves the magnetic tension between them, but most of all she loves to imagine that perhaps they are meant to be after all. Still, she can’t deny that she continues to harbor deep feelings for Henry. Torn between Professor Sparlings’ magnetism and Henry’s loving embrace, she wishes with all her heart that she could forgive Henry’s betrayal. But nothing, she knows, can be that easy.


  


  To be the first to know about When It’s Over and special prizes, please sign up for my newsletter EmmaLauren.net
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  Thanks to my husband for his patience and support, and for doing all the dishes every night to allow me some extra time to write. And thanks to you, dear readers. I’m deeply grateful for your support.
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  Emma Lauren has lived in Texas and Michigan. She met the man of her dreams when she was only 18, and 7 years later she married him. They now have three rambunctious kids who keep Emma on her toes. Emma loves reading, writing, animals, romantic stories, 80s music, chick flicks, and cupcakes. When she’s not writing she’s probably doing laundry.


  


  Sign up for my newsletter and keep in touch


  EmmaLauren.net
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