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This book is dedicated to the four little spirits that came into my own life and body, and who slipped away. You are missed, you are loved—and you are remembered.

 




Chapter One

Liam

The last thing I expected to see when I walked into the kitchen of this Friday night gig was eight vibrators twitching furiously on the tile floor in various states of orgasm-inducing glory.

The giant black dildo with huge, egg-shaped, bulbous balls at the base was winning. A close second, the pink rabbit with the little clit extenders tried to catch up. Next came a two-inch silver bullet, flailing off to the right but occasionally making a giant leap forward. The other four, a ragtag assemblage of peach and brown flesh-colored rubbery plastic, seemed to cluster around the refrigerator as if stoned, lolling about aimlessly after getting their hands on a quarter bag and a limitless supply of nachos.

Ah, yes. The famous vibrator races at a sex toy party. I’d heard about this from one of the other bachelorette party strippers, but I’d never actually seen one.

Check that off my list.

I assumed that would be the biggest surprise tonight as I hovered behind the crowd in my police officer’s costume, ready to “arrest” the bride and handcuff her to my partner Jack, the other stripper, who would then undress and pretend to get teabagged by her.

Yeah—I know. It’s pretty programmed, right? But that’s what the maid of honor always asks for.

And the customer is always right.

Tonight, though, was full of unexpected curves (and I don’t just mean the women). Because when I looked at one of the chicks on all fours, cheering that big old black vibrator to victory, I realized that wasn’t just any woman.

That was Charlotte.

My ex-girlfriend.

The one who cheated on me, got pregnant with another man’s baby, tore my heart out of my chest while it was still beating and videotaped herself eating it topless, then uploaded to YouTube and made it go viral on Facebook.

Or something like that. Minus the videotape part.

A quick step back into the shadows and I evaded being recognized. Shit. Of all the nights for my friend Sam to be assigned to a different party. Jack was my stripping partner and he was too new to do the job alone. Besides, he was a baby face and these cougars would eat him alive. Charlotte practically lowered the average age of the women at this party by five years.

Scanning the room, I took inventory of the bride and her friends. Second marriage, I guessed. Or third. You never knew once the women were over forty. That meant this scene could get down and dirty, because there was nothing hornier than a perimenopausal woman at a bachelorette party with sex toys, an open bar, and permission to get naughty.

Nothing.

“The Determinator appears to be in the lead, ladies!” Charlotte called out. “And you can find the order forms for all the fun toys out in the living room. Twenty percent off on all the twelve-inch models,” she added, winking. The pink Rabbit surged ahead, making a last-minute sprint as my dinner threatened to come up.

My eyes were only for Charlotte, though. Five years had made her just get more luscious. God damn. Ass and tits that made the air catch in my throat and the blood flow south. Professional hazard, that—don’t ever get a hard-on at a job. The women took it as an air traffic controller’s signal, like glowing lights pointing them to dock right there.

She dressed professionally, wearing a plum-colored fuzzy v-neck sweater that contoured to the swell of breasts I remembered so well, legs encased in a slim pencil skirt that embellished those creamy hips I could imagine naked with a flicker of memory, lips painted fire-engine red and that maniac-inducing fifties pinup girl look that I’d dismissed as silly when the girls in college wore it—but that made her smoking hot.

Down, boy.

God damn Charlotte had to be here, of all places.

And she had to be so fine.

“Ooooh, honey, you’re one big officer,” said a sultry voice behind me. A hand stroked my hip and hesitated before sliding a bit lower, filling a palm with my ass. “Arrest me, officer. I’ve been a bad, bad girl.”

With one look at the source of the voice, my night went from Oh, man to Holy shit.

That voice? That hand?

That was my mother.

“Liam Daniel McCarthy, what on earth do you think you are doing here?” my mother screeched. Mom doesn’t make sounds like hoot owls, and if I weren’t practically gagging from her touching my ass, I’d have laughed in her face. 

Which meant I was in the uncomfortable position of being thankful she’d just touched my ass, because laughing in her face right now was definitely the wrong approach.

Her eyes combed over me in a decidedly different way. I felt like I was being catalogued by a nun. At a bachelorette party.

Just then, a stray dildo buzzed over Mom’s foot, making her jump. The purple rabbit sputtered and coughed like it was dying of consumption. 

I kind of envied it.

“I’m working.” The less said, the better. I tried to pull her aside so this conversation could be private, but Mom had other plans. 

“You’re working?” Her eyes combed over me, knowing exactly what she saw but not letting herself believe it. “You’re a…a…oh, dear God.”

So I started stripping for money. With a body like this, who wouldn’t? To quote Louise, the owner of the entertainment company where I worked, “You’re six and a half feet of golden boy, muscled delight. Who wouldn’t want to hire you?”

Mom couldn’t help with finances, so…

“When did you decide to go into such a depraved occupation?”

“When did you decide to take advantage of people in my depraved occupation? And by the way, most women who grope my ass like that tip me at least $5.” I held out my palm.

She slapped it away. 

Bridget, the maid of honor for the bride and the one who hired me, walked over. Round and airy, she looked at least ten years younger than I’d imagined, and she dressed like someone out of a parody of what an art history professor looks like. Wide stripes and bright colors, like she threw the Mexican flag into a blender with a tie-dye t-shirt.

“Is everything okay, Sybil?” she asked Mom. “Is this man…” Her eyes traveled up and down my body like Mom’s had a minute ago, except Mom hadn’t parted her lips and licked them slowly, then swallowed hard. The flush that crept up Bridget’s cheeks made me wonder how many orders she’d put on her sex toy form that Charlotte was distributing with big smiles to the thirty or so party attendees.

Charlotte.

“…bothering you?” Bridget finally added after she stopped undressing me with her eyes. Undressing? Hell, that woman had me tied to a brass four-poster bed with red silk scarves and a Costco-sized bucket of hot fudge by the side of the bed.

“This is my son,” Mom said flatly. Disappointment oozed out of her.

“Your son?” Bridget’s incredulity and shock came out so loud and clear that heads turned.

But not Charlotte’s. She knew damn well I was right here, and she was avoiding me about as well as you could in the small apartment.

My blood ran cold at the same time that every muscle tensed, because fuck that. If anyone had a right to be the ignorer it was me. After what she did five years ago…

A handful of women I vaguely recognized came over to see what was going on between me and Mom. I recognized Janice Knightly, Mom’s old boss at the living history museum where she used to work, and then another woman from the historical foundation where she works now. What was her name? The one with the fake tits and the crooked teeth?

“Celeste, could we have some privacy?” Mom hissed to her. I took a step away and Mom grabbed my forearm. “Oh, no, sir. You’re not getting away.”

“I have a job to do,” I said through gritted teeth. Celeste shot me a flirty look, which was weird coming from a woman who was my grandma’s age. Then again, Ben Franklin said all cats are grey in the night. I had a flash of my days on the island of Eden, where a group of cougars had passed me around like a joint at a Grateful Dead concert. I was well Bogarted by the end.

My eyes couldn’t stay away from Charlotte, though, who was bent over an order form, her pen perched between her lips like she was sucking it off and waiting for the money shot. I grew hard instantly at the idea of those red lips giving my cock a nice ring around the base.

God damn Charlotte.

Celeste made a smug sound. I looked down to find her staring at my crotch. “I still got it,” she muttered. Mom shot her a confused look and I went limp.

“You are not about to take your clothes off for money in front of my friends!” Mom choked out. Her hair was blonder than usual, with highlights that looked like little stripes in her hair. She was forty-seven now—or was it forty-eight? I never remembered, but I was close enough. Her eyes had too much mascara and she looked overpainted, like someone about to go on stage. This wasn’t the Mom I’d just seen at home two weeks ago in Belmont, grilling outside and kicking back with some local chocolate beers.

When did she become so…cougarish? The leopard print thing she had going on only added to a sense of desperation I didn’t even want to think about.

“Does Paul know you’re here?” I asked, keeping my voice casual. Bringing up her latest boyfriend was intentional. Fuck if I was going to let her treat me like a child. I was stripping down to my g-string and going home with my hundred in tips whether she liked it or not. She could blindfold herself to get through it, for all I cared.

I bet Charlotte had blindfolds somewhere in that sample kit.

And I was hard again.

“This is what I do for a living, Mom.” I moved my hips in a shimmy, doing my best Magic Mike imitation. Celeste started swiveling her hips in a robotic way, and I wondered if both were artificial. Then she shifted closer to bump up against my ass.

“Celeste!” Mom barked. Her eyes, the same bluish-green as mine, looked like panicked Os. “That’s my son! You babysat him when he was a toddler!”

I did a few low-grade pelvic thrusts in the general direction of Celeste, and she giggled like a schoolgirl. “And a fine, fine young man you’ve raised here, Sybil.”

Mom threw her hands up in horror as Bridget just stared at me. Then I realized she wasn’t staring—she was aiming her phone at me and Celeste, recording away.

Eh. I’ve had worse things uploaded on YouTube, and I’m sure I’ll have even more in the future, if life goes my way. Can’t be a rock star and not have a ridiculous viral video, right? I hammed it up and came in for some rubbing against Celeste as Mom stormed off and confronted Charlotte across the room, pointing and glaring at me.

Charlotte still wouldn’t look.

Oh, yeah?

I’d make her look.

Charlotte

What was Liam McCarthy doing at a bachelorette party, dressed as a—

Oh.

OH!

Liam was the “talent,” as Bridget had called the stripper team coming at 9 p.m. I’d done plenty of sex toy parties, and bachelorette soirees were top on the list for buying all sorts of devices. Especially fortysomething third-time brides, because their friends weren’t, um…shy. Get a group of twentysomethings together to go through the catalogue and you get loads of snickers and self-conscious giggles.

Gather them twenty years later and you get stories, reviews, and evaluations. These women knew their battery-powered love.

Liam. Just looking at him made my heart pound so hard it could be a pulse setting on a shower spray. Jesus. I hadn’t seen Liam in five years.

My hand went instinctively to my belly. I snatched it away like it was on fire. Five years ago Liam McCarthy got me pregnant and dumped me the moment I told him.

Over the phone.

And now I was seeing him for the first time since that pivotal call, the second-worst moment of my life.

The worst?

When I miscarried in my dorm bathroom at college five weeks later.

“Charlotte!” Sybil McCarthy’s shout pierced the air. This party was the first time she’d spoken to me in five years. Too much of my past was roaring forward right now. The buzz of vibrators on the kitchen linoleum faded as she dipped her perfectly coiffed head and hissed in my ear.

“Did you and Liam plan this?”

“Plan what?” My voice dripped with contempt. I couldn’t help it. My hands started to shake, and a thick wall of white rage filled my chest. She’d never called. Never said a word. Shunned me if we walked past each other at the grocery store or at a town event.

Me. The woman who’d carried her grandchild for a short time. All too short. A wave of pain shot through my belly, almost folding me in half. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction, though. I forced myself to stand even taller, dwarfing her by a good half foot. Liam had loved that about me—the freakish, six-foot-tall girl was a perfect match for Mr. Nordic.

Sybil seemed taken aback. She expected meek little Charlotte from years ago, didn’t expect to be challenged. Tough shit, lady. I bled your grandchild out into a toilet in a 1920s dorm on campus without any help. You don’t get any respect from me.

“Plan…this. It’s quite…” She chuckled without mirth, searching for the right words. “… unorthodox for you to be selling dildos while Liam is the beefcake.”

“Sybil,” I said coldly, flashing a smile and giving another partygoer my index finger, asking her to hang on, “I haven’t seen Liam in five years. You’ve treated me like a piece of radioactive dog shit every time I got within one hundred feet of you in town. I hardly think I’m about to sabotage one of the biggest parties I’ve had in this business so I can ogle a man who did what he did to me.”

I walked three steps before she yanked, hard, on my hand. I stumbled, my eyes catching Liam’s just as she pulled me back.

“What he did to you?” she said hoarsely. “What you did to him was so disgusting. A high school senior who—”

Liam’s voice cut through her rant just as my hand itched, pulled up nice and tight to deck her.

“Let her go, Mom.”

Titters rippled through the crowd. “Mom?” they whispered.

“I will not let her rewrite history, Liam.”

His cold eyes took us both in, and he took a deep breath. Thirty sets of female eyes were on him now, and even in my white wall of rage I could see how amazing he was. The boy with so much promise from five years ago had filled out into a giant, cut-marble statue of a man. He exuded masculinity, and even my shallow breaths infused me with his musk, a mixture of soap, aftershave, sweat, and something else that made every part of my body want to press against his.

He reached up to his neckline and a ragged ripping sound filled the room as his uniform peeled off and he stood there in a g-string that was so tiny it might as well have been Rob Ford’s chances of becoming prime minister.

And then Liam McCarthy showed me just how much of a man he’d become.




Chapter Two

Liam

“Charlotte? CHARLOTTE?” Sam said, mouth gaping open. “You stripped in front of Charlotte?”

“Don’t forget his mom, too. Your boss totally owes you hazard pay for that one. Maybe even mental health leave. You’re going to need ten sessions with a psychologist before you can get a woody again,” Trevor added.

Sam, Trevor, Amy, and Darla were hanging out at a new coffee shop the size of a janitor’s closet. The ristretto pull was too perfect not to come here for macchiatos, even as Darla dumped enough sugar to put a diabetic into a coma into her delicate drink.

I waved my hand. “Mom wasn’t too bad to deal with. She just stormed out. Never got that $5 tip, now that I think about.” I was pretending to be fine, but my stomach lurched. Mom would tell my dad. Dad would call me, furious, and insist it was time to join the family business.

Screw that. I’d rather strip naked for old ladies like Celeste than become my father’s bitch.

“Who’s Charlotte?” Darla asked. Trevor’s arm was slung over her shoulders and I saw it go tense. My own hand gripped the tiny espresso cup so hard I thought it would burst. Sam gave her the side eye and Amy had a pained expression on her face.

The guys knew what had happened, but Amy… I didn’t know whether Sam told her what I’d told him about five years ago, when she cheated on me and got knocked up by some other guy.

I decided to keep it simple, because once you got complicated with chicks it turned into a mess.

“My ex-girlfriend. From high school.”

Darla made a face like she was in pain. “Ouch. You had to strip in front of an ex? That would suck. And your mom on top of it all? You got some bad karma, Liam. One hell of a long shot to have that happen. What are the odds?”

I pretended to laugh. It cut through the moment and I saw Amy go quiet, her eyes deep and still, like she was thinking. Uh oh. I didn’t want more questions now. She and Charlotte had known each other in high school and I never asked what she knew.

“Well, Darla, that’s me. Long shot. If something’s one in a million, you can bet I end up being that one. Too bad it never happens for the lottery.” 

Amy just stared. She’d never asked me what happened, either. Comforted me? Yes. Just been there? Sure. But I’d never spilled my guts to her. Didn’t see the point.

And then she’d come to me about how Sam had disappeared on her, and we’d, well…

Now was definitely not the time to talk about Charlotte.

Amy opened her mouth to say something just as Sam reached over and stuffed a piece of frosted cupcake in there.

Best timing ever, dude.

“Mocha cream cheese cupcake,” Sam moaned, rubbing his stomach. “I got two and can’t eat them all.”

“Are those toffee sprinkles on top?” Darla said, eyes wide, licking her lips. For a moment, she looked like Bridget last night, who had viewed me as quite the cupcake to taste.

Thinking about Bridget made me think about Mom, which made me think about Charlotte, and right now, I wanted none of that.

The barista came over, a hot chick named Cari. Tiny waist, big tits trying to escape a scoop-neck t-shirt, and an ass with grab handles for two.

She shoved a wall of long black hair behind one shoulder and smiled at us, perky and sweet. “They’re a new addition. Jeddy’s Diner started selling their baked goods to coffee shops, so look for more here. Next week we get peanut butter pistachio!”

We all groaned. Sam looked at Amy and kissed her cheek. Then he licked a dot of chocolate frosting off her mouth and she giggled.

Something in me clenched.

God damn Charlotte. You spend five years pushing down the pain and then suddenly it appears at work, playing with vibrators on a kitchen floor, bent over with an ass that won’t quit and a smile that pierces your soul.

Karma. Maybe Darla was right.

“Your mom touched your ass?” Trevor added, flashing me a look as his eyes flicked to Amy, then back to me. Message received, dude. 

I cocked one eyebrow. “She wanted the officer to cuff her because she’d been a bad, bad girl.”

Me, Sam, and Trev all started gagging. Boners across the room sagged in horror.

Darla and Amy laughed until tears ran down their faces, their brays carrying through the tiny place and bouncing off the walls like a chorus of donkeys.

“You asses,” I joked.

“Yo mama’s ass,” Darla shot back.

A new round of laughter.

“Ha ha.” Now I knew what Trevor felt like when the topic of chickens came up. Great. Even my boss, Louise, had cracked up when I told her what happened last night, and Louise rarely laughed. Running an entertainment management corporation that featured male strippers like me and Sam should have been fun, but you wouldn’t know it from her no-nonsense attitude. 

She’d asked whether the tips had been especially good, and when I told her Celeste had slid a $20 down the back of my g-string and come damn close to giving me an unsolicited prostate exam she’d laughed so hard she needed an inhaler afterwards.

“Because I’ve provided you all with so much entertainment, my fee is another macchiato.” I nudged Trevor. “Go on! I won’t require tips if you get me some more.”

“What about that nice big tip you got from the blue hair?” Sam asked. “Blue hair” was code for “old lady,” because so many of them did something to their hair to make them look like they washed it in steel shavings.

Darla and Amy raised their eyebrows while Trevor let go of Darla and obeyed my command.

“Good dog,” I called after him. He flipped me the bird.

“Good chicken is more like it,” Darla whispered, triggering a round of snickers. Not aimed at me. About time. Trevor had gotten high on peyote last year, hitchhiked to western Massachusetts, stolen a chicken he named Mavis, and tried to marry her (no bestiality) when Darla’s uncle, a trucker, found him on the Mass Pike. He gave him a ride (sans chicken) to Ohio, and that’s how Darla met Trevor. 

Joe drove out to the sticks to rescue Trev, and when he met Darla, well…now they were the weirdest fucking “couple”—triple?—I’d ever known.

I sighed and watched Cari fix Trevor’s order, those luscious breasts bouncing and practically calling my name. Liam, Liam, they begged, like little mewling princesses needing to be saved by—

“Take a picture, Liam. It lasts longer,” Darla said, studying me.

“Oldest joke ever,” I snapped back.

“The oldest joke ever is your face.”

Trevor came back with my coffee and a cupcake the size of his head. “Cari said they’re about to close and she has to throw this away anyhow,” he said, shoving it my way.

“What is it?”

“Cheesecake cream.”

Darla and Amy moaned.

“I never hear you make that sound for me,” Sam said, pretending to pout.

“Cover yourself in cream cheese frosting and fresh raspberries and I’ll moan,” Amy said, waggling her eyebrows.

“So will I,” he muttered, shifting in his seat.

“It’s mine!” I said, curling my arm around it.

“Share?” Darla begged.

“Oh, now you like me,” I groused.

She frowned, eyes turning down. “Of course I like you. Why would you think I don’t?” She swooped in with a finger and took a big chunk of frosting, shoving it in Trevor’s mouth.

He moaned like a girl.

“Because you rag on me constantly.”

“That’s how you know Darla likes someone,” Trevor said through a mouthful of ecstasy.

“If she’s not giving you shit, she doesn’t think you’re worth her time,” Amy added, reaching for her own paw full of my cake.

Two hands planted themselves on my shoulders, sensual and warm, kneading my neck. “Hey, Liam. How’s the cheesecake? It’s a mouth orgasm, isn’t it?” Cari’s voice in my ear made me come close to an orgasm, and it wasn’t in my mouth.

Holy fuck.

I turned around to a face full of bare breast, the tiniest hint of a nipple’s edge peeking out from her bra.

I groaned.

“That good, huh?”

That good.

“You closing up?” I said, my voice all jagged gravel and need. “Want to get a drink after this?”

Her eyes, green and perky, clouded with disappointment. “Can’t. I have to be at my other job tonight. But maybe another time?” She reached for my hip. Considering space was at a premium in my general crotch area, this filled me with alarm.

“What are you doing?” And keep doing it, a little to the left. 

“Where’s your phone? I’ll program my number in it.”

I lifted my hips up and fished around in my back pocket, sure everyone could see my growing erection.

“Here.”

She programmed it with lightning speed, her movements making her breasts bounce. In front of my face.

“Call me whenever. You know. I know you guys work late.”

I bristled. Did everyone know I was a stripper? Hell. Was that a pro or a con?

“I mean, being in a band and all,” she added.

“You follow them?” Darla asked, reaching in her back pocket for a card. “Here’s a free pass for the next performance on Friday.” Always a promoter. Because of her and our show on the resort at Eden, bookings had doubled. If we could double them again, Sam and I could quit stripping and live off the band earnings exclusively.

“Thank you so much!” Cari squealed. She bent down for an awkward hug with me, giving me a mouthful of creamy chest.

“No, thank you,” I murmured.

“Your mouth orgasming yet, Liam?” Darla asked with a wink, and she and Amy dug into my cupcake.

My mind, though, was on one thing. And one thing only.

God damn Charlotte.

Charlotte

The stack of orders from last night was a blessing and a curse. A blessing, because I counted them—twenty-six orders. Out of thirty-some attendees, that was a fabulous sales rate. My district manager would be pleased.

I began moonlighting from my day job doing these parties about three months ago, and quickly became the third-highest seller in the district. With a degree in health education and working on my master’s degree in higher education administration, I was (sort of) the perfect candidate. Most of the other sellers just thought of this as an easy way to make money. I saw it as the perfect opportunity to empower women sexually—and make even more money. 

The curse part came in two ways. One—all those orders had to be hand-entered into our online system. I was staring at two to three hours of work entering item numbers, credit cards, addresses, and so on.

And two—because of my day job, I had to be careful no one at work knew I was moonlighting. When you work as a Resident Director for a residence hall at a smaller state university in western Massachusetts, things get tricky.

The job fell into my lap at the end of senior year, and I’d been a Resident Assistant for two years. Miscarrying in the middle of my freshman year just as the RA on my floor came into the bathroom had turned out to be the only bright spot in an otherwise horrific life moment, because Candy and I had become best friends after that mess. From comforting me to calling Campus Medical Services to holding my hand during the D&C, she’d been there.

And what better way to help others than to emulate her? Plus, RAs got free room and board on campus. My mom loved that, and it meant my student loans weren’t too bad.

My own Resident Director had suggested I go into higher education administration and become a residence life specialist. I thought I’d be a health teacher, instructing students on sexuality issues, but this was even better. Live in a dorm with a free apartment, get paid $30,000 a year, free grad school tuition and benefits—could it be more perfect?

Well…I kind of forgot that whole part about living with three hundred eighteen- to twenty-year-olds.

If word got out in the dorm that I conducted vibrator races at parties where strippers prevailed, my credibility would be shot. So I took great care, scheduling parties at least fifty miles from my college.

What I never expected was that an even bigger risk loomed out there.

And it had come to life last night.

I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Liam in a g-string, oiled up and being drooled over by a room of customers didn’t help, either. Sybil’s words cut through me like a knife.

To call last night a shocker would be an understatement. Who the hell did she think she was? And what had Liam told her to make her react like that?

My phone rang. Caller ID said it was my mom. If I didn’t answer, she’d just leave voicemail after voicemail, hunting me down like I was Katniss.

“Hey, Mom,” I greeted her.

“Charlotte, how are you? How is the start of the new year? Find any flaming underpants yet?” Mom had moved to the United States from Britain when she was a teen and still had that razor-sharp prep-school British accent. She was one of the oldest moms, having me at forty-one, and it sucked when the Harry Potter books and the Dolores Umbridge character were popular, because Mom looked just enough like her—short, greyish hair, a penchant for boiled wool suits—to make people tease me. 

We moved from New York to MetroWest Boston when I was in seventh grade, the same year I met Liam. He had never teased me.

I laughed, “No, Mom, no flaming underpants yet. But it’s early in the semester.” Last year had started with a courtyard campus barbeque that inexplicably led to a group of freshman men stripping naked and setting their underpants on fire. Unfortunately, they used a little too much charcoal fluid and singed off their eyebrows and half their hair.

“Thank goodness. Give it time, though.”

We chatted a bit as I tried to keep my voice in check. Dad died the year before we moved, his heart condition finally winding his body down like a child’s top, inertia no longer enough to keep it upright and in motion. Losing my father at eleven had been damn hard.

The only event harder than that had been losing Liam and then, the baby.

I’d never told Mom about any of it.

“I do think the move to Portland might be just the right answer,” Mom said, making me realize I’d faded out of the conversation.

“What? Move?”

Exasperation filled her voice. “Charlotte! You weren’t listening.” Only someone who knew her intimately, who had known her for decades, even, could catch the trace of a strange, hard-to-pin-down lisp. Three years ago Mom had a mini-stroke that had gone untreated for half a day. She’d gone to bed feeling “fuzzy” and woken to movement in only half her face, a weak right arm, and the awareness to dial 9-1-1. 

“You’re thinking about moving? Why?”

“There’s a buyer for the house. Someone who lived in it as a child and who has made a generous offer.”

“Buy the house?” We lived in a tiny two bedroom home, the kind you rarely found in a good school district, and most of my middle school and high school years had been spent helping Mom fix it up. 

“Yes. I can retire comfortably off the proceeds and my pension.”

“Retire? Mom, what are you talking about?” Mom worked as an administrator at a local boy’s prep school. “You’re not old enough to…”

Wait. I did the math as she laughed softly.

A low whistle came out of me. “Sixty-five. You’re turning sixty-five in December, aren’t you?”

“No need to make a fuss,” she said primly.

“You’re really leaving the school? And selling the house? And moving to Portland?” We’d spent summers in a lovely beach house in Maine that Mom rented with another British ex-pat family. 

“I’ve found a very reasonable, adorable little one-bedroom cottage with a den for guests, and it’s only five houses away from a lovely beach!” she exclaimed.

“It’s affordable?” I couldn’t keep the skepticism from my voice.

“I’ll own it outright if all goes well, and my pensions and what’s left from your father will do me just fine.”

I blew out a long sigh. “Wow.”

Her voice was gentle as she said, “We all grow up sometime, my dear. You had to let me go eventually.”

My laughter filled the room like hot air. “Oh, Mom. When will you come visit me?”

“When do the young men parade around without their underpants?” 

“Mom!”

“And, of course, I’ll come to enjoy a weekend with you, dear. But it couldn’t hurt…”

I got off the phone as fast as I could, because Liam’s stripping and Mom’s joke were just a little too close to be comfortable.

I felt like all the tectonic plates of my inner self were shifting madly, a shaky vibration inside me making life hard to live moment by moment. This feeling wasn’t new, but it was firmly rooted in the past. For six months after my miscarriage, daily life had been unbearable, something to be endured hour by hour, minute by minute as the aftereffects of everything from Liam’s rejection to my body’s betrayal felt like a conspiracy against me.

Thank God for student health services, both medical and psychological. Without both, I’m not sure I’d have risen from the ashes.

Memories of his display last night made me curl inward, my sex on fire, heart racing to pump blood where it found the most heat. No way to erase that. He’d moved with the grace of a large game lion, with eyes that couldn’t stop turning back to me. Challenge filled his look, a deeply smoldering stare that made me wet against my will.

Once again, my body had betrayed me. All because of Liam.

I’d tried to leave the room but the way he’d ripped off his costume so fast, right in front of me and Sybil, meant the women came running like pregnant women to an ice cream sundae.

And he was good enough to lick, I’ll tell you that. My mouth watered at the memory. The landscape of that body, sandy hair scattered across thick muscles, his six-pack more of an eight-pack as he moved his hips and shot every woman in that room (other than his mother) a cocky grin full of fake promises, surface sex that was designed to sell.

None of those grins reached his eyes, though.

Until he looked at me.

The heat in his eyes burned so bright it was like a blue flame morphed to white, reaching so far into the color spectrum it threatened to turn invisible, taking me and Liam and every molecule of matter with it. In that look I saw want and need and apology and regret, but the look wasn’t enough. Would never be enough. He displayed his body like a trophy, like an object, but his eyes…those were a weapon.

Whatever made him turn so cold, so cruel, five years ago still lived inside him, and I could never trust him again.

That didn’t mean I didn’t want him. Grieve him. You would think that spending years mourning our would-be child would have taken all my sorrow, but I had so much more to spend on the Liam I thought I knew. He’d been my friend long before he became my lover, and the betrayal that cut me through the core wasn’t that he’d left me as a pregnant lover.

It was that he took away the friend I needed most in that moment. The emptiness, the loneliness—the pure abandonment—in that phone call and his words as he dumped me unceremoniously on the telephone were like being eviscerated.

Why?

I had no answers. Had spent five years trying desperately to find one that was logical—hell, one that was illogical would have been fine—and countless hours in psychologists’ offices brought me no closer to the truth.

All I could know was my own experience.

Whatever he was thinking and feeling remained a mystery.

I had to put him out of my mind. Had to. The stack of orders stared back at me, begging for attention. Like my sex drive, except I got paid to process these orders.

Sighing, I picked them up and began to key the first few in to the online form that the company used for party hostesses like me. So many butt plugs and anal beads. So many. The dirty little secret about sex toys is that backdoor action is where it’s at. People are curious, but inhibited. Sex toys break through that, because you can’t ignore a six-inch, squat little cone made of silicon that vibrates.

You bring that into the bedroom and you pretty much have to talk about it.

I was in my office, door closed, trying to get this done when a soft knock on the door interrupted me.

“Charlotte? You in there?” Maggie, one of my fellow Resident Directors.

“Come in, but be quiet,” I said. 

Technically, I wasn’t on duty. When you live in a residence hall with three hundred undergraduates, boundaries fade fast. You have to hold your ground. I lived in a tiny one-bedroom apartment on the first floor, with my office right next door. Sparsely furnished, but it did the trick. Ancient couch, a desk and chair, and a ton of filing cabinets that might have been useful in the past, but with the “paperless university” in full force, I found them useless.

Maggie entered the room and swiftly shut the door. Bright green hair and Day-Glo blue eyes were the first thing you noticed about her, and then you saw the nose piercing. Five earrings on one ear. And a giant scar up the side of one prominent cheekbone. She was five years older than me and we were grad school classmates, both second years in the two-year master’s degree program that would probably stretch into three years for us, given our full-time work in the dorms.

Maggie had been viciously attacked and raped on her midwestern campus five years ago while she was a junior. The incident made headlines nationwide and she’d been in ICU for weeks. She hated pity. Despised it. So she filtered the world through reactions to her appearance.

It seemed to work, because assholes pretty much gave her wide berth and nice people deferred to her.

“You’re missing a diversity training meeting,” she whispered, eyeing my orders. “Oooh, a glow-in-the-dark butt plug?”

“New this summer. BPA free,” I added in my best salesperson voice. We both giggled. Maggie was the only person at the university who knew about my moonlighting.

Her hand reached for mine. I knew what was coming and my stomach clenched before she even opened her mouth. Her eyes, so fierce and guarded, went soft. “I have one for you,” she said.

“Shit.” My hand squeezed hers back. “Who?”

“Marian on the second floor.”

“Marian? The k-through-twelve Catholic girl who goes home every weekend?” I couldn’t keep the incredulity out of my voice. Marian was a freshman, and she’d only been here for three weeks. Two of those had been Freshman Orientation.

Maggie sighed and let go of my hand. She picked up a stack of bright sticky notes and worried them. “I know. She goes home to her boyfriend every weekend. I guess the ‘summer goodbye’ hit the jackpot.”

“Fuck.”

“From shit to fuck. That about says it all.”

“How far along is she?” Maggie sent the pregnant students to me. I sent the victims of sexual and domestic violence to her. It was an uneasy division of labor, but it seemed to work.

“She just missed her period. Says she’s normally like clockwork. Can you visit her today? Her roommate is freaking out because Marian crawled into the top bunk, pulled the covers over her head, and refuses to talk.”

I would, too, I thought. In fact, I had… 

“Sure. No problem.” Suddenly the sex toy orders seemed frivolous. Almost sacrilegious.

“You okay to handle this?”

“Of course I am.” I could hear my own defensiveness.

Her face shifted to compassion. More for me than for Marian. “C’mon, Charlotte.”

I consciously relaxed my shoulders, which felt like they were a foot above my ears. She was right.

“I just…I saw Liam last night.”

Her eyes flew open so wide I could see the perimeter of her contact lenses against the expanse of the whites of her eyes.

“Jesus Christ!”

“He thinks he is,” I muttered.

“Where did you see him?”

I must have blushed, because she added, “Oh, this is going to be a good one.” A smart cookie, Maggie looked at the stack of orders and got a look of dawning comprehension. “Not at the sex toy party!” she gasped, more amused than horrified.

“Keep your voice down!” It wasn’t beyond the undergrads to eavesdrop and post juicy bits on Snapchat and Twitter.

“It was! Holy shit, Charlotte, you saw your asshole ex at a sex toy party you were hosting?”

“Yes.”

“What was he doing there?”

“Uh…” I could hear the click in my throat as I swallowed. Thinking about him all night and day was one thing, but this felt dangerous. Saying it aloud made it real.

She gave me a knowing look. “If you don’t share, it’ll just fester, and then you won’t be able to move on.”

What if I don’t want to move on?

She was right (again). “He was the stripper,” I admitted. 

Maggie started choking. Kind of like Sybil last night. Hmmm.

“He was the stripper? The son of a bitch dumps you over the phone while you’re pregnant and the first time you see him, years later, is at a sex toy party where he’s one of the sex toys?”

“When you put it that way, it sounds so ridiculous…”

“It is ridiculous.” She couldn’t stop gasping with laughter. “Are you okay?” Maggie flipped between being concerned for me and howling with uncontrollable laughter.

I knew the feeling.

“He, well, it’s a bit more complicated than that,” I added.

“How?” She hooted. “How could it possibly get more complicated?”

“His mother was there.”

All her laughter died in her throat and she looked at me like I told her he’d just eaten cow manure out of a fellow stripper’s belly button. “His mom…what? Was she part of his act?”

“GROSS!” I shouted.

Tap tap tap.

I shot her a look that could kill. “Get it together.” I frantically shuffled the stack of orders and shoved them in a desk drawer. Then I called out, “Come in.”

It was Tessa from the third floor. Tessa was a fashion design major who talked at a rate of two hundred words per second. Her hair color changed with every boyfriend, and she’d only been here for three weeks. Like Marian, she was a freshman.

Unlike Marian, she was here every weekend and seemed to enjoy sampling the local cuisine of men.

“So, oh! Hi, Maggie. So, um, Charlotte, I’m, like, still having that problem with Becca. She’s using my special peppermint shampoo from back home, the stuff that costs $32 a bottle and that my hair stylist says I absolutely, positively must use for optimal scalp protein development. If I don’t use it my hair will be a crime. A CRIME! And Becca says she doesn’t use it but I know she does because after her showers I can smell peppermint, and even though she says it’s her cheap generic knockoff, there’s a difference. A definite difference!”

Tessa said all of this in one breath. Maggie and I exchanged a look as Tessa took in a great whoop of air and continued.

“So she’s, like, using my stuff and says she’s not, and I really wouldn’t care except she brings her smelly boyfriend over and kicks him out promptly at curfew, because she’s not a BAD person. Really. She’s not. But I hate coming home to find a scrunchie on the door handle—”

Maggie’s left eyebrow shot up at this.

“—and knowing I need to stay away. I mean, her boyfriend has his own dorm room over in Entenman! Why do I have to be the one to give in and sacrifice for her all the time? It’s totally unfair, and she even didn’t pay her share of the tip for the pizza we ordered last week because she said she only had $3 and everyone’s share was $3.50, but she had quarters to do laundry—”

Maggie held up her palm and Tessa stopped, panting hard.

“Tl; DR,” Maggie said.

Tessa understood internet speak, because Tl; DR stands for too long; didn’t read on message boards.

In other words: say it simpler.

“Becca’s a mooch and kind of taking advantage of me and I don’t know what to do,” Tessa blurted out.

Maggie smiled and stood. “I’ll take care of this,” she whispered to me, patting my shoulder.

Thank you, I mouthed.

“And let’s do coffee in the morning before staff meeting. We have more to talk about.” And then she winked.

The door closed and I let out a huge exhale. My computer screen started blinking, warning me that the order I started entering before Maggie knocked was about to time out. I finished it, and moved on to the next one.

The handwriting was a chicken scrawl, instantly recognizable.

Liam’s.

Liam ordered sex toys from my party? Oh, Maggie, the story just gets better…

All the basics were there, but he left off his address. Hmm. Credit card info was there. It was a fairly big order, and I’d make about $25 in commission from it.

That didn’t even cover the copay for my D&C five years ago.

He’d ordered three items: a half-gallon jug of our newest warming gel, a flesh tunnel simulator that attaches to a tablet and offers video options for real-life fun, and a blowup female doll, complete with three fuckable holes and “real-life ab-clench simulation.”

Stay classy, Liam.

Under delivery options it said: in person.

In person.




Chapter Three

Liam

After we performed at the resort on the island of Eden, doors flew open. Promoters suddenly knew who we were. When Darla called to try to book a gig people said “yes” at twice the rate as before, and we were offered dirt-cheap, but crappy, practice space in the basement of a decrepit warehouse not far from Louise’s entertainment offices.

It may have been filled with mildew and mouse droppings, but it was a secured, padlocked space where we could make noise and leave our equipment.

All four of us congregated there, doing sound checks and warming up instruments while Darla and Amy hauled vacuum cleaners and masks and cleaning equipment in.

“This is so gender role normed,” Amy groused as she plugged in to hoover the place.

“Someone has to clean it if we’re going to hang out here, and the guys already hauled all the wood and scrap metal away last week,” Darla pointed out. No shit. We busted our asses. The last people to use the space were “materials artists,” whatever the fuck that means. Mostly it meant they left a mess and we had to clean it in exchange for free rent.

Totally worth it. It was Darla and Amy’s turn to help. Amy turned the vacuum on with a snarl and pointed the hose up, sucking spiderwebs like she was exacting revenge.

Darla, meanwhile, tackled the floor.

My ass buzzed and I pulled out my phone. Shit. My dad. I knew it was coming, but still…not now.

Not ever, but especially not now.

“You answering that?” Sam asked, impatience in his voice. We both had a gig and the hours to practice were limited.

“Nope.”

“It’s a parent,” Trevor said dryly. He was right, but I didn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing that. Easier to ignore him. 

We had to practice without Joe, who had just gone to Philly last week for year two of torture. Whatever he got out of going to Penn Law was a mystery to me. The band was getting bigger and better, and he and Trevor were wasting it all on law school and pleasing their parents. Kissasses. 

My mom’s words invaded my brain. “Questionable morals.”

Fuck that. Doing something you hate because you think you’ll gain acceptance from other people is what I call “questionable morals.”

Bzzz.

I shut my phone off.

Even with the roar of two vacuum cleaners in the distance, we limped through some new songs, getting volume and pacing down. Later, we’d record our better efforts and send them to Joe, who would work on un-wrinkling the kinks. Once a month, we agreed, he’d come back for three days and jam through it all. He also promised to come back for every single one of our gigs, even if it meant he missed class. Cool.

The vacuums stopped abruptly while Trevor and I were singing a chorus, the abrupt loss of white noise making our voices crack in surprise. Sam’s beat faltered and we all gave up.

“You done?” Trevor asked Darla.

“I got enough mouse turds in here to fertilize an entire organic farm in Amherst,” she said.

“Better in there than on the floor. Thank you,” he said, reaching for her and trying to kiss her.

“I’m covered in mouse turd dust,” she complained, still wearing her breathing mask. Trevor kissed the center of it.

“Not the worst thing I’ve ever kissed.” He muttered something in her ear and I heard the word “blowfish.” She giggled.

A massive wall of Charlotte slammed through me. Red lips. That ass. The look she gave me when I stripped in the kitchen. Those shaded eyes, telling me everything and nothing in one glowering glance.

Hard again.

God damn Charlotte.

“You look like you’re a million miles away, Liam,” Darla said. Amy’s eyes flickered toward me and she seemed dangerously contemplative. She was ready to say something constantly, like she was piecing something together, and I hated not knowing what she might say or do. The unpredictability was killing me, because Amy was…

A bridge. A strange one. After Charlotte cheated on me I went crazy, sleeping with anyone who would have me, and turned to Amy in a moment of weakness. To be fair, she did the same, and we didn’t so much use each other as we took refuge in each other’s pain.

Sam had been the source of hers, and we had an uneasy friendship these days.

Charlotte had been the source of mine, and Amy and Charlotte…I just didn’t know. They’d been friends in high school. Not great friends, but they’d traveled in the same circles. If Amy knew why Charlotte had fucked some other guy while claiming to love me, she’d never said a word.

I always wondered why, but sometimes it’s better not to ask and know. The truth hurts so much more than just shutting down. Besides, what was I supposed to say—“Hey, Amy, why did Charlotte think I wasn’t enough? Why did she turn to some other guy and let him stuff her hole and lie to me about it when he knocked her up?”

I’d rather cut off my own dick with my car keys.

“I’m fine. My old man is trying to get me on the phone so he can scream at me for stripping,” I told Darla, grabbing the vacuum at the neck and lugging it toward the door. 

“Seeing your old girlfriend threw you for a loop, didn’t it?” Darla replied with a look that said she wasn’t believing my bullshit. I wouldn’t either if I weren’t me.

“That? No. Not really. No big deal.”

“And being felt up by your mom—”

“That fucking sucked.” My voice sounded like grinding glass.

Everyone went quiet.

Bzzz. Trevor grabbed his phone and grimaced, holding it out for me to see.

“It’s your dad,” he announced. “It’s bad enough my own dad calls me to hound me, but now yours?” 

I shrugged, pretending not to care. “He wants to find me, he can just wait. I control my own time. My own money. My own life.”

Sam made a polite golf clap. But he was grinning. “Can’t reattach the apron strings once you cut them,” he said.

“They sure as hell do try, don’t they?” I said, dropping the vacuum and reaching for my guitar, plucking out the first few chords of the Stones’ “You Can’t Always Get What You Want.” 

Because you can’t.

Charlotte

Two weeks after seeing Liam, the order came in. His was—of course—the only one that was an in-person, hand delivery. Some parties involve hand deliveries, mostly for women who don’t want husbands or children to come home and open the package and get a big, buzzing surprise, but the group at that bachelorette party was worldly and nonchalant.

Plus, I earned more than $400 for a night’s work. If I had to deliver one package, it was worth it.

Even if it involved seeing Liam.

I could call him. I could email or text or just try to find his address and mail his plastic girlfriend to him. With a DVD copy of Lars and the Real Girl.

He wanted to see me. Right? He wouldn’t have asked for in-person delivery otherwise. 

I hadn’t heard a word from him or his mom since the bachelorette party. Sybil was spitting nails, and stormed out with apologies to the bride that night. She missed Liam’s flesh show, but I suspect that was the point.

The night passed in such a blur and it was hard to believe two weeks had disappeared in a blip. Marian’s pregnancy turned out to be a late period, her cries of happiness and screams for a tampon loud enough to be heard through two floors. Her friends took her out and got her nice and drunk that night.

And the next morning I escorted her to campus health services for an appointment to discuss birth control methods with one of the nurses.

The usual hustle and bustle of the start of the semester kicked in. I felt old. Twenty-four and I felt old already, into my second year of grad school. Being a Resident Director was a lot like I imagined motherhood, managing too many details and far too many emotions from other people, and you’re expected to do it all with grace.

A pang, five years old, resonated deep within. Mother. 

“You are a mother and always will be,” my grief counselor had told me after the D&C. After I told her I’d planned to keep and raise the baby. At six weeks I’d been unsure. At nine I had panicked. And at ten weeks a calm had descended. I knew what I wanted to do, but I was grateful I also had choices.

Losing the baby to miscarriage hadn’t been anywhere on my list of options. It took the choice away from me, and while there was a tiny layer of relief, there was so much sorrow. When the bleeding started and the cramping seized me, I realized quickly that no matter how much we think we’re in control, we aren’t.

And that’s what I grieved most.

A shadow had hung over me then. And now, here it was, re-emerging, hovering, blocking out the light. Liam.

And he wanted to see me “in person.”

Fuck you, Liam. Five years and one baby and you reject me?

I’ll see you on my own terms.

I logged in to my computer and began a search, finding what I needed within a minute.

You show up unexpectedly at my job?

One good turn deserves another.




Chapter Four

Charlotte

“You sure about this?” Maggie whispered furiously. For a woman with green hair and an attitude bigger than a Pats fan after a win, she seemed surprisingly meek right now.

“Yes, I am. I’m just doing my job.” We were cruising down the Mass Pike toward downtown Boston. Random Acts of Crazy had a gig in a place that impressed me. A bar somewhere between a frat-boy pit and a condemned artist’s studio (with alcohol). They were moving up in the world, it seemed. Even with my first paper of the semester staring me in the face like a showdown in a  Quentin Tarantino western, I was taking the time to deliver Liam’s goods to him.

Quite publicly.

Maggie looked nervously at the back seat. It was the twentieth time. 

“Is she…okay back there?” Maggie asked, stretching out the word “she.”

I smoothed my skirt over my legs and tried to formulate an answer. Instead, I just rubbed the shiny cloth of my new purple dress against my sweaty palm. Mod Cloth’s pickings were fabulous for my figure, with a small waist and a big chest and butt. Liam used to tell me I had the most luscious—

No. No. I was not going to do this. I wasn’t about to let all those lovely memories of compliments sway me. Nor would I think about how he took his time inhaling deeply from my skin, or how he stroked me from toe to eyebrow, the lingering trail making me glow….

Damn it.

The dress tied in a red bow right behind my neck, and my hair flowed over it, curled with big rollers like the fifties pinup girls wore their hair. Mary Janes were my favorite shoes, and Maggie and I looked like some kind of Battle of the Decades reality show. She was more Marilyn Manson than Marilyn Monroe in her torn black leather and crazy hair.

Our backseat companion wore a t-shirt someone in college had given me, one of the earlier prints for Random Acts of Crazy. “I hear they’re from your hometown,” Jared had said, beer goggles firmly on back then. He seemed to have thought that giving me a t-shirt would get him laid, but instead he got a sneer and twelve hours of sobbing from me. 

He’d wandered out of my room and found another sophomore for a booty call. But the t-shirt remained.

Now Esmerelda (Maggie named her) sat at a half-slump, firmly secured in her seatbelt, face in a permanent expression of surprise. We’d made her up for her first date, because Liam deserved only the best.

Random Acts of Crazy t-shirt to show she was a groupie? Check.

Enough make up to make her look like a Bourbon Street stripper? Check.

G-string that would cause most women to be cut in two via anus? Check.

Maggie had found an old pair of neon puffy pants (“Eighties party at my old school. What?”) and Esmerelda looked gorgeous. Her plastic brown hair didn’t do much for her, but the makers of the blowup sex doll had given her lovely red lips and a mouth that turned into a six-inch tunnel, a perfect cylinder that touched the back of her head.

Who needs brains when you have a mouth like that? 

The interchange between I-90 and I-95 meant we needed to slow down and pay the toll. As I stopped the car and reached out with my money and the ticket, the toll booth operator, a Chinese dude about our age, barely looked up.

He did look up just enough, though, and did a double take.

“Nice friend. She looking for a hook-up?”

Maggie snorted.

“She’s taken, actually,” I said.

He gave me a WTF? look and peered in the back seat. “Nice shoes she’s wearing.” Maggie had given some freshman a pair of thrift shop white leather sandals and told them we were having a Mardi Gras contest. The freshman took them back to her room and together with a bunch of friends produced a masterpiece you could only find on Pinterest. 

Smuggling Esmerelda out of my apartment had been second hardest part of the night. Delivering Liam’s new “girlfriend” would be the hardest. 

Five years.

“Have fun in town,” the toll guy said as he handed me my change. I hit the gas and Maggie laughed. 

“Five fucking years and all he says to me is that he’s buying female sex replacements and wants me to hand-deliver them,” I muttered as we sped over the bridge toward Newton. “Fucker.”

“You don’t have to do this.” Maggie’s voice was so reasonable all it did was make me see red.

“Oh, I have to do this. You want me to deliver your sex hole ‘in person,’ Liam? Fuck you. You’re getting Esmerelda all right.” I was seething (understandably) and a little illogical (okay…a lot). But no—just no way I was letting him use me like this. No mindfucking allowed. I’d let him do that to me for five years and now…what did this mean?

Cracking open the mind of Liam McCarthy to understand his motives was something I’d spent far too much time trying to do. Understanding him was pointless.

Challenging him face to face was long overdue.

“Hold on, Esme,” I said as I floored it. “You’re getting your cherry popped tonight.”

Liam

I had to hand it to Darla—this new place was a step up. A giant chasm down from our stage on the island of Eden, but a step up from the usual Boston-area dives.

A real cover charge, too, which meant we’d get a flat fee for performing plus a percentage of what came in at the door. Real money for once, and not just enough for a few beers and a tank of gas. If she kept booking us like this, Sam and I could slow down or even stop the stripping jobs.

Sound checks were in place and Darla was at the door, handing out free download cards for new songs and chatting up the customers. She ate that shit up, which was fine. Made her useful. Kept her busy. Tonight, Joe was stuck in Philly, going through some lame-ass law thing he swore he couldn’t get out of. That meant Tyler was here to fill in on bass. The man was a walking mural, so tatted up he looked like the practice canvas for Miami Ink. 

I had started calling him Frown because that’s all he did. The guy warmed up, played, got paid, and left. No hanging out, no partying, nothing. He was an inked-up frown in human form, and while his performance had definitely improved over the handful of months he’d sat in for Joe, he was about as much fun as a wet, dead raccoon.

“Place is filling up, isn’t it?” Sam said, appearing at my elbow. He chugged down a half-liter of water in a handful of gulps. 

“Amy here?”

“Nope. Papers to write.” Sam chewed on his inner cheek for a minute and said, “Charlotte, huh?” Sam was the last person I wanted to talk to about this. Hell, everyone was the last person I wanted to talk to about this. 

“Shut up,” I muttered, looking around the rapidly filling room. I spotted Cari from the coffee shop. She had some nice cupcakes. And by cupcakes I meant tits.

“Liam!” she said, waving wildly. I shot Sam a too bad, so sad look and sauntered off, my eye on my bedmate for the night.

“You have to pay for her!” Darla shouted suddenly, making me turn away from Cari and toward a growing commotion at the door. 

“If I pay for her, does she need to meet the two-drink minimum?” said a very familiar voice. A voice that made my gut clench and my neck go tight, among other body parts. 

God damn Charlotte.

The bar was dark, the lights dimmed in preparation for the stage lights to take precedence when it came to commanding attention. My contacts had started to dry out and my vision was already blurred a little. Bad genetics from my dad. Myopia was handed down like a curse between men in the generations of my Irish ancestors, and right now I couldn’t squint enough to make her out.

It didn’t help that I was on month three of cheap monthly contact lenses, but when you’re broke, you do what you have to do. Can’t exactly get on stage wearing geeky glasses.

“She looks like she can hold her liquor,” Darla said in a high, giggly voice. Who the hell were they talking about? I took a few steps forward and raucous laughter filled the room.

As if on cue, Darla and a group of women around her parted to reveal Charlotte, some chick with bright green hair, and another woman who seemed pretty stiff and formal. Dark brown hair. Bright red, painted lips and a nice flush to her cheeks. Man, she was short, and wearing some kind of bright pants.

Charlotte stood on one side of her, hugging the woman to her like she was a life raft.

“Hey, Mac!” Darla shouted toward the bar where the manager was setting up a line of shots. “Add a tequila for our friend here. What’ser name?” she asked Charlotte, who was smirking with her lip turned into a twitching smile.

“Esmerelda.” The green-haired chick caught my eye and went still. Who in the hell…?

“Esmerelda, it’s so nice to meet you,” Darla said with a fake kind of formality. She shook her hand and the woman’s hand was stiff and limp at the same time. Weird. Already shitfaced before 9 p.m.

Hmmm. My kind of girl.

“Esme is here to see her new boyfriend,” Charlotte said in a voice made of chocolate and velvet. I tensed. Who was Charlotte’s boyfriend? I’d expected a call from her after I made that order at her party. Not that I could normally afford to blow that kind of cash on stupid sex toys, but it seemed like a great way to see if she’d see me.

Okay, frankly, it was a wuss move. If I wanted to see her I should have just said so. Called. Emailed. Sent a message by owl. Whatthefuckever. Instead I played a little game and—

And now here she was.

“New boyfriend? Lucky man,” Darla said. She threw an arm around the little woman and whispered something in her ear. It made Charlotte and Green Hair howl.

I hadn’t heard that laugh in five years. I missed it. A slow burn crept up from my solar plexus through my scalp. Five years of being fucked over by the only woman I’d ever loved was long enough to go without some answers.

Two more steps closer and I blinked furiously, the dry air and smoke machine tests really making it impossible to see.

“Liam!” Darla exclaimed, leaving her post to come over and give me a side hug. “Have you met Esmerelda?” She giggled.

“Actually,” Charlotte said slowly, leaning on the little woman and taking slow steps toward me, “this is Liam’s email-order bride.”

All it took was two steps for me to realize that my myopia was the biggest fucking cosmic joke on the planet.

Darla screamed with uncontrolled, raucous sounds that brought Trevor bounding from backstage. “What the hell is—” He chopped his question off mid-sentence when he saw the blowup doll.

I had to hand it to Charlotte. I had said “in person” for delivery on that order. A rush of rage poured through me, though. Not humiliation.

Rage. Red-hot rage shot through every vein, every artery, every inch of skin because suddenly those five years spread out between us like a painful set of ropes binding us, the burn from trying to break free so bad it was better to remain imprisoned.

“I’m here to deliver your new girlfriend to you. Plus the half-gallon of warming lube.” Charlotte hefted it onto the table, where a bunch of half-empty glasses and beer bottles rattled with the movement. “And your flesh simulator for the iPad.” 

I scratched my chin and felt my cheeks turning hot. 

“Thanks, I guess.”

“You ordered it.”

“Doesn’t make this any less awkward.”

“One bit of warning: don’t use the warming gel with the flesh simulator. You’ll get lesions worse than rug burns.” 

I flinched, my hand nearly going to my crotch. “Is this supposed to be funny?”

A single shoulder raised in response in a dismissive shrug. The cloth of her dress slipped another inch, revealing the line of her bra. My breathing slowed and I had to control it and the rush of desire that shot through me. “Was ordering all that shit from me and having me deliver it in person ‘funny’?”

“I thought you’d call me.”

“Phones work both ways. Yours been broken for five years?”

“Only my heart,” I blurted. 

I said that.

I fucking said that.

She looked like I’d slapped her. The red creep of shame that covered her neck told me I couldn’t have pointed a steel-tipped arrow at her chest and pierced her with a mighty pull and hurt her more than those words did.

“Your heart? You—” A sob escaped, ragged and beautiful, brutal and filled with half the wounds we’d inflicted on each other in our minds.

And then I was touching her arms, my hands around her waist, her lips crushed against mine, hard and furious, that kiss trying to transcend all those years and say something—anything—to replace the silence.

She broke away first, palms against my chest, hand over my heart and moving in concert with its pumping.

Her lips parted and her eyes turned up, chin still down, and she uttered the last words I heard her speak before she marched out:

“God damn Liam.” Her hand flew up and she slapped me so hard I knew I’d have a red flush that matched hers.

Turning on her heel, she deposited the sex doll in a gape-mouthed Darla’s arms as Green Hair stomped off after her, the entire bar abuzz with whispers about what they’d just seen.

Whatever the hell it was.




Chapter Five

Charlotte

I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see, couldn’t think. But oh, could I feel. Too much. Too many feelings. My feet took over and began to race through the open main door of the bar, down the street, my brain on fire and my heart in death throes.

“Charlotte!” I heard Maggie call out in the distance, but I couldn’t stop. If I stopped I’d be a sobbing mess forever, and I’d already tried living life like that five years ago. It wasn’t to my liking. Just running and running until I was exhausted wouldn’t work either, but I had to put as much distance as I could between myself and that kiss.

That kiss!

God damn Liam, all right. How dare he? How dare he! Every second that kiss lasted felt like a contraction, like the loss of the baby all over again. Like the loss of him all over again.

Losing my friend, losing my baby, losing myself—it was never going to fade, was it? The tears poured down my face as I ran, low heels be damned, click-clacking on uneven pavement as downtown Boston lights became a blur.

“Charlotte!” Maggie’s voice was sharp, the clasp of her hand on my elbow a yank that jarred me. “Slow down. Calm down. Breathe.”

“Can’t,” I gasped. “Can’t. If I—if I stop—I…oh, God.” I sagged against her, letting the feelings come in. They flooded like a tidal wave. She pulled me to a bus station bench, the scent of urine overpowering, the lingering staleness of millions of cigarettes smoked here some sort of base comfort. We sat on the dirty aluminum bench and I cried until I had no more tears.

It took a lot longer than I thought.

Peeling me off, she fished around in her tiny purse until she found an old coffeehouse napkin, balled up but unused, and said apologetically, “Here.”

“Oh, God, oh, God, what was I thinking?”

“You weren’t. You were feeling.”

“I’m not supposed to feel! Not when it comes to Liam.” I started to hyperventilate. Flashes of so many memories from five years ago hit me, hard. The phone call with him. Going to Planned Parenthood alone, too ashamed to ask a friend to go with me. The confirmation of pregnancy. Going to health services for an eight-week appointment. The talk about “options,” which was code for abortion or adoption.

“I had a baby in me. I had a baby in me with Liam,” I whispered. The dreams that tormented me, so wonderful in slumber where Liam was attentive and loving, cradling my belly in his hands, talking to our unborn child, always dissipated in the cold light of day when I woke up and realized the only real thing was my nausea.

Puking before midterm exams. Puking after midterm exams. Puking, once, during midterm exams. Finishing out my semester by the skin of my teeth and only because the professor whose exam I missed when I was bleeding out in a dorm bathroom gave me a pass because I had an A average otherwise.

Which left me with a C- in that class.

“Charlotte,” she soothed. 

“I never told my mom, you know?” I was raving. “My own mother. I was so ashamed. Not at being pregnant—accidents happen, and I was on the pill—but at the way Liam acted. It felt like I’d done something so wrong that I deserved to be treated like something you leave in a dump, so I couldn’t bear to tell my mom. I kept it a secret, and then I miscarried, and she never found out.”

“I know, honey. I know,” Maggie crooned as I choked and bleated into the early fall night.

“And five years,” I raged on. “Nothing. Nothing. Not a word. Then the bastard sees me at a party and orders sex toys!” My harsh laughter caught the eye of passersby, who involuntarily steered a few feet away from the bus stop.

“Sex toys from me! The woman who hasn’t had sex since Liam!” There. I’d said it.

Maggie startled, her body tense against mine, but she kept her mouth shut, eyes kind and filled with something close to pity.

“You know what he said to me, back then, after I told him I was pregnant? You know what he said, Maggie?” The wind whistled through a giant hole where my heart was supposed to be.

“What?”

“He said, ‘Oh.’ That’s all. Just ‘oh.’” A dark exhaustion began its slow creep through my limbs, the feeling familiar.

“That’s it?”

“No—he also told me to ask our friend Amy to take me to Planned Parenthood to confirm the pregnancy when I asked him to drive me.”

“Jesus. What a gentleman.”

I snorted. “That’s the thing!” I wailed. “He was a gentleman! We’ve known each other since he was in sixth and I was in seventh grade. I’ve known him since before his voice changed! And all those years of friendship, then more, meant fucking nothing. Nothing. He threw me away like a piece of trash.”

“Oh, honey.”

“Threw our baby away like a piece of trash.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Which is exactly what happened. My baby became medical waste. Trash. Just…something you throw away and forget ever happened.”

“No, no, Charlotte,” Maggie soothed, her arm around my shoulders.

“Except I can’t forget. Can’t forgive, can’t forget, can’t move on, can’t stop thinking and now he kissed me and he—GOD DAMN LIAM!” I screamed.

All those trips to the local ice cream stand on our bikes in the summer when we were in middle school. The countless swimming and track meets I went to, watching him compete. Band practices where I was by his side. Going on class trips and riding the buses to Washington, D.C., Toronto, and Disney World for band competitions.

Our first kiss. Roses sent to me at school on Valentine’s Day. Homecoming dances and proms and…all of it.

All of me thrown away with one phone call. How? How could he do that.

“And worst of all,” I said, “is that I’m sitting here on this bench wishing to God that he’ll walk down that sidewalk.” I looked toward the bar. “And come after me and tell me he’s sorry and he is so sorry and how am I and how much he wishes we could have our baby and—” The new set of tears took over the words and Maggie just held me.

Because really—what else could we do?

Ten minutes went by. A bus stopped and went, the driver a bit confused when we didn’t get up.

Twenty minutes. I could count time by the big digital clock on the bank across the street.

And, finally, Maggie stood slowly, pulling me to my feet. She reached her hand out, palm up, and I knew what she wanted. I handed her my keys. She wrapped her arm around me and we began the slow walk to the parking garage where I’d left my car.

Liam never did come for me.

Liam

“I can’t believe she just hit you!” Sam’s voice cut through the crowd as I rubbed my jaw. What the fuck just happened? Her taste was on my lips, scattered across the tip of my tongue, the bite of that smack ricocheting through me.

“Why did she hit you? Because you kissed her?” Darla held the blowup doll, who looked at me with incrimination, that permanent O face an abomination.

“Because she’s a bitch,” Sam answered for me. I flinched, free hand curling into a fist.

“Don’t call her that,” I growled. Trevor looked between me and Sam, on guard. He should be.

Tyler wandered over at a snail’s pace. “Where’s the green-haired chick? She was interesting,” he mumbled.

“Shut up, Frown,” I barked at him. He held his palms up in a “no offense” gesture. But it wasn’t working. I needed to beat the shit out of someone. Something. Anything.

“She is a bitch, Liam. After what she did to you. She has some fucking nerve…” Sam’s voice trailed off as Trevor shot him a deadly look and shook his head.

I dropped my hand from my face and stared at the main door. My heart smacked against my ribs like a series of jabs in a boxing match. Five years felt like five seconds. Like five centuries.

I was going out of my mind.

“There a problem here?” Mac, the manager, came over, trying to disperse the crowd. “That slap part of the act?” His words were a joke, but the look on his face was anything but.

“No, sir,” Sam said. “Just…some unfinished business.”

Mac was a bald dude with no neck and a bunch of gold chains buried in chest hair so thick it made him look half human, half bear.

“Good. Stirs up interest. You got about fifty chicks ready to fuck you after the show now, Liam.” He smacked my back twice and walked away.

I grunted. “Don’t want to fuck any of them.” 

“Your dick broken? Because there’s some fine meat in there,” Mac said over his shoulder. Trevor flashed me a look and pulled Mac aside, whispering something that made Mac shut up. 

“What was that about?” Darla asked again. “I know she was your girlfriend, but…”

“She cheated on him. Got knocked up by another guy our senior year, right before prom, and now she comes here and slaps him,” Sam explained.

“That about sums it up,” said Trevor, who was back now, a troubled look on his face.

“How do you know it wasn’t yours?” Darla asked before Trevor could stop her. The familiar napalm-filled firebomb ignited inside me.

Sam frowned. “Because…because…” His voice trailed off as he looked at me. “You always just said you knew. How’d you know? I figured it was because of timing, like you hadn’t slept with her during the dates needed to know it was yours, or something like that.”

I couldn’t stop once I opened my mouth. And right there, in front of a bar filled with customers about to watch Random Acts of Crazy do its thing, I shared the one thing I’d never told anyone else in the world. Ever. 

“Because I’m sterile.”




Chapter Six

Charlotte

I stared at the order screen. My fingers shook as I pressed “order delivered” and closed out Liam’s entry. Mission accomplished. Delivery confirmed.

At least I delivered something of Liam’s from start to finish, even if it was just a sex toy order.

Maggie had been a rock that night, getting me home and just listening. Being shredded like that wasn’t new. It was, in fact, a very old feeling.

Having the scar ripped open and my insides turned out for the world to see was new, though.

Liam kissed me. Kissed me! The memory of his lips against mine, the lust and grief and anger and want that I felt pulsing from him mixed with the completely insane reality of his actions five years ago and his silence.

My therapists asked why I never tried to call him. Why I didn’t tell him about the miscarriage. Why…why I did or didn’t do something.

Years later I realized that important detail. I talked solely about what Liam didn’t do. He didn’t call. Didn’t check up. For all he knew I had a child—a child!—of his, a grandchild to Sybil and Garrett, and he didn’t bother with so much as a text.

And yet those questions…why didn’t I reach out to him?

Five years of being asked that question still didn’t make it any easier to try to explain. The coldness in his voice, the way he had no reaction to my fear, my tears, my sheer horror at being a freshman in college and pregnant—pregnant!—while on the pill. I’d been a good girl, taking those pills faithfully. I never strayed, even took the damn things within the same hour every day, like clockwork, and when I got pregnant I’d been on them for two years.

I knew being pregnant wasn’t anyone’s fault. We’d had enough sex ed drummed into us in middle and high school to know that all forms of birth control (except abstinence!) had some kind of failure rate.

No one ever believes they’ll be in that one percent. I certainly didn’t. We didn’t use condoms because we were each other’s firsts.

Liam was still my only. Oh, the irony: the celibate sex toy party hostess. Then again, if anyone was an expert in using these devices…

A soft knock on my office door shook me out of my thoughts. “Yes?” I called out. It was office hours again and I was stationed at my desk, ready for whatever the residents threw my way, from shampoo-stealers to boyfriend-haters to balcony climbers.

Maggie. “Hey.” She touched my shoulder briefly before sitting in the hot seat, where students came for counseling or discipline. Mostly something in between.

“Hey, yourself.”

She studied me. “You okay?”

“No.”

She just nodded. “I wouldn’t be either after last night.”

All I could do was blink. A lot.

“You know,” she said softly, a sapphire in her eyebrow winking at me as sun danced over it, “I saw my rapist once. One of them, at least.”

My breathing stopped.

“I’m not equating it to your seeing Liam. I’m not.”

“I know.”

“But there’s a…similarity. The surprise of seeing someone who was the cause of so much pain.”

And love, though, I thought. And love, for me.

“But Liam was about love for you, too. So that’s the big difference,” she added. Sometimes we really did share the same mind. She could be amazing. 

My lips twisted into something that felt like a pathetic smile. “The love part is what I can’t get over.”

She sighed. “In my therapy groups people used to tell me I was ‘lucky’ because it wasn’t a date rape. That date rapes are harder to get over because you feel so betrayed.”

Anger tightened my throat. “I hardly call being gang raped by three men ‘lucky.’” She’d poured the story out to me a few months into last year during one of those late-night chats where you find out just how authentic the other person is. Dump your life story out like a peddler hawking his wares and see, in the morning, whether the merchandise is still any good.

Maggie and I had become fast friends. When you find someone who can appreciate you for who you are and not judge you for what’s been done to you, keep them. Male, female, young, old, Republican, Democratic, Libertarian or Breatharian. They’re rare.

A soft tap on the door made us jump. Fuck. Had a student overheard?

Maggie took a shaky breath and held up one finger. “Come in,” she called out.

I cocked an eyebrow and she closed her eyes, nodding. Okay, then.

Jordan, a third-floor resident assistant and part of the new crop of RAs, bounced into the room. Her hair was pulled back in a no-nonsense pony tail and she wore a Minecraft t-shirt.

“Someone puked in the washing machine on our floor,” she said with narrowed eyes the color of dark mulch. Her speech was touched by the presence of an orthodontic appliance. She was twenty going on twelve, so tiny but mighty.

“Report it to custodial services,” I said with a lame smile and a sigh.

“They said they’re too busy over in Hedelman with some giant party last night that included Silly String and a punctured keg.”

“How did someone get a keg into an undergrad dorm?” I asked.

“That’s the engineering wing,” Maggie reminded me. “Those freaks can figure anything out. I’m surprised there aren’t greased baby pigs on the roof.”

“Don’t give them ideas.” Jordan giggled. She quickly went back to serious. “Should we review the security tapes to see who did it?” 

Jordan was a rule follower. An enforcer. She took her job so seriously I was starting to get complaints from her residents. Nothing like being written up at 10:01 p.m. for kissing your boyfriend as he left at dorm curfew to fuel anger at the RA.

“Nah,” Maggie said. She fished around in her pocket and handed Jordan six quarters. “Just throw a little bleach in there and run the washer through a cycle. It’ll be fine.”

Jordan’s eyes bugged out and she looked at me. “Is that allowed?”

I stifled a laugh and shrugged. “It’s probably the easiest way to handle it.”

“But people need to know that washing machines aren’t toilets!” she insisted, staring at the quarters in her hands like they were contraband.

“I think most people do,” I said with quiet authority. “But the video camera won’t capture much in that corner of the floor, and we’d spend a lot of hours trying to figure out something that can be handled simply.”

“But—”

“If it happens again, we’ll review tapes. For now, let’s just deal with it in a low-key manner.”

“Can I make flyers?” She perked up. “Put them on my floor telling people washing machines are not toilets?”

“Not unless you want a bunch of boyfriends to take a dump in them to make a point,” Maggie muttered. I kicked her ankle and she yelped.

Jordan glared at her, nostrils flaring, but then remembered who was boss. “Um, okay. So I just run the washing machine through and forget it happened?” She was huffy.

“Of course not,” I said. Maggie bit her lips and suppressed a laugh. Time to turn this into a good cop/bad cop routine. “Write it up in your nightly rounds report and we’ll keep an eye on it. Good job noticing, though—I like that you’re on the ball.”

Jordan beamed. “Thank you!” She left as quickly as she appeared, quarters jingling as she walked down the hallway.

Maggie rolled her eyes. “Posters! Can you imagine what would end up in the washing machines? A few steaming shits from the boyfriends would be the least of it.”

I shut my door quietly. “She’s young. She still thinks people just need to be educated so they can make the right decisions.”

We burst into laughter so hysterical we had to wipe tears from our jaw lines.

“When did we get so jaded?” I asked.

“After I got gang raped and you got dumped on the phone while pregnant?” Maggie shot back lickety-split.

I sighed. “Yeah. That about explains it.”

“Seeing him…that’s going to take you and rattle you like an extra in a Transformers movie that gets picked up by the bad robots and thrown halfway across Los Angeles,” Maggie said.

“You have such a way with analogies.”

My phone rang. The landline. Maggie looked at it like it was a tarantula that had come to life. I jumped in my seat, my heart zooming.

“Fuck,” I whispered, because a Resident Director’s landline rings for only two reasons: a call from a boss, or a call from a parent.

Neither is good.

“Charlotte Greyson, Resident Director. How can I help you?” I answered, pointing for Maggie to stay put.

“Oh, hello. This is Risa Lennon. Derek Lennon’s mother.” Derek Lennon. My mind raced. Sophomore, new to the guy’s wing across the quad. Glasses, dark hair. One of the math geeks.

“Yes, Mrs. Lennon!” I answered, feigning a chipperness I’ve never possessed in my life. “How are you?”

“I’m fine. Actually, I’m not. I’m calling about Derek. He’s changed recently.”

I pulled out my log where I documented calls and incidents. Maggie frowned in a curious way.

“Yes?” I’d learned last year to say as little as possible but to be open. The parents would pour it all out.

“Derek is insisting that we do not have access to his grades.”

I covered the mouthpiece and mouthed the word “grades” to Maggie, who groaned and rolled her eyes. We all got calls like these every semester.

Out came my script.

“Mrs. Lennon, I’m sorry, but federal law prohibits me from providing any information about a student’s grades to parents. Once they’re adults, they can choose whether to share that information or not.”

“But Derek isn’t like this! He doesn’t keep secrets from us!”

“Ma’am, the semester is only a few weeks old. Which grades are you worried about seeing?” I switched from my bureaucratic voice to my soothing voice.

“All of them! Last year he let us talk to his professors!”

Poor professors.

“But then someone in student services”—she said student services like the words dog shit—“explained that he didn’t have to share, and now he’s going on and on about his ‘rights.’”

In my most professional tone possible, I replied with: “He does have rights as an adult now, and I know it’s hard to make that kind of transition. But there’s nothing I can do to help, Mrs. Len—”

Click.

“She hung up on me!” I shouted, staring at the black plastic hand piece. “Nice!”

“Good for Derek,” Maggie said. “Makes me want to find him and give him a high-five.”

“Jan said she used to get a call like this maybe once a year,” I said. Jan Murphy was the Director of Residence Life, thirty years our senior and quite seasoned in Res Life. “Now we get them once a week.”

“More than that. Freshman mid-term grade time is a horror show. I had twenty-three calls last year!” Maggie added.

I looked at my calendar. Four more weeks. I put an asterisk on it and wrote “Let calls go to voicemail.” Maggie looked over my shoulder and laughed.

“Puke in the washing machine, hover mothers, asshole ex ordering sex dolls from you. Just another week in paradise for us, huh?”

A song blasted suddenly from an open window a few floors above. “I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer” from Liam’s band began. Random Acts of Crazy had a huge following here, mostly consisting of freshman women who would love to hand their cherries over to Liam and Trevor, if the lounge talk I’d overheard these past few weeks were true. 

Maggie’s phone buzzed. She looked at it and muttered a few choice curse words as she sprinted out the door. “Who the hell sets a couch on fire in a courtyard?” she yelled as her footsteps pounded down the stairs to the outside.

“Never a dull moment,” I called back. I closed my eyes and listened to the chorus of the Random Acts of Crazy song that wafted into the window, the blend of Trevor and Liam’s voices like a lullaby. Liam’s hands on me last night, his claiming of something that used to be his, how his fingers were so hungry for my hips, my ass…me.

He kissed me like he meant it. Like he really missed me.

But too bad, Liam. You really did waste your only answered prayer.

Liam

Amy and Darla were on the couch at Trevor and Sam’s place, heads touching as they bent over Amy’s e-reader, tapping and reading.

Amy frowned. “I don’t think werewolves have two knots in their penises.”

Darla looked surprised. “All my research says—”

Huh? “You’re talking about werewolf cocks? What the hell do you learn in library science school?” I asked Amy. I expected her to blush like she always did, but instead she tipped her chin up, defiant.

“It’s not homework.”

“Then you read this shit for pleasure?” Chicks.

“It’s not shit!” Darla turned pink, which took me by surprise. Nothing made Darla blush. The woman fucked Joe in an airplane toilet and came out covered in blue toilet water and took a fucking nap like it was no big deal. Why would she blush about a wolf’s penis?

“Hey, what you read is your own business. If getting off on bestiality stories gets you going—”

“It’s not bestiality!” Darla and Amy shouted at me. Amy flipped the e-reader over.

Sam came out from the bathroom, a towel around his waist, shaving cream on half his face. “What the hell is going on?” His eyes looked at me with a half-angry, half-curious stare.

Trevor happened to walk in the door, six-pack in hand. He took in the scene. “What’s up?”

“Darla and Amy are defending their perverted bestiality porno shit reading,” I declared.

“It’s NOT shit! I don’t write shit!” Darla shouted.

“And it’s not porn!” Amy added. 

“Write?” Now I understood, and turned to Darla. “You wrote that story? Knots in penises and werewolves? What do they teach you in those English classes at Harvard?” She had been bragging about her part-time schedule at the Harvard Extension school for the past year.

“A hell of a lot more than you’d think,” she snapped back. Trevor unloaded the beer into the fridge and came back into the living room. Sam disappeared back into the bathroom.

“Explain,” Trevor said, settling on the couch next to Darla.

Amy and Darla exchanged a look.

“Spill,” Trevor said, his hand stroking up Darla’s wrist to her shoulder, lips nuzzling her neck. A hot blast of want plowed through me, except I wanted to do that to Charlotte.

“I’m writing,” Darla said. She was uncharacteristically brief, which was fine with me. That woman’s mouth was turned on more often than a horny seventeen-year-old guy at a porn movie awards show.

“You’re writing werewolf romance novels?” Trevor pried.

“Yes.”

“For class?”

“Sorta.”

“You can speak in more than one- to two-word sentences,” Trevor coaxed.

“I know.” A smile twitched at her lips.

Trevor reached for the e-reader. Darla swiped it from Amy and sat on it.

“That just gives me an excuse to grab your ass,” Trevor announced. Great. Like we needed to see Trevor grab Darla’s ass any more than we already did. Made me think about Charlotte’s ass, nice and snug against the cloth of her skirt, the curve of— 

Get out of my head, Charlotte. She kept creeping in every time I saw one of my friends with their chick.

“I’m a little hurt,” Trevor gasped as he wrestled Darla on the couch. Amy skittered out of the way and ran into the bathroom as Trevor and Darla looked like they were Greco-Roman wrestling. At least they were clothed. 

“I don’t want you to read it and think it sucks,” she gasped as Trevor prevailed and got the e-reader.

“Do you write about me?”

“Do you have a double-knotted penis?”

“Shhh. That was our little secret.”

“Little.” I laughed.

Trevor glared at me. “You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t. I’m not the guy who sleeps with you two. Speaking of which, where is Joe? We have a gig next week and he said he’d be here this weekend to practice. Sam and I have to strip tonight but we have tomorrow to practice.”

“He’s on his way,” Darla announced as Trevor began reading the e-reader.

“Travis? Your main character’s name is TRAVIS?” he shouted. “And….” He tapped the screen, scanned, and then repeated that a few times. “Josh?” He rolled his eyes. “You’re writing werewolf romance novels about Travis and Josh and—”

“Danielle,” she muttered.

“Oh, this isn’t autobiographical or anything,” he said with great sarcasm.

“Are you a secret werewolf I don’t know about?” Darla spat out.

Trevor started to laugh as someone knocked on the door. “No, but you make me want to howl at the moon and do crazy things involving my un-knotted dick,” he said just as Joe walked in the door.

Pissed.

“Jesus, Trev, you knew I was coming home today and you still can’t stop keeping her to yourself? Thanks a fuck of a lot.”

“Right. That’s exactly what I was doing. You nailed it, Joe.”

“Looks like you were about to nail it.”

“I thought you two didn’t get jealous of each other?” Amy asked. “Isn’t that the whole point of how your threesome works?” She looked to Darla for clarification, but Darla looked like she was a beet attached to a bicycle pump. 

“Shut up,” they all said in unison.

“Hey!” Sam barked. Somehow the room went from friendly ribbing about Darla’s werewolf porn writing to a massive testosterone standoff in three seconds.

Joe had that effect on people.

“It? I am not an it,” Darla protested. 

“No, you’re a chick who writes werewolf porn,” I said. All eyes were on me in a glare. Shit. Time to go grab a beer.

Removing myself from the line of fire, I buried my head in their fridge. Darla practically lived there, and with Amy’s frequent visits the two managed to keep a decent amount of food here. My dinky studio had a dorm-sized fridge, which meant it barely held enough beer for me for one night.

Trevor and Sam had actual green and orange vegetables in their fridge. Dairy products that hadn’t expired. And much better beer. I grabbed a Fat Tire and listened in. Watching fights between Darla, Trevor, and Joe was better than catching any reality show on cable. Someone should start a Threesomes show.

“We weren’t talking about having sex with each other,” Darla told Joe. “We were talking about my writing.” She reached over for him and kissed that puckered-mouth asshole’s cheek. He really was an anal-retentive, condescending pseudo-blue blood even when he didn’t realize it. Still, he was great at business and had something I couldn’t put my finger on when it came to playing bass. Without him, the band lacked a spark. A small one, but it was obvious.

“Writing? What are you writing? Sweepstakes entries for your mom?”

And there you go. Asshole couldn’t help it. 

Amy gasped and began chattering a long string of feminist stuff at Joe, who just smirked. They had a routine, like an old married couple, except more bitter. Darla clutched the e-reader to her boobs like it was a hungry baby. Trevor put his hands on his hips and caught my eye. Then he looked at my beer.

Grab me one, he mouthed, so what the hell—I got one from the fridge, tossed it to him, and the two of us just watched.

“I am writing a romance novel,” Darla declared.

“Why?” Joe asked. Laughed his way through the question.

“My creative writing professor at Harvard said I should.”

That stopped his laughter. “She did?”

“He. He did.” She cut her eyes over to Amy. “He’s hot. Like, really hot. And his writing has won awards…”

“Why would a Harvard prof recommend writing romance novels?” Joe sneered.

“Because it’s what he does for a living when he’s not teaching at the extension school.”

The sneer melted.

“Huh?” 

I had to admit, I was as confused as Joe. Romance novels are those silly books with the half-dressed woman from the 1800s with some dumb jock type with a barrel chest trying to sniff her to death.

“He makes way more money writing romance novels than he does teaching,” Darla explained.

Joe cut her off. “Then he must not be a good teacher.”

“He’s tenured at Harvard.”

“Oh.” That meant Joe’s categorization of the world was falling apart. This was going to be fun.

“Your professor at Harvard told you to start writing werewolf porn for a class?” I asked, nudging Trevor. He gave me a grin and then snuffed it out when Darla and Joe gave him the side eye.

“It’s not porn!” she and Amy shrieked in unison. “It’s romance.”

“What’s the difference?” Joe asked.

Darla took a deep breath as if she’d planned for this question. “A romance novel has one woman and one man and an emotionally satisfying ‘happily ever after’ ending.”

“What about gay couples?” Sam asked.

“Okay…they count,” Darla added. She looked at Trev and Joe with a dark expression. “But not threesomes.”

“So you can write about werewolves falling in love and it’s a romance novel but three humans can’t have a happily-ever-after?” Trevor said, agog.

“Not when one of the guys keeps hogging the woman,” Joe said darkly, under his breath. 

Amy interrupted. “I think you can, but everyone knows writing menage romance is a career ender. Darla would be finished before she even got started. No one wants to read threesome romance.”

Darla frowned. “Amy and I disagree on that one, but for now she’s right, and my professor says the same thing: if you want to make a good, part-time income, you write male-female romance with a happily-ever-after and hairy feet.”

“Huh?” All four of us guys grunted at the same time. She sounded like those women on douche commercials. Like she spoke a language I didn’t ever want to understand.

“Animal shifter romance is what I like to write, and so far, I like to read it. My professor had us take the ‘monster’ classics—Dracula and Frankenstein—and write a short story of our own based on a classic monster. I picked a werewolf,” Darla elaborated. 

“Why?” Joe put his arm around her and seemed to thaw. That guy could be jumping her bones right now if he’d walked through the door with a better attitude. Instead we were talking about romance novels and hairy feet.

“He said I should expand the story. That I have a gift.” She blushed and looked up at Joe under her hooded lids. Even I couldn’t be an asshole to that. She was hopeful and eager, and if Joe cut her down so help me I’d—

“That’s cool! But what do you mean, ‘career’?” he asked.

“My professor says I should try to get my book published. Write a series and make some money. Like Twilight.”

Every person in the room groaned hard. “You want to write about a woman with the facial expression of dried spooge?” I asked. 

“What expression does dried spooge have?” she shot back. 

“Just hanging around for too long and overstaying its welcome.”

“I don’t want to write about Bella and Edward. I want to write my own stories. About werewolf cops and—”

We all burst into laughter. Except Amy and Darla.

“It’s not funny, and fuck all of you!” Darla shouted. “When you were all snot-nosed little shits someone told you your music had promise. What if they’d just laughed at you and said it was porn and—”

“Actually, my dad did just laugh,” I said. 

“Someone believed in you!” she insisted.

I looked at Trevor. “Your mom,” I said. 

He nodded. “She gave us the garage to practice in.” 

“Then be Trevor’s mom for me right now if you can muster it, or else.”

“Or else what?”

“Or else I’ll make you the victim of a werewolf attack and have them dining on your eviscerated bowels. Liam is a great name for a character.”

“Lovely.”

“How about we give you some material for sex scenes,” Joe whispered to her, but loud enough for everyone to hear. He steered her to Trevor’s bedroom.

She said something to him that included the words “sex toy.”

Which made me think of Charlotte.

In the week that had passed, the guys had thought it was fucking funny to make that damn blowup doll show up in weird places. Passenger seat of my car. Their toilet. In their fridge bent in half, hole poking out with a banana in it. Playing Joe’s bass while sitting on the couch.

I hadn’t seen her—it!—all day, so I knew it was coming.

But Charlotte…

Trevor watched Joe walk down the halfway with Darla, then turned to me and said, “Speaking of sex toys…”

“Where is she?” I asked.

“I was thinking more about our conversation the other night. About Charlotte and the pregnancy.”

Oh, fuck. I did not want to talk about this, but it was better to go on the offensive. “You mean the fact that I shoot blanks?”

“Yep.” He gave me a look of pity. “That’s gotta hurt.”

“No. When I come it feels just as good as it does for everyone else.”

“Dude.” He gave me a hard look. What was this, the Dr. Phil show?

“You want me to cry and sob like a pussy about the fact that I got mumps when I was at an age where it can fry your nads? Because that’s it. Simple story. Nothing to it.” That was the most I’d ever said about it to anyone other than my doctor and my mom. 

“And Charlotte knew that and still fucked someone else and got knocked up?”

I straightened. “Sort of.”

Sam and Amy watched our conversation quietly. “You never told her,” she said in a flat voice. For some reason, it sounded like an indictment. Like I’d done something wrong. 

“No.” I tried. I really had tried, a thousand times while we dated. But what teen guy wants to confess to the chick he loves that he’ll never be a daddy? Mom and Dad and the doctors confirmed it when I was sixteen. Nothing like shooting off a load in a bathroom with a Playboy magazine and handing your hot cup of jizz off to a nurse while your mother watches.

When you’re sixteen.

For two different specialists.

The test results weren’t a surprise, but they were a source of rage. Shame. Something. My teeth ground against each other and my hands itched to do…something. Hit something. Play something.

Anything but this conversation.

Amy closed her eyes and nodded. “I get it. You knew you couldn’t father children. Charlotte got pregnant. You assumed she cheated on you. End of story.”

“Right.”

“Is that why you dumped her like that? So coldly on the phone?” Amy asked.

I whipped around, surprised. “You knew that?”

“Only later. Maybe…two years ago? Rumors. People got together and you talk and…” Her voice trailed off. “I defended you. I said you’d never, ever be that cold to someone. That you were too kind to do such a thing.”

Sam froze. My past with Amy wasn’t a secret, but he clearly didn’t like it being aired like this. After he’d disappeared on her, and after Charlotte fucked me over, we’d turned to each other and, in a moment of weakness, slept with each other.

Not a mistake, but not something I wanted tossed out there in front of Sam right now.

“You never told me,” Amy said softly. Her big, brown eyes locked on mine with an enormous accusation.

“I never told anyone, except him.” I pointed to Trevor, who crossed his arms over his chest and glowered.

“And I kept my mouth shut because you don’t talk about this kind of hit.”

“Hit?” Amy asked, frowning. 

He pretended to be gut punched. “Yeah. Hit. Can you imagine what he went through? I’d have thrown the phone through a window and gone all Hulk-crazy if that happened to me. Trying to pass off the baby as Liam’s?”

Thanks, bro.

“Trevor!” Darla’s voice carried out into the living room. “It’s a full moon and we need your hairy ass in here. Joe’s got the hairy feet covered.”

“My feet aren’t hairy!” Joe’s cries of protest mingled with the sound of Darla giggling. 

Trevor grinned. “I gotta go.”

“Yeah,” I muttered, watching Sam and Amy murmur a bunch of sickly sweet crap to each other and kiss.

“Everyone’s got a date tonight except me,” I mumbled. The beer in me was only rented and it was time to vacate, so I went to the bathroom, opened the door and—

My blow-up doll date was in the shower with a sign taped to her:

“I’m your number one fan.”




Chapter Seven

Charlotte

“There’s a boa constrictor loose in Boothman.” The call from security at 3:22 a.m. woke me out of a hot dream involving Liam and a blowup sex doll. It was like 9 1/2 Weeks meets Naked Lunch.

I was wet and throbbing and panting slightly. “A what?” I barked into the phone.

“A boa constrictor.”

“As in a snake? A giant snake is loose in one of the buildings?”

“Yep.” The voice on the other end of the line was new to me. The start of every semester meant we had a new crop of student workers. This wasn’t Dale Evanston, the assistant chief of police calling me. That voice I knew. A little too well. Or the director of campus security, Sharon Dunston.

This was Anonymous Minimum Wage Student Worker #17.

“What am I supposed to do about it?” I asked.

“I…uh…” He went from being casual to worried. “I don’t know. I just know protocol says I inform the resident director on duty.”

“Did you call animal control, too?”

“The students said they did.”

“Were they drunk?”

“Um…they said they weren’t, but they also said the reason the snake got loose was because the ping-pong ball from beer pong popped into the cage and they opened it to get it and—”

I threw off the covers and started fishing around in my drawers for clean sweats. And fresh underwear, because mine were soaked.

God damn Liam and my dreams.

“The first rule of working in student services is never automatically believe what the students tell you. What’s your name?” 

“Dan.” His voice cracked.

“Dan, you call animal control right now,” I said with a long sigh. “What room was this in?”

“412. They really did swear they weren’t drunk,” he added in a pleading voice. I pattern matched in my mind to the best of my middle-of-the-night abilities. Freshman quad. Four drunk eighteen year olds with a six-foot snake.

An escaped six-foot snake.

Awesome.

“Thanks.”

“So…you need me for anything?”

Eye roll. “Just call animal control and document it in the log.”

“Should I review the security tapes?” His voice was a little too eager, just like my RA Jordan’s had been the other day. The student workers loved to watch security video. I think they’re all destined to become NSA agents.

“No. If we need to do that, the RDs like me will handle it.”

Disappointment filled his voice. “Okay. Thanks.” Click.

“Go into residence life, they said. It will be fun, they said,” I muttered as I threw on new pants and a crappy old hoodie from high school with some band slogan on it. Saturday nights in the dorms were always a bit crazy, but so far this night I’d handled two lockouts because the RAs were busy doing other things, one case of a female freshman coming back to her room and walking in on her roommate having hot monkey sex with her boyfriend, two overstudied premed students who fell asleep in the elevator, and one male student who systematically lit cigarettes and flicked them out of a twelfth-story window, singeing one woman’s butt-length hair.

I looked outside. Full moon? It brought out the nutcases. Maybe even the werewolves at this rate. And, apparently, a six-foot snake.

I grabbed my keys, ID, and phone and began the quiet march over to Boothman. That dorm was all men, all freshmen and sophomores, and tended to house the science majors. Pets other than fish were absolutely banned from campus halls, and every fall I’d always add a line in orientation sessions:

“And just because it fits in an aquarium doesn’t mean it’s allowed.”

Once word got out that a six-foot snake was loose in a dorm, my phone and all the RD phones in this cluster would be screaming. And then in the morning the parents could be screaming, too. Tomorrow would be one hell of a day.

But tonight? This was just the cherry on top. What else could the night throw at me that would be harder to deal with than a six-foot snake?

Liam

I needed to take a bath in a giant bucket of varnish remover. So many hands on me, so many backsides rubbed up against my frontside. Too many fingers copping an extra feel around my g-string. Long, fake fingernails trailing lines down my biceps, my thigh, my chest and abs…leaving trails of spine-tingling shudders.

Most nights I was fine with being the flesh fun. I got into it, really. I’m young, hot, and this is what I do. I entertain. On a stage I do it with a guitar in hand, and here I do it with a g-string. The difference between the two is slim. When—not if—the band breaks out, I can just make women think I want to fuck them by using my hands on a guitar and my voice at a mic.

Here I use costumes and g-string. They eat it up, and knowing they want me makes it all the more fun.

It had been a long night. Three bachelorette parties in a row. What was it about early September in New England and weddings? By the third party I felt like someone had drugged me. How much lipstick could my chin handle?

My wallet was nice and fat, so I shouldn’t complain. But I would. You think stripping is easy cash, and who gives a shit about showing off your body for other people’s pleasure. It’s my body and I can do what I want with it. Dad cut me off and Mom can’t help, so I just did what seemed natural when a friend of a friend of a friend told me about the job.

The owner of the company where we stripped, Louise, told me I was a natural, and bam—instant $300 a night most nights. Tonight I was packing $500. All three parties had been in Weston, at places with gates and butlers. You get an address in neighborhoods and towns like Weston or Wellesley or Beacon Hill and suddenly the ones become fives and tens.

The demands go up, too. Tentative hands turn into entitled gropes. Women with tight faces, elevated breasts, and shoes that cost more than my first car go indignant when you tell them you won’t do that for an extra $200. No, not for $500, either.

Tempting as it might be.

The rage comes out, then. But they have to keep it in check, because life among the suburban blue bloods is all about a careful balance between what you know is true on the inside, what you have to fake on the outside, and the screaming tension of the unpredictable.

A bachelorette party with some beefcake (that’s me) is unpredictable enough to let these women feel like they’re being wild, but some of them think that because they’re letting loose and because they have husbands who own entire towns that means they can own me, too, for a half-hour or so.

“Name your price,” they’ve told me, and while I don’t have one, my fellow stripper Jack does. He quotes now with a sly half-smile and gives me a wink as the well-coiffed women slip past all their friends who try to act like they don’t notice that the cougars are about to roar.

And Jack has the fattest wallet of all.

It’s when the women won’t take no for an answer that the job gets tough. Too tough. And tonight was one of those nights.

Obsessing about Charlotte didn’t help, either.

Nights like this are why I pay $50 a month to belong to a twenty-four-hour gym. By the time I get there, it’s 3:44 a.m. and the place is close to dead. Only the hardcore free-weight junkies are lifting, spotting each other and doing cage squats that make you think their assholes are about to explode from lifting six hundred pounds out of a below-parallel squat.

Somehow they get up there, high enough to count it as a rep. Maybe that’s the key to success: work so hard you nearly blow an organ. And then do it again.

I showed up in sweats and got down to it, a set of lunges, then toe lunges, then diagonal toe lunges burning up my quads. The racks were full, and that’s how I liked it: my gym, my way, on my timeline.

“Hey,” a voice said, interrupting my thoughts. I was bench pressing forties to get ready to move up, push myself to hundreds. You can’t start too high or you’ll shred yourself. Right now, being shredded to pulp and becoming stringy meat sounded good. Maybe then I’d stop thinking about Charlotte.

The voice was attached to Tyler, our replacement bass player, a.k.a. Frown.  

“Hey,” I muttered back.

“You do forties?” He wasn’t impressed. Sweat poured off his face, his hair shorter than the last time I saw him, his tats on display as he wore a nasty old wife-beater that used to have a logo on it. Like, ten years ago. That shirt was so tattered it could be one of those strings of prayer flags the Free Tibet people used to fly on their balconies in college. 

“To start.” I pushed up, elbows angled just right, and let the weights come down slowly, helping to build more muscle fiber. “Working up to hundreds.” Why I said that was a mystery. I didn’t need to impress him.

“Need a spotter?”

Why was he here? Fuck this. “Not yet.” Gym manners said I should offer back. It wasn’t his fault I felt like taking out a small village right now.

But I didn’t offer.

“When you do, let me know.” And with that he walked off slowly, like nothing bothered him. A flare of jealously filled my skin. Must be nice to be that chill. 

I worked my way up to eighties and felt my arms weaken. Nineties made my triceps scream, but I wasn’t giving up. Every rep gave me more power, even as it ripped through me, and drove thoughts of Charlotte out of my mind. 

All those women stroking and teasing me. A few licked me. And all I could think about was Charlotte and why she fucked me over five years ago.

I got up to get a drink of water and heard someone laugh. Tuning people out at the gym was easy, because I didn’t know anyone. I kept it that way. I had enough friends.

I went back to my bench and halted, the laughter growing.

The blowup doll was on my bench, one arm clutching a five-pound weight. She wore a big Post-it note that said: “Can someone spot me?”

Fucking Tyler. I looked everywhere for him. Gone.

Three guys came out of nowhere and pointed. “She your trainer?” More laughter.

I snatched her up and stormed off to the shower. Ten minutes under the hot spray and as much soap as I could manage washed away the ick of work. What did Charlotte call her? Esme? She sat quietly on a bench, unchanging, unmoved. Maybe a blowup girlfriend was the way to go. That Ryan Gosling movie might have been a non-fiction guide to a non-friction relationship. 

I started laughing at her perpetually surprised look as I got dressed, then threw her under my arm and took off. As I walked out the main doors, one of the gym freaks called out, “Happy elopement,” and I shot him a grin and my middle finger.

5:09 a.m. Most people were about to get up.

I was just getting started. At least I knew what to do next. Me and Esme were going on a road trip to see an old friend. 

Charlotte

“You’ll probably find her sometime in the next month or two, growing in a wall or trapped in someone’s kitchen,” the animal control specialist explained. Sunrise had just started and the slow trek of Walk of Shame coeds began, their faces down, women hiding behind curtains of bedhead hair. We were on the third-floor stairwell and no one said a word as they quietly peeled off to their various floors, the snick of the doors closing like an agreed-upon code. 

Let’s pretend this never happened.

The stairwell reeked of sour alcohol and beer sweat, with a touch of cotton candy perfume (the current craze in this dorm, for some reason). I, however, was not on any kind of Walk of Shame. Hadn’t had one of those in, well…ever. 

Instead, I was currently dealing with an escaped snake. And no, not a one-eyed trouser snake.

I wish.

“You’re telling me we just have to accept the fact that a six-foot boa constrictor—” My voice sounded foreign to me, the words impossible. 

“Six foot snake of undetermined type,” she corrected. Roberta Smailes looked so much like Liam’s mother I did a double take, except this was her doppelgänger in a weird sort of way. If Sybil McCarthy had majored in animal science and worn hiking boots and old L.L. Bean flannel shirts, and never touched makeup or hair color, this could be her.

I towered over her, just like I did with Sybil.

“Six-foot snake is the operative phrase.” I sighed. This wasn’t her fault. “We have hundreds of students in this building. They will freak out knowing this thing is just lurking in the building, ready to strike.”

Roberta laughed, a friendly sound of great humor. I wanted to invite her over for coffee. “The most that sucker’s going to do is find a nice spot in a wall where mice and rats run up your pipes. It’ll have a field day in there. Like a snake luxury resort with an endless supply of food.”

“But we bait for mice and rats.”

She scowled. “Then if the snake eats a poisoned rodent, the snake has a strong chance of dying, too. You’ll know where it is by the smell of its decomposing body.”

“Even better,” I muttered. “Those are the scenarios?”

She frowned, thinking for a moment, then gave me a smirk. “Or it slips out of the building one day in search of better hunting grounds. Then someone reports a giant escaped snake and you have a million news crews here.”

“I don’t like any of these choices,” I muttered, then yawned.

She shrugged. “I can’t find her. If I could, I’d haul her away.” She reached into the breast pocket of her flannel shirt and handed me a business card. “If you see a new bulge in a wall, or hear scuffling sounds in one, call me.”

“A bulge in a what?”

“The wall. If the snake gets comfortable and has a steady supply of food, it will grow. And it might start to push out the wall if it’s wedged somewhere.”

“Oh, God.” I pictured the parent calls.

She clapped me on the shoulder and started to leave. “I don’t envy you,” she called out as she stomped down the stairs.

“Me either.”

“It’s never fun when a snake just suddenly appears out of nowhere,” she said, snickering. 

I walked down the stairs a flight behind her, peeling off to my first-floor hallway as she went outside through the exit, the dull-grey light of 6 a.m. a brutal reminder of the night. No one goes into residence life for routine and predicability. That’s for sure.

“Another morning for earplugs and a noise machine,” I muttered to myself as I keyed into my apartment, my eyes darting around on the ground. I wasn’t getting much sleep, though. Not with a fucking six-foot snake terrorist living among us.

Someone came into my peripheral vision just as I opened my door. A brown-haired, short woman. I began speaking as I pulled the key out. “Unless it’s an emergency, I’m going to bed, so—”

I turned to find a woman perpetually surprised.

Esmeralda. And attached to her was a big old snake.

More than six feet tall.

My eyes narrowed. “You,” was all I could say. In spite of myself, my hands flew to my hair. It felt like a rat’s nest in a ponytail. My clothes were about as glamorous as you’d expect for a middle-of-the-night call about a loose snake.

Liam looked fresh and wild, his hair slightly wet and his face so raw I couldn’t breathe.

“Me,” was all he said.

“And Esme.”

“She’s a lousy conversationalist,” he said.

My pulse raced and a deep sense of unease poured through me, quickly followed by a rush of hope. Hope that I did not welcome, want, or embrace. Once you let hope come back in you know that pain is next, and I’d spent so much time trying to be resilient, to make sure that if I couldn’t feel hope, I’d never feel pain.

If Liam hurt me again I didn’t think I could keep breathing.

“Why are you here?” I asked, my voice cracking.

He frowned, his eyes uncertain, his hands in tight fists. Then he let out a small sound that was supposed to be a laugh but didn’t quite make it. “I don’t know. I practiced a hell of a lot of answers to that question on the drive here, but all of them sound stupid.”

I leaned against the doorjamb and crossed my arms over my breasts. It made me feel infinitesimally more safe. “Try me.”

The air between us crackled with five years of unspoken words, one dead baby, one amazing kiss and…er….one sex doll.

I stared at her and realized I had to get her out of the hall.

Liam followed my look and laughed, but before he could say anything, old Ernie, the retired head of campus security who still took occasional weekend shifts, lumbered down the hallway. He looked like Wilford Brimley, with a long, grey walrus mustache and gold-rimmed glasses, though he weighed about a hundred pounds less. Even his voice was similar, and he impressed the students by saying “diabeetus” over and over from an internet meme.

Ernie looked at me and smiled, then turned to Liam with an outstretched hand for a shake. He halted as his eyes skimmed over Esme.

“Now that’s a sight you don’t see every day,” he said drolly. Then he turned and gave Liam the once-over, tipping his chin up. Ernie was five and a half feet tall on a good day. 

“You do in res life,” I said, returning his smile.

“Ernie Driscoll,” he said to Liam, shaking his hand. “Everyone round here just calls me Old Ernie.”

“Hey, Ernie,” Liam said. “Liam McCarthy.” 

“That your bucket of bolts out in the main parking lot?” Ernie asked Liam, eyes slowly assessing him. 

“Yes, sir.”

“The one without a visitor’s parking pass?”

Liam gulped. Ernie had a way of making you feel like you were an errant nine-year-old kid. Liam’s eyes shifted to me, and I wordlessly went into my office and grabbed a visitor’s pass. I guess he was staying.

My heart skipped in double time at the thought as I handed it to Liam.

Introductions completed, Ernie turned to me and raised his bushy, overgrown eyebrows.

“I’m assuming she’s not yours, missy,” he said, pointing to Esme. Any other campus professional called me missy and I’d be down their throats in three seconds. Ernie was the only one who could get away with it. He made me nostalgic for my grandpa, who died when I was in eighth grade.

“Not mine.” 

“Yours?” he said to Liam, eyebrows inching even higher. His eyes took in Liam from stem to stern again. “You don’t look like you need to be finding your booty from a plastic doll.”

Liam choked on his response. “No, sir.”

Ernie reached out for the parking pass. “Your car’s unlocked,” he declared, pulling a flashlight out of his holster. “I checked. Not smart. But it means I’ll put this pass in there and make you legal. Lock your car for you, too.” As Ernie’s bushy eyebrows met in a disapproving frown, they looked like a squirrel’s tail.

Liam flushed red and handed over the pass, a little too obedient. Was he as nervous as I was about seeing each other?

Ernie picked up Esme. “Oh, don’t be so surprised, Dolly,” he muttered as he tucked her under one shoulder and began his lopsided walk down the stairs. “I’ll help you find a nice boy down by the dumpster where you can get it on. Maybe there’s a cardboard cutout of that Justin Bieber kid, like there was a few weeks ago. You two can see if it’s a love match.”

Liam shook his head sadly as Ernie disappeared. “I’ll never meet another woman like Esme.” 

“You can buy another one.”

He eyed me with a look so focused and determined. “Is that what I need to do to get you to come to a gig again and kiss me?”

“I didn’t kiss you! You kissed me!”

And then he did it again, right there in the hallway, under the security cameras my RAs were so eager to view. In that moment, though, I wasn’t aware of anything but his hands on my hips, his lips on mine, the kiss possessive and aggressive, more in tune with the five years of resentment between us than the five years of longing. 

Who could separate it all, though? The mixed emotions made a giant fireball that was erratic and dangerous, completely capable of destruction and yet so powerful it was a thing of beauty to behold.

We didn’t make a sound, his tongue breaking through and exploring, his hip sliding against my thigh, hands riding up my back to my crazy hair. Heat filled all my pulse points, caring not one whit for the unbreachable between us but instead moving with kinetic power fueled by deep want.

Desire. Not just sexual, but emotional. I needed to know him again, needed him to know and want me, and if I couldn’t fix what happened all those years ago at least I could take in the nectar of this one embrace, this one kiss, this one moment.

He pulled back and held up his palms in a conciliatory gesture.

“What are you doing?” I asked, confused. I pressed my fingertips against my burning lips.

“Just making sure you don’t slap me again.”

“If I did, it’s because you deserved it.”

His eyes clouded. I’d said the wrong thing. “We both deserve a lot of things. Some good, some bad.” 

His words cut to the bone. “It’s 6 a.m. and I’ve just spent the last few hours trying to find an escaped six-foot snake in one of the halls. Did you come here to finally talk to me after five years of silence and pick a fight? Because that’s not going to happen.” 

My hands were shaking. My torso shook. The ground, the walls, the ceiling, the sky—it all tremored. Some deep vibration of all the cries and fears and confusions of five years decided to be unleashed in this moment, and even Liam himself seemed to be shaking.

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

But what does that mean? The words were right there on my tongue, queued up and ready to pour out, but something in me held back. Once they were out I couldn’t put them back in and we were both on edge. Hell, we were both clinging to the edge by our fingernails. I could see something uncaged in Liam, unbound and free—and not in a good way. He was dangerous, and five years pushed through, unleashed and flowing. Boundaries were gone. 

“Yes, you are.” Safe words. Those were the safest words I could think of. The only ones that came out.

We couldn’t stop looking at each other. He kept blinking, hard, and if I weren’t shaking so hard I’d have laughed. The blinking. I’d forgotten about that—how his eyes would dry out and his contacts would bother him. Did he have his glasses in his back pocket, like he so often did for emergencies? In bed we would joke that he could only see things within a few inches of his face without contacts or glasses, and he’d comment on the intimacies of my skin, tell me about scars and birthmarks and my own terrain, a lesson he would teach with added tactile nuances. 

His jeans hung on his hips like a muscled man, not tight across a bony teen’s pelvis but snug, molding to a built, mature ass, thickly honed thighs leading down to tall, long calves. He was most certainly cataloguing me, too. My body was so different. Five years had changed both of our landscapes, but not the heart of who we were.

And he wasn’t who I’d thought he was, which made him a stranger. An achingly familiar stranger whom I still missed so deeply the craving lived with me like a scar.

When I’d bled and bled and bled during my miscarriage, after a while I’d felt faint. So faint it was like I started to fade out. One part of me at a time, until it seemed I’d slip away and no longer exist. The rush to the ER, the confirmation that the heartbeat I’d heard weeks ago was gone, the kind RA who held my hand during the D&C to clean out my uterus and make the bleeding stop—it all happened as I slid between two worlds. Baby and No Baby, I called them.

At one point one of the nurses went over my chart and explained that I would be fine going forward and have no problem conceiving again, and that “someday” I would be able to have children if I wanted to. 

“So no complications?” I’d whispered, pulled back into existence by the cold scrape of steel against my womb’s walls. The clearing of the tissue that had once held promise but that had—unlike me—made the full passage out of existence.

“That’s right.” Her hand had been so warm against my ice-block skin. “Everything’s back as it was before.”

Everything’s back as it was before. That was what I wanted so badly it tasted like blood sometimes. I stared now at Liam, at the father of my baby, and I just couldn’t stop shaking. Tears filled the bridge of my nose, spreading to the tip, the inside flaring and flaming as though wet napalm invaded my sinuses, and then he was kissing me, softly and tenderly, his hands around my waist as I walked backward through my apartment door and invited him to join me.

Because somehow I had to live with an ache like a scar and to try to get everything back as it was before. I had no idea how, exactly, to do that, but I knew this: 

Liam was here.

And that was more than I’d had in five years.




Chapter Eight

Liam

I touched her. I kissed her. I held her in my arms and something in me fused with her, even for a few brief seconds. All I wanted was to go back in time and for her not to make that phone call telling me she was pregnant, not tell me what she said, make it untrue and unsaid, so I could have my damn five years with her and not feel this hot rush of confusion that boiled my blood.

She looked at me with that arched eyebrow and those big eyes that were the size of a clock. Two clocks, counting time, counting the years. The pain on her face must have mirrored my own.

How could all this pain be mixed so easily with so much pleasure, like finely-ground glass in chocolate mousse? The danger wasn’t the passion. It was what hid within it.

Charlotte hid a disgusting secret from me all those years ago and I shut her out. Walked away. Closed off. Bam! Done. There was no dialogue, no “what if,” no talking about what had happened, because you can’t argue with biology.

Now she was in my arms, shaking like everything between us made an earthquake, and her warm skin felt like home.

She smelled like Charlotte, the same mix of perfume and musk and home-baked cookies I loved. Even during sex she carried that scent, and when I was between her legs and drove her to frenzied declarations of love, that was the scent I carried all day.

Breathing it in right now was unreal. Fucking unreal.

“Why now?” she whispered as I settled her on the couch, pressing my lips to her cheeks.

My chest tightened. “Because we saw each other. I couldn’t stop seeing you after that. I can’t stop seeing you now. You’re burned into my mind.”

“So you’re chasing me down and stalking me? At 6 a.m.?” She sniffled. “Didn’t you have to work last night? Gig or…” She laughed. “Gig?”

“I did. Took a long shower to wash the stink of cougar money off my…hips.” I almost said “cock” but held back. 

“What else on your body smells like cougar money?” she asked, and I burst into a deep laugh that rumbled through my chest. Why be prim around Charlotte? She’s the one who could tell jokes so dirty she made me blush.

That was one of the many reasons why I love her.

Loved her. Loved. Past tense. My heart felt like one of Sam’s drums during a long solo, pounding with emotion but without sheet music, just moving through time and space and imagination. Except I didn’t have to imagine. For the first time in five years, Charlotte was very real and here in front of me with those big eyes that looked at me now like she, too, couldn’t quite believe we were together. 

A prickly feeling took over suddenly and I became a stuttering teen boy. What was I supposed to say? Why I had come here—because I had no choice. Nothing else made sense, and all I knew was that an hour ago I’d been at the gym and then suddenly I was driving to her college where I knew she lived and worked. A quick check on my phone told me which dorm she was in charge of.

And that was that.

Why are you here? her eyes asked, though her lips stayed silent. It was easier to say nothing, so I did, just staring. Five years had changed me. It had changed her, too. Those hips were wider, her ass shapely and fine. Her face was thinner and more sophisticated, with eyes that were calm and focused. Neither of us was a nervous kid anymore.

“I don’t know what to say,” Charlotte said. In any other tone of voice that would come out as a confession or an accusation, but for some reason she managed to make the words seem neutral. Open. Searching.

My stomach seized and my breath caught in my throat. “Me either,” I replied. I stifled a sigh. I wanted to stop the talking with another kiss but something held me back. In the intervening years I’d been with so many women, spent so many nights trying to erase Charlotte's imprint from me, but these minutes were a kick in the gut.

She had me all these years and I stupidly didn’t realize it.

“We probably have a lot we need to say,” she added.

All I could do was blink. I’d imagined this moment a million times, and every scenario involved having her beg me for forgiveness, plead with me to get over her betrayal, and have some explanation—any explanation—that made sense. I invented so many ideas it became comical, but not funny. 

Never funny.

“We probably do,” I said evenly, dying inside but only giving back what she let loose. Like playing a polite game of tennis for the sake of killing time. The goal is to keep the ball in play, but not to stop the back-and-forth. 

My arms tingled with the pressure of her skin against mine, her head bending down to tuck into the soft spot between my shoulder and my collarbone. Her hair smelled like cinnamon and coconut and that fresh scent that Charlotte always smelled like. She breathed steadily, in and out, like a metronome. I couldn’t tell if it came naturally to her or if she was working as hard to control herself as I was.

Inside I might have been dying, but on the outside my body was alive in so many different ways, stirring beneath my clothes, straining to erase the years by sinking into her until my mind just melted and all we were was warmth and moans and friction, all heated flesh and frenzied touch.

And then her body, tense but pressed into mine, relaxed. She was like a series of layers of tension, and somehow just holding her made one of those layers yield.

It gave me permission to just be. No one had given me that in…ever. Following her lead, I hugged her tight and just breathed in and out. In and out. Without a word, we stood and connected. What should have felt weird and uncomfortable, charged and tense, felt like coming home.

And then she yawned.

“That’s a new reaction from a woman I’m holding in my arms,” I said, feeling my own words rumble low in my throat.

She laughed, but yawned again. “It’s not an insult. In fact, it’s a compliment.” She looked at the clock on her desk. It read 7:02 a.m.

“Are you expiring?”

Another yawn. “I’m off duty now, technically.”

My pulse burst into applause. I could feel the thready pull of it in my throat, and she jumped a bit, stretching back from me, as if she felt my skin jerk under the blood’s pressure. Having her startle in my arms made a rush of uncertainty return. What was I doing?

“What does that mean?” I asked, sounding and feeling stupid.

Yawn. “It means I can go to bed.”

The air changed in an instant. My body reacted damn fast to that comment, and she felt me go hard. Her hips shifted against mine and then settled back in place, eyes intense and fierce.

Is that an offer? I almost asked. Almost.

Her long, slow out-breath that wasn’t quite a sigh helped to ground me. Charlotte was in my arms, her head nestled against the crook of my neck, and she smelled like everything I’d missed for years. The distance between us, the gaping, fanned-out past, collapsed into a thin layer of nothing, almost imaginary, as the bare skin of her arm touched my own forearm.

“I know this seems rude, Liam, but I’m exhausted. In so many more ways than one. Work, the snake, you…”

“I exhaust you?” I tried to make a joke of it but couldn’t.

“This exhausts me.” She shifted and went tense. Her crappy top was for a band I hadn’t thought of in six years, one that was popular when Random Acts of Crazy got its start, but disbanded a few years ago. My mind migrated to stupid details like that, lured away because the magnitude of Holy shit, Charlotte’s in my arms was so great it felt like a supernova. And not just in my pants.

“Sorry,” was my lameass response. Molecules on my skin rubbed together to produce the kind of heat you only feel in the presence of one person. Ever.

“I missed you,” she whispered.

I leaned my head against the back of her couch and stared up at the ceiling, eyes wide and unblinking, my thumb gently rubbing her arm. Zoning out wasn’t my plan, but some message from the universe gave me a few minutes to just do nothing. Say nothing. Be…nothing. No movement, no apologies, no explanations, no demands, no outrage.

Just pure existence.

While I was pure existencing myself, though, Charlotte fell asleep.

God damn Charlotte.

Charlotte

The sunlight streamed through the slats in the blinds, its gentle nudge a bit more urgent than usual. The rays of heat from the window were not what actually woke me up, though.

It was the strange man’s hot palm on my hip.

The slide of the sheets against my clothed body felt like sandpaper, my hands rushing to my hair, fingers interweaved with a giant rat’s nest of bedhead as I sat up and stared at the six-foot-plus being in bed.

Not a snake. Sooooo not a snake.

Liam. Long and muscled, hard and tanned, his shirt off and pants on, feet bare. The sheets were a tangled mess between us, his golden locks as rumpled as I imagined mine were, and his arm was outstretched, fingers twitching as if searching for my body.

His eyelids fluttered. He looked like a little boy again, like the eleven year old I’d met more than half a life ago. Under those lids were the cynical ocean eyes that still made my breath pause. When he smiled those eyes could anchor my world, the grin of straight white teeth and pleasure and connection all mixed in with his hands, his heart, his—

Wham.

Air jammed in my throat. Five years. Five years of wishing for this moment, of wanting to reconcile, of needing it so badly it was a part of my DNA, some sequence that needed to be mapped and understood as part of the genome. The genome of love, of pain, of heartache.

A deep sigh from him, then he turned over, his tight ass toward me, the waistband of well-worn jeans pulled down enough to show those two dimples, on either side of his spine, far down enough to make that air in my throat stay stuck for a little longer. 

My hungry eyes took him in, starved for the sight of him, the scent of sweat and musk and Liam—the same laundry detergent his mom used all those years, the same cologne he’d worn since his freshman year of high school, the same biochemical pheromone combination that my nose sought out like a golden retriever in a dorm full of women all on their periods at the same time.

“Hey,” he mumbled from across the bed. “You awake?”

“Yes.” Was I ever. Liam McCarthy was in my bed. We’d fallen asleep last night, too overwhelmed to talk. Touch—affection, really—was the comfort we’d both asked of each other and received.

Not forgiveness. Not sex. Not even intimacy, per se.

Just…touch.

It was a start.

 

Liam

My boner was so big it was going to burst out of my fly and go strangle some small contraband pet in one of the dorm rooms.

Bed. Charlotte. Bed. Charlotte. We’d slept together without sex, her ass cradled up against my raging erection for hours, her breathing slowing until her body had relaxed against mine, the ultimate subconscious trust.

And then I’d spent the last few hours with eyes wide open, reveling in the scent and the lush touch of her, that sweet heat against my body, in my arms.

A man could starve without the love of a good woman.

I felt like I was ninety-eight pounds and on the verge of death but didn’t know it. All these years.

Stupid, stupid, stupid. Why hadn’t I even tried?

Because she fucked some other guy and tried to pass his baby off as yours.

The thought made me turn away. I pretended to be asleep as Charlotte sat bolt upright in bed and made cute little mewling sounds like she was having morning-after regrets. Except there was nothing to regret but the hours of hugging and cuddling.

If anyone had a right to regrets, it was me. My blue balls were bigger than that kid’s in We’re the Millers, and I hadn’t had my nads chomped on by a tarantula.

“Hey,” I said.

Something gurgled in the distance.

“Hi,” she said shyly, running her hands through her hair, then wiping her eyes with that funny way chicks do it, with the pads of their fingers.

“What’s that sound?”

“It’s my—”

Beep beep beep.

She jumped up and shut off her phone alarm. “It’s my coffeemaker. I set it every morning for ten a.m. after I’ve pulled weekend-night duty. That way I can get up, check logs, and really be done when my shift ends.”

Duty. Log. Shift. I looked around the room and it felt familiar and foreign at the same time. Charlotte was a fucking grown-up. I was in her apartment—in a dorm, yes, but not a coed’s dorm room—and she had a real job, with a salary and benefits and the whole nine yards.

Instant uncertainty slammed into me. It was not a good feeling. I stripped for money and played rock star on the weekends when we could get a gig. When did she become so mature? I’ll bet she had a 401(k) and everything.

“Do you have a retirement plan?” I asked as she started to walk out of her bedroom.

She halted.

“Huh?”

“Never mind. Where’s the coffee?” I sat up and rubbed my neck. Shirtless. When had I taken off my shirt? She was still dressed completely, except for shoes. My pile of belongings was on the floor. I stepped in it as I stood.

Nothing carnal had taken place. My poor, throbbing crotch snake told me that. Rubbing one off in her bathroom would take about three seconds, but that was kind of rude, right?

Shit. What are the rules when you finally break five years of assholedom with the woman who owns your heart like it’s an appreciable asset but cheated on you and now you’re in her bedroom with a hard-on that extends into the next county?

No rules. I’d have to make it all up as I went along. Which was my life rule, actually.

“Coffee?” she called out from the other room. It was a combo living/kitchen area about the size of my entire shithole apartment.

“Yeah—thanks!” I hollered back, fishing around for my shirt and pulling it on. Aside from the tousled bed, her bedroom was neat as a pin, with makeup and bottles of girl creams and crap like that on a little desk, some mirrors, a bunch of books stacked on their sides on her end table, and an e-reader tablet on top.

I threw my shoes on and wandered out. The furniture looked like someone in the Soviet army had issued it, but you could tell Charlotte had tried to personalize it.

She handed me a steaming mug with coffee the color of caramel in it.

“You remember?” I took a sip. Yep. A tiny bit of sugar in there, too.

She tried to hide a smile but it snuck out. “I have a memory.” Her shrug was supposed to take the edge off, but didn’t.

We both settled into old, metallic kitchen table chairs with duct-taped vinyl seats, facing the window. Sunlight poured in around the buildings outside. Her view left much to be desired, just an expansive look at the other side of the huge compound walled with brick buildings.

“We used to make fun of this college,” I said, trying to think of something to say other than I want to take you right now. Up against that wall. In your bed. Anywhere. Please. God, Charlotte—please.

Her hands couldn’t stop fidgeting, which meant she was super nervous. Years ago, I would have been, too. Now I just had a boner bigger than my head and a preternatural calm that I’d only recently cultivated.

“Pays the bills,” she said, sweeping her hand around the room. “And who could give up this life of luxury?”

I knew she was joking, but I came to her defense. “This is amazing.”

“You have frighteningly low standards.” She picked at a piece of duct tape stuck to her ass.

“No,” I said, laughing. “Not the décor. But the job. You’re a grown-up. When did we become grown-ups?”

“We?”

Ouch. I deserved that. “Yeah, well, stripping doesn’t come with dental insurance, but it has other benefits.” Shit. That was not what I meant to say.

She snorted. “I’ll bet it does. Just stock up on antibiotics.”

How the hell did we go from awkward to wistful to putdowns?

I let silence prevail. If women can perfect the art of the icy stare, men can nail the brooding silence.

It worked.

“That was…that was rude,” she admitted 

“But true.”

“You get STDs in your line of work?”

“I don’t, because I only let them touch me. One-way street. Jack’s a walking nineteenth-century germ factory.”

“Who’s Jack?”

“One of my stripping partners.”

“Anyone I know from high school?”

“No. But you remember Sam Hinton?”

“Of course. The drummer.” She took a few sips of coffee and then her eyes bugged out of her head. “SAM? Sam strips with you?”

“Yep.”

“The minister’s son?”

“Mmmm hmmm.” Way more fun not being the target of ridicule. Deflect it all on Sam.

She shook her head and took a long drink. “Good for you guys. You must make bank.”

“Five hundred last night.” I reached into my jeans and pulled out a wad of money almost as big as my aching—

“Holy shit!” she chirped, excited and shaking her head in amazement. “Around here if someone has a wad like that we assume he’s a drug dealer.”

“If he’s built, he might be a stripper.”

She shaped her hand like a gun and pretended to pull the trigger. “Good tip. Thanks. Now when Julian down the hall keeps strange hours and comes back smelling like Estee Lauder perfume I have a new line of thinking.”

“Good coffee,” I said, trying to change the subject.

“Good company,” she countered, eyes shining.

“Yeah.” Keeping eye contact killed me, because five thousand words hovered in the air between us, begging to be said the way bachelorette party women begged to be noticed.

Charlotte didn’t crack. Neither did I.

And then—tap tap tap. 

She jumped up so fast the last bit of coffee in her cup poured down her leg, the heavy mug thunking to the floor, falling on a tiny area carpet.

“Oh my God, no one can see you here! Why is someone knocking on my apartment door? Office hours aren’t—”

“Security,” the voice said. “We have an issue with the snake.”

“The Snake? Is that what you call me?” I said with a teasing grin, looking down at my groin. “It’s big, but—” 

“You have to hide!” she hissed.

“Why?”

She blew out a puff of air, clearly panicking and trying to stay in control. “Because I live with about a three hundred eighteen- and nineteen-year-old women who have seen your YouTube videos a million times. Half the women in this building want to kiss you, and the other half want to fuck your brains out.”

“Which half are you in?”

“LIAM! I’ll never hear the end of it if someone finds out you’re here.”

“You’re ashamed of me?” This was fun.

“No! It’s just, I don’t know what”—she waved her hands between us—“‘this’ is, and I haven’t had a guy here ever, and—”

“No guy ever?”

“Shut up and hide!”

“We’re talking about this. We are so talking about this later.”

“Later!”

She pushed me back toward her bedroom and I went behind the door, leaving it open. Watching her was a treat. She smoothed her hands over her belly, tugging down on her t-shirt, sliding the cloth over her hips and ass, making me harder.

Her hair, which she seemed to be worried about all the time, was that perfect black shade, like pressed coal with gleaming spots, and it was a little rumpled. The good kind of rumpled, the way a woman’s hair looks after you’ve righteously fucked her, like you’ve spent hours pleasuring her in every way possible, as if nothing can tame her hair or eyes because everything has been given permission to go wild.

Except Charlotte’s hair was a mess and I was not responsible.

Had to remedy that.

Soon.

She opened the door and some pimply faced kid who looked to be about twelve stammered something about a snake. Were they serious? A real snake? There was a snake loose in the dorm?

“Okay,” Charlotte said to him, “I got it. You saw it go outside. No more worries, then. Just write it up in your log. Maggie’s technically on duty now, so go find her.” 

The door clicked shut softly and she pressed her back against it, sighing with relief.

“Oh, no,” I said, finding my cup of coffee, then turning my back to her as I refilled it. This felt awkwardly domestic, like we were two strangers put together on the set of a coffee commercial, expected to act like intimate partners. But I wasn’t going anywhere soon, no matter what she said. “The snake escaped!”

“The snake left. Huge difference.”

“You have a real snake on the loose?”

“We have a six-foot boa constrictor wandering around in one of the dorms. Drew just reported that he saw it slither out one of the back doors. Thank God.”

“Why ‘thank God’?”

“Because it’s not in any of my buildings anymore. Now it’s a grounds and facilities issue!” Her eyes lit up, then her entire face went into a scowl. “But we have to get rid of you. If only it were as easy as having you slither out near the dumpsters.”

“Where’d they teach you those manners? In grad school?”

“Yes. How to Make Your Ex Leave 101. I wrote a forty-page paper on it. I’m kind of an expert.” Those big eyes remained on me, challenging. 

Double ouch.

“I didn’t mean—” 

A flash of five different undefined emotions rippled through her face suddenly. She looked stricken. I felt gut punched. This morning wasn’t going the way I’d hoped. Any other girl and I’d grab her around the waist, kiss her, fuck her silly and the awkwardness would be gone.

Any other girl and I wouldn’t have stayed the night curled up like an engaged couple in the Duggar family.

“I know what you mean. I’m kind of a big deal in the college scene.” I flashed her one of those shit-eating grins Joe tells me I’m so good at. “You’ll have a pile of Ashleys and Brittanies and Taylors and all that at your door if they learn we’re dating.”

More uncomfortable silence. Did I have a portable generator of awkwardness attached to me?

“Yes. Exactly. Except for the dating part.” She ran a hand through her hair, the sweep of her neck begging for a kiss. I shoved more coffee down my throat and took a deep breath. 

“Semantics.”

“Important semantics.” Her voice was like a knife. 

“Semantics are never important.”

“We can argue later.”

“Later. You said later again. You plan on seeing me again?” Victory. 

“Now you’re the one arguing semantics.”

“No. I’m the one trying to pin down a date.”

These words rolled out of my mouth like a riff, but not my riff. I’m the one who was wronged. I’m the one who— 

“God, I missed you.” Emotion radiated in those eyes now, morphing her into the Charlotte I’d loved so much. 

She said it first. From the way her eyes got so big, her hand smacked over her mouth, I suspected she’d been feeling it forever—like me—and had said it aloud for the first time in five years.

“Me too.”

And now it couldn’t be put back. 

Someone knocked on the door, and if it was Pimply Boy he was about to get a free trip halfway across the quad, courtesy of my size-twelve foot.

“Charlotte? Missy puked on the stairs and she’s still passed out there and trying to crawl up the—” a high-pitched, frantic voice nattered on behind the closed door. 

“Hold on!” Charlotte called out, eyes locked on mine.

“Time to be a grown-up,” I said with as much sympathy as I could muster. Snakes and girl puke. What a job.

“I’ve been a grown-up long enough that this is nothing.” She paused, a tiny smile twisting her lips. “But barf in the staircase and a reptile on the loose are easy compared to a gaggle of freshmen discovering I had Liam McCarthy from Random Acts of Crazy in my apartment all night. So please sneak out the window and go.”

“Window? That’s a little Romeo and Juliet, isn’t it?”

“I’m not fourteen and I have no plans to die over you.”

“I’m worth dying for.”

“Liam!”

I held my hands up in protest. “All right, all right. But coffee. You and me and coffee. In Northampton at that little place right by the bicycle—”

She interrupted with the name of the coffee shop, then eyed me warily. “How do you know about that place?”

“Just meet me there the Tuesday after next, at 3 p.m. You working?” I named the date. 

“Not then. No class, either.”

I opened her living room window and looked out. Easy jump. Lots of bushes. This would be a breeze.

“Charlotte, she’s tracking the puke up the stairs, and it was pizza gyros and sangria—” The voice outside the door was increasingly desperate.

Charlotte laughed softly and shooed me out. With an easy swing of the legs I was on the ground, and she shut the screen.

“You realize I mean it about coffee, right?”

Her eyes narrowed to twin triangles, lips pulled into a killer pout that made me regret the distance. “You realize I meant it about missing you.”

And then she shut the fucking window, made a sweeping motion with her hands as if she was done with me, and opened the door to handle the disaster that had just unfurled in one of her staircases.

I got to my car, a dark blue Honda that had air conditioning that stopped working the year I got pubic hair, and just as I was opening the driver’s-side door, an enormous squeal of a group of chicks filled the morning air. It was barely past 10 a.m., for fuck’s sake, and it was a university. What kind of freak was up at this hour? Other than me.

“Oh, my GOD, Anna, it’s, like, Liam McCarthy!” I was seconds away, and now they were whipping out their phones, pointed at me like a Spanish inquisitor’s version of the torture rack.

A bunch of bleary-eyed, smeared-makeup chicks who looked like they were all underage (and therefore dangerous) surrounded me, hands on my shoulders and forearms, taking selfies. The entire group smelled like rancid wine coolers, way too much Victoria’s Secret PINK, and Coconut Lime Verbena body lotion.

The scent of beer goggles and booty texts.

“I’m just heading home,” I said, taking my time, inch by inch, to get out from their clutches. A few weeks ago I’d have picked the oldest-looking one, made sure she was eighteen, and had some fun with her, but now her touch—all their gropes—felt so wrong. Weird. Gross.

Like getting felt up at work minus the money.

Windows began to fly open as some of the girls screamed out to friends; others had furiously flying fingers on their phones and were texting friends, and someone said she was “first!” and got my pic on Snapchat already.

I looked over at the door and saw Charlotte in the silhouette, her face a mask. But she was shaking her head slowly. Some chick in Disney pajamas jostled her as she flew down the stairs to my little band of groupies, then turned back and shouted to Charlotte.

“Hey, Charlotte! This is Liam McCarthy! You know, from RAOC!”

RAOC? We had an acronym? Who knew?

Charlotte nodded up and down, nice and slow. “Really? Is that the military program?”

One of the chicks taking selfie after selfie with me stopped, a sneer curling her lip up. She snorted. “That’s ROTC. Stupid RD. Like she’d know anything about a hot band. She never goes anywhere. That woman’s a nun. Wrote me up for giving my boyfriend a BJ in the men’s room.” 

She eyed me like that was something to brag about, then asked: “You want to get written up?”

Charlotte

I couldn’t believe the scene in front of me, and yet—I kind of called it.

I totally called it. 

A friendly nudge from someone who cut through the doorway made me smile, because she didn’t keep going. She stopped and let out a long, slow sigh of disgust and amusement.

“Well, well, well. Liam McCarthy.” It was Maggie, her hair in knots, green and crazy like a bunch of fake asparagus had landed on her head. “Isn’t he that famous singer from that new band?” She was playing dumb and it made me bark with laughter.

Jordan, the overeager resident assistant, came running over, duty clipboard in hand. “What am I missing? It’s after seven now, so I’m not technically on duty, but there’s a crowd of people out here, like there was a fire alarm? A medical emergency? Should I call campus EMS?”

“Slow down there, hon,” Maggie said with her hand clapping Jordan’s shoulder. The gesture was nice but also a bit of a warning. A reining in. “It’s just a local rock star with a bunch of groupies around him.”

“Rock star?” Jordan looked confused. “We don’t have rock stars here in western Massachusetts. Other than that old guy, Jon Bon Jovi.”

“We do now.” Maggie winked at me and I crossed my arms over my chest, pretending to ignore her.

Liam picked that exact moment to wink at me, too. Apparently I was winkable. Who knew? Half my mouth couldn’t help but smile as I watched an alarmingly large crowd form around him, now about twenty giggly, half-drunk, half-asleep women who were barely out of high school trying to get a little piece of Liam.

On their hands, in their phones, via their eyes—whatever it took.

“So what should I do?” Jordan was on the verge of panic, her voice high and frustrated. I put on my professional cap and gave her some advice. She needed to be talked down.

“Sometimes, you just watch.” I pulled her close and spoke quietly into her ear. “You’re not even on duty now.” 

“Neither are you,” Maggie said to me with a grin.

Treating Jordan like a fellow professional was key, and this was true with younger women like her, I’d learned. She wanted desperately to be in charge, to be considered important because of her skills and knowledge. Honoring that was the best way to help give her the platform for launching into the professional world, but she also needed to be tempered. 

Just because an institution gives you authority doesn’t mean you gain any respect—not one ounce—from the people you’re supposed to manage.

Quite the opposite. Jordan needed to be taught that sometimes the best way to handle crowd control is to let them burn themselves out. Feel the feelings. Behave in ways that take them to the edge, and then let them come back from the line all by themselves.

This groupie scene was harmless. It wouldn’t get out of control. Frankly, Random Acts of Crazy wasn’t that big. That special. That mind-blowingly popular.

Yet.

“They’re just excited to see some guy from a local band here right now,” I explained. “Let them have their fun. If they step out of line, then you act. Just watch, for now.”

“But why is he here? Did he sneak in the residence hall and spend the night?” She stiffened. “That’s a policy violation, and maybe we need to find the woman who had him as an overnight guest and write her up.”

Maggie gave me a knowing look and I stifled a laugh. “Remember what we said during training? Don’t go looking for policy violations. Let them come to you. The residents will generate more than enough of them. You don’t need to go on the hunt.” Besides, knowing I was the prey made this dicier. 

“But then that’s not fair to the people who follow the rules!” she wailed. Oh, Jordan, I thought. I know that feeling so well. She’s a mini-me. I was just like her my first year of college.

Until.

I looked at Liam and couldn’t even see his face. He was that buried in long hair and pushed-up boobs and flailing arms with iPhones and Android phones and every phone you could imagine. Some of the women were actually talking on their phones now, which—for this age group—was akin to a massive emergency.

Maybe Jordan was on to something.

“You’re right that it’s not fair. But if you go into that crowd right now and interrogate them and ask Liam where he spent the night last night, what do you think will happen?”

Jordan’s eyes flew wide open. “They’d destroy me,” she hissed.

“They’d lose respect for you and the other RAs.” I patted her on the back sympathetically. “We aren’t here to control every person’s life. We’re here to make this a safe community. If the rock star spent the night in someone’s apartment—er, room—”

Maggie choked on her laughter. I kicked her ankle. She got quiet. 

“—then at this point we can’t do anything about it. Maybe send a reminder about overnight guests.”

That perked Jordan right up. “I’ll do a text blast right now!” She skittered off and back into the building.

Maggie groaned. “Overeager new RA. She’s not even on duty!”

“They’re all overeager until they key into a room where there’s an orgy. Or remember last year, after ComicCon, the Harry Potter cosplay thing?” I tried to scrub the image from my mind. Nothing like walking in on Harry Potter and Snape in the middle of some wild sex. 

“Or the RA who insisted that 413 in Entenmen was growing pot plants on the windowsill, and ate a bunch to prove his point.” Maggie shook her head sadly. “Turned out to be some half-poisonous plant and he had to have his stomach pumped.”

“Power corrupts,” I said with a chuckle, eyes on the crowd.

“And tiny amounts of power seem to make the battles so much bigger,” she added.

Liam waved to me, and the entire crowd turned as one monolithic group of faces, agog and shrewd, watching carefully.

“Excuse me, miss? Are you in charge here?” he asked.

Maggie turned away, laughing too hard.

“Why yes, sir, I am. Technically, though, my friend Maggie Pritchard is the resident director on duty.”

Maggie froze suddenly, her face serious. “You need help?” she called out to Liam.

“I need a shovel.” Nervous laughter from the crowd. “Any way you can help me to…” He waved his arms toward the crowd, the women still touching his arms and back. He took a few steps back and they moved with him. “I need to get in my car and go home.”

The crowd peppered him with questions and comments and requests.

“Where were you last night? Which room?”

“No! Don’t leave! My friend Heather is on her way and she wants to get a picture!”

“You just got here—where’s the rest of the band?”

“Is Trevor here?”

He shrugged and tried not to laugh.

Just as I was about to call them all off, a piercing scream filled the air. And not the kind you hear from an excited groupie.

“OMIGOD GET AWAY GET AWAY!” one of the girls yelled, and en masse the chunk of fused human flesh that had simply become Liam’s harem parted, leaving him in front of an empty driver’s-side door.

The screams escalated. The back of my neck started to tingle, because there’s one thing you learn when you live with hundreds of women for years on end, and that’s how to distinguish a good scream from a bad scream. 

“Thanks, ladies,” Liam said, grabbing his chance to leave. Instinct made me rocket down the dorm’s entrance stairs in bare feet, shooting past the gape-mouthed women as he climbed in. His car door slammed shut just as I reached the passenger side door, the women’s screams filling my ears.

And then I saw it, just as Liam began shouting, “WHAT THE FUCK!” and scrambled to get back out of the car as fast as he could. The women stood on the periphery, recording every moment. Some tiny sliver of awareness in the back of my mind made a note to check Twitter, Facebook, and Snapchat periodically throughout the day. And YouTube.

Because in the passenger seat of Liam’s car, there sat Esme, her shocked expression well suited for the fact that her mouth was being face-fucked by the head of a six-foot-long boa constrictor.




Chapter Nine

Liam

“These videos are amazing. Can you get your fans to tag them #RAOCROX on social media? Because at the rate these things are appearing and going viral, we could get a blip on Google Trends for the band.”

“You’re speaking Greek to me, Darla. What the hell did all that mean?”

“It means that whatever you were up to at Charlotte’s place, do more of it. The blowup sex doll and the snake combo is brilliant. We couldn’t have planned better promotion!”

“I didn’t plan a fucking thing.” I shuddered. Charlotte later texted me to tell me Ernie thought it would be funny to put the doll in my front seat, when he put the parking pass in there. So he did. No one knew how the snake got in my car, though the rusted-out hole in the back seat probably made it damn easy. 

Most of the videos were mercifully short, with all the major, most embarrassing action in a single sixty-second part.

“Now we know that your falsetto range is a good two octaves higher than we realized,” Darla said with a slow shake of her head. “I haven’t heard a guy sing notes that high who still has his balls attached.” 

“Fuck you,” I snapped back. “I was scared. You try getting in a car with a killer snake and not scream like a little girl.”

Enough chicks videotaped that entire scene to cover the event and turn me into a screaming weirdo that now it was all anyone wanted to talk about. There I was, on clip after clip, freaking out when I got in the car, pushed the key in the ignition, and turned to find a giant snake thrashing in my front seat while doing unspeakable kinky shit to my blowup girlfriend.

You try staying cool through that. Of course, I shouted and got the fuck out of my own car as fast as I could. Charlotte was on the passenger side of the car, staring at Esme and the snake with a dumbfounded expression. All she kept saying on video after video was, “Are you all right? Did you get hurt?”

The genuine emotion in her voice was what made me watch these stupid clips over and over.

“Did you and Charlotte get back together?” Sam asked, sauntering in from his bedroom. I figured Amy would emerge in a few minutes. Instead, I heard the shower go on. Sam’s head tipped up, like his ears were on fire, and then he abandoned his question—and me—to march into the bathroom. 

Everyone was getting some. Me? I spooned last night. Spooned. You know how sexually satisfying spooning is to a guy? About as much fun as taking a shower while wearing a tie.

Meaning it makes zero sense.

“You gonna answer his question?” Darla asked, staring at me with a gleam in her eye. She was hot to learn more about what transpired last night out at Charlotte’s college, and not just because some stupid escaped snake made the band an overnight viral sensation. Or, at least, me. I was the sensation. Me and my blowup girlfriend and our snake.

“We’re not together,” I said as roughly as I could to get her off my back. “Don’t you have vampire penises to research?”

“What?”

“Your writing. You’ve moved on to vampires now, right? What about zombies? Zombie sex is popular.”

She threw a couch pillow at me. “Fuck off. Zombie sex is disgusting. Everything would fall off in the middle of doin’ it. Who wants a guy’s tongue to break off in the middle of—”

Trevor chose that exact moment to walk down the hall in his shorts. The look on his face as he heard what Darla was saying mirrored mine, and he turned right around and walked back to his room. Couldn’t blame him. I didn’t want to hear this shit either.

“Then again,” she rambled on, “that zombie love movie was okay. Maybe you’re on to something, Liam.”

I said nothing. Sometimes that shut her up. No luck today, though.

“So you and Charlotte?”

“There is no ‘me and Charlotte.’”

“Then what were you doing at her university?”

“Hanging out.”

“You dating someone from there? With Esme in tow? C’mon. Spill your guts.”

“I don’t have guts to spill. Besides, if I did, they’d just end up in one of your new books.”

“Your guts? No. I told you I don’t write about zombies.”

“Ha ha.” I really didn’t want to talk about this. Really. My mind was a blender of confusion about Charlotte, and add in the adrenaline surge from finding that fucking snake in my car… At least Esme was gone. The snake popped it while squeezing her. Animal control threw her in the dumpster where she belonged, and took the snake somewhere I didn’t care about.

Just get it away from me.

If you watched the videos on YouTube, there was only one (so far) where you could actually hear what Charlotte said to me in that moment when I was in the car and freaking out. And it was faint—so faint you had to turn the sound on your phone all the way up until the static and the screams from the girls were unbearable—but I swear she said:

“I can’t lose you.”

Which meant some part of her thought she found me.

That made me ache and burn all at once, all at the same time. Why didn’t I talk to her when I had the chance? The rush of security people and animal control and EMS paramedics checking me out meant she faded off, gone by the time the hoopla was contained. I left with an empty car and a full chest, emotions too big to be held inside my ribcage.

“You really think she cheated on you, all those years ago?” Darla asked quietly.  

I closed my eyes, just focusing on my breathing, like I did most of the drive home this morning (except for the eye-closing part). When you just inhale and exhale and that’s all you are, sometimes you can coax the little shattered pieces of yourself to come back for a little bit.

“Yes.” It’s a truth I’d known with such conviction and pain that I couldn’t imagine answering that question any other way. Because if I was wrong, oh, God, if I was wrong…

But I wasn’t. I’m sterile, and you can’t get anyone pregnant when the swimmers don’t swim.

“What if…” She frowned and put down her phone. As she leaned in toward me, I saw confusion in her eyes. “What if you’re not?” 

“Not what?”

“Sterile.”

Like I hadn’t thought about that a million times. But the doctors were clear. Only eighteen months before she told me she was pregnant, I’d had the tests. Zippo. Nothing. No tadpoles, not even with broken tails. My sperm were not showing up at all. My chance at fatherhood was like a bad first date, where you don’t even get a chance. Stood up. No show.

“The doctor confirmed it.” Hopefully my tone of voice would make her back off. “Twice.”

“Shit.” Funny how that word could sound compassionate coming out of Darla’s mouth.

“Yeah. So unless Charlotte became Jesus’ mom overnight, the only way she got pregnant five years ago is the simplest way: by fucking someone else.” Normally this conversation made me angry. Hurt. Betrayed. It triggered everything from five years ago, but not this time. Not right now.

Right now I was just sad.

And that’s worse than anger, betrayal, or even rage.

The negative emotions are so much easier to bang out, to react to, to do something about. The sad ones? Like grief, sorrow, and all that shit? Those you can just feel. You can’t really do anything to make sadness go away. You can ignore it, you can turn it into something more destructive, you can talk about it (yeah, right) or you can let it wash over you like a wave that has an undertow so strong it will pull you out to sea.

And leave you drifting.

Fuck that shit.

I balled up my hands and stood, a plume of fury directed suddenly at Darla. It wasn’t her fault. She was just the most convenient target right now. 

“You looking for materials for a book? I don’t think you’ve ever had a conversation with me that lasted longer than this.”

“You never talked to me for longer than this.”

“You never let me get a word in edgewise for longer than this.”

“You keep making that joke, but c’mon.” She went serious, and for a split second I thought about opening up to her. Spilling the whole story. She pretty much guessed it, and what more was there to say? Charlotte couldn’t get pregnant any other way than having live semen hit her eggs. And my semen were as dead as could be. Dead like Edward Cullen. 

Wait. I take it back. Even he could have kids.

“You can’t stop thinking about her, can you?” Darla got up and fished around in the fridge for something. A bowl of strawberries came out, her hand already on one, the fruit in her mouth as she spoke around it, mumbling. “A woman you can’t stop thinking about is one you need to try harder with.”

“Sometimes you sound like a really bad country song, Darla.”

A line of red strawberry juice rolled down the corner of her mouth, lending an eerie, vampire-like quality to her. She wiped it up with her thumb joint and said, “That about sums me up. Your dog lost a leg, your truck done broke down, your swimmers all died and your girl’s come to town.”

Trevor groaned from two rooms over.

“You won’t win The Voice with lyrics like that,” I said.

A loud groan, this one from the shower, split the air.

“Jesus, they at it again?” Trevor said loudly as he finally got up the balls to come in the living room. The man walked around in his boxer briefs nonstop. Then again, I walked around my apartment naked half the time, so who was I to judge.

Naked. Charlotte. My hand on her last night, still touching her this morning until I had to sneak out. Illicit and weird, it seemed so wrong to crawl out a window. I’m a twenty-three year old man, for fuck’s sake. But there was something tantalizing about it, too.

And, hey—it was Charlotte.

“Cat got your tongue?” Darla asked. She was down to the final berry in the bowl. Trevor snatched it up and ate it. She just grinned at him, a smile of love and mirth that made something in me crack.

The last person to look at me that way was Charlotte. Five years without that kind of grin can make you go a bit mad.

“It’s always nice when pussy occupies your tongue,” Trevor said, grabbing a kitchen chair and turning it around, straddling it. 

“Dude. Your junk is hanging out.” I turned away. This was my cue to exit. He looked down and rearranged the cotton of his shorts.

Darla reached over. “Let me help you with that,” she purred.

Jesus fucking Christ. Between Sam and Amy regrouting the shower with his spooge, and Darla and Trevor acting out a scene in a bad porno movie, this was getting to be Horny Central.

Which would be fine if I had someone to practice resting my horn in.

“Gotta go,” I announced. No one cared. By the time I shut the door, Trevor had stopped straddling the chair and Darla was straddling him.

Me? I had a hard-on the size of Joe’s bass and no one but YouPorn to turn to. Time to release the swimmers who would just sit there, flopping and useless, a constant reminder that I couldn’t give women the one, simple thing other guys could.

From bad country music to a Heart song.

And while I normally enjoyed being the exception to the rule, in this case, I’d have preferred being just like everyone else.

 

Charlotte

Maggie had appeared at my door later that night, and we’d spent the last hour combing through social media. If I never read #RAOCROX again on Facebook and Twitter I’d be just fine. And so many photos of women’s cleavage next to Liam’s arms! If nothing else, couldn’t these freshmen aim?

“Nice crotch shot,” Maggie murmured. That was the twentieth picture of Liam’s zipper I’d seen today.

“They’re all ridiculous.”

“Now here’s a status: Liam McCarthy had to sneak out of my room after we had sex in my dorm room. Fuck u RD! #RAOCROX.” 

I bristled.

“We know he didn’t actually fuck anyone except you.”

“We didn’t fuck!”

Her face fell. “Damn. I was hoping to live vicariously through someone else’s sex life.”

“Then talk to Rachel.” I pointed to the Facebook status. “She’s the one fucking my ex. In Fantasyland.”

We gave each other looks that only Residence Life professionals can give each other. 

“You realize seven women from your dorm are claiming to have had sex with him.”

“Liam’s a virile guy.” I was starting to shake with laughter.

“He gets around. How many windows can the man climb in and out of? Must have strong thigh muscles.” Maggie snorted as she read more on Twitter.

“We should call Guinness. Might be a world record.”

“Look at this one, Charlotte. I whispered a prayer on Liam’s cock and now all I gotta say is #RAOCROX.” 

“Nice. That’s Marcia Higgins. A poet and she doesn’t know it.”

“Isn’t she the university chaplain’s daughter?”

“Yep.”

“Well, then.”

The gurgle of my coffeemaker ended with a loud hiss, like a long sigh. I mimicked it, then stood, pouring us both coffees and coming back to stare dumbly at the screen.

“You ready to talk about what really happened?”

“You mean you don’t believe he fucked seven different women in the dorm and singlehandedly strangled the boa constrictor that a Muslim terrorist planted in his car?”

She squinted at the screen. “Is that the latest mashup of rumors?”

“Pretty much. Give it another day and I’m sure the rumors will devolve into his fucking the boa constrictor in the car while seven women made love to the blowup doll.”

“That’s better than some of the shit people are claiming on Twitter. Did you see this?” 

The tweet: The only snake that matters is in my pants. #RAOCROX 

“From Liam McCarthy’s Twitter account.”

“Oh, man. He tweet anything else?” Leave it to Liam to go on the offensive. Why play it cool when you can be arrogant and cocky? 

Maggie nodded slowly, then turned away from the screen. “You need to talk about this.” That was not a question.

“I need,” I said, peering around her to read the screen, “to know what else he tweeted.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I do.”

“No, seriously.” 

“Maggie!”

She moved. I read.

His tweet: And the only woman who matters is the one who won’t admit I was in her room. 

“Oh, shit,” I muttered, suddenly flushed, but it wasn’t just the coffee warming me up. Five years of silence, of being completely frozen out, and now we were thawing slowly. 

Slowly might have been a misnomer, because of all the ways I’d envisioned reuniting on any level with Liam, having part of it captured on photo and video and including a crazy snake wasn’t in the dreams.

I took a big gulp of coffee and then yawned.

“Caffeine not cutting it?”

“I barely got three hours of sleep and it’s”—I looked at the computer clock—“8:42 p.m. We still have reports to write and all this social media bullshit.” While university policy said that social media accounts were private for the students, and residence life could not impose policies on anything a student admitted to doing online, we also had the right to review social media—anything public—for the sake of making sure the dorm community was a safe and inclusive one.

#RAOCROX had exploded as a hashtag and Maggie and I were learning quite a bit. I now knew which freshman had banged Liam, that an additional four sophomores had given him blow jobs on the stairwells, and two of them had slept with him at prior concerts in the Boston area.

I knew the seven bangings and four blow jobs weren’t true, but those concerts…  A giant red ball of anger grew in my stomach. I tried to douse it with coffee. Didn’t help.

“The man has the refractory period of a porn star,” Maggie marveled.

And the body to go with it, I thought. Not that I’d been able to enjoy it. Between a thousand questions racing through my mind, the shock of being against his body after five years away, and the pure unfamiliarity of being touched by any man—sexually or just affectionately—the entire night had been a very perplexing experience. 

And a horny one. A very, very horny one.

She pretended to count on her fingers, reaching ten and turning to her exposed pinky toe for number eleven. “Eleven sex acts involving ejaculation in one evening. We should hire him to come give community service talks on healthy sex attitudes. He’s quite sex positive.” She waggled her eyebrows in a leering way.

“The man limped out of here with a hard-on and blue balls bigger than Rachel’s rack.”

“Oooo, meow. Someone’s catty.”

She was right. “I don’t know how to feel,” I admitted. “How am I supposed to feel? I run into the ex-boyfriend who dumped me when I was pregnant with our baby. He’s stripping at a party where I’m the sex toy hostess. Then he orders a raunchy plastic fuck tunnel, asks me to deliver it, and when I do he kisses me!”

Maggie just stared, listening. 

“I slap him and run away, and he tracks me down. He comes to my apartment to talk, refuses to talk, and instead we cuddle in bed and fall asleep. When I order him to sneak out my window a crowd of groupies surround him, and a boa constrictor ends up face-fucking his sex toy doll.”

Maggie was beet red from trying to stay composed.

“So, Maggie, where’s the manual on how to feel about all that?”

“I think you have to write it as you go along.”

“I think Liam McCarthy operates through life without a manual. I can’t create a color-coded spreadsheet that is detailed enough to manage him.”

“If only emotions were as neatly charted as dorm room condition reports.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice.”

We both sighed and drank deeply from our respective coffees.

“Not really,” we said in unison.

Maggie hit the refresh button on my computer. “Thirteen new tweets for #RAOCROX. Oh, look! An eighth sex partner has come forward.”

“I thought Liam was at eleven.”

“I’m counting the blow jobs separately.”

“Doesn’t everyone.” 

I closed the laptop slowly and put my mug of coffee on the desk. Without meaning to, I sank my head down into my hands, fingers sliding into my unwashed hair, the nails meeting resistance. Had I even combed my hair today? The hours flew by in a blur. Security services. Animal control. Making sure Liam was okay. Watching him leave. Dealing with the uproar over his presence. And the snake.

“Oh, here’s a good one on Facebook: Liam McCarthy from #RAOCROX was here to film a new music video—their first!—in my dorm today. He even brought a sex toy doll and a six-foot boa constrictor. FUN FUN FUN love being a student here!”

“Who was that?”

“Joey Lennon.”

“His mother would be so proud. Is he a creative writing major?”

“Political science.”

“Ah. Makes more sense. The guy has a solid future in a politician’s communications office. Spin, spin, spin.”

“Maybe Liam really was here to film a video.” 

“Maggie,” I growled.

“What? It’s possible! Maybe he’s Superman and can please eleven—twelve—women in one night, wrestle a snake, and fuck a blowup doll, too, all without breaking a sweat.”

“And strip like something out of Magic Mike. And sing and play guitar.”

“Marry a man like that while you can.”

Something in my chest gave when she said that. Instant contrition covered her features. 

“I’m so sorry. That was uncalled for.”

“It’s okay. We were just joking around.”

“No, it wasn’t okay. It wasn’t, and I should know better. It’s like when people make rape jokes around me. I know they don’t mean it, but…” Maggie’s face tightened. 

“Rape jokes?”

“You know, like commenting that a pedophile will get a taste of his own medicine in jail. Or that being raped will ‘cure’ an arrogant person. That kind of thing. It’s not that people mean anything specific against me. Or against rape victims. But it still stings.”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to keep apologizing.”

“I do if you’re hurt.” She gave me an insistent look. 

“Not hurt. Just…confused.”

“If you don’t want to talk about it, I can go.”

“No!” I’d spent the day busy and overwhelmed, but being alone somehow seemed worse right now. 

She sat slowly. “Then tell me what’s going on.”

“I don’t know what’s going on! I woke up to the first man in five years in my bed, and it’s the same one from five years ago.”

“Déjà vu.” She chuckled. “He’s here, though. Right?”

“What do you mean?”

“Something’s changed in these five years if he’s here. By choice. He’s come back on some level because he’s seeking something from you. What is it?”

“He didn’t really say anything. But we both seem to want something.”

“It’s time to talk.”

“It is so hard, though. Like once the words come out I won’t be able to stop talking. And some of the words inside me are not pleasant.”

“I’d imagine it’s the same for him.”

If she’d slapped me I couldn’t have been more shocked. “Him? Why would he be angry with me? He’s not the one who got left.”

“But he left for a reason. Even if Liam never told you that reason, there is one.” Compassion filled her face. A bit of confusion, too, as her eyebrows drew inward. 

“I wish I knew why!”

“Then ask.”

“What if I ask and it’s a horrible reason?”

“What’s the worst possible reason?”

That made me pause. “Because he’s a cold, cruel, selfish bastard.”

“How would that change anything? To know that for certain?”

“It would…it would…” I lost my breath in that one question. How would it? How would it change one damn thing from the past five years? Wasn’t he already a cold, cruel, selfish, fucking horrible human being for what he did to me?  

And what did it mean about me to be so hung up on him that I still missed him, even after what he did to me? 

It made me feel warped. Damaged somehow, like someone who didn’t know who to trust, so she blindly wanted all the wrong people.

For all the wrong reasons.

It was why I chose celibacy. Because if I didn’t, I’d have fucked everything and anything that would have me, just so I could bury Liam’s rejection as deeply as possible.

All or nothing. Black or white. Good or evil. Accepting that there might be a middle ground in the face of being rejected so firmly, so quickly, and with such force was impossible. How could there be a middle ground when someone like Liam could choose to treat me so poorly?

What did it say about me? 

For five years I’d fought that feeling. That fear. Vacillating between self-loathing and Liam-hating. Never finding an answer.

And now Maggie was asking more answerless questions.

“You don’t have to answer me,” she said, then sat up quickly. I knew that move. Yanking her phone out of her pocket, she read a text. 

“Brawl in the men’s bathrooms on the third floor. Probably fighting over a woman.”

“Go.”

“You okay?”

“No. But I will be.”

“You really will.”

“You say that to everyone.”

“But I mean it with you.”




Chapter Ten

Liam

What do you do when you finally have a quasi-breakthrough with your ex, but the big conversation you know is building and needs to happen is waiting like a giant zit, not quite ready to pop but aching as it ripens?

Horrible analogy. Never mind. Gross. Now I’m thinking about pizza face.

This analytical crap wasn’t cutting it. I wanted to talk to Charlotte, to clear the air, to let her know I forgave her and that we could move on. She ripped my heart out all those years ago and stomped it into ground hamburger, and while I felt like a douche and an idiot combined for not being able to let her go and forget about her, for not being able to move on, at this point I realized something more powerful than worrying about all that. 

Love isn’t rational.

I’d been so deeply in love with her all those years ago that the torment created by her betrayal was so big. Like a tornado inside a blizzard. A force of nature so destructive and ruinous that when she told me she was pregnant, and I knew—knew!—it couldn’t be mine, her very existence was like learning my own mother had become the bride of Satan.

Such an unthinkable act that the only way to react was to shut her out. Pretend she didn’t exist. Pretend that her pregnancy was...hers. Some other guy’s, and not my issue. I’d wondered, of course, and when I’d seen her here and there around town (from afar), when friends whispered rumors that she’d aborted or miscarried...I just took it in. Didn’t know what to do with the information. 

Still didn’t.

I closed off and wall up the part of me that loved her because even recognizing it was there was a source of constant pain that meant I couldn’t feel.

Couldn’t be.

Couldn’t live.

And now…now…well, right now, this very minute, all these thoughts raced through me as I shook my cock in the face of a woman who looked disturbingly like my physics professor in college. “You Can Leave Your Hat On” was the song of choice, and she looked like she wanted to put a rubber hat on me and ride me like a pogo stick.

That $10 bill she slipped in over my hip flexor muscle didn’t hurt any. I nuzzled up to her and gave her a loud, juicy kiss on the cheek.

“Liam, honey, you are just as fine now as you were five years ago,” she said.

“Dr. Trammel?” I made the kind of sound that comes from deep in your abs, the sound of incredulity that only giving a lap dance to the woman who gave you a C can produce.

“Glad to see you’re healthy and well and putting your fine undergraduate degree to good use.” She winked at me, then frowned. “You did graduate?”

“Yes, ma’am. The alumni office was awesome in helping me land this great job using my major.”

She paused, shot me a look of confusion, then brayed with laughter. Soft, manicured hands—not hers—slid up and down my back as the song ended. A new one with a faster beat, one that Sam and I had a routine for, started up.

“Take care, Dr. T.”

“You too.” Her eyes, though, were on Sam the Cop as he handcuffed the bride to his ankle and we began to dance to the theme to the television show Cops. 

We were bad boys, all right.

Thinking about Charlotte and shaking my goods were two wholly incompatible things, so I gave myself over to the sweet mercy of earning my living one bill, one stroke, one wink at a time.

At least this party didn’t include my mom. And, thankfully, no sex toy party, though the bride kept pulling out her new Sybian and talking about how she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do with it. I’d seen one at the Eden island resort when we’d played there and knew exactly what a woman could do with it.

Give her enough booze and someone would find a way to get her on there.

But not me.

Sam glanced at me, conveying more than you’d think possible in a single look. Mostly, he was saying he was done. The stripping took its toll after a few months. Like working at an ice cream store: at first, it’s fun and sweet and you think you’ll never get tired of it.

Then after a while, the thought of it makes you gag.

The women, though, were nice and just wanted to have a little fun. Who could blame them? I wondered if Charlotte did sex toy parties for the same reason I stripped: easy money, privacy, and fun.

There I went again. Thinking about Charlotte.

I wondered if she was thinking about me.

Charlotte

“I just love this pearl necklace!” the hostess’s grandmother exclaimed, sliding a string of blue anal beads over her head, donning them at her throat. “What a lovely jewelry party.” Jolie, the hostess, looked at her grandmother with a grimace but said nothing. 

“But what kind of baseball bat is this?” Jolie’s mother, Anna, asked. She was holding a seventeen-inch black dildo with a suction cup on the end.

Jolie’s expression turned from sheepishness to horror. A creeping dread filled me, and I pulled her into the kitchen. My regional manager at the sex toy company had warned me this might happen at least once in my career, and it looked like tonight was the night.

“Your mom and grandma have no idea this is a sex toy party, do they?” I asked with as much compassion as I could muster. In truth, if the people coming to the party didn’t know I’d be flashing Fleshlights and vibrating cock rings and anal beads like they were kitchen supplies and candles, we were in for a shameful, long evening.

I wouldn’t feel ashamed. But it looked like Jolie was about to melt into the floor and die from embarrassment.

“They weren’t supposed to be here, but my stupid sister-in-law Lisa told them about my ‘jewelry party’ and now Mom’s here.” We watched in horror as her grandmother rubbed the beads against her teeth and asked her mother whether this was a real pearl necklace.

“Pearl necklace,” Jolie giggled, then got serious.

“Jolie, I…it’s a raunchy, sex-positive party. I can’t do my presentation any other way. And your mom thinks a black dildo the size of my calf is a baseball bat.”

“Grandma looks like she’s about to turn that Fleshlight into an oven mitt,” Jolie sighed.

“I think you need to have a frank talk with your mom and grandma.”

She turned bright red, brown eyes shaped like almonds and wild spiral-curled hair the same color framing her conflicted face. “I don’t know what to do.”

I patted her shoulder sympathetically. Note to self: text regional manager immediately.  

“It’s better to give them some warning than to have them watch the sex wedge pillow demonstration DVD and freak out.”

“Demonstration videos?” she peeped.

“Remember how we talked about that? You saw them at your friend’s party.” I kept the huge sigh in as much as possible, but a little bit leaked out. 

Her mom called out across the room, “Jolie? Is this some kind of baby toy party, too? I keep seeing these little teething rings, except they vibrate.” Her mom held up a bright red jelly ring with a bullet vibrator attached. She turned it on and laughed as it buzzed against her finger.

I gave Jolie a look that I hoped conveyed the gravitas here.

She sighed. “Mom, that’s not a—well, can you and grandma come in the kitchen?”

While Jolie explained everything to her mother and grandmother, I finished setting up my display. No vibrator races on the kitchen floor tonight, though we would play Sex Bingo and Guess the Dildo Length. Free watermelon-flavored warming gels and tickler condoms for all in the goodie bags, and maybe I’d make $150 tonight and make the trip out here into the far edge of western Massachusetts worth it.

“…and so he was one sweet piece of ass,” I overheard a voice in the dining room whisper to someone else. “And it was that guy from the video at the university. The rock star with the snake.”

My ears burned red. Other parts of me turned a pale shade of green, too. 

“I heard he fucks anything with two sets of lips,” the other voice said. I barely knew Jolie, much less any of the party guests. These were complete strangers talking about Liam. My Liam. 

“Heard? When we were in college that hot boy made the rounds like you wouldn’t believe.”

“You went to school with him?”

“Liam McCarthy was a sex legend in the freshman dorm. He tapped so many women they gave him the nickname ‘The Kegger.’”

My heart began to burn, too.

“And now he’s a stripper?”

“Hey, gotta pay student loans no matter what.” A chorus of murmurs in assent made it seem okay. 

“I don’t think he had any. He comes from a pretty solid family. His dad owns a car dealership.”

The two shared a snippy laugh. “He’s the perfect guy for that. Smooth and slick, ready to convince you he’s the real thing, and then the second you commit he’s on to the next target.”

Ouch.

“Yeah, and I’ll bet he knows every nook and cranny of a back seat.” 

Snickers abounded as my stomach flipped.

“Stripper, huh? Which company?”

“Don’t know. But wouldn’t it be fun to get a group of us together and see if he’s still tapping anything?”

More laughter.

Jolie’s mom came up to me, her face red with a mixture of outrage and embarrassment. “My mother put her mouth on those, those, those…”

“Anal beads.” I’d learned long ago that stating the facts was the best approach in the face of an overly emotional person at a sexapalooza.

“Yes. Were they ever—”

“No, ma’am. Never used, just for display. Fondled by hands, but I always sanitize them before a party.”

“Back in my twenties, a vibrator looked like a long, white, pointed tent stake. A little thicker.” She laughed shyly and picked up a pink jelly dildo, the kind with clit stimulators poking out. “This…this is a…I don’t even know.”

“That’s why you’re here,” I soothed. “To learn. Jolie came to a party and liked what we offered so much that she wanted to share with her friends.” Speak of the devil, Jolie walked over to us at the tail end of my sentence. 

“Why didn’t you tell me!” her mother tsked at a very red Jolie.

“Because I knew you wouldn’t approve!”

“I don’t not approve! I just thought we were coming to buy grandma a nice pearl necklace. Not watch a video about how to help your husband give you one!”

“MOM!”

“Oh, you kids think you invented sex,” the grandma said with a dismissive wave. “Your grandfather would have loved playing with that pussy pocket. Give him a big tube of Vaseline and I’d be left alone for a week.”

Jolie and her mother gaped at Grandma, who looked a lot more alert and with it.

And by the end of that party Mom bought $233 and Grandma $155 worth of products, leaving Jolie insanely curious. Hostesses, though, never knew what their guests ordered. It was part of what made sales spike nice and high. If no one knows you’re buying creampie DVDs and a set of tunnel butt plugs, you’re more likely to order with abandon. 

And I came home with a huge headache and a troubling sense that the Liam I’d known five years ago had changed more than I realized.




Chapter Eleven

Liam

There are very few things you can do at 3 a.m. after stripping for three different groups of people. You can go to the gym. You can go home and go to bed. You can find someone at an all-night diner and take them home and fuck them.

Or you can drive an hour west and sneak up on your ex-girlfriend’s window, pitching tiny pebbles at the glass in an effort to wake her up, but also to keep the other three hundred women in the dorm asleep, or fucking their boyfriends, or doing whatever you do on a Saturday night at three in the morning.

I’d driven here and sat in the back parking lot, far away from her building, and the two beers I chugged gave me a little liquid courage. Not much. 

Absolutely zero, in fact.

We were supposed to meet for coffee on Tuesday and I couldn’t wait. Just couldn’t.

This time, I was going in there and telling her that it was all in the past and I wanted a future with her. Wanted to kiss her, wanted to touch her, wanted to hear her call out my name in ecstasy. Wanted to be the only name on her lips when she fell asleep and the first word she thought when the sun peeked into her bedroom and woke her up.

That all sounded so great in my head when I thought about it, but when she opened her window a crack and hissed at me with outrage, the only words I could say were, “Watch out.”

Crawling out of the window last week had been a breeze. Crawling in was another fucking story. God damned window nearly tore my sac off as I climbed over the latch.

“I think I have a scrotum left after all that,” I joked when I was standing properly. She had wet hair and a look of utter incredulity on her face. I walked to her like she had me hypnotized.

“Liam, what the hell do you think you’re—”

The feeling of a woman in your arms, slammed up against a wall, the pressure of your body against hers, is one that you can’t imagine will feel as divine as it does when it’s a person so special you just want to bury yourself in her.

Her lips were hard with surprise, then yielding and urgent as I tasted her—really explored her. She tasted like berries and peaches, like Charlotte and surrender, and I wanted nothing but the taste of her—all of her—on my tongue and lips for the rest of my life.

But tonight would have to do. It would have to be enough, because by the time we talked—after we acted—I had a feeling we might not have more than tonight.

Which was why right now, acting, touching, tasting, grabbing, stroking—senses—were more important than words.

Words could be uttered in the harsh light of day, could be parried and exchanged, volleyed and thrown like a weapon, a curse, a balm, and prayer.

But touch? There was really only one way to properly touch a woman.

And I needed so badly to show Charlotte exactly how I did it.

Her hand sank into my hair, roamed down my sweaty back, slid over my jeans-covered ass, making me clench and push into her, driving my hard self into her soft curves. My hands filled with her, the lean and the lush hills and valleys of that body that had changed so much in five years, yet felt exquisitely the same.

God, I’d missed her.

And then, with a massive shove, the cold air between us shocked me. Her eyes glittered in the security light that warped everything I saw in the dark room, and she wiped her lips with the back of her hand in a way that felt like I was being accused of something I didn’t intend.

And then:

“Is ‘The Kegger’ looking for something to tap?” Her eyes were wet steel. 

Oh, fuck.

“Because sorry, bud. I’m not here for you to hammer into and make me squirt.” 

Aside from the fact that that image made me hard as fuck, her words cut like a knife into my heart. “It’s…I…stupid nickname.”

“Fair warning: I have no intention of having your name tattooed on my shaved butthole.” 

“You checked out my Facebook page,” I said grimly. “I never asked that fan to do that!”

“You slept around a little, I take it?”

I stared dumbly at her, cock throbbing, hands itching to touch her. I was pure energy and needed to move, to flow, to touch, to do something other than talk. If all we did was talk I’d go out of my fucking mind.

“I was a free agent.” Shit. That sounded about as stupid as it was. “So were you. You really want to air out a laundry list of all our sex partners for the past five years?” Please say no, I prayed, because not only did I not even know the names of a few of them, some were just known as Red Lipstick Circle Chick and another was named Boney.

I was not proud.

But I was not ashamed. And I hadn’t slept with anyone for two whole months, other than my hand. And my hand is a really bad conversationalist.

Her face froze, though, when I made the comment about sex partners. The thought of her on her back, crumpled sheets surrounding her, some asshole pounding into her body, made a wall of red fury fill my vision. I felt like fire was in my blood, and if she looked at me with that cocked eyebrow one more time I was going to kiss that look off her face, tongue and tease her until she was begging for more, and I was going to make her mine again.

Mine.

And no other man would get between us again. Ever.

“You want a list of all the sex partners I’ve had in the past five years?” she said in a deadly tone. The room spun a little and it was not from those beers. The entire atmosphere tilted a little, like the earth shifted a little to the left, adjusting itself because its boner had a pinch point. 

“I—”

“You want a complete list of every sexual partner I’ve had since when, exactly? Please clarify your request so that I may serve you properly.” She sounded like a really officious phone sex operator. “Would you like that notarized as well? Need it in calligraphy, or perhaps with gilded edging? There’s a monastery nearby that might have a monk who can create a lovely scroll for you.”

What just happened?

“No, Charlotte, you’re being—”

She marched over to her desk and picked up a clipboard and a pen. Scrawled out sharp, hard letters, each pen stroke making me angry and confused.

“Charlotte, you started this. Calling me by my college nickname. Obviously you’ve been digging around about me, and that’s cool. Really. I get it.” Her nostrils were flared, lips pinched shut, and I hadn’t seen her this pissed since the time I forgot to pick her up after work one time, back in high school, when the new band was practicing so much and finding its groove, and time disappeared.

Kind of like how it felt a second ago.

“I didn’t start anything, Liam. You started it. Tapping on my window like a vampire, coming in, shoving me against the wall and kissing me like you were about to fuck my brains out—”

“I was.”

That stopped her cold. She stared at the sheet of paper on the clipboard, breathing so hard I started to think she was hyperventilating. Then, with a little too much care, she slowly tore the sheet of paper off the clipboard and handed it to me like it was my own death sentence.

“There, Liam.”

At the top, in angry block letters she’d written:

THE LIST OF PEOPLE CHARLOTTE HAS FUCKED SINCE LIAM

And it was completely blank.

Charlotte

Oh, it’s on. 

You come to my apartment at three in the morning smelling like beer and tasting like desperation, a whiff of two or three other women’s perfumes on the oil of your sweaty, musky, delightfully tanned skin and you kiss me so hard and so long I can feel it in my clit—and you want to talk about who I’ve fucked?

He stared at that sheet of paper like it was the Golden Ticket and he was Charlie.

“Get out,” I growled. “Get the fuck out of here, Liam.”

“I don’t understand.” He held the paper up. “It’s blank.”

“GET OUT!” I shouted, then immediately lowered my voice. If the women in my dorm ever knew what was going on in here—who was in here—I’d never hear the end of it. You lose your credibility in a dorm with three hundred women and that’s it. Game over. Job done.

“I’m not leaving.”

“Then I’m calling security.”

“Wait—no! I don’t mean it like that. If you really, really want me to leave, Charlotte, I will.” Those eyes burned into mine like they were liquid gemstones. My core clenched, the sound of my own breath like a steam engine roaring in my ears, down to my lungs, through my organs and infusing every part of me.

“I just told you to go,” I said, but even I could tell I was weakening. Because I didn’t want him to go. I wanted his heat against me again, that mouth on my earlobe, telling me he was sorry, he was stupid, he never meant to hurt me five years ago. All the sweetness and caring and protection I never got, not one drop from the day of that phone call, I needed.  

Now. 

Here. 

Forever.

But not from a half-drunk stripper who fucked anything with a slit and who was coming on to me like I was just another piece of meat.

“I’ll go, but I have some things to do.”

“Not me, buddy. You’re not doing me tonight.”

“Then I have some things to say.”

“You have words? Great. Let ’em out.” I crossed my arms over my chest, the gesture defensive. I didn’t care. Here we went—five years of pent-up steam about to burst. The ceiling can’t hold us.

“Why is this page blank?”

“You lose fifty IQ points over the past five years, Liam? You can guess.”

“No one?” His eyes bugged out of his head. “Not a single damn guy.”

“No.”

“Not even a—”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Of all the questions I’d imagined Liam asking me over the years, this wasn’t one of them. I had thought he’d ask whether I’d gotten an abortion, or how the miscarriage felt, or whether I’d decided to keep the baby or put it up for adoption, or what the baby looked like when it came out, or—well, a lot of questions. A ton of them, in fact. I’d had five years to torture myself. I’m good at that.

A pro.

But why hadn’t I slept with anyone since Liam? How could that be the first question he asked?

“Why did you fuck everything that looked at you?” I challenged back. His eyes went flat with rage, his face slack. I couldn’t have pissed him off more if I’d tried. I remembered this look. It was the expression of a Liam gone over to darkness, to a place where he’d be raw and real and not hold back.

Don’t hold your punches. Let’s get this over with and out in the open, because five years of tucking it behind the couch and under the rug and in the closet and flushing it down the toilet hadn’t really gotten us anywhere good now, had it?

“Because when I fuck, I lose my mind. And I lost my mind the day you—well, that day, and it was better to lose my mind with someone than to be alone and do it.” 

Holy shit.

Because that was exactly what I’d done. Gone batshit crazy alone, losing my mind day in and out, thinking and rethinking and analyzing and wondering and crying and then, slowly—recovering.

It never occurred to me that shutting out the world was worse than throwing myself into it.

Liam had done the opposite.

But I wasn’t buying it.

“That is bullshit,” I hissed. “Tell me the real reason why.”

He flinched, then shook his head, hard and fast. “How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Know me so well.”

“If I know you so well, then you should know me better. Why do you think I didn’t fuck anyone for five years?”

“Because once you have this, everything else isn’t worth it?”

And that’s when I threw the clipboard directly at his face.




Chapter Twelve

Liam

I knew she was strong, but holy shit, she snapped that clipboard at my head like a well-trained Australian aboriginal ninja. The metal part of the clipboard hit my hairline with a sickening slicing sound, and the next thing I knew I was half on her couch, half on the floor, eyes open and full of water.

I reached up. Red water.

Charlotte was in my face, crying and apologizing over and over, mopping my head with a cold washcloth. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to cut you!”

“Yes, you did,” I mumbled.

“No, I didn’t!” she cried.

“You threw it. You meant it.”

“I threw it because you pissed me off, but I didn’t mean to nearly scalp you!”

Her hands were all over me, the blood covering the front of my shirt, dotting my jeans, flowing onto her floor. I reached up to touch the cut and caught a whiff of her scent, the fresh coconut and cinnamon aroma that was uniquely her. The taste of that one kiss was still in my mouth, and as she tenderly wiped the blood from my face, the pain started to hit. Stinging and throbbing, the top of my forehead began to burn.

I reached up and felt it—a one-inch gash.

“We need to get you to an ER.”

“It’s not that bad.” One hand was on my soaked t-shirt, leaning against my shoulder as she crouched over me, eyes worried and full of self-reproach.

“I should know better. I never do that! I have more self-control now.”

“You always did throw shit at me when you were mad.”

“Those were teddy bears and pillows from my bed! And only you. I never threw stuff at anyone else.”

“I’m honored.” Is that because there’s never been anyone else? I wanted to ask, but bit my tongue. 

Her face was inches from mine, her lips slightly parted, the sweet pink of her tongue poking out between her teeth. Her eyes bored into mine, rimmed with tears, her fingers streaked with my dried, rusty blood.

“It’s slowing,” she said, tearing her eyes from mine, looking at the cut. She pressed the cloth into my skin harder. “Let me get some ice to put in here.”

As she stood and walked to her sink, I watched that fine ass sashay across the room, begging for my hands on it, for my bare skin to tickle hers, for our bodies to join.

Blank page.

Blank fucking page.

She had been celibate? For five fucking years? No wonder she was a sex toy party hostess. I’d be humping sink drains and keychain holes if I went five years without sex.

I stood, careful to get my bearings. Blood was probably thin from the beers, and I was dehydrated, too. Like she read my mind, Charlotte came back with a glass of water and an ice cube tucked in a freshly wetted cloth. She stood on tiptoes and pressed the ice bundle on my face.

“Ow,” I said, tipping my chin up to drink the water.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Quit saying that.”

“I mean it.”

I put the glass on her kitchen table and reached up for the hand holding the cloth. Gently, I peeled it out of her clenched fingers.

“What are you—” And then I reached down for the hem of my t-shirt and stripped it over my head in one quick roll, a great stripper move.

Her audible gasp confirmed it.

Fabulous stripper move.

And then—

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, kissing her lips with a feather stroke. “I’m sorry, Charlotte,” I said again, my hands reaching for her hips, pulling her so close. The brush of her shirt against my bare skin made me take a ragged breath.

“Your head—”

“Is hard. Like other parts of me.” I tightened my grasp of her waist and she got my point.

“Liam, I—”

“I’m sorry,” I murmured against her ear, my hands holding her still. She slipped her arms up and around my neck, and as I pulled back our eyes met, hers troubled and dark. I didn’t know what mine looked like but they were probably pretty damn similar.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, fingers dancing around the gash. “I didn’t mean—” Emotion clogged her throat, and we both realized we weren’t apologizing for what had just happened.

Not one bit.

Through what seemed like a hundred “I’m sorries” we kissed our way to her bedroom in a matter of minutes, tumbling over our own feet, going so slow yet still tipping to and fro, struggling to find balance. Her mouth—ah, that lush, sweet mouth—was a garden, and I was on my back, face tipped in adoration to the sun for giving me such brilliance, delightful aromas, and the indescribable lightness of being with her. 

Gently pushing her onto the bed, I rested the length of me against the length of her, our bodies one heat source, one flesh, one pounding series of blood flows going crazy under the surface. Her fingers found the base of my neck, tickling me, and her mouth was eager and bold like mine. Charlotte had never been shy. Never been tentative or hesitant when it came to sex, and she’d been my first and only for so long, our bodies each other’s road maps in the world of Sexland.

She was my compass. I was her legend. We were the rivers and the lakes, the highways and the back roads, the mountains and the borders.

I finally knew where I was. Charlotte was my You Are Here point on the map of life.

 

Charlotte

 

Oh, this man. His mouth traced wet heat through me, tongue parting my lips and seeking refuge and answers. We could use whispers and promises, words and apologies, to talk our way through this, but instead it was his tongue that said, “I’m sorry.” The brush of his fingertips against the soft skin of my collarbone that said, “I was wrong.” The press of his hardness against my hip that spoke aloud the words, “I want you.”

Words weren’t enough. And yet words were also too much. My mind shook with the gravity of this, with the hush of his breath against my ear, the low groan of satisfaction when my hands roamed over his spine and down to his muscled ass, his hitched breath as our kisses deepened and he entered a new state, one that burned our skin with desire.

Giving in meant erasing five years of pain and misunderstanding, of cruel abandonment and loss. So much loss. And yet maybe—maybe, oh, so gingerly—we could mitigate the loss right here, right now, with a coming together that wouldn’t be enough to atone for the last five years, but that was an acknowledgement of the pain of missing each other?

Ravaged by my own doubt, my rational mind fought for its place inside me as Liam’s hands worked to unmoor it, setting it adrift in a sea of righteous thought that knew this was somehow wrong, that I should exercise my “no,” that I should cling to the pain and misery and hold out for Liam’s tortured apology for what he did to me. To our baby. To—the world.

And that was when the thin line connecting my rational mind to the world snapped with the tiniest of sounds, the noise so soft you could confuse it with the whimper from the back of my throat as Liam reached under my shirt and flattened his palm against my belly, moving up under my bra and finding one nipple.

Alight with the understanding that all my fantasies, fevered wet dreams, and tormented imaginings were about to come true, my body decided for me, sitting up as Liam coaxed off my shirt, then with a flick of fingers and wrist unbound my breasts, flinging the bra to one side with a practiced hand. In the moonlight his eyes shone with appreciation, then his face dipped down, that warm, eager mouth taking one nipple in and sending me to the moon.

“Oh my God,” I whispered, the words catching in my throat, the end stuttered and rough. My hips arched to meet his body, some part, any part, so that our heat remained in constant flow. As his tongue turned my skin hard as pebble, my hands sank into his hair. He gave my other breast the same attention, licking and blowing lightly, making my skin react at his command.

We were beyond choice and decision now.

He pulled up to kiss me, lips sucking and demanding, tongue insistent, taking as much flesh as he could like an explorer, claiming lands for an entity in power. My hands were a blur, trying to touch every part of him, the smattering of hair on his chest thicker than it had been years ago. 

Comparing—I couldn’t stop comparing, because five years is a long time to remember, to go over each excruciatingly delicious detail of sex and lovemaking and quickies and longies. I’d memorized Liam’s long, lean body in my mind, in my fingers, in my heart, and now that I had him—real, whole, divine—with me, I couldn’t stop cataloguing the difference between Then and Now.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered as he pulled away, hovering over me, hair a wild mess of golden waves, eyes dark and smoldering for me. He dipped down to plant a nearly chaste kiss on each nipple, nuzzling the valley between my breasts, and then—

Oh, and then!

He began a trail of kisses downward.

Comparing? I couldn’t compare, because the Liam McCarthy I knew from five years ago had never done this.

He seemed to read my mind, his mouth spreading into a smile as he pressed it against my navel, the feeling luxurious and secret. “Is this okay?”

Is this okay? Is this okay? That was like asking if a pistachio mocha crepe with a side of salted caramel ice cream at Jeddy’s Diner was okay. Like asking if giving you a Tesla Model S for free was okay.  

My answer was remarkably witty.

“Uhhhhhh…”

His laugh rumbled against my skin. “I’ll take that as a ‘yes.’”

His fingers reached for my pants, sliding them off my hips with such reverence, slowly and with a sense of timelessness. He sat up on his knees, half naked and so gorgeous, all rolling marble and forged-steel lines. 

Our bodies were a study in contrasts, his tanned hardness and my creamy softness like yin and yang, opposites that fit seamlessly together, complementing and completing.

His eyebrows knitted together in a frown for a second, and then he pulled back. “Blank page?”

Here we go. Time to talk.

“Yes.” The less I said, the better. Especially right now when I was spread out for Liam, wetter than a beach after a hurricane and needy. So needy. Wanting release and wild cries and frantic thrusts and—

“So no guy has ever—”

“No.”

“And the last guy you slept with was—”

“Was someone who never brought it up.”

Shaking his head slowly, he dispatched with my pants, leaving me breathless and wearing my boy shorts. His eyes combed over me, roaming with abandon and ownership, taking his time.

“The last guy you slept with was an ignorant dumbass.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “He certainly had his moments.” I gave Liam a grinning wink. “But he isn’t hard on the eyes, that’s for sure.” Liam’s shoulder and back muscles rippled with movement as his fingers gained purchase under the silk of my panties and the rush of sensation turned me to liquid need. 

“Let me make up for lost time, then, Charlotte,” Liam whispered as he bent down to kiss each inner thigh, butterfly kisses that made my breath stop and go faster all at once, my pulse thready and wild. “I’ve gotten bolder as I’ve gotten older.” 

His palms roamed from my calves to my knees, then made a slow ascent up my valley, parting my legs with a delicious touch, so worshipful, so inviting.

And then, just as my inner thighs began to quiver of their own accord, he sat up, retracing his steps with his hands, settling them on my thighs, right above my knees.

“This isn’t fair.”

“Fair?” I said in a voice too dark and sultry to be mine. But it was.  

“You’re naked and I’m not.” And with that he stood, unbuttoned his jeans, and swiftly made everything in balance again.

Oh, sweet merciful deity. The man standing a few feet from me was like a marble statue of male perfection come to hot-flesh life. His shoulders were broad, hands on hips that had carved divots where the pelvic bone dipped inward and down, a happy trail of hair thickening just where everything thickened. 

His cock stood high and hard, ready and wanting me.

I nearly came on the spot, so out of practice for this. Plenty of plastic substitutes for what stood in front of me, radiating want and demanding my eyes, had passed through my lips over the years as I’d worked to compartmentalize my sex drive into something best managed with via battery-powered love.

The scent of him filled the room, mixed with my own heady release of something animal and filled with pheromones and a craven, feral desire that turned me into nothing more than instinct and impulse.

And I liked it.

“Come here,” I commanded, and that was the last time he obeyed anything I said in bed, for he was thoroughly in charge as he covered me with those strong thighs, that tight ribcage, the mouth that demanded I take him seriously—and, soon, take him in—in lieu of words.

This was our language.

This was our atonement.

And it had to be enough. Right here, right now, in these hours that unfurled before us. The harsh morning light would bring a new reality. Some crevice in my mind knew that. Pushing all worries aside, I reveled in that which had no formed sound, no precise definitions, no semantics or grammar or order.

Unleashed, we took and licked and gripped and groped, his hands everywhere, mine as well, and then his hot mouth pulled back from mine, leaving me panting, until seconds later he was between my legs, murmuring something about the taste of sweet nectar.

“You…oh…your mouth,” I whispered, the air pushed out of me by muscles that clenched and gripped, pulled and shivered with shock and ecstasy. 

One finger slid inside me, then two, filling me with exquisite completion as his tongue played guitar riffs from ancient love songs on my red, swollen center, teasing melodies from my mouth that I’d never before uttered, but that burned into my heart for time immemorial. 

Who knew that a mouth could speak so clearly yet not utter a single word?

A ballooning of everything inside, the warmth, the wetness, the spasms and the revelation of his skill, his attention, his determination to give and give and give all morphed into a shockwave, the rhythm he set with callused fingertips and perfect frets, a tongue that sought home and my body, so desperate for more making the tsunami hit without warning.

“Oh, what is this?” I cried out, his hand firm against my left hip as I tried to pull away. His mouth and fingers followed me as I buckled and thrust against him, fireworks turning to strangely colored visions behind my tightly closed eyelids, my hair wet and sticking to my mouth, my hands balled into fists that pulled at my sheets.

“Too much!” I insisted. He stopped for a mere second, his words barely perceptible.

“Never,” he answered. “Just ride with me, Charlotte. Ride with me.” 

His mouth returned and electric bolts pounded through me, my body arching up in uncontrollable movements. I cried out his name like a prayer, certain in the knowledge that he wanted me, needed me, missed me as much as I did him.

My hands raked his shoulders and arms, the smaller ripples of tiny orgasms wrung from me receding as he moved his mouth to the inner dip of my hipbone, my navel, and up to my mouth where he shared the taste of me, giving me a lick of my own pleasure he’d elicited.

I tasted like a woman well satisfied.

Or…almost.

“Next time will be better,” he said, kissing my cheekbone, brushing the sticky hair from my face. 

“Better?” I choked. “That was amazing. No one’s ever—”

“You were tense,” he murmured in my ear. “I have wanted to do that with you for so long. To you. Hearing you call out my name as you came was the best sound I’ve heard in my entire life, Charlotte.”

Next time.

By all rights I should have been a rag doll, boneless and drained, but Liam’s mouth and what he could bring out of me made me eager, wanting to explore. Slow, undulating kisses led to my moving him so he was spread out before me, feet crossing the end of the bed, my hands memorizing the wonderland of his grown self.

His hands couldn’t stay off me, gliding up and down my shoulders, my breasts, my torso, as I kissed my way from his mouth, down his chest, and then found my way to the happy part of the happy trail. My fingers closed over his thick shaft and he tensed and relaxed at the same time, a strange contradiction that gave me a sense of power so strong I felt my mouth water. 

Which was perfect timing, because I lowered my mouth and the tight velvet sleeve of skin was a perfect match for my moist tongue. Liam groaned, making that sound that only a man deeply mired in bedroom play can make.

I’d forgotten how empowering this could be, how fun, how delightful, as my hand moved up and down his shaft slowly, achingly, teasing out his pleasure.

“Charlotte,” he hummed through clenched teeth, but he didn’t argue as I took him in, the tip hitting the back of my throat, making me grin. Bent over and tonguing him like this, I used my wetness as lube for my hand, stroking him and laving at the same time.

He stretched like a great, muscled beast in the throes of pleasure, and just as his thighs tensed, he stopped me.

“You do more of that and I’ll fill your mouth.”

“What do you want?” I crooned. 

“You, Charlotte.” He sat up and caressed my temple, sliding the hair back from my face, eyes completely and utterly devoted to me. His hand traced thrills of joy on my skin while his mouth said words I wanted so much to hear. Not all the words, but enough to be a gift.

“I want you, to be in you, to touch as much of me against you as I can. And I will,” he murmured against my arm as he kissed the soft skin of my inner elbow, tongue peeking out to taste me. He trailed more kisses down to my thigh and hip, then stopped, hands wandering like he had permission.

Which he did.

“You have something?” he asked. “Because I do, but it’s in my pants—”

I laughed, the kind of chuckle that comes from the satisfaction of a completely different joke having its punchline revealed. Reaching across him, I opened my nightstand drawer. Liam popped one rosebud nipple in his mouth as I stretched over his body, his hands on my ribs, mouth going to town. 

I made a sound that isn’t found in nature.

“I have,” I gasped, “every kind of condom and lube known to man.”

He let go and looked up with an expression that made me want to lick every square inch of his body. Some parts twice, even.

“I thought you didn’t…”

“Sex toy party leader. Occupational hazard. Product samples.” I reached down with my spare hand and slid the base of my palm up his shaft, from the lowest point on up. 

His hand snaked around my wrist, holding it, hard. Eyes that met mine fairly glowed with intensity as he let go, my other hand still stroking, his thigh muscles twitching. Veins on his neck strained against his skin as he held himself in check, sliding the condom on with precision, then picking me up entirely and flipping me down on my back, my body craving him.

The tender kiss he gave me was completely out of touch with the moment, yet so welcome, soft lips nuzzling against mine, slow tongue enjoying its stay. He pulled back and I opened my legs, his thickness pressed against my clit, making me buck up, seeking him.

With a shaking hand I reached down and guided him.

Guided him home.

The first press of the tip against me made color spark again behind my closed eyelids, my hands finding his corded arm muscles, the slick fullness of Liam making me pulse around him. His back arched as he lifted himself up, my heels digging into his ass, our movements slow and steady, determined and enjoyable.

The languid slide of want against want, breeding friction and desire.

He dipped down, then, body so tense I knew he was barely seconds away from his own release, a vortex inside mixing all the pain, the betrayal, the questions, the sheer years that felt timeless and forging something new from it all in this moment, in that kiss, in his caress, in my abandon.

Tears formed in the corners of my eyes and I turned my head, so swept away by the wellspring of everything that his body, his hands, his mouth and his very presence brought me. Suddenly self-conscious, I could handle being naked with Liam, could welcome his face between my thighs, could savor the sensual intimacy of his mouth tasting me everywhere, could be pierced by his cock and made love to, split in half and made whole.

To let him see me cry felt like a transgression. Like the ultimate vulnerability.

He saw it, though, and slowed—but did not stop. With sad eyes, lashes so long they cast spidery shadows when he blinked, he bent down and kissed each tear away, the barest hint of his tongue coming out to taste it.

Then his salty mouth took mine, body rising up, the thrusts more insistent. Claiming. Demanding.

Erasing.

As we crested, cries of each other’s names cut through the space between us, caught like butterflies in a net, flailing and stuttering without hope of escape, yet so beautiful. Liam’s climax over, he leaned down on me, his breath a hollow rasp in my ear, and then the words came back.

“I missed you so much,” he rasped, his body releasing fully after the words, layers of muscle dropping deeper. Fuller. Entirely.

“Me too,” I confessed.

I’ve missed so much.

 




Chapter Thirteen

Charlotte

I woke to a man covered in red. In my bed.

A naked man streaked with red paint.

“What in the bloody hell?” I shouted, jumping out of my own bed and standing on the tiny area rug in front of my bedstand. A cold blast of air-conditioned air made me look down and see that I, too, was naked.

And marked for war.

Liam McCarthy moved those long, lean, tree-trunk legs and the sheets twisted with him, his deliciously nude body even more delectable in the daylight.

“Good morning to you, too, Merry Sunshine. Did we have an arts ’n crafts session last night I forgot about?”

His face—oh, God, the right half of his face was covered in thick, dried blood, right under the wound.

“Liam, you should have gone to the ER.”

He reached up, flinching as he touched the spot. “No need. It’s fine. I don’t need stitches.”

“How do you know?”

He sat up, washboard abs curling in, the fan of rib muscles so fascinating I felt like I was watching a cable nature show. I hadn’t seen a naked man up close like this in—

Well, since Liam. And boy, had his body changed.

Mine had, too. I realized I was standing in my own bedroom, completely naked with a man for the first time in five years, and that nagging, tingly feeling in my nether regions, the unbearable sense of needing something, was completely gone. 

I’d had sex. Sex. Last night.

And it had been amazing. AH-MAZE-BALLS.

But right now, Liam’s eyes were combing over me, his mouth curling into a smile that made that tingling come right back with a big old roar, but he looked like a man out of The Walking Dead who was three seconds away from being zombie feed.

“We need to clean you up.”

“I don’t mind being dirty.” He lunged across the bed, pulling me down by the (naked) waist, all my soft, squishy parts pushing against his hard, chiseled parts, and it felt soooo good.

“I don’t want to reopen that wound, and if you—” He tried to kiss the words out of me, but Professional Charlotte kicked in. If this were one of my students I’d insist they seek medical treatment, right?

Then again, if this were one of my students, I wouldn’t have chipped a clipboard at their head and then fucked them three times in the course of six hours.

So I shouldn’t be throwing my professional standards into the mix, here.

Liam, thank God, was not a student.

“I’m not getting stitches,” he insisted, sliding reluctantly off me and walking into the bathroom. I turned over on my belly and propped my head in my hands, enjoying the view. How could a man’s ass move like that, without the padding on the hips, and with so much animal grace that you just wanted to watch it forever?

The muscles around his spine were like a vine of ivy—turn just an inch in one direction and the whole chain moved. The thick little spot of hair at the cleft of his ass was new. Hadn’t been there five years ago. He’d thickened out everywhere, and I do mean everywhere.

“Shit!” he called out. “You really got me.”

I winced. “I told you it was bad. Let’s go to a walk-in clinic. Insurance will—”

“Don’t have insurance,” he said quietly. “I’ll just clean this up. Myself.” He turned on the sink and the running water made it impossible for him to hear me.

Which was the point.

“No insurance?” I asked as I walked into the bathroom. A huge wave of self-consciousness struck me. Cover up? Throw on a robe? Wear pajamas? But Liam’s openness and casual nature rubbed off on me. I decided to go with the flow, even as I was an internal wreck, trying to reconcile the flood of eight thousand emotions inside.

Right now it was easier to worry about his gash.

He waved his hand. “Dad was supposed to keep me on his plan, but he says he’ll only insure me if I come work for him.” Liam’s dad’s dealership was enormous.

“Pressuring you?” I leaned against the doorjamb as he wiped the blood away. I struggled not to laugh inappropriately. He had dried blood in, um, some interesting places. Along his ribs, in his belly button.

I pulled back and opened my mouth to start another question and he burst out laughing, staring at my belly. “What’s so funny?” I demanded, instantly worried that my curvier figure was now under scrutiny.

“Check out the Liam trail.” His chest puffed out with pride. 

I looked down. A little rust-colored line from one nipple to the other, then right down the center of my torso to my mons.

“You’re better than GPS,” I joked.

“That is one trail I don’t need a map for,” he said, then winked. Then winced, because he used his injured eye to wink.

“Your dad wants you to work for the family business?”

“Yep.”

“What does he think of your stripping?”

“He’s so proud.”

“You know I’m going to ask all these hard questions, right? You can go all quiet and taciturn like you always do, and I’ll just keep poking and asking until you open up.”

“Nothing’s changed in five years.”

“Everything’s changed in five years.”

He pulled away from the mirror and looked at me, his fingers peeling back the skin of his scalp. I could see pink, but not white, thank God. I hadn’t gotten him to the bone.

“You have any Super Glue?”

“What?”

“I need to glue my head.”

Liam

Some part of me couldn’t quite believe I was standing in Charlotte’s tiny little tiled bathroom, naked, covered in dried blood with the scent of her on my nose, in my stubble, on my lips and coating my cock, while she nattered at me like a nervous mother bird.

And I liked it.

She was so lush. My eyes couldn’t stop landing on that body, her belly a little curved slope that begged for me to rest my cheek on it, those hips needing to be palmed, that ass womanly and divine. I was getting hard again looking at her, and I knew that if she saw me standing at attention it would be awkward. There’s only so much making up you can do when you’ve had a breach like ours.

So far, so good, though.

A weird hissing sound started in another part of the apartment. “Boiler?” I asked, searching through her medicine cabinet for alcohol or hydrogen peroxide. I found the H2O2 and prepared for pain.

“Coffeemaker.”

“You’re a goddess.”

“A goddess who made you bleed.”

“A goddess who will bring me coffee in bed.”

“That an order?”

“A fantasy.”

“You have low expectations.”

“You set a high bar for all other woman.”

“And given how many women you’ve been with, I am going to hope that’s a compliment.”

And…game. Set. Match.

I knew when to quit. The sting of the hydrogen peroxide helped drown out that little zinger. Soon I had my face cleaned up, though I was still covered in my own blood. Charlotte looked like something out of an anthropology student’s grad school project. She’s refused to give me Super Glue—said it was in her office and she didn’t want anyone to discover I was here. 

“I almost hate to take a shower with you,” I said as I took my first grateful sip.

“Who said anything about showering together?” Her eyes bugged out. But she stayed naked, legs crossed casually, as if it were the most normal thing in the world for us to be nude at her kitchen table, drinking coffee on a Saturday morning in her little university apartment.

And it was.

But it wasn’t.

“I did.” 

A slow, sultry smile stretched that beautiful face, making her more of a woman, mature and blossoming. And…I was hard.

“I see the caffeine is waking part of you up.”

I took a deep sip. “That’s not the caffeine.”

She looked down at her breasts, eyes flicking between them, then looked down the crest of her belly. “I do think a shower is in order.” Keeping her chin down, she tipped her eyes up, those orbs framed by long lashes. “Care to join me?”

I abandoned the coffee and sprinted to the bathroom so fast, reaching in to turn on the hot jets. Charlotte followed, laughing, still carrying her coffee. I pointedly found my jeans, pulled out a condom, and felt her eyes on me every inch of the way.

Why be coy when we both knew the score?

I tucked the condom on the bathtub’s edge and reached for the mug in her hands. My dry palms smoothed her hair, her face turned up to look at me, the worry lines that I’d noticed between her eyes now gone.

“This,” I said as steam rose up from behind her shower curtain, “feels so good.”

Her hand wrapped around my cock.

“This?”

I hissed as I inhaled, then reached down and reluctantly peeled her fingers off. I had a point to make before anything else, and I couldn’t make it with her fingertips milking me. That’s the surest way to make my brain take a vacation to Lustland.

“This,” I said, enveloping her in a hug more intimate than most sex acts. I just held her, so sure and happy to be back where I knew I belonged. All the hurt, all the unspoken pain was still there, but it was less potent somehow. More dull. The edge had been filed off, and while it needed to be handled, we’d do it. One step at a time.

She pulled back, lip quivering a bit, eyes shiny with unflowing tears. “This,” she said with a sigh.

I reached into the shower and tested the water. Then I pulled back the curtain and took one look at the shower head.

“There is no way that is university regulation plumbing equipment.” The shower head had two parts to it and looked like something out of a half espresso machine/half sex toy catalog.

“That is the single, celibate woman’s guide to nirvana.”

I sized it up. “My competition?”

“My hydro-boyfriend.”

 

Charlotte

 

There are times when you’re in the mood for deep, penetrating, soulful lovemaking where you’re in the groove with each other’s hearts and bodies, warm flesh shocking the other’s blissful skin with the allure of desire and need, mutual pleasure the pinnacle of the day’s activities.

But sometimes you just need to be fucked silly against your shower wall, water pounding your back. 

And your guy pounding your backside.

Liam yanked the shower curtain open and pulled me in, the needling spray making my body tingle. I made a squealing sound as his wet hand slipped between my legs, fingers finding my clit, his movements making me groan and flower, open for him.

The shower quickly made his hair turn dark, long lashes sprinkled with globes of hanging water as he pushed against me from behind, hard and slick, his shaft riding up the cleft of my ass as his fingers played me to perfection.

Guiding me, he used his free hand to lift my right leg up, propping it on the edge of the tub. My breasts smashed into the wet tile, the water pulsing against my back, the insanity of so many good sensations drowning out my own conflicted, uptight mind.

Go away, Ms. Goodie-Two-Shoes, I ordered. You’re not wanted right now.

Liam peppered my shoulders with little bites, just hard enough to make the pain cut through all my ecstatic centers, and then cold air hit my back for a split second. Ah. The condom.

The rush of fulfillment as he entered me from behind, his tip up and in me with a delicious groan from us both, made me wish we had a soundtrack. Something from classic rock, a 1970s beat that would drive me out of my mind and make us crack the wall.

“You are so fucking hot, Charlotte,” Liam said as he pulled back, then hammered me with three quick strokes, so deep I gasped and held my breath. One of his hands tilted my hip just so, the adjustment allowing his tip to touch something inside me that made every muscle scream at once like I was— 

“I’m coming, oh, Liam,” I cried out, shaking from some inner core I didn’t know I had. He pounded me from behind, his thighs tight, the steam from the hot water enveloping me as my hands splayed against the tile, fingers curling to grab something, anything, everything, my body vibrating with some frequency I’d never heard.

“You…” Liam drew out the word as his hand clamped my breast, digging hard, his cock bearing down as he rode to his release, the sudden halt in movement behind me barely noticed as I struggled to stay upright. My legs were rubber bands. He sensed it, pulling out quickly, then turning me around to face him, our wet fronts connecting.

“That was unbelievable,” he growled.

“Unprecedented,” I added, reaching for the soap. I didn’t know what to say, what to feel—I didn’t even want to talk. Didn’t want to waste the energy to form words. The glow that infused my skin, my clit, my eyes, my wholeness was tempered only by my words.

So I acted.

 

Liam

 

 

The feel of her hands on my back, soaping me up, like a ritual cleanse, gave me a peace I hadn’t felt in so long. Years of trying to find something—I didn’t know what—in the arms of too many groupies, chicks who wanted to touch me as a trophy, faded as I melted under her strokes, her caresses, her tender care. 

The shower was like a baptism, and we could start anew, refreshed and reset. As the blood washed off and Charlotte carefully examined my head wound, declaring me “insane, but probably okay, and if it scars it will be hidden by your hair, anyway,” we stepped out into her bedroom with towels and hope, drying off the holy water of shared forgiveness.

Our phones buzzed in unison. Charlotte tensed up, then sprinted for hers.

“Hi, Mom,” I heard her say as I took my time reaching mine. Mrs. Greyson—er, Caitlyn—was a really nice woman, if a bit severe. I felt like she would just as soon have a nice stout with me as rap my knuckles with a ruler. She was closer to my grandma’s age than my mom’s.

Charlotte wrapped a towel around herself and began that kind of meandering you do when you’re on the phone, while I grabbed my phone and answered it without looking.

Apparently, moms around the world all decided to call their spawn at the same time.

“Liam!” Mom exclaimed. 

“Hi, Mom.” I clamped the phone between my ear and neck as I wiped down with a towel. It was weird being naked, post-sex, talking to my mom. Not my fault, though. 

“Your father says he’s having a hard time reaching you.”

“You mean pressuring me into working for him.”

“You can’t be serious about this stripping thing,” she said for the thousandth time. “It’s…it’s not why we sent you to college.”

“Why did you send me to college?” I walked into Charlotte’s kitchen and poured myself a cup of overcooked coffee, grimacing as it hit the back of my throat. Charlotte shot me a sympathetic look and mouthed, Lecture? 

I nodded.

“Good old Sybil,” she whispered, her hand covering her phone’s mouthpiece.

Yeah. Some things never change. Mom could be cool about stuff like letting Sam stay with us after his old man beat the shit out of him, but God forbid her precious son be caught shaking his nibbly bits for pay.

“You really should call him.”

“I should.” I let that hang in the air as I searched Charlotte’s cabinets for coffee-making stuff. Everything was military precise. My own cupboards looked like a tornado hit them.

I guessed at the amount of grounds to put in as Charlotte chattered on about Portland and some cottage her mother was going to.

“Who’s in the background?” Mom asked with an arched tone.

“Charlotte,” I snapped. Truth is the best defense.

She laughed without amusement. “That’s a sick joke, Liam.”

So’s this conversation. The words were so fucking close I could taste them, but Charlotte had some preternatural sense for knowing something was wrong. She ended her call with her own mom and took the coffee scoop out of my hand gently, the side of her breast brushing against my shoulder, making me want to continue talking with my mom as much as I wanted to go on a date with Joe’s ex, Suzy, wearing a Wilfred costume and being sounded with a coffee stirrer. 

“Gotta go, Mom. Talk later.” Click.

Being independent meant I didn’t have to submit myself to lectures like that.

My eyes ate up the naked ass in front of me, how her feet shifted and her hips moved when she closed the coffee machine and turned it on.

That ass?

I’d submit myself to that.

And then I did.




Chapter Fourteen

Charlotte

“I can tell by the way your eyebrow isn’t all tensed like you’re wearing a monocle that you finally had sex,” Maggie whispered in my ear as we sat at a conference table in the student center, stuffed on chocolate-dipped sugar cookies and cafeteria coffee. 

Homecoming weekend always brought out the alumni, and we had to mingle at two or more events. We’d already made the rounds and looked for Jan Murphy, our boss, so she could mentally (or physically) check us off for attendance.

“You monitor my facial muscles that carefully for signs of copulation? You need a new hobby.”

“You’re wound so tight that the difference is pretty extreme.”

“Nice. What a friend.”

“Friends tell the truth.”

I sized her up. “Then I have to say that the orange hair makes you look like Syndrome from The Incredibles.”

Her jaw flew down. “You take that back!”

I snatched one of her tiramisu cookies. “Just being a ‘good friend.’” I added finger quotes to the insult.

“But you slept with him, right?”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“How was it?”

“Let’s just say I might not need my shower head for much longer.”

“You’ll give up your hydro-boyfriend?” she said a little too loudly. People with white paper name tags looked at us. Luckily, Maggie’s punkish appearance made folks stay away.

“I said might. Might.”

“Did he explain what happened five years ago?”

I knew this was coming. 

Liam and I had formed a little bubble for that one night, and now I was living in the harsh light of day, interacting with other people, finding myself accountable, even, to close friends like Maggie. Okay, my only close friend—who knew the score.

Was I a wimp for taking him back? For not broaching the subject of what happened when he left me—and our baby? So many shoulds and expectations and external constructs about how I was supposed to act had filled my brain for years.

Right now I just wanted to feel. Feel. To enjoy the little secret smile that invaded my face when I thought about seeing him again next week. Or how it felt to think about him with expectation—and not automatic pain. How he looked all naked and man in my bed. How I’d felt so mature and alive and on fire when his lips, his mouth, his fingers his—oh, my—had touched me, licked me, tasted me, driven him inside me to form a connection that drove us to release and just be within the other.

“Did he explain? No.”

I choked out a simple answer and stared at Maggie like a deer in headlights. I felt a wave of shame, of carefully created validations for my choice, and as they bubbled up to the surface, screaming to get out, she just examined me like one would a specimen and said:

“Give it time. When you’re both ready, it will all come out.”

That’s it? I’d braced myself for a long lecture and instead got an even-tempered, almost nonchalant response? 

“Where is Maggie and what have you done to her?” I asked through a sip of coffee. 

She laughed. “It’s true. I don’t disagree with you. It always seemed like there was something special there, but the horror of how things went down five years ago overshadowed the good. Sounds like the good flourished inside both of you. You two just have to hack away at the scar tissue, and if it’s meant to be, you’ll find your way.”

My chest tightened.

“And if it’s not,” she said carefully, “it’s going to hurt like a sonofabitch, but at least you’ll finally know. Have some peace. And some great sex.” She nudged me and winked.

The director of religious diversity caught my eye and started coming our way. “Gotta schmooze,” I explained as Maggie gave him the once-over.

“Hot priest.” Indeed, he was. A smooth Latino man from Bolivia with burnished dark skin, wide cheekbones and intelligent, lively eyes. Too bad he was taken.

By God.

“Don’t even think about it,” I joked with her.

“Totally not my type,” she whispered. “Besides, you defile a priest you go up in spontaneous combustion.”

“You keep looking at him like that and your toes will get crispy.”

She let out a low whistle. “Being singed isn’t the worst thing…”

She ran off before she got herself into even more trouble, and I found myself engaged in a conversation about bringing more mission trips into the residence life program.

And me? I’d found a little religion myself last night.

At least, all those times Liam made me shout, “oh my God!” counted for something, right?

Liam

I was in my shithole watching some documentary on Netflix about aging porn stars when my doorbell rang. So few people ever rang my apartment bell that I grabbed my phone by mistake, thinking someone had changed the ringtone on me as a joke.

Nope.

Took two more rings for me to realize I needed to check out my intercom.

I held the button and said, “Hello?” It felt like I was Alexander Graham Bell using the phone for the first time.

“It’s Amy.” She sounded determined. 

“Why didn’t you text?”

Silence.

I hit the Enter button and buzzed her in. What the fuck would Amy be doing here? Sam and I weren’t working tonight. She and Sam seemed happy as could be. The band was getting more and more gigs. She was still a bookworm and doing fine as her second year of grad school started up.

And why not text me?

My apartment wasn’t exactly ready for guests. Pizza boxes everywhere, a stack of tissues on the floor, dirty underclothes bunched up on the floor where I took them off, old dishes I didn’t bother with, and—

I came to a halt as I scrambled to clean up. Why bother? Fifteen seconds couldn’t amount to anything of use.

Bang bang bang. She had a strong knock. I opened the door to find Amy there with an expression on her face that said she was just as befuddled by her visit as I was.

“Hey,” I said, inviting her in. 

“Hey—oh, wow.” She pulled her head back like a nasty stench hit her. Hmmm. I’d been home all day and didn’t notice anything, but maybe I’d gotten used to it.

“Your apartment makes Charlie Day’s look like something out of a Martha Stewart magazine,” she said.

“Nice to see you, too.” I held back adding Fuck You. I had some manners with women. Barely.

“You are probably wondering why I’m here.” She started to sit down then bobbed up, repeating the gesture three times before perching her ample (and quite nice) ass on the arm of my stained couch.

“To randomly insult me?”

“That wasn’t random. Your apartment smells like Fritos and the decaying body of a Jeffrey Dahmer victim hidden in one of your walls.”

I stepped into the hall, opened my door, stepped in, and took a deep sniff. “You nailed it perfectly,” I marveled.

“Apartments are part of the reason I’m here.”

“You want to move in?”

She choked with laughter. “No. I want you to move out.”

“Huh?”

“I’m moving in with Sam.”

“Congrats. You mother will flip her shit.”

“I don’t care.”

I couldn’t help but smile wider. “Double congrats. Joining the ‘I don’t give a shit what my parents say’ club is a big leap for you. For anyone.” 

She ignored the comment. “And I want you to take over the lease on my apartment.”

“Your apartment? The shoe box?” Amy had this weird little studio apartment carved out of the corner of a building. Literally. She had to peel her futon mattress back at one corner to be able to open her front door.

“It’s $400 a month less than what you pay for this festering butthole.”

“That’s my festering butthole. Quit insulting it.”

“My place is cheaper, and if I find someone to take over the landlord will let me out of the lease.”

“$400 a month would be awesome to cut out of my budget,” I agreed. 

“That’s two or three fewer parties a month you’d have to do,” she said with an eye roll.

“Is that why you want to move in with Sam? To cut down on his stripping?”

“No!” she snapped. But there was a glimmer of truth there. “It’s because we love each other.”

“And you want him to get out of stripping.”

“Okay, sure. If the band keeps getting all these gigs then soon you—he—might be able to get out of it. I don’t mind it that much, it’s just…it gets hard, you know? Being the girlfriend and knowing all these hands have been on him. The nights he comes home smelling like other women’s perfume and body lotion. Knowing that. Imagining it. It’s just…”

“You trust him?”

“Of course I do!”

“Then don’t worry about him. Sam adores you. He’d never cheat on you.”

“That’s not it!”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s more about wanting him to excel at what he’s really good at. The drumming. If he came to me and said the stripping was his life’s work and he loved it and wanted to do it forever, I’d honor that. But it’s not. And so if we can spend more time together and deepen our relationship and—”

“And save money.”

She nodded.

The way she was acting was a little too…something. Angry? Resentful? Hesitant? Amy was always a mixture of so many things under the surface that you couldn’t put your finger on. Charlotte could be quiet and intense, but in a totally different way. That flashpoint temper was underneath and you always knew where you stood, emotionally, with Charlotte.

Amy was a complex labyrinth, and while I’d known her since we were toddlers, I wasn’t sure I actually understood her any more today than I did when I was two.

“Why else are you here?” The best way to deal with a mystery was to expose it to sunlight.

She seemed shocked and yet not at all surprised by my question. That was what I meant—Amy was too many reactions all layered into one. “I’m here to talk about Charlotte.”

“You and everyone else. Darla’s been picking at me for weeks.”

“She won’t bug you for a while. She’s deep in the fur.”

“The what?”

“Writing. Oh, never mind. Anyhow, back in high school you wouldn’t tell me why you and Charlotte broke up. She called me a few times and I didn’t know what to do.”

“Was this before or after…”

“After. After the prom.” Sam had completely disappeared off the face of the earth during our senior prom and Amy had been so sad, while I was at the beginning of my fuck-anything-with-a-pulse phase, and in a stroke of genius—and not one of my finer moments—I’d been gentlemanly enough to accept her flower. Pop her cherry.

Be her first.

We weren’t weird about it except when we were weird about it.

“What did you do?” I asked, wondering where she was headed with this and getting a dark feeling about it. 

She shrugged. “I didn’t. Do anything, I mean. It’s not like we were super close.”

“But you were friends,” I protested. Amy was right—she didn’t really hang out with Charlotte back then, but the edge of our different social circles did form a Venn diagram with overlap sometimes.

“I was seventeen and freaked out by Sam’s silence and…you know.”

“Right. Hey, no judgment. I didn’t exactly handle things well back then, either.”

Long sigh. “And that’s what’s got me thinking, Liam.”

“What.”

“How you handled Charlotte’s pregnancy.”

A slow burn began. “You’re going to lecture me now about breaking up with her back then?”

“No. No, seriously. No lectures. More just a nagging thought about what you said about your…” She waved at my crotch.

“My dick.”

“Your sperm.” Her faced scrunched up and she asked, without looking at me, “Are you really sure you’re sterile?”

“Have you and Darla been plotting this?”

She looked genuinely surprised. “Darla?”

“Okay, never mind. She asked the same question.” I blew out a long puff of air and ran my hand through my hair. Ew. I needed a shower. “Look, all I know is this: my mom, dad, and my doctors told me, twice, that I can’t have kids. Ever. My sperm are like Tony Romo: they can’t do the job when it matters.” 

“You keep joking about it, but that has to really hurt. I know I don’t want kids yet, but I know I want kids. If someone told me when I was sixteen that I could never, ever have them, it would be devastating.”

Who knew this would turn into a therapy session?

“Sure.”

“Liam.” She said my name with that tone women get, the kind where they want you to be Sensitive Man and explore your feelings. Here’s the thing: I don’t have feelings the same way women do. Women have layer after layer after layer of feelings.

Mine are just one big thick chunk of rock. No, really.

“You want me to cry and tear my clothes and talk about how much it sucks?” I smiled a sick grin, one that made me feel a little maniacal. “I could.” I played with my thumb cuticle, pulling at the skin until it bled. The blood made me think of Charlotte and I touched my scab, the head wound healing nicely.

“Is that how it really feels?”

“It sucks,” I repeated. “It sucks to know that I have to carry this into every single romantic relationship I ever have, and to know that some women will reject me as husband material because I can never, ever be a biological father. That’s the phrase the doctor used. Both doctors, actually. Mom made me go to two different specialists.”

Amy just nodded. Maybe I had more to say about it than I realized.

“And both of them said ‘biological father’ and were careful to say that reproductive technology meant my future wife and I could use donor sperm. I was sixteen. I didn’t want to talk about sperm in front of my mother. Sure as hell didn’t want to jerk off in a cup looking at naked pictures of Jenna Jameson or Asia Carrera and hand my fresh goo off to get tested.”

Blood poured down my thumb and I sucked it, the metallic taste helpful somehow. “They both said that and I went back home and stared at my ceiling and pretended everything was fine when Charlotte asked me.”

“That was junior year, right?”

“Yep. Her senior year.”

“And you never told her.”

My hands started shaking. It wasn’t cold. “No. I just…should I have? Probably. But you don’t play in a band and run cross country and play soccer and study for AP History and go to football games and get high in Trevor’s garage and then throw out ‘Hey, Charlotte, if you ever want to be a mommy you’ll have to shove another guy’s jizz up your love tunnel in a doctor’s office to have a baby if you stay with me.’”

“Ouch.”

I spread my hands wide. “Reality is nothing but pain.”

“You don’t really believe that.” 

“Try me.”

She thought for a minute. “Two different specialists? And no hope?”

“One of the doctors said in the future there might be some way they cut out my ball and squeeze a functional sperm out of some tissue. I don’t remember the details, but he said there’s a tiny sliver of hope if I let them half castrate me.”

Amy looked like someone watching The Human Centipede for the first time.

“Yeah. I know.” I swallowed hard and whispered, “But I’d do it if it meant I could have kids. If it meant I wouldn’t…well, you know.”

She reached over and grasped my hand. “I know.”

“The part that sucked the most, though? Wrapping it.”

She snatched her hand back. “What?”

“I can’t get a chick pregnant. I can still get an STD, though, but the spermies don’t work, and I still have to use condoms. If there’s one thing being sterile is good for, it’s getting out of taking a shower with your socks on.”

“You make no sense.”

“Sure I do. Sex with a condom on is like taking a shower with your socks on.”

She slapped my shoulder. “That is such a stupid comparison.”

“Go ask Sam. He’ll tell you the same thing.”

“You do wrap it, I hope? Sometimes we all wonder if you’re a Petri dish.”

That, of all the things out of her mouth, finally offended me. “I get tested every two months or so. Just went through it at the department of health. Clean as can be.”

“If you’re sleeping with Charlotte, you better be. Nothing like passing on an STD to a woman whose job involves teaching coeds how not to get them.”

Good point. “Hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“Think about what she does for a living, Liam. Why would she choose to do sex toy parties and work in residence life?”

“For fun and good stories?”

Amy rolled her eyes and stood gingerly. “Speaking of sex toys—” 

“Let’s not.”

“Ask her for a catalog next time you see her. I’d love to buy some new—”

I shoved her out the door. “Thanks for coming over! Yes on the apartment! Goodbye!” I said loudly over her talk of buying dildos and warm-water flesh simulators.

Bad enough she succeeded in getting me to talk about my feewings.

But to make me talk about her sex toys? That was a low blow. 




Chapter Fifteen

 

Liam

 

“This whole climbing-through-the-window-in-the-dark thing was cute and romantic at first, but now it’s just a massive pain in the balls. Like Darla,” I groused as I hefted myself into Charlotte’s apartment.

“You let Darla touch your balls?” Charlotte asked in a throaty voice. All the lights were off and I could hear, but not see, her. This was a rare night off for me—no stripping, no performances, no practices—and I was looking forward to an entire night with Charlotte. And breakfast with Charlotte. And leaving with the smell of Charlotte on my cuticles, in my ears, on my beard…

“Where are you?” I asked through laughter.

“Right here. Come and find me.”

I stood up a little straighter at that command. Were we playing a game?

I love games.

Especially winning games.

As my eyes adjusted to the lack of light, I walked into her bedroom, following the only dim source of glow I could find. Upon closer examination, I discovered candlelight. The strong, perfumy odor of lavender tickled my nose. And my cock.

Because candles?

Candles meant I was getting laid.

And then my cock realized there was leather.

On Charlotte.

On Charlotte’s tits and ass.

My cock did that cheering thing, like Kermit the Frog. Yayyyyyyyyy! Arms in the air and flailing and everything.

And then it got even better, because Charlotte was stretched out on her bed wearing a black leather corset, some black leather…thing with garters and fishnet stockings, and her nipples popped over and out of the bustier. Bright red stilettos, the kind you want to have digging into your ass while you’re buried balls deep in a woman, perfected the look.

I was going to eat her right now.

“What is this all about?” I asked as I striped my clothes off, from 0 to Naked in 1.2 seconds. Faster than a Ferrari. Powered by 8.0 Litre Hard-on.

“Product samples from my company,” she said in that low, sexy voice. “They asked a few of us if we wanted to try out some of the new BDSM-themed items. And they sent me an Esme 2.0.” She nodded toward the corner. 

Esme stared back, doing her best Mr. Bill imitation.

“Version 2.0? What’s the upgrade?”

“Vibrating vagina simulator.”

“Esme’s such a voyeur,” I said, shaking my head. Her eyes were creepy, even as I turned away, knowing she’d watch us.

“Plus, they’re rolling out a huge new line in preparation for Valentine’s Day 2015.”

My dick bobbed appreciatively, as if listening. 

“What’s happening then?” I asked as I crawled over her, dragging the tip of me across those fishnet stockings, making my jaw clench. I was going to spooge all over her belly button like a teen getting his first hand job if I wasn’t careful.

“You—don’t—what?” She sat up, her voice carrying this incredulous tone. “Fifty Shades?”

“You want me to be Christian Grey?” I could get into that.

“No, I mean—the movie?”

“They’re making a movie? Which porno actress did they get for that?”

She gave me a long, hard look. I gave her a long, hard cock.

Finally, she pulled back and gave my balls a light spanking. “Bad boy. You should know more about Fifty Shades.”

“How about I teach you more about—” And my own voice was cut off as I dove between her legs. Crotchless panties. And…instant erection. 

“Liam!” she shrieked.

Sucking her clit into my mouth, surrounded by soft thighs that pounded out her pulse in beautiful symphony was one of the best damned places on earth. I could stay here for hours, leaving only to hydrate, eat, and meet basic necessities, her core like an altar where I could speak with God.

If God liked handcuffs.

Her fingers slid through my hair, making me grin, and then she pulled up to sitting, ass slipping away from me.

“What’s the rush?” she gasped.

“Have you tasted you? The rush is that you’re like an ice cream cone begging to be licked,” I insisted, bending down for more.

“How about these?” Black handcuffs, the cuffs encased in something soft, dangled from her fingertip.

“You are joking, right?” I said, tipping my head up, looking at her from the glorious view between her legs. Ah, Charlotte was a fucking vision from some spiritual place where magic was filled with her musk, those wide, tempting eyes, and tits that poured out of her like whipped cream with a cherry center.

My stomach growled. When did I eat last? 

“Handcuff me, officer. I’ve been bad.” 

I stopped cold.

“That’s what my mom said to me at the bachelor party,” I whined. 

She laughed so hard she twisted in place, then nearly fell off the bed. I moved fast, handcuffs at the ready. 

Click.

That made her stop laughing.

“No!” she shrieked again. “Oh, no! You can’t do that—” 

Click.

Both hands secured to her headboard. Nice four-poster bed, even if it looked like something from a 1920s summer camp on the Cape.

“Liam!” she shouted.

“You wanted me to—”

Charlotte’s phone began to ring. 

“That might be my mom!”

“You can call her back later,” I said as I let my tongue take a long trip from her collarbone down to one perfect, ripe nipple.

She arched her back and gasped. “You weren’t supposed to chain both my hands to the bed!”

“You have two sets of handcuffs.”

“But…oh, God,” she moaned.

Bzzzzzzz.

Her phone again.

“Can we turn that thing off?” I groused, mouth vibrating against her other nipple now, my fingers seeking warm heat below. Sinking into that wetness, thumb playing with her clit, made her moan.

“You can’t!” she wailed. 

“You’re not on duty,” I murmured against her hard nip.

“Let me go!” she called out.

Bang bang bang.

The sound of fist on wood was so strong it shot me up in the air, then down on the bed, landing hard on her leg.

“What the fuck!” I bellowed, unable to be quiet. Charlotte kicked her legs out just as I fell on her and I slid off the bed into a tumble of naked surprise. I used my hands to cover my head as I fell crown first, and my palms slid into my eyes, popping both contact lenses out of place. 

“FUCK!” I screamed as the pain seared through my eyes.

“Charlotte! It’s Maggie and Jordan! Are you okay?”

“Unlock me!” Charlotte hissed. 

“I can’t!” I growled. “My eyes! My eyes!”

 

Charlotte

 

“Charlotte!” Maggie called out from behind the front door to my apartment. “We tried calling you, and Jordan is on duty. She said she heard you screaming for help. Are you okay?” 

Jordan? Overeager, supercilious Jordan the RA? Oh, shit. Sure, I’m okay, chained to my own bed in a Merry Widow costume, juices up and down my thighs, with a naked rock star on the floor moaning something about his eyes.

“I’m fine! You can go now!” I called back.

“Fuck, it hurts!” Liam bellowed.

“What hurts?” Jordan shouted in a high, reedy voice. “Charlotte, procedure says we announce that we have the authority to key into your room and to assess the situation.”

WHAT?

“Liam, get the fucking key right now.” I fought against the handcuffs, tightening my wrist, knowing it was futile. A six-foot-tall woman with a plus-size figure doesn’t have dainty wrists that slip out of sexcuffs. The people who design these suckers do a better job than the ones used on maximum security federal prisoners.

Doms know how to forge shit that subs can’t get out of.

“Can’t see anything,” he groaned. I was tied to the bed, so I couldn’t even look at him. A portion of his knee was in my sight, then the curve of one butt cheek, then his sac.

“You need to get the keys NOW! They’re on the nightstand,” I hissed. 

He rose slowly, rubbing his eyes with desperation, but nothing compared to the full-on assault of adrenaline coursing through my veins.

“We’re not keying in,” I heard Maggie explain calmly to Jordan. “Charlotte has a perfectly reasonable explanation for why she—”

Crash! 

Liam’s hands, fumbling in the dark, knocked over my bowl full of condoms and various lubes I’d organized so neatly for tonight. I heard the sickening sound of shattered glass, and then:

“Owww! Oh, fuck. I’m BLEEDING!” he screamed.

Panicked, I closed my legs and eyes tight, knowing what was coming next.

And it wouldn’t be me. Or Liam.

Bang bang bang. 

“By policy,” Maggie said in a slow, resigned voice, like an executioner reading the charges, reluctant to do her job but determined anyhow, “Charlotte, I have to key into your apartment because you’re screaming, it sounds like someone’s in pain, and you’re not answering the door.” Her words were so robotic. It was obvious she did not want to key in, but… “In the interest of your safety, we—”

“WE?” I screamed. “NO WE! There is no WE!” 

Liam was hopping up and down on one foot, one hand nursing a cut under his pinky toe, the other rubbing his eyes as he babbled something unintelligible.

Indistinct voices, and then:

“I, then. I am coming in.”

Maggie opened my front door just enough for me to see a flash of green hair, the probing face of Jordan, and then the blissful closing and locking of my front door.

The way my bed is arranged, I can see my own front door but all they could see are feet. In the seconds Maggie cracked the door, Liam happened to roam, blindly, away from the line of sight.

Maggie walked right into the bedroom with the confidence of someone prepared to face damn near anything and, I knew, with a security team on the other side of the door in case this incident needed assistance.

“I…wow…so not what I expected. Um…” Her head bobbed up and down as Liam jumped, his cock like a hot potato bouncing in place. Blood dripped from his foot and his eyes were pools of red with tears streaming down his face.

“Fucking contacts! Stupid monthlies. I think one’s lodged in my eyeball and the other fell out near the glass!” he moaned. 

“Stop jumping, Liam! Just sit on the bed!” I begged, turning my face away from Maggie.

“There is no residence life training for this one,” Maggie deadpanned. “How the hell do I describe this in my duty report?” 

“I’ll kill you,” I muttered, rattling my cuffs.

“You and what fishnet army?” she said, eyes filled with amusement.

“I’ll force your hair back to its natural color.”

“You wouldn’t dare!” she said, recoiling in mock horror. Her eyes went back to Liam, who was naked and rubbing his eyes, the wounded foot dripping horribly.

“You have a thing for blood and sex,” she said drolly.

“You told her about before?” Liam asked. He mumbled something about monthly contacts being four months old and how he was too old for this shit, his fingers rubbing his eye in strange contortions designed to find the missing contact lens. 

“We talked.”

“You talk about our sex life with other people?”

“I bragged about your nine-inch cock,” I said with great sarcasm that flew right over his head.

“Cool.”

“I see you lied,” Maggie said. 

“Hey!” Liam protested, looking down. “It’s cold! I’m bleeding!”

I turned my attention to Maggie, somehow making it clear I was talking to her without making one second of eye contact. “Could you stop talking about Liam’s penis and uncuff me?”

“I don’t know. What did you do? If the charges were bad enough, maybe I should leave you—”

“Maggie!” I shouted.

Bang bang bang.

“Fuck!” I added.

Jordan’s voice drifted in. “I can key in too! Did the intruder get you, Maggie! Shout the safeword if he did!”

“Safeword?” I gave Maggie a withering look, finally making eye contact.

Maggie lifted one shoulder. “It kept her from barging in here and getting the res life story of a generation. Snake boy naked with a trussed-up BDSM Residence Director. Holy hell, Charlotte, if this gets out…”

I shook my wrists. “Find the damn keys and it won’t!”

“Where are they?”

“Where Liam just broke my glass bowl.”

She peered over the side of the bed and gasped. “I’m not sticking my hand in that. All that glass and blood and—” She turned on the light, the harsh brightness making my skin go gooseflesh with embarrassment.

“You have to get me out,” I pleaded. “Please. Campus safety cannot key in. They can’t!”

“Ha ha!” Liam shouted. “Motherfucker! I got you.” He was holding a long, blade-like piece of clear glass, streaked with blood. 

Bang bang bang. 

“Charlotte!” Jordan called again. The ominous rattle of keys made me start to cry. She couldn’t see me like this. What had started out as harmless fun with some product samples had just turned into the kind of incident that meant I would be lucky to be the house mother to a chicken coop if word got out.

Maggie raced to the door, opened and shut it, and then I heard her firm voice issuing commands. A minute passed by, Liam limping to my bathroom, the rush of water, all of it making me cry more.

Then Maggie was back, with a giant pair of bolt cutters.

Sweet relief. “Where did you find those?”

“In my closet.”

Liam’s silhouette, naked and haloed, appeared in the doorway as Maggie centered the sharp blade, and snip! Off came one cuff.

“You keep bolt cutters in your closet?” he asked in an admiring tone.

“Never know when you need them.” Snip.

Free! I was free! I raced to my dresser, grabbed pajamas, and without one ounce of modesty slipped out of the leather and into the fleece.

Maggie grinned at us both. “Go show your face at the door,” she said to me, then turned to Liam and frowned. “But not you. You we need to keep hidden.” Her eyes took him in slowly, making me do a double-stop, ready to snap at her. 

But Jordan needed attention.

“I’m fine! Fine!” I gasped, red-faced, at the door, opening it an inch.

With an expression of eager officiousness, she peered behind me. “Is something wrong? Do you have an intruder? You were screaming, and I was on rounds, and I took my job very seriously to make sure you’re safe.” Her eyes glittered with something a little unhinged.

“I’m fine,” I said sternly.

“What were you doing? I mean, to make all those weird—”

“Thank you for your concern,” I said with as much coldness as I could muster. Imagining my mom as Dolores Umbridge helped. I think I even added a British accent. “But your concern is no longer needed.”

And I shut the door.

Maggie appeared, all giggles, twirling the bolt cutters. She held up the blade and blew on them, pretending to tuck them into a holster.

“All in a day’s work,” she said.

“Thank you.”

She got to the door, opened it a few inches, then closed it.

“Charlotte?”

“Yeah?”

“Next time—”

“There won’t be a next time!”

Liam’s groan of disappointment was duly noted.

“Then,” she said, opening my door again, “can I have your product samples?”

“My glasses!” Liam cried out from the bathroom. “They’re in my glove compartment of my car.” 

Maggie walked back into the apartment, slung an arm around Esme 2.0, and shoved her out the window, turning to me with a finger pressed to her lips in a Shhhhh gesture. Then she returned to my front door and called out, “I’ll get them.”

“Keys are in my pants. Thank you!” Liam said hoarsely. 

Maggie winked at me and within five minutes was back, keys and Liam’s glasses in hand.

I slammed the door on her scrawny ass and marched into my bedroom to find my first-aid kit and take care of my so-called Dom. 

 

 

 

 

 




Chapter Sixteen

Liam

“We’re going to have sex that doesn’t involve blood loss,” I told Charlotte as she stretched up for a kiss. Deliciously naked and sweetly soft, she was under me, the friction between our sweat-covered naked bodies turning my entire being into one big erogenous zone. 

Her hand reached down and made a slow inventory of my shaft. “Is that where all the blood went?”

We’d already done it twice. A small routine asserted itself these days: I worked a gig and drove straight to her place. She opened her window and I performed the part of a criminal, breaking in (legally). We showered, fucked like barnyard animals, she pulled out some ice cream, and we watched whatever documentary looked good on Netflix.

And then we were ready for Round Two.

Round One was like when you’re starving and you start cooking a really amazing meal, but your stomach makes sounds like a T-rex in heat, so you feed it junk food to get it to be quiet while you wait for the good feast.

Tonight, though, we were at my apartment. Charlotte wanted to come into Boston and had taken the train in, so she also got to see my little shithole before I moved into Amy’s place. If you’re going to bare your soul, might as well show your apartment.

I used my tongue to demonstrate how delightful Round Two could be as Charlotte squirmed under me, her nipple between my teeth, trapped. I could glance up, just enough, and without my contacts my vision was razor sharp. One advantage to severe near-sightedness: you get to see everything as your face is shoved up against the pink rosebud when you visit the lush valley of the Y. 

Inches from her breast, her nipple rolling between my teeth, the stark relief of her pale body hair across the curve of her mounds made me fall a little deeper in love with her, so strikingly different from her onyx waves. The glow of candlelight made her skin a canvas, a road map, a treasured scroll. Something divine.

Her hand stroked me, then moved to cup my balls, sneaking between my thighs and shyly experimenting—there. Oh, yeah.

That made me hard as a rock, and then her hand slid down, a condom unfurling, her voice sure and steady.

“You. Inside. Now.”

Feisty, insistent Charlotte was fucking sweet. “Yes, ma’am,” I said, sinking into her divine warmth without further ado, my eyes drinking in her face. With closed eyes, lashes long and dark against porcelain skin, she looked like a saint.

I was defiling a saint.

And I was going to do it very, very well.

The moment you make the slow, deep entrance into a woman is indescribable. People joke that it’s like warm apple pie, or soft butter, and companies have developed a million pussy simulators to try to get poor stiffs their version of a girlfriend you can conjure with a flick of a wrist and $99.99 plus shipping.

But this? No. Nothing could replicate it. Not the butterfly touch of her fingers on my back, tracing lines down either side of my spine, giving my ass a special squeeze at just the right moment to make my balls fill and my mind shatter.

No plastic could ever be able to wiggle and shift, finding that perfect touch for that one spot, that maddening spot on the underside of my shaft that magnetically sought out that little stretch of pink perfection inside her, and when the two joined it was like creating a whole new religion.

“Oh, God!” we cried out in unison, bodies clenching, muscles releasing and tightening in movement like the best, most-coordinated Patriots play ever.

It was that good.

As we came down from our sex high, I realized that men think of sex as this great, mind-blowing moment where our little brain gets to be all happy and anticipate this big, fireworks-like moment. Then it happens, the cocooning by the woman we love, and we spurt and we’re done.

And then we want to do it again.

And again.

And again.

I don’t think women view sex the same way, but the cuddling is supposed to be the least-favorite part for guys, right?

Then other guys are idiots, because having your satisfied, sighing girlfriend slide her wet thigh—that you just soaked—up your leg, to rest where your limp, grateful dick is hanging out is one of the best moments ever. 

As I pulled out of her, ready to get that cuddling, something felt wrong. Off.

Loose.

And it wasn’t Charlotte. A slippery sensation that was both completely bizarre and tantalizingly familiar made the hair on the back of my neck stand up, because—holy shit.

This was something sexual I’d never experienced, and I’ve not only been around the block, I’ve circled it so often I’ve left a deep groove in the pavement.

A broken condom.

“What are you doing down there, Liam? That feels really—” She sat upright as I pulled the ring of rubber, still on the base of my cock, and held it in place, the shredded slips of latex coming out like a broken balloon, slick with my semen and her juices.

It was unsettling, to say the least, but Charlotte’s reaction was a blood-curdling scream that made me so glad—so fucking glad—we were in my apartment and not hers.

“THE CONDOM BROKE?” she shrieked, jumping to her feet. Those luscious breasts bobbed in the moonlight, mesmerizing me, making me sit there like a complete dork as she freaked out.

“Yep.” 

“I am not on the pill! I can’t get pregnant! Oh my God, get dressed. Quick! Now!”

“Why?” What on earth was her rush? We couldn’t do anything now, anyhow, and besides—what, exactly, would we do? Run out and buy her a douche kit? Not that it would work.

“We need to get to a twenty-four hour pharmacy and buy Plan B. Or get me back to my apartment, and fast. The sooner we—”

“Plan B?”

“Liam, don’t play dumb.”

“No, seriously—what is it?”

“You have the nickname ‘The Kegger’ for tapping everything with a vertical taco, and you don’t know what Plan B is?” 

I just stared her down.

“Emergency birth control,” she sputtered. “You take it in cases like this! Except I never thought I’d ever have to take all the advice I hand out at work and apply it to me!” Her voice went high and hysterical and she started to laugh with a wheezing, giggly sound. She was losing it. Totally losing it.

I stood and went over to her, grabbing her gently by the wrists, forcing her to look at me. “Charlotte. Charlotte.” I got nice and firm, lowering my voice, like talking to a scared animal. “You’ll be fine. The chances of pregnancy are….”

None.

I couldn’t say it. Couldn’t put those words out there. We still hadn’t talked about what happened years ago. It was like a third partner in bed, except one that was a voyeur, watching but never participating. Just observing and collecting data, as if ready to use the information in the future for purposes not yet revealed.

The lack of talking was creeping me out, but the intimacy (and, ahem, the sex) was worth the trade-off.

Until now. God damned shredded condom. Same brand I’d been using for years. I guess the odds finally caught up with me. Long shot. 

Of all the people. A broken condom would have been so much better with some chick on the pill, or someone I didn’t—

What was I thinking? A broken condom sucks no matter what. Now it opened up a whole layer to this barely reconnecting thing with Charlotte.

“You don’t need to rush. We can just get dressed and I’ll take you back to your apartment and you can get the pills you need.”

“No. The sooner the better. I can’t get pregnant, Liam. I can’t. I just—I can’t.”

“Why are you so hysterical?”

Wrong words.

“Why am I?” she roared. “You think I want to go through what I went through five years ago all over again? You think I want—” Her chest heaved convulsively, a keening sob ripping through my apartment. She looked like she was about to have a seizure and my mind raced, instinct telling me that calming her down was more important than any talk we needed to have.

“It’s okay, Charlotte. It’s fine. We don’t need to get into this right now. You’re not going to get pregnant. You’re not. You’re totally fine.”

“What the fuck is the matter with you, Liam? We just had sex! I’m in my ovulation cycle! We used a condom and spermicide, but we beat the odds once before!” Her voice crackled with anger. “We’re so lucky that way, aren’t we? And if you think I’m going to let you knock me up again and dump me like you did, then fuck you!”

“Fuck you!” The words roared out of me and I was barreling down on her. She knew I wouldn’t hurt her—couldn’t hurt her—but five years of everything rolled through me, and we were face to face, screaming at each other, the words a bloodbath.

And then, when she paused to take a deep breath, I said:

“You can’t get pregnant because I’m sterile.”

Charlotte

Oh, his face as those words poured out of that twisted, cruel mouth.

Because I’m sterile.

I actually laughed, howled, really, because What the Fuck? That was one sick joke. Sick, sick, sick.

Like me, right now, at the thought of being pregnant. Not Liam’s baby. Not again.

“I have slightly more self-control now,” I hissed as the laughter died in my throat, which throbbed as if recovering from being sucker-punched, “so I won’t slap you, but you’re an asshole for making a joke like that.”

All the blood drained out of his face. “It’s not a joke.”

All the blood drained out of my heart. “What?”

“Charlotte, I can’t get you, or anyone else pregnant. I’m sterile.”

“Since when?”

“Since I was sixteen.”

No. No no no. 

“You’re lying,” I whispered, but I could tell from his face he was telling the truth. 

“No, I’m not.”

A whirling buzz of everything flew through my mind all at once, like a tornado above only me. Sterile. Sterile, how could he—

“How?”

“Remember how I had mumps my sophomore year?”

“That can make you sterile?”

He just nodded. “I had…a complication. Testicular swelling. It’s rare, but it can make men sterile if everything lines up just right.” He snorted. “And it was a long shot, but…” 

“You’re sure?”

“Mom and Dad made me go to two specialists in Boston. Sperm tests were definitive. I can’t father children, Charlotte,” he said with a deliberate slowness that sucked all the oxygen out of the room. There was a kind of wild pity in his eyes that made me want to tear my own eyes out so I could never, ever see that look on his face as the dawning realization poured through me.

“Then, then,” I gasped, my breathing harder to maintain, “then five years ago, when I told you I was pregnant, you—oh my God!” The room began to spin, hard and fast, like someone turned a roulette wheel and I was the ball.

Whirrrrrrrr.

I sat down on the floor and pulled my chin to my knees, completely exposed and utterly ill. “You, oh my God, Liam, you threw me away, threw the baby away because you assumed it wasn’t yours?”

Silence.

“You thought I…I’m going to be sick.” I stood and clawed my way down the little hall to his bathroom and threw up, the dinner, the glass of wine, all of it coming back up, as if my body were trying to purge itself of five years of poison to make this all make sense.

And still, from Liam—silence.

I vomited until all that was left was bile, then the tears poured down me, sliding through the valley between my breasts, peppering my shoulder as I pressed my cheek against the cold porcelain toilet, my ass on his cracked tile floor, grief rippling through me. I cried without logic or purpose, just emptying myself until—some part of me hoped—I was hollow enough and cleansed enough to go back out into the living room and face a scenario that had never—not once—crossed my mind.

That Liam had broken up with me because he thought I was trying to pass another man’s baby off as his.

I’d dump my ass too if I thought that.

But that meant Liam would have to assume I’d cheated on him, and that was the part that slammed into me, over and over like a malfunctioning steamroller.

Motherfucker actually thought I cheated on him? Never told me he was sterile? Put two and two together and got four on the outside, but relied on medical certainty to explain what his emotions couldn’t?

And I spent a long, cold night bleeding out, then in an ER having our baby scraped out of me, alone and desperate—abandoned because Liam was sterile and didn’t tell me, and made assumptions about me that weren’t true.

Were never true.

Couldn’t be true.

It was worse than I thought, then. This explanation made sense. It was rational. Logical. All the parts fit, but they hinged on his bedrock certainty that the only way I could be pregnant was with someone else’s baby.

And that meant Liam never really loved me the way I’d convinced myself he had.

“Did it ever occur to you that maybe telling me you were sterile was a good idea back then?” I was talking to the wall now in whispers. “That maybe I would have been supportive, grieved with you, helped you through that?” 

The wall was a good listener. 

“You didn’t trust me enough—love me enough—to tell me one of the biggest things I can imagine anyone experiencing, and then you used that information to create a case for dumping me and—you asshole!” I cried. 

I rose to my feet and stood in front of the sink, staring at the gaping, dark holes that were normally my eyes. How many countless hours had I spent in this exact position, eyes boring into my reflection, looking for some answer, some comfort, some “aha!” moment where it all would make sense and I could move on with my life and find happiness 

Well, ha, here I was. The answer was a big whopper of one, and it didn’t give me any real clarity in the end. Just unleashed yet another vortex of pain.

A gentle tap on the door. Liam stood there, already dressed. Like a stab to the heart, here I was, naked and completely stripped raw while he just tidied himself up, shut down, and walked away.

Who knew life could have a repeat in it like this?

“Um, I don’t know what to do here, Charlotte. Can we go out and get some coffee or just go for a walk?”

Panic fluttered inside me. “You want to leave?”

“I don’t want to leave you.” He kept his eyes centered entirely on my face. The passion from just moments ago was long gone, the dissonance so strong it was like someone had died, and the body was on the floor between us, blood pooling and bones poking out. But we were ignoring it, because acknowledging it meant we had to do something. Act. Change.

I just…I snapped.

“Please give me privacy,” I said in a shockingly controlled voice. He stepped back and shut the door slowly as I turned on the sink and rinsed my acrid mouth out a few times. Then a tap at the door.

“Yes?”

The door opened a sliver and his hand came through with some of my discarded clothes. “I thought you might want these.”

Click.

That was the Liam I remembered. Thinking about my feelings, worrying about how my internal emotional state was, cleaving with me and joining in creating our own little haven of good feelings. As I slid my leg into my panties I felt so vulnerable, sobs making my chest shake. Putting on jeans, then a bra, then a shirt, and finally I was covered. Walled off. Contained.

But it felt like I was still naked and so new. Like someone had peeled off my skin and left me in the bright sunshine to bake.

I could hear him in the living room, little shuffling sounds a constant reminder that he hadn’t left. Would he just take off again? Shut me out? Shut me down? The cruelty of that, of piercing my five-year-thick wall and then dumping me again was so malevolent that it made me think that evil might damn well exist.

My own mind was my worst enemy right now, though. Not Liam. Sterile? He was sterile, and he assumed our baby hadn’t been our baby. All these years.

“Okay, then. Coffee,” I said as I walked out to face him.

Without a word he reached for me and slid his arms around my waist. I stiffened. He persisted. I didn’t melt, but a jumble of words got caught around my heart. Keep holding me, I wanted to say. I need more time. 

He pulled back and I smiled a sad, tight smile. “I can handle coffee,” I said. “Let’s start there.” He looked like he’d been up for three straight days and had a shell-shocked sense about him.

We walked outside, and along the way, we saw a yellow school bus stop. Tiny little kids, no taller than my hip, climbed on board, wearing backpacks bigger than them.

Kindergarteners. Five years. Actually—I realized in that unfortunately timed moment, that cataclysmically ruinous second—if I hadn’t lost the baby we’d have a child headed toward kindergarten in less than a year.

I stared at a little girl with a pink princess backpack, long, shining blond curls cascading down her back, her little face grinning at her mom and waving as the bus swallowed her.

Liam watched me watching her, and the world went cold. 

“I can’t,” I said. “I just…can’t.” I had my purse, and I could walk to the train station from here, take the train to Worcester and call Maggie to come get me. 

“Can’t what?”

“Can’t do this.” And with that, I walked away from Liam.

He didn’t follow me.




Chapter Seventeen

Charlotte

I stared at the stack of disciplinary forms sitting on the table in front of me, then looked up at the other members of the judicial committee for residence life. This was a closed session, and three resident directors, including me, two RAs, the associate director for student services, and—of course—a university lawyer were all present.

“She tried to kill herself in a residence hall,” the lawyer, Marci Robbett, recounted. “That alone is enough for termination from on-campus living privileges.” But there was an uncertainty in her voice, and I found myself turning toward her in gratitude. Petty bureaucrats who made decisions based solely on the rules, without giving any breathing room for humanity and judgment, made me red with rage.

“And yet we’ve allowed some students who’ve attempted suicide to stay on campus,” I said evenly. While I wasn’t the student’s official advocate, all of the professionals on the committee knew damn well I’d fight for her. She had tried to kill herself after filing rape charges against her ex-boyfriend, and the DA had decided not to pursue the charges. Then Campus Life had determined that there wasn’t enough evidence to ban the ex-boyfriend (who was not a student) from campus.

Which meant he got away with it, scot-free.

Maggie had recused herself from sitting in on this hearing. We all understood.

“Is she a danger to anyone other than herself? She doesn’t have a roommate, right?” Marci asked. She was a kindly, older, plump woman with grey, curly hair and sharp brown eyes behind rectangle glasses. Her daughter had been one of my residents last year. Pre-law major. Like mother like daughter… 

That made me think about the phone call I owed my own mom.

“She is in a double, but the roommate moved out. The roommate’s boyfriend is best friends with the perp,” I elaborated.

“Alleged perp,” Marci insisted. But she did it with an expression of distaste that was not aimed at me.

The two RAs paid avid attention to the proceedings. My fellow resident directors stared at their phones, typing occasionally. Nice.

“We need a final ruling on this one. The student wants to stay through the end of fall semester, and has already applied for a transfer. She says she just needs to get through the semester.”

“Double room, huh?” The associate director looked at me. “Can we get her to pay for a single room and have her stay there? Or do we need that spot for a waiting-list student?”

Ah. A ray of hope. “No,” I lied. “We can keep her there if she pays the single rate.” We did have some freshmen living five to a quad right now, but…

“If she agrees to that, and to being monitored by psych services, and we have a smaller meeting with Charlotte, her psychologist, and me,” the associate dean explained, “then I think we can make this work.”

Thank you thank you thank you. A wave of nausea rolled over me, making my skin heat up. Thank God the system could bend to serve the people it managed and not always the other way around. 

“I’ll agree, with caution: the alleged perpetrator should also be monitored, quietly, and the alleged victim should be very carefully trained in how to legally handle any breach that should be documented,” Marci declared. 

“You mean,” said one of the RAs, a very righteously angry young man named Josh from across my quad, “we need to officiate his ass off campus. If he sneezes wrong, it’s written up.”

Marci gave him a stern look, though I could see she was suppressing an appreciative sly grin. “I mean what I said, Mr. Collins. She needs to have someone mentor her through the exact channels for reporting misbehavior so that at every possible turn any actions he takes that can be construed as violating her privacy or personal boundaries will be taken seriously.”

“Could you translate that to English, please?” the RA asked. 

Marci sighed. “The more we document what he does, the better the chance of getting him banned from campus.”

“Paper trail,” Josh said.

“You got it.”

As the meeting broke up, I couldn’t break the pervasive nausea. Sexual violence had such a domino effect, creating wave after wave of fallen pieces of so many lives. While this was one tiny victory, there were so many battles. Thank God I’d never had to deal with being raped, or stalked, or intimidated like so many women I’d known in college and, now, in my line of work.

It wore on me, though. There was a reason people in this job got “Res Life Burnout.” When you lived with hundreds of people experiencing identity formation and the shift from dependence to independence as new adults, you saw the gritty underbelly of humanity far more than you could ever imagine.

“You okay?” Marci asked me, appearing suddenly at my side as I put my papers in my brief bag.

“Yeah. Why?”

“You seem a bit green.”

“Having a student almost booted out of the dorms because she had an emotional reaction to a shitstorm of a legal and administrative result can do that to me.”

“Off the record?” she asked.

I nodded and leaned in.

“The guy may have done something similar to a young woman at one of the other local colleges. I did some digging. No paper trail, no proof, the woman transferred out. The college won’t give details. Just rumors, but…”

“Fucker.”

“That about sums it up.”

“Any thoughts on how we can keep him away?”

“Document, document, document.”

I nodded. “Will do.”

“And Charlotte?”

“Yeah?”

“Get something to eat. You don’t look so good.”

Liam

“So it’s over before it really began?” Darla asked. Here we went again. If Oprah and Dr. Phil ever joined forces with Jeff Foxworthy, they’d create a character like Darla.

“Pretty much.” It had been a month since I’d seen Charlotte. 

“No hope?”

“She’s not really that interested in talking about it.” Ignoring my texts was a clue. 

“I can see why not. You accuse a woman of cheating on you and trying to pass off a baby as yours and that can kind of make a woman a bit unaroused.”

“That isn’t even a word.”

“You know what I mean.”

“You call yourself a writer and you can’t even find the right word to describe a frigid woman?”

“‘Frigid’ is a sexually unresponsive term. Charlotte ain’t frigid on you, honey. She just hates your fucking guts for never talking to her five years ago and being an asshole who dumps a pregnant chick when she needed you most.”

“What the fuck?”

“Truth hurts.”

“That isn’t the truth!”

“It’s not? Let’s cover the basics here. You slept with her. Without a condom. She was on the pill. She got pregnant. She called to tell you and you—knowing you’re sterile—shut her down and dumped her without explaining a thing. You assumed she cheated on you and were passing off some other dick’s kid as yours.”

Those were the facts. I just grunted. She took that as agreement.

“Meanwhile, she thinks you’re just some fucking shitface who, after knowing you for years and being your friend and loving you to pieces, turns into a demon asshole in one short conversation. She’s left pregnant, terrified, and in mourning for you. The guy she thought you were.”

“I don’t like those facts.”

“Tough shit. And then she, what—aborts the baby?”

“Miscarriage.”

“Loses the baby, alone and scared. Five years later you show up out of the blue, and now she finds out the truth? You’re lucky to have any testicles at all, Liam. Functional or not. She should have ripped them off you with a rusty fork and shoved them down your throat the second she saw you at that bachelorette party.”

“When did all our conversations start to revolve around Liam’s testicles?” Sam asked, walking in with a box of Amy’s books. He dropped it, hard. “And why do you have so many books when you also have an e-reader?” he called over his shoulder as Amy walked in with her own armful of boxes. 

“Because paper books are irreplaceable.”

“They’re heavy.”

“We already had this argument at my apartment.”

A box in her arms started to buzz.

“Hey, your phone is ringing,” I muttered.

She reddened. “That’s not my phone.”

Darla stood and walked over, a mischievous grin on her face. She reached for the lid of the box on top over Amy’s protests, and pulled out a double-headed monstrosity with seven different buttons on it.

“The power button got pushed,” Darla announced, turning the damn thing off. 

I think my cock shrank a little in deference, like bowing before the king. Women put that inside them? My eyes cut over to Amy. Between using that for fun and those nice, wide hips, when she and Sam decided to have kids she’d be like one of those peasants who squat in a field, spit out a kid, and go right back to work.

Sam walked back into the room to find Darla admiring his replacement.

“Do you have to play with your sex toy collection out here, Darla? Remember how we talked about that?” he said.

“This is your girlfriend’s other boyfriend,” Darla cackled. Then she pushed a button that made the thing slide up and down like a piston. The outer rubber casing turned out to be a fake foreskin, so the dildo—about the thickness of a Red Bull can—slid in and out of the fake foreskin, simulating, well, fantasies, I guess.

“Amy?” Sam squeaked.

“It’s new.” She looked at me. “I ordered it from Charlotte.”

“Speaking of which,” Darla said, rummaging around in the aircraft carrier with handles she called a purse, “I have something for you, Amy.” 

Darla pulled out this long rubbery…thing. It looked like a miniature version of a wire lasso you use to capture cattle.

“What is that?” Amy shrieked.

“Give me your phone,” Darla demanded.

“My what?” Amy snapped. Sam stared at his chick with confusion, looking remarkably like a tan Ron Weasley once more.

“Your phone.” Darla held out her palm.

“Darla,” Amy said in a low growl, her hair a long curtain swinging behind her. “What are you doing?”

Darla reached around and gave Amy an ass grab. It was kind of hot.

“Girl-on-girl action,” I whispered.

“Shut the fuck up,” Sam said.

Darla emerged from Amy’s ass with her phone, then looped it into the rubber gusset that fit perfectly around the electronic device. The rest of the rubber was shaped like an oval, like a handle.

“That’s a weird case. For people without pockets?” I asked. “Why would a sex toy company sell something like that?”

Amy turned so red she looked like a bowl of cherries.

“It’s so you don’t lose your phone in something so deep you can’t pull it out,” Darla said sweetly. 

“Like a sewer?” Sam asked.

Darla snickered. “Exactly like a sewer.”

“I hate you,” Amy hissed. 

“Oh. Look. It’s déjà vu,” Darla answered. Amy looked like she was about to rip half of Darla’s hair out.

“No,” Sam said. He’d picked up the sex toy catalog Darla had left on the couch. “It’s called the 4G Spot.” 

“You bitch!” Amy said without sound, the words screaming so loudly from inside her shaking body you could hear her without her vocal cords being used.

“What is it?” I asked. This was getting really good.

“Designed for pleasure seekers who use vibrator apps, this handy device helps prevent those unfortunate mishaps where the fine line between—”

Amy snatched the catalog out of his hands, marched over to the window, opened it, and flung the catalog into the fall air.

“Charlotte said it’s more popular than you’d think,” Darla said with a chortle. “That there are all these weird reports of women—and men!—getting their phones caught up in theirselves.”

“Themselves,” Amy corrected, then stormed off to Sam’s room, slamming the door.

Bzzz.

“That was me,” I confessed. 

“You have one of these, too?” Darla asked, gaping and pointing at the fake foreskinned sex toy next to her.

I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my phone. “No. Just a vibrating ass.”

“I’d love a man with a vibrating ass.”

“One of your men is an ass, so you have that.”

I actually answered the phone this time. Dad. Might as well get it over with.

“Liam!” He had that booming, bombastic voice that always made me think of the sportscasters on ESPN.

“Hey, Dad.”

“Still getting naked for women for money?”

“Still making people bend over for a sale?”

His answering laugh was a little less confident than the last time we played this game. “Sales are strong. Business is good. So good the job is still open for you. Yours to take.”

“I have a job, Dad. Two, actually.”

“Eh. You’ll burn out on all this eventually. Young men always do. And then you realize that shitty hovel and crappy car aren’t enough, and you want to settle down. Then you find a real job.”

Blah blah blah. I could write the script.

“You call for a reason, other than to try to make me feel like shit? It’s not working, by the way.” 

More laughter. “All right, all right. Just calling to see how you’re doing. Your mother and I had a talk, and—”

Ah. Now it made sense. “Let me guess. You have my future all planned out for me.”

“Your mother does. She still thinks you should have been a music teacher. A perfect compromise.”

“Except I hate teaching.”

“We all do things we don’t like. At some point you suck it up and find a middle way to make it all work.”

“You do that. Mom does that. I’m doing fine the way I am.”

“No one said you aren’t fine, son. But you’re turning twenty-four soon and you might want to start to think about the rest of your life.”

“You think I haven’t?”

An uncomfortable silence filled the air.

“I think taking your clothes off for women is…”

Stalemate. I’m not giving up my job just because it embarrasses them, and they’re not giving up their lectures just because they piss me off. 

“I gotta get going, Dad. We’re helping Amy move.” 

“Where’s she moving to?” Relief filled his voice. Something to talk about.

“In with Trevor and Sam.”

More silence. “Well, sheeeeeet. You kids really are growing up.”

“I’m going to take her apartment, so get ready to scratch out another address for me in your phone book.”

I heard the ruffling of pages. He had a literal, physical address book. “That’s the fourteenth place in four years!”

“I’m a nomad.”

“That is a very tactful word for it.” I knew his word. Shiftless. 

“It’s $400 a month less, so while it’s smaller than my hole, I’ll be able to save more money.” 

“You save money?” Derisive laughter. “Last I knew, you spent it like it was water.”

“Why not? All I have to do is put on a g-string and let the women touch.” Normally I’d never in a million years say that, but normally Dad didn’t put on the thumbscrews like this.

“Liam!” he snapped. 

Amy, Sam, and Darla were all staring at me with a mixture of horror and go-get-’em looks on their faces. “Gotta go, Dad. Heavy box.”

Click.

“Parents suck,” Amy and Sam said in unison, then laughed.

“Your parents make my mama look like a saint. And she’s a chain smoker who’s missing a foot and plays online sweepstakes all day,” Darla added. 

“Thank her for the mint condoms,” Sam said. Amy elbowed him, hard.

“She won a new contest from some curvy girl lingerie company. Hips and Curves. Sent them my size. Let’s see what arrives.”

“Ask her to win us some plane tickets back to Eden,” I said. “Those would be more useful than some pieces of silk Trevor and Joe will just rip off you.” 

“Some men appreciate a woman in lingerie.”

“Some men have more patience than I do.”

That was a great way to clear the room. Even Darla backed off and left. I realized, though, that I was alone in their apartment. I needed to get back to mine. Moving out of my shithole had been easy—two carloads and I was done. The landlord took my thirty-day notice in stride. It would be easy to find someone on Craigslist. 

Amy had moved all her stuff out and insisted on cleaning the place, despite my assurances that even “messy” her apartment was cleaner than mine had ever been on its finest day.

She mumbled something about disinfecting and got that look she gets where she clearly wants to be in control. Not my chick. Not my fight. Whatever. Let her pull out the Swiffer. I’m not Don Jon. I don’t get off on those.

The walk down to my car felt long, like I was moving through concrete. Everything did these days. While Charlotte and I weren’t fighting, we weren’t together. There was this giant swath of grey that we lived in, and the ambiguity was killing me. The truth was the truth, though. She had cheated on me—there was no way that pregnancy came from me, but…

Amy and Darla’s questions had gotten to me, though. I pulled my phone out of my pocket as I reached my car. Looking through the window carefully (no snakes), I climbed in, shut the door, and dialed.

“Liam!” Second parent in an hour. When did I talk to both on them on the same exact day? Probably hadn’t done that since Christmas.

“Hi, Mom. What’s up?”

“You need money?”

“What? No!”

“That’s the only reason you call me out of the blue.”

“Actually, I’m flush these days. You need to borrow some?”

Her laugh, unlike Dad’s, was genuine and infectious. “No. Not unless you wash and disinfect it.”

My turn to laugh.

“What’s going on, Liam?”

“Mom…” I didn’t know how to even start this conversation. Maybe I should drive home and talk about it in person? The issue burned a hole in my brain. My heart. My dignity. I had to ask.

“Spit it out. I know you didn’t get anyone pregnant,” she joked. “That’s the one thing I’ve never had to worry about, unlike my other friends with boys.”

Ouch. Fucking ouch.

“Actually, that’s part of why I’m calling. Are you…sure? I know we did all those tests, but…”

“Is some girl trying to pass of a baby as yours?” She chortled. “That’s some gall. Been there, done that.” Her voice went hard and cold. “After what Charlotte did to you…”

I closed my eyes and pressed my forehead against the steering wheel. “Yeah.” Long sigh.

“We took you to the best reproductive specialists in Boston, honey. Boston’s one of the top cities for this issue in the world. The results were clear.” Her voice choked up. “I’m sorry, Liam. I know it was one hell of a blow. It would be for anyone. It was for your father and me, too.” She didn’t have to say the word “grandkids.” I knew.

“Yeah, but…what if there is a chance? What if I’m not?”

“I don’t know what to say. I…I think we can help you go back to Dr. Ronstandt if you think it would help.” That was the shrink they sent me to for six months after the testing came back. 

“I don’t need a psychologist, Mom. I need…” Charlotte. 

“Why is this coming up now, honey? Is some woman claiming you got her pregnant? Because even if you weren’t sterile, I hope you use condoms.”

“I do.”

“Good.” She breathed a long sigh of relief. “A paternity test should nip this in the bud.”

“There’s no baby.”

“Oh.”

“I’m just…thinking.”

“You could always go to the doctor and do a quick sperm test. You don’t have insurance now so you’d have to pay out of pocket. I wish I could afford to cover you.” Mom worked for a tiny historical society in MetroWest Boston and told me I could go on her insurance if I could pay the premium, which was $900 per month. Fuck that. Dad’s business could cover me if I were an employee, he said. He could cover me on his own policy as his son, but was refusing.

“The idea of jacking off in a cup is so appealing.”

“It might give you the answer you’re looking for. But you know, your father and I truly did everything possible back then to make sure there weren’t other options. I want to make sure you understand that. And you know…”

Guilt. It hit me. She was worried I was upset, or that she and Dad hadn’t done enough. “This isn’t about what you and Dad did or didn’t do, Mom. Males get mumps. A tiny percentage of us get the testicular swelling and we go sterile. It’s super-rare. But I’m that special.” I couldn’t keep the bitterness out of my voice.

Long shot.

“We questioned the doctors. You had the all vaccinations. You were exposed to kids from another country with an active case when we sent you on that church mission group. None of the other kids got it, but they traced your vaccination back to a possibly weaker batch. I remember trying to understand it all but also nursing you through it, and then the…testicular swelling, and how the doctors worked to treat that. The whispered comments about fertility. The praying…”

“Mom—” 

“We tried! I remember kids having mumps when I was a child, but when you got it so many doctors we worked with had never seen a live case! All the residents and med students who wanted to examine you, managing a moody sixteen year old boy who complained—rightly so!—about having his balls manhandled.”

“Mom!”

“Well, it’s true. We kept trying to protect you, but how do you emotionally protect a sixteen-year-old boy who has a disease that could alter his entire future, permanently? Losing your fertility is like a kind of death.”

There. She’d said it.

“It is,” I agreed.

“And it felt like we’d somehow failed you.” Her words came out with a sob. Ah, Christ. I should have gone home for this. Talking on the phone about my testicles was hard enough. Discussing the fact that I could never father kids or provide biological grandkids was fucking gut-wrenching, 

But having my mother sobbing on the phone about how she’d failed me?

Epic. In the worst kind of way.

“No, Mom, you did everything right. Everything. Every parenting decision, all the medical attention, seeking out specialists…” I didn’t know what else to say. “You shouldn’t beat yourself up about anything. You did everything right.”

She just cried quietly in the phone. I knew what to do (mostly) when Charlotte would cry. I’d try to fix it, she’d snap at me to just let her feel, and then I’d put my arms around her and feel like a helpless ass. Somehow that seemed to help.

With my mom crying on the phone like this, I had no blueprint. No clue what to do.

“It’s just,” she finally said, her voice labored with hitched breathing, “it’s just that what happened was a matter of the odds being so stacked against you, Liam. From the vaccination batch being weak to actually being exposed to mumps to then getting the rare testicular swelling and the even rarer sterility…it’s like long shot after horrible long shot kept lining up, like a dark cloud followed you.”

“Gee, thanks, Mom. Maybe I’m the antichrist.”

Even he could probably have kids, I thought, but didn’t say it. Mom’s silence made me wonder if she was thinking it, too.

“You can still be a father,” she said quietly.

That thunderclap? That was the sound of my heart exploding.

“I know. Adoption.” 

“And new technologies.”

“I’m done talking about my balls with you, Mom.”

“Your father and I would help with that. Financially, I mean. I know friends of mine spent $20,000 for every round of IVF when they were trying to have their kids, so we would help you to have yours.”

I knew she didn’t have much money, though. Dad, on the other hand…

“We don’t need to talk about this now, Mom.”

“I want to make sure you know that.”

I sighed. The best way to get out of this was to just agree and be thankful. Which I was. Really. “Thanks.” My body tingled with rage and overwhelm and all I wanted to do was to get off the phone and go throw something through a plate-glass window.

“You know I love you very much, right?”

“I know, Mom. And I love you.”

“And no matter what, a child is a child. It’s not how they come into the world that matters. It’s how you love them.”

My throat tightened. “I know.”

“But that doesn’t mean this doesn’t hurt.”

“Right.”




Chapter Eighteen

Charlotte

“I cannot believe this is happening.” Maggie was driving my car and we were on our way to the nearest major city, forty minutes away. I couldn’t be seen by anyone who knew me.

Not buying what I needed to buy.

“It will be fine.”

“I should have followed my instincts and taken the damn Plan B!”

“He told you he’s sterile. Of course you didn’t take the Plan B. It’s a big bundle of hormones and no woman should take it unless she absolutely has to. You believed him. And if he’s sterile, then running a pregnancy test is a formality.”

“Being a week late isn’t a formality. Not for me. I have cycles that run with such precision I could sets clocks to them.”

“And that is why we’re driving to Springfield and buying a pregnancy test.”

“Déjà vu sucks.”

“This won’t be a repeat of five years ago, Charlotte.”

“He still thinks I slept with someone else back then.” Her face remained impassive. No reaction at all to my words. “Maggie, I swear!” I could feel the hysteria rise in me.

“I believe you!” she said with emphasis. “I really do. I think something went…wrong.”

“Wrong?”

“Maybe his swimmers regenerated.”

“It’s not like a lizard whose tail got whacked off and spontaneously grows back.”

“How do you know?”

“He told me his parents took him to two different specialists in Boston. Tested him thoroughly. You don’t see too many medical doctors declaring a sixteen-year-old boy’s sperm dead as a doornail unless they’re certain.” 

“You two are at one hell of an impasse, then.”

“Again.”

“Yeah. Again. Except at least this time you know the score.” She banged her hand against the steering wheel. “I’m so angry for you.”

“Angry?”

“Fucking pissed! How could he not tell you way back? When you were dating and he learned about it? How long between when he found out and when you got pregnant?”

I counted back the months. “A year and a half or so.”

“He kept that secret from you for most of your relationship, then. That is one asshole move.”

That would need a lot of time and thought to sink in. I’d been fixated for so many years on how Liam had reacted, and tried to tease out the “why,” and then this truth came along and changed everything. I’d been so upset that he thought I’d cheated on him that Maggie’s words were like a bucket of ice water dumped on my head.

“You’re right.”

“Bet he thought you’d dump him.”

“What?”

“What sixteen-year-old boy wants to think anything between his legs doesn’t work quite right? He kept it from you out of fear. A big secret he didn’t have the social skills, or the cojones, to share.”

“Really bad metaphor,” I muttered.

She shrugged, and pulled the car into a twenty-four-hour pharmacy in a part of the city where no one knew me. “I don’t have a lot of sympathy for him right now.”

“You don’t? What would you expect a man in his position to think if his girlfriend called him up during his senior year of high school to announce she was pregnant with his baby, only he knew it was literally—literally!—medically impossible?”

“I’ll give him the fact that most eighteen-year-old boys have the social skills of hyenas holding on to helium balloons in a tornado—”

“Wait—what?” She lost me there. 

That didn’t stop her. “But—but—common decency would say that he should have explained why he shunned you. He just should have, Charlotte, and as much as you want to take this on yourself and try to find a way to make it so you can forgive him, I think there really is a limit to what you can wish away.”

“That is not what I’m doing!”

“That’s what it looks like from the outside.” She was seething. “You’ve felt such guilt over the miscarriage. You’ve only known me for a little over a year and your feelings of responsibility for it are so clear. But you know logically you didn’t cause it. Didn’t trigger it. Not one thing to make it happen. And now Liam comes along with a tragic explanation for his behavior that makes sense, but that shows what an asshole he really is and you try to use the truth as an excuse for his behavior? As validation?”

Her incredulity took my nausea up a notch.

“You’re so consumed by trying to make the pieces all fit together into a worldview that makes sense that you’re missing the obvious.”

“What’s that?”

“Sometimes an asshole is just an asshole.”

We were both breathing hard, my emotions a thick soup inside me. I opened my car door and the cold autumn air was like a slap.

“And on that cheery note, let’s see if my sterile asshole just fathered another child by me.”

Liam

The first text message came from Darla:

Big gig scheduled for October 29. A grand each. Clear your schedules.

October 29 was a well-booked night for me and Sam. $500 each, easy. I typed back:

You sure? Because Sam and I have a ton of gigs booked for that night. Halloween parties.

Her reply: Just signed the contract. A done deal. Get ready to cancel more Magic Mike crap, because the new bookings are insane. 

I could feel my face split with a grin. This called for a celebration.

You guys at the apartment? All of you? I knew Joe was in town. 

Yep, she replied. Come on over. Bring Esme. We’re make it a sevensome. 

Esme died.

I’m so sorry! she texted back. Shall we start a new fund? Go for the eight-inch-mouth model? 

I’m bigger than eight inches. How about one that turns into a bear when you kiss it? I answered back.

You just guessed the plot of my new novel :( she wrote.

I’ll be over in half an hour.

Buy a case of beer. Good stuff. You can afford it. ;)

I put the phone away and got ready to head over to Trevor and Sam’s place. Er, and Amy’s place, too, now. Technically.

My phone rang. Charlotte. My heart flopped in my chest like a sea bass as I answered it and—call ended.

Weird. 

I tried to call back and it rang to voicemail. I hung up. 

I wouldn’t know what to say.

 

* * *

“According to this contract, if we can sell more than five hundred tickets, they’re willing to talk about a bigger tour next summer,” Darla explained. All six of us were hunched around the tiny kitchen table in Trevor and Sam’s apartment, amber bottles, mostly empty, littering the surface.

“When will we know?”

“You need to do the October 29 gig, then another one in mid-December. Ticket sales will determine whether the company will front us for a big tour.”

“Summer tour?” Trevor asked with a nervous tension I’d rarely seen in him before. “Next summer?”

“Yep. You won’t be in school!” Darla said excitedly.

“I’ll be doing my internship, though. Hoping for Ropes and Grey.” I knew from years of listening to Joe practically have wet dreams just by saying the words “Ropes and Grey” that it was a big law firm. The kind that launches major careers. 

“You have to go to school in the summer?” Darla looked like she was about to explode.

“You don’t have to,” Joe groused. “Only if you want to set yourself up for BigLaw.”

Trevor gave him a sharp look. “Which I do.”

“Zzzzzzz,” Joe shot back.

“Don’t you?” Trevor challenged him. “I thought that was the Joe Ross Conquers Law goal. Get a high six-figure salary. Become a douchebag with money. Keep making more money. Ad nauseum.” 

“That’s what I used to think I wanted. Then I matured.”

“You mean you couldn’t get a summer placement.”

“We haven’t even applied yet! It’s only early October in our second year of law school!” Joe fumed. “Are you saying you already got a spot?”

Trevor laughed in a way that made Joe looked desperate. “No, of course not. But it’s kind of a given.”

“Because Harvard.”

“Because Trevor.”

“Sorry, guys, it’s hard to breathe in here. Trevor’s ego is sucking all the oxygen in the room.” Joe’s joke fell flat. 

“Really?” I asked. “I thought that was your resentment doing it.”

“Can we cut the shit and look over these contracts?” Sam said, chugging the rest of his beer. “While you people fight over stupid details I want to get a glimpse at what may be the breakout moment for our once-in-a-lifetime chance here.” I swore he muttered douches under his breath.

“The stripper is the one with the most sense,” Darla said brightly. Sam glowered at her.

“What about me?” I asked. “I strip, too.”

The room burst into laughter. The last fucking thing anyone needed was more tension right now. “If we set aside the issue of logistics, it seems if we can do well for these two concerts, we might have a break that allows for a funded, widespread tour.”

The vibration in the room turned up a notch. “You guys willing to skip the summer internships if that happens?” Sam asked Trevor and Joe. Joe nodded yes immediately.

Trevor froze with indecision.

“Ah, shit,” Joe mumbled.

“I—let’s see how the two concerts go.”

“This isn’t just about you, you know,” Joe announced. “This is about the band. What’s good for the band, and all four of us. What’s good for our girlfriends and our futures. And how nobody gets a chance like this. It’s a long series of long shots all lining up for—”

“—a one-in-a-million to happen,” I said.

“That’s right. In or out?” Joe challenged Trevor. Then he looked at me and Sam. “I assume you’re both in?”

Sam nodded eagerly. I was just about to give my answer when my phone rang, informing me I had a voicemail.

Two of them, actually. And both from Charlotte. My internal system lit up like a Christmas tree, brain overcome by the voicemails. Why no text message? No email? Why not call? She was the hangups, I knew, so why voicemail? 

I couldn’t speak, just held up one finger in a gesture of waiting. With shaking fingers, I dialed my voicemails and entered the code. Was something wrong? Had she gotten hurt? Or did she want to try again? The first message was dead air. The second one, though... 

Her voice crackled over the phone while Joe complained in the distance about how sick he was of being interrupted.

“Liam,” her voice said. “I couldn’t do this in a regular call, so here goes. I can’t believe I have to say this at all, but I do. I do and I give up! I give up trying to understand how the world works. I know you think that you know the truth but there are a lot of truths in this world. More than anyone can see. And sometimes truths clash. And that’s where we learn the most about ourselves.” 

She paused. And then she said:

“I’m pregnant.”

Click.

Charlotte

“That was the hardest thing I’ve ever said to anyone,” I groaned as Maggie slid the phone from my hand. “And the wimpiest.”

“Nope. Brave. Last time you told him live over the phone, he dumped you. I get it.”

“He’s never going to call me.” An inverted tornado formed in my abs, like the tip was spinning so hard, bands of wind scraping my ribcage and pelvis, making it hard to breathe. Or think. 

“He’ll call. I think he’ll just show up.”

“He’s not sterile.” That came out fiercer than I’d expected, and for a second the growling sound in my throat put the nausea and horror on hold. 

“No kidding. In fact, I think he has super sperm. Made it through your being on the pill.” She looked me over from toe to eyebrows. “And you are a fertile myrtle. You must be related to Michelle Duggar. Some distant cousin thrice removed.” 

My snicker turned to a roiling, barfy feeling as a quick sweat made my skin clammy.

“He’d better be there for this baby, this time,” she said with a flash of unexpected anger.

“It’s not—he’s not like that, Maggie.”

“Not like what? The kind of guy who dumps you and—”

“I know you’re outraged for me. I get that you think I’m being a pushover. I do. And we see tons of women who really are. In this job we see it all the time. And if you think I’m not constantly reflecting on myself and my own behavior, think again.”

She looked chastised. Good. Back off.

“I am fumbling through a dark tunnel with no light source on this one. Not even a weak candle. I need support. Not a lecture on how he’s an asshole. Which he was. But I’m not sure he is. Only time will tell.” 

A wave of sympathy crashed through me at the same time my body manufactured enough hormones to make me puke until my stomach poured out onto the floor. Being told you can’t make babies—ever—at sixteen would be one hell of a blow to anyone. An ego blow for sure to Liam, who had always been a little too macho-cocky for me. Reining him in had been a subtext in our relationship.

Telling me he wasn’t fertile was the evolutionary equivalent of walking up to the alpha male in a group and showing his belly.

“I have the right to my own feelings and reactions, though,” Maggie said gently. I reached for her hand and squeezed, and then a wave of cold flashed over my skin, followed by impending doom.

“Oh, God.”

“Nausea?”

I answered her by sprinting for the bathroom. By my estimate, I was at six weeks exactly, and this was just like my earlier pregnancy. A slow build and then wham! Puke-o-rama.

“It’s a sign of a healthy baby!” she called out.

Blargh was all I could say.

“I’ll make you some ginger tea,” she called out. 

Blargh.

I barfed my stomach clean empty, then wandered out to my living room, where Maggie was trying to help but was generally ineffective.

My phone rang. We both froze.

“I can’t look!” I confessed.

Maggie grabbed the phone, squinted, then held it out to me. “It’s your mom.”

I took the call. “Hi, Mom!”

“Charlotte? Is that you?” she said in a goofy, fake voice. “This can’t really be Charlotte, can it? Because the Charlotte I know dropped off the face of the earth a few weeks ago and hasn’t talked to her poor, sainted mother in so long she’s forgotten the twenty-hour labor and six weeks in the neonatal intensive care unit she spent with her Charlotte.”

“Guilt does not suit you, Mom. It sounds weird with the British accent.”

“I have a British accent!” Mom gasped. “Oh, lordy! That’s the first I’ve heard of it.” She poured it on nice and thick, making her sound like Hyacinth Bucket from the British comedy “Keeping Up With Appearances”.

I couldn’t not laugh.

“Ah, now that’s better! You sounded so down when you answered.” She paused. “Everything good?”

Every pore on my body decided to do the wave, standing tall like a soccer stadium filled with undulating fans. “Yeah,” I said through a new sweat that popped up in seconds. “Fine.”

“I’m calling to invite you home for Thanksgiving.”

“You mean for Ethiopian food and a movie.”

“That’s tradition, isn’t it?”

“That’s your British tradition.” I laughed.

“Do you have British exchange students again this year?” Last year there had been one British study abroad junior named James Leeds who was horrified by the Office for Student Diversity’s “Bring a Student Home for Thanksgiving” campaign.

He said it was near treason. Mom had read an article in the local news and insisted I invite him for our British version of Turkey Day.

She and James were still Facebook friends.

“Bloody Yanks and their traitorous—”

“Now you’re just being silly.”

“Yes, I am.” She laughed. “But I did want to make it clear that I hope you’re coming home.” The smile in her voice was so welcome right now.

You’re going to be a grandma.

The words slammed through me so hard I gasped.

“Charlotte? What’s wrong?”

“I’m actually getting sick, Mom. Might be food poisoning.” Maggie looked at me from across the room and made throat-cutting gestures. I’m trying, I mouthed.

“Then get off the phone, for goodness’ sake! I’m so sorry, and I hope you feel better.”

Click.

Pragmatic mothers are great in moments like this.

Moments when you vomit all over your own living room floor.

Liam

Darla watched my face closely. I froze. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.

Couldn’t.

“We making decisions here?” Joe demanded, oblivious to what I was going through.

“Joe,” Darla whispered. “Hang on.” 

“Why?”

Slowly, every set of eyes fell on me. Normally I wanted to be the center of attention, but right now I wanted to be one of those guys who go into the wilds of Siberia and live alone for five years by choice, coming back as a guru and selling shit on NaturalNews.com.

“Bad news?”

“Impossible news.”

Sam frowned. “Impossible?”

“Yeah.”

“Liam, hon, you need to sit,” Darla coaxed, guiding me with her hands. My ass plopped down on the springy sofa with a finality that made the room spin.

“She did it again.”

“Did what?” Darla asked.

“Cheated on me.”

“Huh?” Sam made a strange raspy noise. 

Amy’s hand flew to her mouth. “Charlotte’s pregnant again?”

I just blinked. My stupid eyes. In the rush of my life imploding I’d forgotten to clean my contacts. My eyes were drier than Stephen Colbert at the White House Correspondents’ dinner. 

I expected Sam to start blustering about it all, like he usually did, but everyone just looked like they’d rather be getting colonoscopies than be in the room with me.

“I think you need to get tested,” Amy and Darla said in unison. Like they planned it. But they didn’t.

“For what? I’m clean. I don’t have any STDs.” 

“Not that kind of test.” Darla shook her wrist up and down. “The kind that involves a cup, and I don’t mean Two Girls, One Cup.” 

“Sperm test? No way. I can’t be the father.”

“You used birth control, right?”

“We…well, the…sort of.” 

“There is no ‘sort of’ when it comes to birth control. Do or do not. There is no try.” Darla’s eyes were wide with skepticism and authority. 

“You’re quoting Yoda at me after Charlotte tells me she’s pregnant with a baby that can’t be mine. For the second time in five years.”

“The fact that it’s weird doesn’t make it any less true.”

“I can’t be fertile. I can’t. My swimmers are dead,” I insisted. And yet already something in me was unraveling, because lightning doesn’t strike in the same place twice. 

Does it?

Long shots aren’t supposed to be repeatable. That’s why they’re long shots.

“You keep saying that. Go jerk off in a cup. Get the damn test,” Darla said. 

“What if…”

“What if?”

“What if the test comes back and just confirms what I already know? That’s a lot of money that I don’t have right now.”

“What happened to your Eden money?” Sam asked. 

“Gone.”

“What?” We’d each earned $10,000 for a performance last year.

“Dude, it was, like, $6000 after taxes and I need to eat. And drive. And pay rent and shit.”

“Go to your dad and get the cash. Or your mom.” Sam’s advice was nice and all, but he didn’t understand. None of them did. 

“And explain what? ‘Hi, Mom, I need to go to the same doctor who confirmed I’m shooting blanks because I didn’t get Charlotte pregnant again’? That would—”

“When you say ‘sorta used birth control,’ what do you mean?” Darla interrupted. 

“Condom broke.”

Every man in the room jumped a little and flinched. “That can really happen? I thought it was an urban legend,” Sam choked. 

“When you’ve got a big cock, it stretches, and—”

A pillow smacked me across the face. “Cut it out,” Sam said. “Seriously? Condoms break? I thought that was a myth.”

“Nope. It broke and Charlotte freaked and—holy fucking shit,” I groaned, holding my head in my hands. “This is all my fault. No, it’s not! It’s can’t be!”

“He’s losing it,” Darla shouted to no one in particular. 

“What is it, Liam?” Amy asked.

“When the condom broke, Charlotte panicked and insisted I take her to a drug store or whatever or to go home and get her Plan B. Some sort of pill you take—”

“In case the condom breaks,” Darla and Amy said in unison.

“I swear you two were separated at birth,” I muttered.

“So you did!” Darla said with relief.

“Uh, no.”

“Why not?” She and Amy were in stereo. Bose should snap them up for their research labs. 

“Because that’s when I told her I was sterile.”

Again, all the eyes lasered on me. “You told Charlotte for the first time ever about your sterility when you were in bed, finished having sex and you slid the broken condom out of her?” Amy asked in a high, disapproving voice. 

She sounded like my mother.

“When you put it that way it sounds so…”

“Vulgar!”

“Stupid!”

“Badass!”

“Day-um!”

All of them surrounded me with so many interjections and judgments about me that I shot to my feet, ready to bolt.

“Okay, okay, I don’t need to hear this shit. I get it. I fucked up, bad.”

“She didn’t take Plan B because you told her she didn’t have to,” Amy said. The simplicity of her words made my teeth ache.

“Yes.”

“And now she’s pregnant,” Darla added. 

“But it can’t be mine!”

“Liam,” Amy said softly, crouching down and looking up at me, forcing eye contact. “You’re in some sort of crazy denial. You can be really arrogant and cocky and think your way is always the best, but on this one you’re wrong.”

“I can’t be, I just…”

“Why not?”

“Because then what have I done?” I shouted, the sound growing into a low moan of pain. “If it turns out the doctors were wrong, my Mom and Dad were wrong, and somehow I defied science and my swimmers came back, then I spent more than seven years living a lie!”

I started to pace, my feet moving of their own accord, as if they were trying to escape.

But they were trying to escape me.

And that was as impossible as my being the father of Charlotte’s child.

Twice.

“And that means what I did to Charlotte five years ago—Jesus fucking Christ, if some guy did that to any woman in my life I’d fucking kill him! I destroyed her! I cut her out and forced myself to close up and pretend it all never happened because that kind of pain was like being sent through a meat grinder every day, then waking up and starting over, staying alive but walking around raw and twitching.”

All three of them just watched me. Once the flood walls were breached, I couldn’t let the rush of words stop.

“If that baby was mine—and this one is, too—then it means all these years I’ve spent bracing myself for not having kids, for having to explain it to women, for all of the pain it’s caused—that was for nothing! Worse than for nothing, because it means I was…I…I threw away the most important person in the world. The most important people! Because my baby was part of that. And when Charlotte lost the baby I wasn’t there. Wasn’t there…”

“Staying in the dark isn’t going to change any of that. I think we should take up a collection if you don’t have the cash for the test,” Sam said roughly. He was eyeing Amy with a kind of protectiveness I knew all too well. It was how I felt about Charlotte. 

“No. I can ask my mom,” I groaned. 

Darla reached for my phone and handed it to me. “Do it now.”

What if? What if something changed and everything I thought I knew about my future was wrong?

One phone call.

One phone call was all it took.




Chapter Nineteen

Liam

“Welcome aboard, Liam.” Dad showed me to the new office where I’d start my job as sales manager in four days. As I walked past the bank of windows that looked in on the tiny cubicles that I’d walked past a thousand times since childhood, my own reflection surprised me.

It was me, but it wasn’t…me.

The day Charlotte left that voicemail I’d called Mom. Explained everything. She offered to pay for the sperm test and referred me to my old doctor. The entire process was fucking fast.

Meanwhile, I’d texted Charlotte and simply said, I got your message. We’ll talk soon. It will be okay. That was about all I could say.

Within five days the test results came in.

It turned out I was douchebag positive after all.

Just enough motility and a bunch of other words that blend together into the chant of Asshole Asshole Asshole in a ringing chorus in my head.

In other words: long shot of long shots, I had just enough functional sperm to conceive a child. 

The first call I’d made after the doctor confirmed it wasn’t to Charlotte.

It was my dad.

The second the doctor told me the sperm count came back positive—“This is rare, Liam. There is no way to know how long they’ve been active. I hope you’ve been using condoms…”—a series of gears clicked into place in my head. Like a machine being cleaned up and activated, put to good, solid use, it was predestined.

I knew exactly what to do, step by step.

Step one: get a good job with benefits.

Step two: look the part of a responsible father and (eventually, please let her not hate me) husband.

Step three: go see Charlotte and grovel at her feet for eternity, praying to whatever entity would hear me out and sacrificing goats and chickens in the Flying Spaghetti Monster’s honor in an effort to get her to trust me again.

Step four: tell the band I have to quit.

So far, so good. Of all the steps, you’d think number three would be the hardest. 

Step three was coming later, after I finished up with dad. Who was going on about balance sheets and quotas and how glad he was I took some finance classes in college because they needed people with a head for figures.

My hair was cut shorter than it had been since high school, and the suit was new. Dad said I could get away with wearing a polo with the dealership’s logo on it and nice khaki pants, but I wanted to immerse myself in the part. It wasn’t so much about selling out as it was about taking responsibility. Being in the band, stripping for a living, all that…freedom came with a level of looseness that you can’t live with when you’re raising a kid.

At least, that was what I thought I was supposed to think.

I needed to have every external sign of responsibility and commitment going for me, because in a few hours I’d show up at Charlotte’s door and have to ’fess up that it turned out I wasn’t sterile. I wasn’t exactly overflowing with tadpoles, but if all the odds lined up just right, then yes, it was possible for me to be the father of this baby.

And the last one.

The one I’d never been around for, even for those short ten weeks it had been inside her.

Grief has a weird way of showing itself when it comes as a result of facts you learn long after the original event. A baby Charlotte still mourned deeply, in ways I could never understand, had been the catalyst for my dumping her, because it represented betrayal—dishonesty—a massive slap in the face. 

Now it represented something completely different. My own failure to trust her, to question medical science, to look deeper. I’d been a stupid kid who made a knee-jerk decision based on facts. Facts I trusted. And had no reason not to trust.

Facts that were wrong. Bedrock, conclusively wrong.

This was so fucking complicated.

“You look like a young version of your Uncle Jerry,” Dad said, sizing me up. I looked in the glass and realized he was right. Mom’s brother, who had been a champion surfer for ten years before settling down with Aunt Jane, a former model. We saw them once a year and he’d taught me how to surf out in Half Moon Bay, near where they lived in California.

“That good?”

“Well, there’s a little of your old man in you.” He added a wink and that fake laugh. “Especially the part that’s good with the ladies.” I tried to imitate his laugh but it died, fast, on my lips. 

If I just followed the rules this time, met society’s expectations for what it means to be a good dad, a good provider, a good partner, then maybe life wouldn’t fall apart.

Maybe this whole conformity thing wouldn’t be so bad.

“You seem antsy. What’s up?”

“Gotta go see Charlotte.”

His face seemed to collapse a little. “Yeah, about that, son. I’m still completely floored by all this. A baby? How wonderful.” More fakery, though I knew from his sick smile it wasn’t that he was unhappy about the current baby. He and Mom were overjoyed that my sterility had somehow begun to reverse itself. “Overjoyed” would be an understatement. Mom actually bought some baby clothes for her grandchild already on Etsy.  

An unsettled feeling made my stomach flip. I’d told Mom about Charlotte and everything from five years ago, but never my dad.

“She’s pregnant now, and was pregnant five years ago, and you were supposed to be sterile but now you’re not,” he said quietly, as if restating the truth made it easier to swallow. 

“Right.”

He shook his head slowly. “Sounds like a cable television movie.”

“Feels like one, too.”

A wry smile greeted my words. “But it’s all good. It got you in here. You’re stepping up and being a man.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “I’m proud of you.”

No matter how great my need to hear those words out of his mouth had been over the years, I’d never changed my life choices simply to hear him say it. This was different. I was choosing to come work for him because I wanted to. I wanted to be more. Better. Solid and dependable, because I wanted that for Charlotte and the baby.

Our baby.

I’d fucked it up five years ago, and this time I would line everything up so the odds worked in my favor.

“Thanks, Dad. Nice Hallmark moment.”

“I’m going to ruin it by grabbing the newspaper and spending the next thirty minutes on the can.”

“Yep. Ruined.” He gave me one of those gestures where you make your hand into a gun and he closed his thumb over his index finger. 

Pow.

Charlotte

One text. That was it. One text for the past week and while I lived in turmoil and confusion, Liam’s entire representation in my world was a single, ambiguous text.

“You contact him yet?”

Maggie. With a four-pack of Jamaican Ginger Beer (non-alcoholic). She rattled the bottles. “Need some? The lady at the health food store swore it was great for morning sickness.”

“Keep your voice down!” I hissed. She was in my doorway, and so help me God, if a student learned the truth…

“Sorry!” She pulled one out, screwed the top, and handled the ice-cold bottle to me. I took a very tentative sip.

“That’s not bad!”

“Told you. She said it was the best thing for your stomach, but to keep it down to two a day. Then she talked for a while about red raspberry leaf tea and pressure points, and by the time she talked about chakras and Reiki energy fields my eyes had glazed over like a fourth-grader’s decoupage project.”

My stomach made an ominous bubbling sound. I felt green. And then, just as one of my male resident assistants walked in to turn in a duty report, I let out a belch that rivaled anything you’d hear at a frat party during Rush Week.

“I’m impressed!” he said, golf clapping.

I took a tiny bow. It made my head spin. “Jamaican Ginger Beer.”

“Have to try it some time.”

Maggie snickered. “Only if you’re a medical miracle, Tim,” she said as he walked down the hall. 

I whacked her with a folder. “It isn’t funny! You’re going to give it away!” Hot, sad tears filled my eyes without warning.

“I’m sorry. Seriously. I am. I just can’t stop joking.”

Belch.

“He was right,” she said, thumbing toward the door. “Impressive.”

A student’s father appeared, all suit jacket and tight haircut, his back turned to us. Wait. No, not a dad. That ass was a little too fine and high in his well-cut suit, the broad shoulders tapering in. Maybe one of the guys in fundraising and development? Occasionally they trolled Res Life for—

And then he turned around.

“Liam?” I exclaimed. “What did you do?”

“Not one single person recognized me,” he said, looking nervous and composed at the same time. “Not one chick. Guess that means this”—he gestured from his chin to his waist—“worked.”

“You look like a completely different person!”

“That’s the point. I am a completely different person.”

Uh oh.

The short hair made his jaw stand out, muscles taut with nervousness but sculpted around his rugged chin, the lines of his face angular and sure. Liam was tall—taller than me, which was rare when it came to men—and the cut of his suit was the kind you don’t find on the rack at Men’s Wearhouse. He’d dropped a pretty penny on a tailored wool suit, wingtip shoes, cuff links that glittered like diamonds, and an overall look that screamed Successful Businessman. 

Not Cocky Rock Star.

I wasn’t sure which Liam I liked better.

“I’ll get going now,” Maggie said, “unless you need me?” One pierced eyebrow crooked up slowly, the glittering gold hoop and post lifting up like a pulley had been activated. 

“No,” I said hoarsely. The ginger beer pooled in my stomach like hot lead. “I’m fine.”

She rested one hand on Liam’s arm, the contrast between her black fingernails and his blue pinstripes like some metaphor for life. “You hurt her again, that snake won’t be face-fucking a blowup doll.”

“Maggie!” I gasped.

Liam’s nervous blue-green eyes kept her gaze, penetrating the tension in the room. He didn’t shake her off, didn’t shift, didn’t move one single muscle.

“Got it. But you don’t have to worry.”

Maggie dropped her touch and looked at me. “I’ll be in my office if you need me.” She looked at Liam, hard, green hair pulled back behind her tiny ears. “And she’d better not need me.”

His curt nod was enough to make her leave.

“Good friend,” he said with a low, tense sigh.

“Yes, she is,” was all I could say. And then I added a nasty burp for good measure. “You’re…what are you doing here?”

“I came to talk to you. Are you working?”

“Yes. Office hours. Students come and see me and I pretend to help them.”

“I can pretend for you,” Maggie interrupted. She obviously hadn’t really left, her head peeking in. 

I gave her a death glare. “You were supposed to be gone! I am not dropping everything just because Liam decides to waltz in and—”

Maggie and Liam both started talking to me at the same time. She shut up and Liam took over.

“You’re right. You shouldn’t. I’m not asking you to, either. I’ll just go to the student center until your office hours are over and I’ll come back then. And if that’s not good, I can just come back some other time.” His eyes had this pleading look in them, like he wanted nothing more in the world than for me to hear him out, but he knew that I had all the power.

All the power and a parasite the size of a grain of rice making me feel like I was rolling down Niagara Falls in a barrel.

“I think you should go and talk,” Maggie said in a too-even voice.

“I think I should finish working,” I said archly. “It’s only twenty more minutes.”

“That’s right,” Maggie snapped back. “And I can handle twenty minutes.”

Liam’s head ping-ponged back and forth. Normally he’d open his mouth now and make a snarky comment, but he was uncharacteristically quiet.

“Fine.” I grabbed by purse and looked at him. “Where to?”

He looked toward my apartment.

“No fucking way.”

“That settles that, then. And I wasn’t trying to imply—”

“I don’t care what you were trying or not trying. We’re not going into my apartment. So it’s coffee shop, pizza shop, library, or lounge. And I really don’t want to talk to you in public.” I paused, and it hit me. Going anywhere on campus was dicey, because eventually someone would recognize him, even though he looked more like a young, blond Christian Grey than a rock star.

“My apartment. Fine.” 

“We can have coffee.”

My stomach growled in protest. “God, no coffee. No coffee!” A giant, imaginary blanket of barfing doom enveloped me. I had to stop, my stomach growing five inches in belching, nauseated protest.

“Don’t…even…talk…about...coffee…with me.” An image from The Exorcist came into my consciousness with alarming alacrity. I’d be spewing pea soup in seconds if the scent of coffee touched my nose. 

“I’m not the only one who’s changed,” he joked, and then stopped. “Oh, shit. Is it morning sickness?”

“Are you and Maggie secret twins? Keep your voice down!”

“Sorry.” He frowned. “What does Maggie and twins have to do with—twins? Are there twins in there?” he rasped, and reaching for my belly instinctively. 

I grabbed his arm and dragged him in my apartment. “We’re not staying, so whatever you have to say to me, say it now. And make it fast. I’ll have to pee again in about three minutes.” While the baby inside me was the size of a Tic Tac, so was my bladder, apparently.

The look on his face made me feel like my skin was covered with cotton, the world distilling down to nothing but his eyes. So scared and anxious, worried and repentant. I stopped and focused on my breathing, watching every move he made like it was in slow motion, his breathing as deliberate as his entire look.

Wow. I couldn’t ever have imagined Liam looking like this. Professional. Grown up. Like any of the businessmen you see in Boston on the train, headed to the Financial District day in and day out to greet the corporate world anew, brokering deals and closing sales, updating profit and loss sheets and making money from other people’s money.

The short haircut made him model perfect, just long enough to cover the thin scar where I’d clipped.  And the suit—I hadn’t seen him in a suit since my high school graduation, when he’d dressed up to go out to a formal dinner with my mom and me.

All his rambling, loose confidence was gone, though. He wasn’t awkward, but stiff. Not nervous, but chastened. A man trying on a new identity because he felt he needed to. Not wanted to.

“I’m here to say I’m sorry.”

That was a good start.

“And that you don’t have to forgive me.”

Even better.

“Because you were right all along.” His hands started to shake so badly it made my stomach flip. Then his shoulders. A wild, uncaged look filled his eyes as he searched my face, seeking something he plainly wasn’t finding.

“I…oh, God, I made a terrible mistake. A horrible, wretched mistake and I’m so, so sorry.” And then Liam McCarthy took four steps toward me. Just when I expected him to envelop me in his arms he bent down and put his head on my shoulder, one hand splayed flat on my belly over the baby, and he said:

“I went back to my old doctor. They did new tests. Oh, Charlotte, I’m so sorry. Our babies. Our babies.”

And that was the moment I got my friend back.




Chapter Twenty

Liam

“They don’t hate you. I promise,” I assured her. Charlotte looked more nervous than I’d seen her in ages. Our big Halloween concert seemed like the perfect chance for her to come and hang out and watch us perform. To reacquaint herself with Amy, and to get to know Darla. Even Dad said he’d try to make it. 

I hadn’t told anyone in the band that I was leaving. The past few weeks working at the dealership sucked, but nothing could stop the expansive feeling of sheer happiness inside me. Flickering fluorescent lights, stupid, fake jokes, more paperwork than I’d ever imagined, and the slowing of time to a standstill in my little office didn’t matter.  

I had Charlotte, we were having a baby, and life was good.

Louise asked me to do my final weekend and then I was out of stripping, hopefully for good. Then again, I knew a part of me would miss it. For as much as I complained about it, stripping was a reasonable answer to an unreasonable life, and while I wished it had all worked out—and the band had taken off before…earlier—now I had a whole new life waiting for me. 

Louise left the door open, though. I could always pick up a night here and there if I wanted. Charlotte didn’t care. “I’m the one who gets to touch you without paying for the privilege,” she’d declared with a kiss.

Match made in heaven.

But the band…man, if we got that big tour, I’d be on the road just as Charlotte was giving birth. No way. And going to work, managing paperwork and sales teams and quotas—there was no way I could just take off for months on end to eat road food, practice half the day, ignoring Charlotte and our child.  

Time to put it behind me. They could find another guitar player and dude to do backup vocals.

I figured I’d tell them in a week or two. Help get them the big tour, and then give them a few months to replace me.

Sometimes, late at night in Charlotte’s apartment, I’d stare at the ceiling fan above her head and think about all of it. How I’d hurt her so badly. How the doctors had been wrong. That she’d been so alone during the miscarriage five years ago. How it felt to hear the baby’s heartbeat this week, faint but very real. Too real.

Buh-DUM buh-DUM buh-DUM. That was the sound of showing up. Commitment. Love.

In a few weeks we’d hear the heartbeat again and maybe get an early ultrasound. Charlotte’s earlier miscarriage was ruled as just “one of those things,” and her youth and general health meant this would be a routine pregnancy.

Right now, though, she was just trying to get through the day without barfing constantly. Hell, to get out of the car in this parking lot without puking. 

“You sure you can handle this?” I asked.

She nodded, taking a deep breath in through her nose. “Sure. It always gets better after ten at night.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “Hormones. Voodoo. Karma. Magic. I don’t know.” She winced, her face going a bit green.

“I’m so sorry. But thank you.”

Her face lit up with surprise. “For what?”

“For going through all this for my child.”

She took another deep breath and slid out of the new car from the dealership that Dad had given to me on my first day of work. “It’s a floor model from last year,” he’d said, looking at my rusted piece of shit car. “A thousand times better than that hunk of junkyard metal.”

And he’d had my car towed off with the other throwaways.

“The car has that new-car smell,” Charlotte complained, her ass sliding out and off the buttery leather. “It’s nice, but—” She gagged. 

“Sorry.” What else could I say?

Deep breath. “It’s fine.” She leaned over and kissed me on the lips, her dry mouth quivering.

“You need a lemon drop?” I reached into my back pocket for the baggie of candy that seemed to help. I’d come a long way in a short time, replacing the pot in my baggies with morning sickness drops…

“I’m fine.” And with that, we walked down the stinky alley to the back door of the theater, Charlotte clearly holding her breath.

I didn’t blame her. I hurried her in through the scarred metal door, and the scent of backstage wasn’t much better than the dumpster-filled alley.

But she could breathe.

Chaos reigned, but that was just how it worked when it came to performing. Stagehands rushed everywhere, grabbing electronic cords and shouting for random things like chairs, a box, water. From the back we wended our way between all the crap and someone recognized me, pointing me to the rooms where I assumed I’d find Trevor, Joe, and Sam.

They were lounging on couches that would have made frat-house furniture look like something out of Pottery Barn. I expected full-size rats to come crawling out of the torn, fake-velvet upholstery that might have once held cheesy pictures of stagecoaches and horses but that had been so stained it now looked like a weird, sickly sort of lilac grey.

“Hey,” we all greeted each other.

Charlotte knew the guys, of course. We’d been a brand-new band in high school and she’d come to more practices than I could remember. All three looked at her and greeted her with varying levels of friendliness and wariness.  

We were nervous.

The auditorium was huge.

“Five hundred and seventeen ticket sales so far!” Darla shouted as she marched into the room. She came to a dead halt when she saw Charlotte, eyes narrowing to green triangles. If she’d sniffed Charlotte’s ass she couldn’t have been more obvious. 

Then her face spread into a splitting grin and she threw her arms around Charlotte. “You’re here! I’m so glad!”

Charlotte gave me a helpless look as short, voluptuous Darla’s bushy blond head came up to Charlotte’s rack, her arms short, the height difference nearly an entire foot. It was like watching a woman’s NBA player hugging a blond troll doll.

Darla released her, then went right back to her announcement. “We did it! You did it! Everything else is gravy now!”

“I have to buy my ticket, so make that 518,” Charlotte said.

“You’re on the house, honey. Girlfriends are,” Darla declared. 

“What about fathers?” asked a familiar voice. We all turned, my jaw already halfway to the floor, as my dad made an appearance. 

And what an appearance.

1985 called, Dad. They want their concert t-shirts back.

“Is that an original Rush concert t-shirt?” Joe gasped. He gave my dad a new, appreciative look that was fucking unbelievable, because Joe thought my dad was one step above cockroaches for being a car dealership owner.

Unless he was cutting him a deal on a new Beemer.

“Yep. Geddy Lee, man!” Dad played air guitar. Something in me died a little.

“Nice!” Darla chirped, encouraging Dad. “I see where Liam gets all his talent!” 

“I still got the moves,” Dad said, fingers flying in a series of gestures that looked more like he had hand epilepsy than resembled any finger position I knew on a guitar.

“Dad. Please. Just…no.”

“What? My Geddy Lee imitation too much? He was a great guitarist.” 

“He played bass,” I, Joe, Trevor, and Sam all said in unison.

Dad stopped cold, shrugged, then wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “Too much awesome in these fingers for you, son?” He winked, then added in his best Steve Carrell imitation, “That’s what she said!” 

Oh, God.

The wrinkles around his eyes were a little lighter than the rest of his tanned skin. That was when I realized he wore a spray-on tan, and that his hair was a little thicker up top. Being near-sighted meant I could see every hair follicle, and—yup.

Plugs.

Dad was what—forty-nine?—old, but not dead yet. I guess he needed his injection of youth, but wearing a grubby t-shirt that was older than most of the women he dated while playing air guitar wasn’t going to cut it.

“Great moves, Mr. McCarthy,” Joe said, deadpan. 

“Garrett! Call me Garrett, Joe. How many times do I have to insist?”

“Garrett, you don’t have to tell me twice,” Darla said, coming forward with her hand outstretched. “Liam’s your spitting image.”

Dad’s chest swelled with pride. The ex-linebacker’s frame was still mostly muscle; I had to give him that. “Thank you, um…” He looked to me to figure out who she was.

“Darla, Dad. This is Darla, the one I’ve mentioned before.”

“Oh, the one Joe and Trevor share?” The words came out of his mouth like he was talking about which perennial to plant along the south side of his house. I had to give Dad credit—he wasn’t a judgmental man. 

But I was a dead man now, as Sam and Charlotte found gouges in the wall that were suddenly fascinating to stare at, while Trevor and Joe looked at me with lasers set to kill.

Darla, on the other hand, was in mid-handshake with my Dad as his words sank in. Her smile widened, eyes glittering. “That’s one way to put it, Garrett.” She bit her lower lip, pulling it up in a seductive curl as she looked at me with a cocked eyebrow that said, Uh, thanks? 

“But,” she continued, “I just like to think that there’s so much of me that it takes two men to keep me happy.”

Joe crossed the room and grabbed my arm, hard. “You told him?”

“He figured it out.”

“Parents don’t figure this shit out!”

“My dad does. He’s pretty laid back, and—”

“And now that he knows, the whole fucking town will know, and my parents are next!” Joe snapped.

Dad had a canny way of reading people. It’s probably why he was so good at selling cars, at running the biggest dealership in the area for his make, but it also meant he could head off conflict like no one I’d ever seen.

“Joe, no worries,” he said, making a lip-zipping gesture. “Secret’s safe with me. I’m not going to tell.” His eyes roamed over Darla with friendliness, setting me on guard. Last thing anyone wanted was for Dad to turn into a lech over our chicks.

“Thank you, Mr. McCar—er, Garrett,” Joe said in a panicked tone. “Not every parent is as understanding as you.”

Darla just snorted and made a sour face.

“Not every parent is wound so tight,” Dad said as he reached out to clap Joe on the shoulder, but Joe was so fucking brittle he looked like he’d shatter into a thousand pieces. 

You asshole, Joe mouthed at me, then flashed my dad a people-pleaser smile. Weasel.

“On that lovely note,” Darla interrupted as she whispered with some sound tech carrying a filthy clipboard, “we need to get on stage.”

I escorted Charlotte and Dad out to the seating area, ignoring the daggers Joe was throwing me with his eyes. Whatever. My dad really had figured it out. Sort of. He assumed Darla was dating both of them in some kind of open relationship. The words “threesome” and “menage” hadn’t been uttered, so I don’t think he really got that they were together in triplicate.

Which was just fine.

We admired the stage from the box area, where tables for four were set up, bar service available throughout the entire show. Dad and Charlotte chatted while I eyed the stage. This place was fucking huge, like Blue Hills Pavilion in Boston, right on the water. About the same size, but completely indoors. Raised stage, and the spot for me was on the far right, Joe far left, with Trevor’s microphone and guitar staging area in the middle, right up against Sam’s drum set-up.

People were paying $19 a ticket to come see us. Hundreds of them.

Five hundred and seventeen, so far.

The room shook a little as my eyes landed on Charlotte, laughing at some joke my dad made, the faded lettering on his grey t-shirt up against the table where they now sat, a cocktail server delivering what looked like a Shirley Temple for the love of my life and Dad’s standard drink—a scotch and soda. They were casual and cool, breezy and fun, and some part of me released inside, under the layers of hope and fear and driving hard work.

It was going to be just fine.

Everything was going to work out.

“Liam!” Darla screamed from the stage. “Get your hot ass up here right now! We got sound checks to do and an hour to showtime!” 

“Hot ass?” Charlotte said in an arched tone. I gave her a quick hug and a kiss.

“No one’s told me I have a hot ass in ten years,” Dad said with a wink, admiration in his voice.

I gave his seat a quick look and said, “You’ve got a hot ass, Dad.” His laughter followed as I lunged on stage and became Darla’s puppet.

Time changed as the rush to get everything ready kicked in. Darla went into this crazy flow state where she knew exactly how to manage the thousands of tiny details that all came together to make performances work. After all the tests came back just fine, and we’d blocked out our moves, we went into the backstage rooms and worked on settling our nerves.

It hit me, like being sucker punched, that this was my second-to-last performance with the band. Ever. 

And they didn’t know it.

“What’s the count?” I asked Darla, who had turned into a blond blur. 

“Seven hundred seventy-two now!”

Whoa.

“Five minutes!” someone said, and my nerves decided to make an appearance, as if coming out of hibernation and damn ready for some action. What was this? I didn’t get nervous like this. I stood and quickly wended my way to stage left, peeking through the curtains, spotting Dad and Charlotte, heads together. The place wasn’t packed, but it was full. 

We were going to have some fun.

“One of the stagehands says the owner okayed a little prop action right at the opening,” Darla said, scaring the fuck out of me by appearing out of nowhere.

“What? What’s the prop?”

“Uh, Mavis the Chicken.”

We both started giggling. “A live chicken?” I asked.

“Yep. Mavis and Esme.”

My laughter died in my throat. “Oh, c’mon. Nobody wants to see a sex doll and a live chicken on stage with us.”

Her eyes bugged out like I was the stupidest man on earth. “That viral video of you was the best fucking promo for the band. Ever.”

“Too bad no one strapped a helmet cam to Trevor’s head the day we took all that peyote and he stole Mavis.” 

Darla chewed on the end of a pen and pulled it out, scribbling furiously on a piece of paper on her clipboard. “Good idea,” she muttered, walking away.

“One minute!” someone called out.

We scurried into positions, stage lights nice and low, theater lights flickering with warning. The crowd began the slow, rumbling warmup of fire and excitement, and I felt it in my bones.

In my heart.

And then:

Showtime.

 

Charlotte

 

Garrett turned out to be fabulous company, smooth and eager to impress me. Sybil’s exact opposite. I assumed Liam had told his mom about the pregnancy, and if he had, she hadn’t said a word. Not one word.

You would think…

“You doing okay?” Garrett asked, as gentlemanly as Liam about my condition. “Would a ginger ale help? The morning sickness phase is really rough on you girls.”

Ignoring the “girl” reference (do girls have breasts? No. So I’m not a girl), I nodded. “I’d love one.”

He hailed a server like it was nothing, managing to snag the attention of an overworked young woman, and within minutes two sodas appeared. “I got you two in case it gets too busy,” he explained.

“Thank you.” Sweet. Like Liam. I hadn’t spent much time around Garrett when we were younger. He was always so busy with his dealership, but he’d been friendly enough. Shallow was the word my mom had always used, and I could understand why. He came across as a bit fake. Insincere. 

But right now? He was trying. Hard.

Just like Liam.

The opening song got the crowd to their feet, catcalls, whistles, and deafening applause making me weep with joy, driving out my nausea.

This was the life we were meant to live, me and Liam. And while the baby had been a complete accident—long shot of long shots, as Liam often said—it was going to be all right.

It was going to be better than that.

The second song was a soulful ballad, one Liam told me Trevor had written for Darla. My heart cried as the chorus rang out: 

 

When a naked soul finds you

You don’t have a choice

You have to stop and pause

You can turn away and never look back

But it will yank you back, because

Random acts of crazy draw you in

Random acts of kindness draw you in

Random acts of love draw you in

 

I was shaking, and it wasn’t from nausea. Fat, round tears dropped down the curves of my face and I reached for a cocktail napkin, one half soaked with condensation from my drinks, but it had enough dry spots to help. 

“Wow,” Garrett said with a shaky out-breath, his hand washing over his chin in a contemplative gesture. “I had no idea they were this good.”

I just smiled.

“No, I mean it.” His face went serious, eyes troubled. He looked old, like a Dad, and less like an aging rock band follower. “I haven’t seen them perform since they were kids in the garage. They’re…good. Really good. They could break out and really make the big time.”

I stayed silent. Liam hadn’t told his dad anything about this performance, or the other one in December. He’d chosen to buckle down and work at the dealership, insisting to me that he needed to have a salary, health insurance for the baby, and for me if I would consider marrying him.

Marrying him.

That was another secret we were keeping from people.

He’d proposed. No ring, but…

I hadn’t given him an answer yet.

My mind went blank every time we talked about it. No firm yes, no firm no. 

“He shouldn’t be behind a desk,” Garrett murmured to himself as the final, soulful chords rang out. “He should be up there.”

The house lights went down, and then a single spotlight lit on stage.

It showcased…a live chicken? Wearing a sign around its neck.

Bawk! Bawk bawk bawk! it clucked.

The crowd tittered.

“New keyboardist?” someone shouted. The band didn’t have one; it was a running joke.

A second spotlight lit up Trevor, who was gulping from a huge bottle of water. He froze.

“Speaking of random acts, Trevor, we’re so proud to bring you the reunion of a lifetime.”

He set the water down and got an Oh, shit look on his face, but smiled and played along.

“Mavis the Chicken”—oh, that’s what the sign around its neck said!—“is back,” the announcer explained, “and she wants you to make an honest woman out of her.”

Liam’s laughter rang out above the crowd. Darla walked up to Trevor and put her arm around his waist.

“And Liam, we found your lost love, too!” the announcer added in a revved-up voice. A third spotlight flashed on Liam, who held up two fingers and grinned. Sweat poured off him, his tall legs flexed in tight jeans. 

“What’s he talking about?” Garrett asked. 

Esme 2.0 appeared at stage left, a fourth spotlight on her. Same helmet of plastic, brown hair, same cockhole for a mouth, same irreverent, passive self. 

“You never saw the video?” I asked, clapping along with the crowd.

“What video?” he shouted, but what happened next drowned out everything.

“Esme misses you, Liam,” the announcer shouted. “So we have a reunion to beat all reunions.”

A stagehand came out from the dark of the stage as Sam and Joe crowded around Trevor and Darla, Liam slightly to the right of them. The dude carried something in a big cat carrier. He bent down and opened it, pulling out an enormous, fat snake.

The crowd went crazy, jumping to their feet and chanting “RAOC rocks! RAOC rocks!” I realized it was a play on #RAOCROX. 

Garrett and I joined them, my howling laughter rendering me speechless. 

A giant movie screen clicked on above the stage, showing the various YouTube videos of Esme’s violation by the boa constrictor and Liam’s high-pitched screams.

“That’s the video!” I shouted to Garrett, who watched with great amusement.

“Haven’t heard sounds that high from him since before puberty!” Garrett said with a belly laugh.

While the audience went nuts, half laughing and cheering, half transfixed as they watched the video, three things happened at once:

 

1. The band on stage, and Darla, all suddenly leaped backwards by a few feet, faces changing from amusement to horror.

2. The stagehand was met by the rush of two men wearing khaki outfits, all shouting at each other in low, tight voices.

3. Mavis the Chicken made a series of squawks, and then a flurry of feathers appeared as she scrambled around on stage, squeaking.

 

The television screen cut to a live feed and grainy, out-of-focus camerawork showed what was going on, the cheers dying out as isolated screams of terror punctuated the night. We were close enough to hear scuffling, and then Darla screeched:

“What the hell kind of snake is that?”

The live feed showed a large, slithering snake creep up to Mavis the Chicken and, in what seemed like less than a second, open its jaws impossibly wide and strike, curving up and over, the burnt-orange and red beak gone in a flash, covered by slick, shiny grey and two slitted eyes.

“Mavis!” Trevor cried out with a little too much emotion. Joe reached for him and wrapped his arms around the guy as Trevor struggled and Darla gave him a vicious look of such whatthefuckery that I burst out laughing, even as my stomach clamped down and a wave of nausea hit. 

I reached for my ginger ale and drained it dry, sipping from the second one, grateful to Garrett for his careful planning.

“She’s just a chicken!” Darla shouted as Trevor broke free and ran to the chicken-snake wrestling competition.

The snake stopped moving, and the camera zoomed out for a wider, panoramic shot, showing all the band members, Darla, the stagehand and the two guys in khaki in a freakish pose, like a stylized Vogue cover.

The spotlights all moved to the snake, who was now one long, smooth line of reptile with a chicken-shaped bulge at its head.

“Dinner and a show,” Garrett gasped through a mortified giggle.

Some lighting technician with a sense of humor turned a spotlight on Esme 2.0, who flopped helplessly on a stool, her face appropriately surprised. Someone nudged her enough to make her fall within a few inches of the snake’s head. 

It reached by biting her, the ensuing hiss of her popping like a giant fart.

Trevor jumped on the snake and straddled it, right over the giant bulge o’ Mavis. The chicken was clearly thrashing and the two men in khakis screamed orders at him, but Trevor was a blur of focus. Like a trained navy SEAL (do they train them on removing a chicken from a snake?), he pulled the snake’s head up just enough for a very angry chicken to emerge.

Mavis walked over to Esme and began pecking at her dead, deflating eyes.

The men in khaki quickly subdued the snake and Trevor picked up Mavis, whispered something in her ear, and turned to Darla with a look I couldn’t describe if promised the Pulitzer Prize in fiction in exchange for the words.

“That’s not really your fiancée!” Darla screamed.

The crowd jumped to its feet with a roar of approval and clapping and catcalls so loud you’d think they were calling for an encore.

Which they kind of were.

 

Liam

 

“Upstaged by a chicken, a snake, and a sex toy doll,” Joe groused during intermission. “We’ll never live this down.” 

“How’s Mavis?” Trevor asked nervously.

“It’s not like the handlers were getting out the jaws of life for her, honey,” Darla snapped. “You went out there and nearly killed yourself over a chicken that isn’t even the one you kissed!” 

Several techs turned their heads at that one, but wisely said nothing.

“She’s fine,” Sam said with finality. “What the hell happened out there? The handlers were idiots.”

“It’s not the handlers’ fault,” Darla said with a weird, sheepish look on her face. Her eyes were shifty, and it made the hair on my neck stand up.

“You arranged this?” I asked.

She looked at me with surprise, then a kind of admiration that I figured it out. “Yes. I just told them to bring a big snake and a chicken…”

“You just put a hit out on Mavis!” Trevor shouted. “Are you seriously that jealous of a chicken?” 

“It’s not the real Mavis, you dumbass!” she argued. “And she was your fiancée! You and Joe have particularly poor taste in who you propose to.” Memories of Suzy and the island of Eden hit me. 

“She’s got a point,” I said to no one, because they were ignoring me.

“But it…what? Then why did you…?” Trevor seemed truly perplexed.

“You need a shrink, dude. You’re abnormally attached to that fucking chicken,” I said.

“Fuck you.”

“Doesn’t make it any less true.”

The animal handlers had removed the snake from stage, and Esme had futt-futt-futted out into the crowd, where people were blowing up #RAOCROX on Twitter and Facebook. Snapchat was full of pictures from the performance, and Darla couldn’t keep up with all the new videos on YouTube.

We even got a quick visit from the venue’s general manager, who couldn’t stop laughing. “Glad the animal handlers have liability coverage for that one, because the chicken’s owner is furious.”

“We can pay for a new chicken,” Joe said.

“It’s a trained chicken, so our estimate is around $5000.”

“A $5000 trained chicken? How do you train a chicken?” Darla asked. “Teach it to cross the road? Make it flap its wings? Have it learn the fine art of happy ending massages? For five thousand dollars I’ll breastfeed a chicken from birth and train it to do play Mozart on a kazoo.” 

“I’m thinking it wasn’t just the peyote that made you fall in love with a chicken,” Joe mumbled, looking at Trevor with a wary eye.

“Great work!” the general manager said, giving Darla the hairy eyeball. “You’re welcome back here any time. Just don’t bring anything too dangerous.” His laughter rang down the hall as the crowd began to chant louder. And louder.

We got ready for the second half of the performance, but who the hell could top that?

 

 

Charlotte

“That show was finger-lickin’ good,” I said. 

Liam’s groan was my reward.

The drive from the concert to Liam’s new place was mercifully short, and the ginger ale and pressure-point combo, plus my weird nocturnal rhythm that made the nausea go away late at night, meant this was probably the best hour I’d had in weeks.

The craziness of the chicken-snake-Esme incident had faded into a profound sense of exhaustion in me, and three times Garrett had gently nudged me awake in the second half of the concert. Liam didn’t take any offense from it, fortunately. I’d woken at the end to thunderous applause and my cheek resting on Garrett’s jacket, which he’d stuffed under my face as an impromptu pillow.

Eight weeks into the pregnancy and everything looked fine. Two more weeks and I’d be at the same point I was at more than five years ago. Liam was with me now, and we were making the leap into the unknown, but we were doing it together.

“Garrett thought that was amazing,” I told him, yawning. 

“We’ll never top it,” he said bitterly.

“Maybe a cow and a sword swallower…”

“Ha ha.”

“He really thought you were so good,” I added.

“Great.” He focused on the road and I struggled to get my point across. Being blunt was best.

“You don’t have to work for your dad,” I said as he pulled into a parking spot on the road, right in front of his building. I took that as a sign of great luck.

“Huh?”

“You were amazing on stage. A rock star.”

“That’s kind of the point.”

“No, Liam,” I whispered, and touched his arm. He went still. “I mean it. You belong up there with the rest of them.”

Conflicted chaos greeted me, those bright eyes so alive and full.

His palm reached for my belly. “I belong right here,” he said gruffly. 

“You can be here without being chained to a desk at your dad’s dealership. I have health insurance. I can work. We’ll find day-care—plenty of residence life people have kids and families. You can move in and—” I stopped cold. We hadn’t talked about this at all, but it had been spinning in my mind since that day he came to find me, dressed up and so eager to make this all work. So responsible.

So there.

He wanted to get married, to make it all official, but I needed more space. It was too much, too soon, and a part of me was, well…

Still not quite convinced this was all really happening.

His head turned slowly toward me. Sweat tickled the ends of his hair at the neckline, where it was still so short. He looked more like a Special Ops military dude back from field training than a guy who’d just spent an hour and a half grinding on stage.

“You want that?” His words were low and choked with emotion.

“Yes.”

The hand that reached for me was sure and steady. “I can’t move in with you and not be the one to take care of the family. You don’t have to work,” he said.

“I want to work!”

The laugh that poured out of him was one of mirth and overwhelm. “I didn’t say you couldn’t work. I don’t have the right to dictate that! I’m just saying you don’t have to work. I’m here for you. I’m this baby’s father. I never, ever thought I’d be able to do this, Charlotte. You’re giving me a gift I didn’t know I could receive.”

The car felt stifling, like I couldn’t breathe. I needed air. He sensed it, opening his car door and walking around to help me out.

“I can get out of a car without help.” I laughed.

“You won’t say that in eight months!” His arms cocooned me and he smelled so good, like fire and sweat and dust and work. His chin rested on the top of my head and I relaxed into the embrace, just starting to let myself trust that this really was happening. That Liam was here, our new baby was here, and that I could just be.

“In eight months the only reason you’ll have to be out at 2 a.m. will be to go and get me pickles and ice cream.”

“My dad said my mom’s big thing was shrimp rolls and pork rinds.”

“Ewwww.”

He shrugged. “It built a body this awesome.” He preened. I punched his shoulder and he led me to his new place.

Which was—and I’m being generous, here—the size of a janitor’s storage closet in my residence hall.

“Um, wow.”

“Don’t get lost.”

“I need a trail of bread crumbs.”

“Uh, you do that and the roaches will come.”

“Nice. See why I want you to move in with me? Where would we put the baby?”

He pointed to the wall next to a window. “I was thinking a nice hanging basket, right there.” He got another punch for that one. 

I yawned, the tug of the little futon so inviting. My head spun a little with dizziness, and my stomach had settled down, leaving me with a strange, not-quite-normal feeling. I was that tired.

“You need to sleep,” he said softly.

“I need more than sleep,” I said, contradicted by yet another invasive yawn.

He laughed. “How about we get naked and see what happens next: sleep or sex?”

“Deal.”




Chapter Twenty-One

Liam

I still wasn’t used to this new apartment, and the futon on the floor thing meant my face was blasted by a big ray of sunlight every morning.

I woke up and was instantly blinded, but comforted by the slow, steady breath of Charlotte in my arms.

What a night. We killed it. Darla tweeted me and said we blew out all attendance expectations, and the December concert would clinch it. Summer tour next year, and if that went well—showtime. The big leagues. Record contracts and rights negotiations and opening for big, BIG acts.

All at the same time I was going to become a father.

Long shots line up in all the right ways sometimes, but that didn’t seem to be my path. Playing the odds meant I got the shaft most of the time. 

My hand ate up the warm, fresh expanse of Charlotte’s back. Sometimes the odds were in my favor, though.

Something was stuck on my leg, a weird, sticky feeling. Sex last night had been amazing. Powerful and vulnerable and like a deep-cleansing ritual. Cleared the air and more between us, and I felt hopeful. Like this was really going to work.

As I nestled in, spooning behind her, that stickiness made the hair on my shin feel weird. I pulled the sheet back and—

“Holy shit! Oh my God, Charlotte. Charlotte!”

Blood. Everywhere. Coating the tops of her thighs, running down to our mingled calves. I shook her, lightly at first, then hard. She didn’t move, but her breathing was steady.

I jumped up. Where the fuck was my phone? Naked and half covered in blood, I fumbled for it, dialing 9-1-1.

“Charlotte,” I shouted, shaking her. Eyelids fluttered and she shook her head slowly, coming awake.

Thank God.

“Liam? What?” But she wasn’t just sleepy. Something was wrong. Terribly, terribly wrong. My eyes jumped from her face to her belly, the slick of blood all over my bed making me crazy.

The baby. The baby.

“9-1-1, what is your emergency?”

“Why are you calling…?” Charlotte asked, trying to sit up. She slumped back down.

I gave the operator the barest of details, forgetting my own address for a minute, grateful to find a piece of mail in a stack on top of a box, the address right in front of my face. The operator dispatched an ambulance. 

A primal instinct to protect and preserve kicked in. Ignoring the blood on me, I shoved my body into jeans and a t-shirt, kicking on my flip-flops. “Don’t move, honey. Don’t move yet. An ambulance is coming.”

“Ambulance? Wha?” Her speech was slurred, and when she opened her eyes it was like she looked past me. “The residents can’t—” And then she looked down and screamed, a cry that etched itself into my brain forever.

“Charlotte! Charlotte!” I choked out, grabbing her clothes. Phone. Wallet. What else would we need? Oh, yeah—her purse. I gathered her shit and put it by the door then raced back to her. She was sitting up, a big clot of deep red blood on the mattress under where she’d just been lying. The sheets looked like someone had dumped a bucket of tiny leeches there, all coated in thin, dark blood.

The baby.

She started to grope, feeling the blood on her hip, her ass, then looking down and seeing her rust-colored thighs.

“Oh, no. No, no, NO!” she screamed. “Not again. Not again. Not again. The baby, Liam. The baby.” Her cries pierced the cold morning and mingled with the sound of emergency crew on the way. 

Sirens tickled the distant air, growing louder and I stood there, primed for action and feeling like an ass. She was screaming and all I could do was reach for her, hold her in my arms, and do absolutely nothing to stop whatever was happening with the baby, draining away. 

“It will be fine,” I said, lying. The amount of blood was so much. Too much. A bolt of fear filled me. Too much blood. Charlotte could be in danger, too.

The sirens grew mercifully louder. Thank fucking God. What was taking so long? Charlotte’s scream died down like it, too, was on a sound cycle, warning people to get out of the way, warning people that this was a life-or-death situation.

And then she just stopped making noise. Stopped moving.

“Charlotte?” She was breathing, but as I moved her to lie down another big clot of blood came, so big and round and evil, and then—

Pound pound pound.

Hope arrived.

Charlotte

Hope died the second I opened my eyes and found myself attached to tubes, a bright rectangle of fluorescent light above me and the murmurs of medical professionals holding charts telling me exactly where I was.

My hand flew to my belly. Not that it had ever been anything but flat, the gesture kind of stupid. It was symbolic.

Warm skin pressed into the soft flesh on my forearm. “Charlotte,” said a deep, comforting voice.

“Liam?” My eyes tried to focus, turning toward the sound of him. His eyes were red-rimmed and lined with worry. With the super-short hair he looked to mature, so…old.

So tired.

“Are you okay?” I asked him. He made a snorting sound, and then my ears picked up another familiar voice.

“You’re awake!” my mom exclaimed. People had told us over the years that we looked alike, but I never saw it. With her wall of wavy grey-and-pepper hair jettisoning down her back, out from the usual bun, her wide eyes glistening with tears and concern, I got it. I saw it. 

“Mom?”

“Liam called me. Oh, Charlotte, you should have told me about the baby.” She gave Liam a teary half-smile. “I would have been so happy for you.”

“Would have?” My heart started to sputter. “The baby, is it…” My eyes moved to the monitors that beeped, my finger encased in an oxygen monitor. Nothing was on my belly—no elastic band to check the baby’s heart rate. No second fetal heart rate, like in the movies. 

I went numb.

“It’s gone, isn’t it?”

A big, fat teardrop dropped from Mom’s eye onto my wrist. Mom rarely cried. She looked at Liam, deferential in a way that made me stop breathing.

Grown up, indeed.

“Yes,” he said with a hoarse voice. “Yes. The baby’s…gone.”

A low, whirring sound filled the air, like the distant hum of a machine starting up, a big HVAC or a boiler, a crane moving large steel girders. It got louder and louder, the vibration so strong my chest shook, Liam’s hands on my shoulders, then my head, then just on me, the heat of him so strong it melted into the vibration.

Then I realized that sound was me.

Mom flew to my bedside, too, crying and soothing, but all I could register was the rumble of that noise, that cacophony that filled my ears on a frequency no one else seemed to hear. Like something I shared with no one, or maybe only with two little spirits that filled the air with their presence in the only way they had left.

I never wanted that sound to end, because when it blasted through my mind, my heart, my pulse, my everything, it took me out of myself and away from my thoughts to a place where I was nothing but movement and flow, grief and pain, where I didn’t have to react to anyone else’s reactions, smooth over their sorrow, try to be the one who could pull it together and pretend to be okay.

When that vibration consumed me it consumed everything, and that was the only place I could stand to be right now.

“What’s wrong with me?” I ground out through the dull hum that poured out of my throat. “What’s wrong with me, that I keep making these babies by accident and then they fly out of me?” 

“Charlotte,” Liam said, his voice cracking. “Charlotte, honey, no. No. It’s not you. It’s me, it’s…we don’t know.”

“It’s not you! You can make babies! Now you know! Now you know I didn’t cheat on you all those years ago when I was pregnant and you left and—”

The words came to halt as if someone had snipped my vocal cords, because Mom was right there.

And I’d never told her.

“Mom, oh, Mom!” I said, my voice hoarse as Liam just kept stroking my arms and legs as if he thought any touch would somehow help.

Silence. Her face was frozen with wide, brimming eyes full of compassion.

“I am so sorry,” I babbled, and she patted my hand.

“I knew, dear. I knew.”

Liam looked like he was about to fly through the ceiling.

“You knew? How? I hid it! I thought I hid it!”

She patted my hand, tears mottling the front of her crisp white shirt. She ironed everything. Even my socks as a kid. The flat, even edges of the darted lines of her buttoned top became an instant anchor as madness filled me.

“I only knew after the fact. You wouldn’t tell me why you went to the emergency room, and you were over eighteen, so I had no right to details from the medical insurance company when the statement came in the mail while you were away at college. And then there were rumors in town, whispered at community events, and the way Sybil McCarthy looked at me the handful of times we ran into each other over the years made me wonder…”

Liam’s eyes blazed with anger. “That was…oh, Caitlyn, let me apologize for my mother. She shouldn’t have done that.”

Caitlyn reached out to him and gripped his hand, hard. “I assumed there was an explanation, and that some day, when Charlotte was ready, she would tell me.”

“You knew?” was all I could say, over and over.

Mom hugged me, her scent so embedded in me, the smell of fresh cotton and lavender-steeped wool, with a touch of spiced tea for flavor. “I know how hard miscarriages are, and I wasn’t sure if you’d aborted.”

“No! No!” I cried viciously. I turned to Liam, my hair whipping after me in waves. “I swear, I never—”

“I know. I know,” he soothed. “But even if you had, it’s fine.”

“But I didn’t! I wanted both of these babies!” My voice went shrill and hysterical. “That’s the sick irony here, don’t you see? I never planned this, but once it happened it’s all I wanted!”

“Miscarriages have a way of making you see that you really cannot plan a thing, my dear,” Mom said in a tone of voice that made me turn slowly, locking eyes with her.

“You too?” Liam asked in a reverential, hushed tone.

“Yes.”

“Before me? Did Daddy…” I wasn’t even sure what I was about to ask as my throat closed up in sorrow.

“Daddy knew, and yes, all of them before you. All eight.”

“Eight!” Liam and I gasped in unison.

“Yes,” Mom said, the tiniest of lisps at the end of the word. “When you just kept growing in me we thought you were a miracle. I’d been told not to grow too attached to you, as I had with the others.” More tears from her. “But I couldn’t help it. You become attached.” She sought out Liam’s eyes. “You just do.”

His eyes filled, too, and she squeezed his hand harder.

“I carried you thirty-three weeks and five days, Charlotte, and had you at forty-one. Your father was the love of my life, but you are our sun. We revolved around you.” She stopped trying to wipe away her tears, the effortless pull of gravity making the ocean halt at her bosom.

“Mommy, I’m sorry I never told you! I’m so—”

Mom tried to shush me but Liam stopped her, just rocking me in rhythm with that sound, the sound that returned in my throat. The noise made me hollow, more empty than I already was, and as his flesh warmed mine and we just moved in time to a beat we shared with that tiny little being who floated on the curve of melody and symphony, of music made from dissonance, I slipped into a conscious oblivion that was just Liam.

Just Liam.

Liam

They were so quiet I didn’t realize they’d come until I went to get a cup of coffee and happened to glance into the waiting room. All five of them, somber and serious, just lounging there, sitting without urgency.

Darla saw me first and jumped to her feet, her arms outstretched for a hug. My throat tightened as her arms went around me. Not gonna cry. Not gonna cry. 

I failed at that, too. You spend most of your life being told guys don’t cry, and then you learn that sometimes there’s a reason why it’s okay. 

“Liam, I’m so sorry. Your text broke our hearts.” I’d sent them all a quick text about Charlotte being raced here, then a second one. Two words.

Baby gone.

“How long have you been here?” I rasped. Amy hugged me next, while Trevor, Joe, and Sam hung back.

“Long enough to run into your mom and dad,” Joe added. “Sorry, man.”

“They’re here, too?”

They all nodded. “They tried to go see you but the doctor was in there. Said they’d come back,” Trevor said. Darla slipped back between her guys, sad eyes on me.

Sad eyes everywhere.

“You didn’t tell us…” Amy said without accusation. The words were tempered with something I couldn’t name.

“It was mine.” I looked at Darla and Amy. I couldn’t name what I was feeling, either. “You guys were right.”

“This isn’t a time for ‘I told you so,’” Darla said, clasping Joe’s hand, hard.

“But it’s good you’re not shooting blanks,” Joe added, like that was supposed to help. Darla kicked him and he just frowned, pinning that stupid mouth shut.

He was right, but now wasn’t the time for me to care.

“And this is why you quit stripping and went to work for your dad?” Trevor asked in a voice so soft it sounded like a hiss. 

I nodded.

He nodded back, blinking fast.

“You need anything?” Amy asked.

“Coffee.”

Sam practically sprinted to the doorway. “I’ll go get some for everyone.”

Trevor and Joe joined him. “Six, or eight? Think your parents will want something?”

“Thanks,” I said, nodding. “Mom drinks it black and Dad drinks it like me.”

“The color of caramel,” Amy said with a soft smile.

The guys took off and left me with the women.

“Your baby, Liam. I’m so sorry,” Amy said, reaching for my hand as we sat down. 

“Both of them.”

She just nodded. The dots didn’t need to be connected here.

“I was so stupid.”

“You did what made sense at the time.”

“And now she lost another one. I guess I can’t make babies after all,” I mumbled. That made zero sense, but right now I needed something, even self-pity, to overshadow the gaping, sucking chest wound that was my heart. Smashing something would help, too, but this wasn’t exactly the place for that.

“You make babies just fine. And you’ll make more some day,” Darla insisted.

“Liam!” Mom practically shouted, interrupting us. Her hair was crazy, like she’d just gotten up, even though it was what—noon?—now. Her hug felt like a warm blanket of love even though I was so angry with her for what I’d just learned. 

More tears, most of them from me. I couldn’t break down in front of Charlotte or her mom. The doctors wouldn’t tell me anything because I wasn’t next of kin. The nurses were mostly nice and let me stay, but I wasn’t anyone here. I had no role. 

With the baby gone I wasn’t even the father.

I was just…no one.

Mom’s hug told me otherwise.

Dad fished one of his cloth handkerchiefs from his suit jacket. Ever since I was a kid, he’d been like that, carrying a carefully ironed handkerchief in his back jeans pocket or in his suit jacket. He even ironed them himself. My mind kept doing this—straying to tiny details that were so insignificant I felt like a moron for thinking about them.

“There’s no hope?” Mom asked, her makeup smeared everywhere, the raccoon eyes from mascara gone wrong making my gut clench even harder.

“No. No heartbeat, and they had to do something to Charlotte to stop the bleeding. There was a lot of blood. A lot.”

Mom looked me over. It was in my cuticles, on the edge of my shirt, and seared into my brain. “I can see. So she just started bleeding…?”

“She stayed over at my new place last night.” I looked at Dad. “After the concert.” He gave me a weak smile. “And then I woke up this morning and there was blood in the bed.”

“You called 9-1-1?” Dad asked gruffly, nodding with approval.

“She was so out of it, and the blood was everywhere.”

Mom’s face crumpled. “That can happen.” Dad put his arm around Mom, jolting me. I hadn’t seen them touch each other in what—ten? fifteen?—years. They’d been divorced for so long.

And then it hit me.

“You had one, too? You guys?”

Dad nodded while Mom just stared at the hem of my t-shirt. “Twice. Before you were born.”

“Jesus.”

“It’s more common than you think,” Mom said in a robotic voice, still staring dumbly at my shirt. Like she was reciting something someone told her. “Most women will have at least two or three miscarriages they don’t even know about.”

“The ones you do know about are pretty fucking awful,” I said.

Mom came out of it and gave me a look of compassion. “This isn’t just a miscarriage for you, Liam. I’m so sorry. I’m happy, too—” She looked horror-struck and quickly added, “—because now you know you can conceive! But so sad that Charlotte miscarried. You must be feeling so many emotions.” She squeezed her eyes so tight, as if in pain. “And I was so wrong about her back then.” Her eyelids flew up. “I need to apologize.” 

“Caitlyn is in there, too. You owe a number of apologies.”

“I’ll go right now,” Mom insisted, reaching for me. “I’m not too proud to admit when I’m wrong.”

“I owe her a thousand sorries, too,” I said as Mom’s arms wrapped around me. I was a foot taller than her but I felt like a little boy with an owie that could only be helped by Mommy, except this owie was so big, so cavernous, so unyielding and shatteringly painful that no tight hug, no soothing murmurs, no amount of weeping on her shoulder could make it go away. 

But Mom sure did try.




Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Liam

 

I strode up the steps to Charlotte’s dorm in full view of every single person like I was a real human being entitled to enter front doors and shit.

Fuck crawling in windows now.

“Liam!” Maggie said with surprise as I leaned in the doorjamb of the dorm’s office. “What are you doing here?”

The familiar wag of female tongues began behind me. That chick, Rachel—the one who offered to blow me—called out my name like we were friends. I ignored her.

“I thought Charlotte was working?” I was here to pick her up for a very special appointment with a doctor who might explain what had caused Charlotte’s miscarriages. 

“She just finished,” Maggie announced with a grin. Her hair was different.

“Purple hair?”

“I’m going through an experimental stage.”

“Didn’t have the green Kool-Aid packets on sale this week at Big Y?”

She nodded appreciatively. “Good guess. And you’re right.”

I tapped my head. “It’s good for something sometimes.”

“Where’s your snake?” someone called out. A flurry of giggles followed.

“Just act like they aren’t there,” Maggie whispered.

“How many of them are there?”

“About ten of them, all filming your ass with their cameras.”

I wiggled my butt.

Fireworks of giggles followed.

“What are you doing?” said a chocolate-rich voice as Charlotte exited her apartment. Smart, tailored khakis and a curve-flattering business shirt with a wide collar made her look good enough to work with and even better to fuck. Around her neck she wore these enormous red beads, and lipstick that matched. A thick red wool coat with big black buttons. Black hiking boots.

A look that said she didn’t care what anyone else thought.

A very hot look.

I walked to her from behind and nuzzled her neck in full view of the drooling harpies, making sure RachelBlowJobQueen caught an eyeful. Charlotte stiffened, then I could feel her brain cells activating, computing and debating as she paused, turned around, and kissed me like she meant it.

And man, oh man, did she mean it.

The smartphones stayed high in the air.

“I thought you—!” someone said in a pouty voice.

Rachel.

As our lips parted and my fingers laced with Charlotte’s, Maggie gave a little wave of goodbye as we sauntered right past the group, who all looked like Easter Island statues with their mouths open.

Charlotte stopped. “Thought I—what?” she asked the group. No one would own up to asking the question.

Then that fine, fine ass sashayed on out of there, whistling the melody to “I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer.” 

Charlotte

 

You think you know your place in the world, who you are, what you mean, what kind of person you are. But really, you don’t know anything. No one does. We have no idea how this world works, even as we operate within in it. 

A part of me felt so hollow and empty, not just from my second D&C and second baby loss in five years, but from the hole in my chest where my heart was supposed to beat.

Three months ago I was fine. Just fine. I lived an orderly life and worked hard as a professional, working full-time and going to grad school, hosting vibrator races on kitchen floors for extra money and spending every waking moment of my life trying to pretend I didn’t miss Liam McCarthy.

And now? Now I was sitting with him, and my mom (whom I’d invited, at the urging of the doctor), listening to a post-mortem of how my body was a failure, and would continue to fail over and over again.

Unless…

“The test results tell us there’s no way I can carry a baby to term, then?” I asked, my voice colder and calmer than I had any right to be, considering I felt like I was watching this entire appointment from above, like Spider-Man.

“That’s not what she said,” Liam replied gently. “She said you’ll need extensive monitoring.” Blood rushed through my ears like a tsunami, making me catch only a handful of words, plucked out of the space around me like a child pulling dandelions.

“But the tests say that there’s something connecting my miscarriages and my mom’s stroke?”

Dr. Lewiston was a decade younger than Mom, with super-short, pixie-like hair turned a perfect white, and eyes so blue she could have been Liam’s mother. She was trim and tall—nearly as tall as me—and her office was absolutely immaculate.

“Charlotte, I suspected a blood-clotting issue when you were referred to me, and tests confirm it. It’s rare, but according to tests you appear to have something called anti-phospholipid syndrome. And”—she faced Mom—“so does Caitlyn.”

“Is it genetic?” Mom gasped, horrorstruck. We were private people, and this combined doctor’s appointment had sounded like a good idea at the time, but her discomfort made me rethink the whole scenario.

Liam just sat there, trying to absorb everything. “Something in Charlotte’s blood makes her miscarry?” He tactfully didn’t mention that it must be in Mom, too. 

“It’s a bit more complicated than that, but at its simplest there is a blood-clotting factor in both Charlotte and Caitlyn that makes your immune system attack certain proteins in the blood. You can develop clots.”

Mom gasped. “My stroke!”

Dr. Lewiston nodded and smiled sadly. “And the eight miscarriages.”

“Oh, dear God. If only Hugh were still alive. At least he’d understand why.” Mom’s shining eyes looked at the doctor with gratitude. “We never knew. We just kept trying.”

“And that’s going to happen to me, now, isn’t it?” I said as a rolling boil of anger surfaced inside, blocking out all reason. I’d only been in the hospital for one night, back to working within a couple days, and the three weeks we’d waited for this appointment had felt like three years.

And now I found out if I’m lucky I’d have to go through more miscarriages to get one premature baby?

“Every case is different. Every woman’s body is unique. What applies to you may not apply to another woman. All we can do is treat you medically and see what happens in the future,” the doctor said.  

The look on Liam’s face made me want to cry. 

“You find out your body works well enough for long-shot babies and then it turns out mine can’t hang on to them,” I ground out, my jaw aching. “What a couple.” 

He sat up, a firm look making him seem so mature. “Don’t do that, Charlotte. It’s not like that. We don’t know—”

“It is not like that,” the doctor said sternly, reaching across the desk to hand me some papers. The words bounced on the printed page like ping-pong balls dropped on a parquet floor from above. “The advances in treatments over the past twenty years make the chance of carrying a child to near-term quite good.” 

“And Mom’s stroke? Can you help her? Does this mean she’ll have more?”

“We can put her on blood thinners, which—incidentally—you could go on as well for part of future pregnancies.” She made a flicker of eye contact with Liam, who reached for my hand and sighed. “Every case is different.” 

“But the chances?” he asked.

“Are good,” the doctor reaffirmed.

I heard the words. Really, I did. And they were supposed to be helpful, but I just kept remembering the blood of five years ago, waking up in Liam’s bed covered in blood, how blood carried so much finality, gravity, purpose.

And now blood represented the absence of life to me.

“Consider this good news, dear,” Mom said to me with a tight smile, her eyes kind. “It means you’ll be spared what I went through.” Her voice caught at the end and she swallowed, tipping her head down, digging through her purse and finding a tissue. 

“It also means we can work to prevent future strokes, Caitlyn,” the doctor added.

“A condom breaks and it leads to this. Finding out there’s some genetic blood-clotting disorder that explains everything from Mom’s miscarriages to mine to her stroke,” I said in a flat voice. I felt deflated. 

Liam looked at me with alarm all over his face. He turned to the doctor and said, “My mom had two miscarriages before she had me. Could it be in my family, too? And if we have a daughter in the future, could she…”

My heart fell through the floor.

Dr. Lewiston leaned forward and folded her hands, long, slim fingers touching her chin. “We could test you, but two miscarriages in most women are pretty average. Eight, like Caitlyn experienced, are extreme.”

Daughter. He’d said daughter.

“So what now?” I asked, wanting to escape, to run through the woods, to fall into an ocean and float forever. Liam and I had plans—very specific plans—after this, and I was so ready. 

“Actually, I’d like some time alone with your mother, because her condition is more acute. For you, Charlotte, we need to make certain you’re using safe birth control. Nothing hormonal, for the time being.”

“Not the pill?” I asked, incredulous. “But I’ve been on it before. Was on it the first time we…you know.”

“Just for now, no hormones. Use barrier methods.” The doctor began shuffling papers and focused on my mother.

Mom shifted in her seat and turned the color of an old British payphone box.

“Message received. And we will use it. Religiously.”

“Socks in the shower,” Liam muttered.

I punched him and stood up.

He grinned and we made our exit, leaving Mom to unpack her past as I struggled to understand my future.

 

Liam

 

“Dad pulled me into his office last night,” I said abruptly as we made our way to Walden Pond from the doctor’s office near the Fenway. Route 2 was remarkably clear for the week before Thanksgiving. Two more days and it would be a parking lot, jammed with holiday travelers and the gazillion college students who lived in Boston fleeing for home as a refuge before final exams. 

“And?”

“And he fired me.”

“WHAT?” She looked so shocked. A little too much like the Esme doll. “I can guess why,” she added. “No baby, no need for a stable job, right?

“He said I can keep the car, and he’ll carry me on his medical insurance until I’m twenty-six, though.”

She gave me a half-smile. “Watching a live chicken get eaten by a snake on stage can make a man soften up.”

My booming laugh made what came next a little easier to manage. The grief counselor at the hospital had sent Charlotte some information about pregnancy-loss groups, but she hadn’t wanted any of it, instead turning to me and her friend Maggie for comfort.

Maggie had given us two beautiful, polished soapstones, perfect for worrying over in your hand. “Write the word you need to release the most on the stones. And, when you’re ready, find a body of water and say your piece. Whatever comes to mind. When the words are over, throw the stone in the water and don’t look back.” 

It sounded like new-agey bullshit, but Charlotte was into it, so whatever.

Here we were. The stone was like a third nad, resting in my pocket, cuddled up against my not-so-useless-after-all balls. It was warm and solid, with a certainty that made my bones around my heart ache a bit. 

We were tired. Exhausted. Drained and a bit tentative with each other these days. The crying hadn’t really stopped, and every night I held Charlotte in my arms, mouth trying to connect to my inadequate brain as it worked to put the right, soothing words on my lips. Nothing I said worked. Nothing I did fixed this.

The worst thing you can do to a man is give him a problem he can’t fix.

Throwing a stone with a word written on it in the very lake where Thoreau cleaned off his dirty parts and built his cabin with his own two hands was a lame-o gesture, but it was something to do.

I had something in common with Thoreau (and it didn’t involve skinny dipping in Walden Pond). If I lived simply, I didn’t need to work for anyone else, at least not for a while. The big concert had blown all earnings out of the water, and we’d each gone home with a nice four figures of pay.

That, and Sam and Darla were fucking geniuses. Darla and Sam had arranged to have the concert taped. With Amy’s help, they’d figured out how to get ads on videos on YouTube, and all those viral videos—with millions of views—were making bank for us.

The band split all the money, and between what we’d made from the concert, the spike in sales of CDs and mp3s online, and what we knew was coming in from the ad money, it all meant I didn’t have to work right now. 

Which meant I was with Charlotte most nights.

And no more climbing through windows.

I couldn’t officially live with her—we had to be married for that to happen. When—not whether—we’d marry was a question that was on hold for now.

We had deeper issues to consider.

I parked and we walked down the sloped trails, tree roots jutting out under burnished leaves, the cool November air making the end of my nose sting. Charlotte hung back from the water, the empty, abandoned lifeguard chairs a little too desolate, the boarded-up ranger cabins like something from a horror movie set. 

Our horror, our danger, was over. We knew who we were, where we stood with each other, and no more miscarriages if medical science had any say in it.

And some of my swimmers worked.

What more could a man ask for?

I slipped the stone out of my pocket, its absence suddenly a bit off-putting. The smoothness made it seem bigger than it was.

That’s what she said, Dad’s voice invaded. This was not the time for jokes, but my mind grasped at anything to stop thinking about the pain this entire trip represented. Pain we were supposed to release, to move on from, to…

What?

I wasn’t sure anymore.

I dropped to my knees, the cold sand cutting into my kneecaps. It felt good to feel real, physical pain, like it neutralized some of the ephemeral ache that I couldn’t touch. My arms wrapped around Charlotte’s hips and she jolted in surprise.

“What are you doing?”

I unbuttoned her red, wool coat with the big black buttons from the bottom, one thick button at a time, until I reached her waist. Then I gently lifted her sweater, pulled her turtleneck out from her waistband, and pressed my cold cheek against the creamy skin of her belly.

“Oh, Liam,” she whispered, knowing exactly what I was doing. I felt a drop fall on the top of my scalp. Then another. 

It wasn’t raining.

“I wasn’t there the first time,” I said to the soft flesh of her navel, speaking to a visitor who was long gone. “I was so, so stupid.” My own tears choked my throat and wet her belly button, but she didn’t move away. Instead, her hands slipped softly through my hair. 

“But I was there the second time, and I’ll be there for the third. And the fourth. And for all the babies that will come. And for the two of you who we miss so much, maybe some day your spirits will come back. And the door is always open.”

Charlotte’s legs buckled and I grabbed her, helping to lower her to the ground, her body racked with sobs.

And then I showed her my stone. I’d written only one word:

 

Hope.

 

Charlotte

 

“So many people told me I was overreacting,” I whispered between hiccups, hoping that I could say what I needed to say, worried until this very moment that perhaps Liam was one of them. “You feel it, too?”

He nodded, his head down, eyes away from me.

“Not overreacting,” was all he said.

The placid pond waters seemed deceptive. A raging storm sending waves that topple ocean liners churned between us, yet feet away the water barely rippled.

“I thought I’d lost my friend forever,” I said savagely. “When you left, and then when I bled out. And getting a second chance with you was like a cosmic joke.”

He jerked his head up, eyes streaked with red amidst the impossibly clear blue, chameleon eyes that reflected his emotional state. “Joke?”

“It was everything I wanted for all these years, and nothing like I’d imagined. And that you thought you were sterile…and now it turns out we both have issues that make the two we just lost that much more precious to me.” My final words came out in a series of gasps and sputters.

He held me tighter.

“We’re not supposed to be like this,” I said, sniffing and staring up into the cloudy sky. “We’re twenty-three and twenty-four, and we should be partying and being wild and having the time of our lives.”

He smoothed the hair off my fevered skin, tracing the line of my brows with tough fingertips forged by guitar strings.

“I am having the time of my life. Right now.”

I wiped my nose with a shaking hand and opened it, showing him my stone.

I, too, had written one single word:

 

Hope.

 

He pulled me to my feet and we faced the water, my body screaming with a thousand cries of unfinished business, his hand steady on the small of my back as we made our way. Birds cried out in the sparse outline of trees gone dormant, their leaves dropped, waiting for a new season for life to bloom once more on their delicate branches.

And then he raised his hand, encouraging me to do likewise, and without needing to count—just knowing—we released the rocks into the mirror-like water, letting our release of hope ripple out and spread to shores unseen.

We walked hand in hand to the car, pausing as he unlocked it, my hitched sobs slowing, winding down. I reached into my pocket to warm my hands and felt a familiar object.

“Wait!” I told him. “I forgot something. We need to go back to the pond.”

His eyebrows knitted in confusion.

“Why?”

“When I told Darla and Amy what we were doing, Darla came to me later with this and asked me to release it into the water for her.” 

I pulled the ragged, egg-sized piece of granite out of my pocket.

It had one word on it:

 

Mavis.

 

THE END
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