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Dear readers of filthy, raunchy, ridiculously witty, erotic smut:

This book is for you! 

Everyone says that books are written for the writer to get his/her story out. When I originally wrote Schooled, I never thought in a million years that anyone was really going to read it. Hell, I would have edited it and polished it a little more than I actually did—maybe even paid an editor. I certainly didn’t think that it was going to get splattered all over the media in a shit-storm of scandal and rumors, jeopardizing my job and family. Therefore, when it came time to write The Final Lesson Plan, I held back and didn’t write in a way that I wanted to write for fear of another backlash and derogatory limelight. So, I played it safe. 

After all that, I’ve decided to ELSA that shit, and just “Let It Go.” 

Ultimately, I always intended to write a series for Schooled-loving readers. Well, Schooled 4.0 is my gift to you, and especially to Tiffany Kaszmetskie and Saskia Kameka, who incidentally are my most loyal and loving fan-friends. So, for all of you, I edited and polished Schooled, added some scenes, and gave you some more giggles. I do hope that you’ll start all the way back at the beginning and reread it all. It’s a lot more fun than it once was. Actually, I implore you to start all the way over at the beginning. I think you’re really going to like this new reading “experience.” 

For The Final Lesson Plan, well let’s just say that you can stop “imagining” what’s going on in those bedroom scenes. And remember, I can write some extremely hot and graphic scenes. And as token of my appreciation for all of your support and love these past few years, I also added one novel and one novella for your reading enjoyment, Char Grilled Jasper and All Girls’ School.

Incidentally, it will also be Deena Bright’s exit ticket out of writing. Remember when Seinfeld wanted to end on a high note? Well, that’s what I’m doing. Deena is hanging up her typewriter (aka: Macbook Pro). Now, don’t get those silky, sexy thongs in a bunch (that would hurt anyway and be kind of gross). Deena’s done writing, but Angelisa Stone and Carol Ann Eastman are not. Since we are all one in the same, I am just dropping one of my pen names. It gets tiring being three people. 

I hope you enjoy Schooled 4.0, and you finally get your closure to the whole Schooled gang. Don’t forget to leave a review! 

Sincerely devoted to my readers,

Deena Ann Bright

 

PS: Reader, you love your alpha characters, your dominant personalities. Well consider me your ALPHA AUTHOR. For the next 700 + pages, you’re mine. Every giggle, every smile, every tear, every “stirring” and “twitch” belong to me. You’re mine! Hahahahaha—I’m just teasing. Have fun! I’ll see you on the other side. 
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This work is a work of fiction, fabricated in the author’s mind. Names, characters, places, and events are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual occurrences or people, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 


[image: ]


[image: ]

 

 


[image: ]

 

 

 

“ARE YOU SERIOUS? 82 days, 82, as in 8-2??” 

“Yes Jocelyn, I never should’ve told you.” Damn it! 

I can’t believe I just told her. My sister already hates Marcus. Why in the world would I give her a reason to hate him even more? I’m a dumbass—that’s obvious.

Here’s a lesson for all you idiots out there (much like myself): If you don’t want your friends and family to hate your husband, significant other, or anyone else in your life, then don’t tell them stories that will make them hate said person. It’s common sense 101. Apparently, I have none. I need a remedial course.

“Janelle, you guys should still be doing it like rabbits. What the Hell? You’ve been married like a year.” Actually, we’ve been married for two years, but who’s counting—other than my dried up, barren vag?

Jocelyn continues, “82 days since the last time you’ve had good sex—even bad sex—is way too long.” It’s strange to listen to Jocelyn talk like this. Joz is pretty conservative. We don’t have the typical “kiss and tell” sisterly relationship.

“Trust me Joz, I know, I REALLY know.” I’m mortified that I confessed such intimate details of my marriage to her. Now Char, my best friend, I’d probably Snapchat and Instagram messages of my sexual encounters to her. We do have that “tell all” type of relationship. It’s just Joz and I aren’t like that when it comes to sex. We’re close about everything else though. Joz is just so frigid and demure. 

“Have you tried, I mean, like really gotten in there and been like, ‘Hey man, we’re going at it tonight?’ Have you?” 

Mortified. 

Who is this woman? She’s never like this. Or maybe she is and I just didn’t know it—until now.

“Well, I mean, I wore a nightie one evening and came to bed in it. I also tried the whole Pretty Woman thing. You know, wearing just his tie and sitting at the table with dinner ready.” 

There is no way I’m going to tell her that he laughed and said, “You ain’t no Julia Roberts.” Then, Marcus ruffled my hair and took his dinner to the den. I ended up sitting at the table alone, scarfing down my dinner, lamenting the fact that I sliced the damn cucumber and put it in the salad—instead of keeping it in the bedside table where it has been known to show up every so often. Or—quite often.

“And he didn’t ram it home right then and there? Unbelievable! He’s such a prick.” Jocelyn screams into the phone, nearly shattering my eardrum. “No, he’s a prickless prick, because if he was just a prick, you could’ve ridden—”

“Alright, listen, I’m almost home. I’m going to talk to him tonight. Something’s going to change or… or… I’m going to own stock in Duracell.”

“Ewww gross. You know I hate masturbation-talk. People shouldn’t have to diddle their own… just gross…” Jocelyn gags. “Just don’t… don’t chicken out. Say everything you need to say.”

“I won’t! The three glasses of Pinot-courage will help,” I say, trying to convince her—and myself as well. “Love ya! Bonsai!” I bellow into the phone. We’ve been yelling “Bonsai” to each other ever since the summer we watched Karate Kid on HBO nearly fifty times. 

After hearing her exuberant “bonsai,” I disconnect the call. My sister and I are close. Jocelyn has been married to a dorky family man for nine years. They seem happy enough. Rick is a good guy, but I wouldn’t let him anywhere near my panties—even as horny as I’ve been lately. He is a total neat-freak, a meticulous nut-job. He probably comes right in the toilet as not to sully the sheets. 

As I pull into my garage, I realize the house is darker than normal. Marcus knew that I was going to be late, so he usually leaves a light on for me. Plus, I’m a lot earlier than I thought I’d be—by a two full hours. 

I told him that I’d be home around 1:00 a.m. after having dinner and drinks with some of my teacher friends to celebrate the last day of school. Every year, we get all kinds of drunk and drown the sorrows of the past school year—especially this year with all the new changes at the state-level with the ridiculous testing expectations and new teacher evaluations. 

Our last day hoorah is always a drunken blast of fun: dancing, story-telling, and even a few hookups here and there. However, around 11:00 p.m. tonight, my tension and pending conversation about my diminishing and nonexistent sex life brought me home two hours early. I just hope Marcus isn’t sleeping. Marcus sleeps like a rock, and he certainly wouldn’t get up to talk about our lack of passionate sex. 

The house is unusually dark, almost as if Marcus weren’t home yet. Gatsby, our St. Bernard, isn’t in his cage and is chained up out back. Marcus’ car is in the garage. So, I know he’s home. I toss my stuff on the island in the kitchen and start my reluctant climb up the stairs to our bedroom, not seeing Marcus anywhere. 

As I walk up the stairs, I hear noises that sound quite familiar, but dismiss what I think they are. As I get closer, I realize that what I’m hearing is definitely satisfied and excited moaning. Feeling my anger begin to boil, I’m just plain pissed and realize that I need a new plan of attack . 

If he isn’t sleeping with me, but is watching porn and getting off on his own, then I’m going to blow a freaking, sexually-pent up and frustrated gasket. That bastard! I’ve been nearly begging for it, and he prefers to rub one out without me? I want to be quiet, so I could make sure that I can catch him come-covered, red-handed. 

Thankfully, the door’s slightly ajar. I peek my head in quietly and see my husband— Holy Mother Fucking Shit!

No.

No.

No. 

This is not happening.

This is a dream. This can’t be real. Look away Janelle! 

I actually have to tell myself to breathe. I can feel my heart sink to my stomach and pound nearly out of my chest all at the same time. He isn’t masturbating. His tongue is all the way up his secretary’s ass, as she’s moaning for all she’s worth. I realize then that he has a dildo (my dildo!) inside her vagina too. Lauren screams louder and her whole body tenses, seconds before it begins quaking with pleasure. Her release appears stronger than anything I’ve ever experienced. I watch her finish, knowing I just witnessed the end of my marriage crumble with the help of my Wittle Wabbit Orgasmic Wonder. 

I can’t move. I’m frozen in horror. Marcus has never gone down on me. He said that oral sex was sloppy and dirty, and only whores allowed that. What did that make Lauren? Was she a whore for letting him suck her asshole? Definitely a whore for doing my husband. My husband! And using my vibrator! What the Hell? Who does that? I even feel betrayed by own chemically-charged hare that never let me down and always got the job done.

Why couldn’t I move? 

While they start to change positions, I duck further into the hallway. Lauren, his sweet secretary who I bought Coach sunglasses and scarves for at Christmas, was about to screw my husband right in front of me. Lauren took out a pair of handcuffs, securing him to the bed. My bed. The greatest bed ever. Handcuffs? Who were these people? What happened to my good, wholesome family man? The man who stood before a priest and vowed to love me until death do us part? Well, something’s dying tonight, our damned marriage is dying tonight. 

An eerie calm creeps over me. I don’t scream. I don’t slam doors. I just walk out of the house and thank God that we never had children. 

Marcus was the second man I ever loved. It was a typical, everyday relationship, courtship, engagement, and wedding. We both went to THE Ohio State University. He was a business-finance major, two years older than I. He said that he always wanted to marry a teacher; it was the perfect job for a woman and wife. Fucking chauvinistic slut-sucker. 

We met at one of his fraternity parties; he walked me back to my dorm. His drunk- ass slob of a friend puked all over me. I’d just bought new shoes after donating plasma for cash. I’d sell anything for some sexy stilettos. I remember it vividly. He looked at me, cracking up, and said, “Better you than me,” as I stood horrified looking at my ralph-covered heels. Marcus and I hooked up that night—sort of. I wanted it badly. God, so badly. Seems like I’ve always been the one wanting him, begging him, persuading him. 

The second we entered my college suite, I was on my knees, taking out his penis, stroking and licking him. I should have known then that I wasn’t enough for him. He asked if we could leave my dorm room door opened, so people could see us when they walked by. I was so toasted and turned on at that moment, I didn’t care who saw me suck off this hot frat guy. Nobody walked by. Once I sucked him off, and he finished in my hands, he patted me on the ass and said, “Thanks Janet.” 

I remember thinking, “Damn, my name is Janelle.” Then, that was it. He didn’t return the favor or even attempt to return the favor. He checked his watch and walked out. 

He left. He really left. I despised myself for being such a slut—even though I’d only had sex with one other guy at the time. I felt like such a tramp. I saw Marcus at a few parties after that. He would nod to me like an old baseball buddy. Then, one night, summer semester, we ran into each other at a local dive bar. He looked at me and said, “Let’s go.” 

I went. We went back to his place. We had sex all night long and even the next day, making him the second man that I ever slept with. I asked him the next day why he finally wanted me. Marcus looked at me, smugly, and said that his “Plan A” fell through. His plan A fell through! What was wrong with me? I accepted that answer, which was asinine. Where was my self-respect? Where is it now? 

Looking back now, I must have been, must be, some crazy glutton for punishment. I let his words roll off my back and started seeing more of him. If I’d only known that I couldn’t tame that son of a bitch prick. We women are ridiculous. Why would I think that it would be different if we were in a relationship, in love? I cannot believe that I went ahead and married that dickless cheating bastard. 

Based on what I just witnessed in my own bed, Marcus and Lauren have been hooking up for quite a while. They were so in sync, tuned in to each other’s every need and want. Marcus and I didn’t come close to having that. When we were going at it, still, it seemed like we were fumbling through the motions. I couldn’t get the scene out of my head. I’ll be forever haunted by this image. Marcus “hath murdered sleep.” 

I slowly walk down the stairs, out of the house, slump into my car, bailing without saying a word or making a sound. Once in the car, I start to dial Jocelyn to tell her everything. Seconds before I press the last digit, I throw the phone on the passenger’s seat. I’m not ready for that conversation, all of those “I told you sos.” 

I toy with the idea of calling my brother, Jasper, but know his business, Garrity Advertising, is sponsoring a Cure for Cancer Marathon the next morning. My brother would be in bed to “rest up for the big run.” I really can’t deal with him yet either. 

Char! 

I could call Charlene, my dearest friend. Relaxing, I ease my sadness and worry just by dialing her number. 

Voicemail. 

SHIT. 

It’s Friday night; she’s certainly out with this week’s man of the hour. Char has never met a cock she didn’t want to ride. Except for Marcus’. I didn’t know who hated him more, my sister or my best friend. I am so stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. I decide right then and there that I’m not going to deal with this tonight. I want to get drunk-er. I want to wallow in self-pity and self-detestation, planning the demise of one Marcus-Fucking-Flowers. 
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I CHOOSE A bar just outside of town. I want liquor and decide to start with tequila shots, my college favorite, quickly realizing that I’m not the sexy sorority girl I once was, who could drink any man under a table. First of all, I’m buying my own drinks. Nobody’s offering to let me do my shots off his body. And, after shot #3, I’m feeling pretty lit and coming up with multiple ways in which to separate Marcus’ junk from his anatomy. I can easily let it get all too depressing, hitting me hard, crumbling my already-shattered ego. 

Just as I am about to call it a night and get a cab, I hear, “Miss Garrity!”

Shit. 

Shit. 

Shit. 

I haven’t been Miss Garrity in two years. The only people who still call me “Miss Garrity” are students I had in class. Everyone knows that I’m “Mrs. Marcus Flowers” now. 

Or was. 

Or am. 

Or fuck. Just fuck.

I turn around to see who is calling me, and my jaw drops to the floor in a pile of wet, sloppy saliva. Briggs Alexander. Briggs was a senior in my class my first year teaching. He was good-looking back then, but time has been fine to him, very fine. If I recalled correctly, he was quite the “playa” in high school. He was one of those students who was always touching me, offering to rub my back, anything for close contact. Oh, he was a trip. He’d say things in class, like “I’m not hittin’ up Homecoming unless Miss G’s the lady on my arm. What do you say Miss G.?” Back then, no female was off limits or out of the question for him. That first year, I felt like I was fighting him off every day in class. It was exhausting, yet flattering too. 

Briggs was an all-star running back who signed with Ohio State early during his senior year. That spring break, he went with his buddies to California where he was convinced that he could surf if “that one-armed white bitch could.” Apparently, he was so stoned that none of his friends could stop him. He actually rode a few big waves until one wave rode him straight into the rocks. He hit the crags badly, splitting his head open, and severely fracturing his skull in three places. He was unconscious for a few days; the concussion and damage were so severe, no doctor anywhere would clear him for football again. It was tragic. He had a future in football, pretty much his only future. Academically, he barely got by. I’m pretty sure that I inflated a few of his grades just so he could graduate. Once he knew OSU was never going to happen, he gave up. It was awful to see. 

“Briggs Alexander, oh my God, how are you, hon?” I ask, hoping he doesn’t see the pain written all over my face. 

When he hugs me, I’m awed by his body. It’s still as solid as a rock. Briggs is one of those stunning, lighter-skinned black men, who make women of all sizes, shapes, ages, and races go weak in the knees. His muscles ripple in his Under Armor tight-fitting shirt as he pulls me back to take a look at me. Briggs is certainly no longer a boy; I’m standing looking at a man, a gorgeous specimen of a man. 

“Damn Garrity looks like you’re still the hottest teacher in school, lady. Looking sharp,” he compliments, giving me a once-over and an all-knowing wink. Still as cocky as ever. 

Briggs fills me in on his life. After a few years of getting drunk and drifting around, he pulled his life together, taking large course loads, bound and determined to finish school. Briggs is actually going to graduate in December with a psychology degree. He plans to counsel athletes whose lives took a turn for the worse, ending their careers. 

Not only that, but ESPN wants him. Apparently, ESPN wanted to get on the bandwagon of reality television and Briggs Alexander is actually going to counsel these athletes right on camera, exposing their raw emotions about leaving the sport that was their only livelihood, only passion. 

I couldn’t believe my ears or eyes. Briggs Alexander is articulate, healthy, and has quite a future ahead of him—a bright future no less. But, he’s still the player I knew him to be. He’s cocky with confidence oozing out of every ounce of his being. He knows where he’s going and has success written all over his future. 

My future was just thrown out in a condom in my own house! That bastard! Forget going home. I need another drink. Now. Slowing it down, I order a Tangueray and tonic. While retrieving my money from my wallet, Briggs places his hand on mine, and demands, “Put that away Miss Garrity, I got this. I owe you a lot more than one drink. I wouldn’t have finished high school without you.” 

Laughing, I explain that he certainly would have. Convincing me to join him at a table for a drink, Briggs asks about my new last name, hearing that I’d gotten married since I had him in class. I wanted to tell him that my name would be going back to “Garrity” soon enough, but knew that I could not tell one of my students, an old student, something so personal and devastating. 

“It’s ‘Flowers; I’m Mrs. Flowers now.” I cringe at the name and all that it means now—nothing. Janelle Flowers is a broken-hearted, embarrassed, horny woman. Miss Garrity had her whole life ahead of her. She was going to change the world, one student at a time. Now, I don’t know what I’m going to do tomorrow, let alone for the rest of my life. 

“But honestly Briggs, I need to get going. I can’t sit and chat with you. It’s getting late.” I take a long drink of my cocktail, and then finally say, “I’m just going to finish this and get out of here. Good luck to you though, hon.” 

“Whoa, wait a second Miss Garr—Mrs. Flowers, just give me a few minutes.” Looking so sweet sitting there and begging me to have a drink with him, I challenge any woman to decline that invitation. Hell, I didn’t have anywhere to go. 

“Alright, but drop the ‘Mrs. Flowers’ business, I’ll always be Miss ‘Garrity’ to you.” I couldn’t bear to sit listening to “Mrs. Mrs. Mrs.” all night, knowing that I would not be married much longer. 

Yeah, I couldn’t stay married to him. Right? Of course not. I just don’t know if I’m ready to let Marcus go just yet. I love him, love being with him, love his scent, his touch, his body. That bastard. He broke us. Yeah, we had our issues, especially in the bedroom. Mostly in the bedroom. Evidently, he didn’t have any issues with Lauren in the bedroom. Maybe I should just screw the shit out of some guy and call it even. Find some guy, have my way with him and… Maybe… 

“Miss Garrity, what’re you thinking about?” Holy crap. Busted. Alright Janelle, bring yourself down lady. He was one of your students, albeit a gorgeous, hot, virile student, but a former student nonetheless. Cool it down, honey. 

“I was just thinking about how glad I am that it’s summer vacation. I think I’m ready for a break, maybe even a change.” I follow Briggs’ eyes. He’s staring at my hands. Absently, I’d been twisting and turning my wedding ring, sliding it on and off my finger. 

“Damn woman, did you get tatted up?” Briggs asks, staring incredulously at my finger.

On our honeymoon, I decided it would be romantic to tattoo our ring fingers, so that we’d be happily married even when our rings weren’t on. Marcus said that he’d do it, too and loved my “dedication to forever.” I went first. I got a little strand of flowers around my ring finger to signify my new last name, Flowers. I would forever be Flowers. I loved how into our marriage and each other we were. When it was time for Marcus to get his ink, he realized that he didn’t have enough cash with us and could only afford my tattoo. At the time, I believed it was an honest mistake. Hell, we were in Cabo on the most romantic honeymoon getaway that money could buy, or at least my brother, Jasper, could buy. 

Looking at my finger now, I truly want to chop it off, to “de-Flower” myself. How could I be so stupid, so full of trust in a man, who deserved none? I down my drink in two large gulps and say, “Yeah, that’s how in love I was. I mean… am.” 

Briggs eyes me thoughtfully, beginning to say something, but stops. Suddenly, he grabs my hand, slips the ring off my finger, and kisses the flowers on my ring finger. 

Instantly, my mouth goes dry, opening slightly. My breath catches. Briggs stares straight at me with the most crystal blue eyes I’ve ever seen on a black man. I reluctantly and guiltily pull my hand away, shuddering quickly. 

“So Briggs, what’s with the blue eyes anyway? That’s not typical with African-American men.” I ask, dumbly. 

He laughs, really laughs, as he’s spinning my wedding set on the table. The diamond is still the shiniest rock I’ve ever seen. “Miss G, don’t YOU do your homework? I’m mixed. My dad’s a pretty good-looking, blonde-haired, blue-eyed white man. He’s a stud.” That can’t be true. I met his parents a few times throughout his senior year. They’re a well-educated, powerful African-American couple. 

“I met your parents. Remember, we had to find a way to get you to read a damn book?” He never read a book in my class, as far as I knew, anyway. 

He laughs again. It’s contagious. I love hearing him laugh, being able to laugh with him while my marriage and world is crumbling around me is quite welcome. I really shouldn’t be sitting at a bar, yukking it up with old students, while my world falls apart around me. But I have to ignore it. At least for now. I love having a distraction. 

That’s the thing about teaching. It can be quite the distraction from other parts of your life. Once you get in the classroom, around the students, all other problems and woes cease to exist. But now, it’s summer. There’s no classroom, no students, no distractions—just the cold-hearted truth that I married a cold-hearted, unfaithful man. 

“Nah, you didn’t meet my old man. My dad’s some country club prick who knocked up my mom when she was 18. As soon as he found out she was pregnant, he bailed.” Briggs spun my ring like a child’s top on the table, again. “My dad’s parents would’ve freaked their shit if they knew he’d gone black. The man you met, my dad, the one who counts, adopted me when I was nine. He made me who I am today.” He seems so proud of his adoptive father. Had always seemed so. 

“I never heard this story. When I had you write your personal narrative in class, you wrote about starting Varsity as a freshman. Why wouldn’t you write about your adoptive father or the flaws in your biological father?” I question, completely shocked by this new information. I couldn’t believe that I didn’t know something so personal about one of my students. I’m the teacher who knows her students, who personalizes their educations, who they can talk to, come to, confide in. This is pretty important information. I didn’t know it. That’s unlike me. 

“Shit. Right. I’m not even that deep now. You think I could think past Friday night then?” As I look at Briggs, I begin to realize that I didn’t know him as well as I thought I did. He was always a dumb-jock, with a beautiful body, and great athletic talent. I’d never given him the benefit of the doubt. 

Continuing, he adds, “Actually, I think it’s some shit that black dudes always get the rap of knocking up our women and leaving our kids high and dry.” He takes a long pull from his beer. He’s such a man. A sexy man. “That’s total bullshit. My white dad bailed. The black one stayed. My white, dickless father can rot in Hell. He’s a son of a bitch.” 

I can see the anger and hurt in his gorgeous blue eyes as they flare with venom and become a darker more prominent blue. “But he did give me these eyes, and they have certainly paid off.” He sits back, smugly, and puts his hands behind his head, his triceps rippling as he does so. 

“I don’t get it, what’s that mean?” I’m lost with that last bit. 

“Blue eyes on a black man are panty-creamers.” I stare at him blankly, not understanding. He laughs, leans forward, grabs my hand, pulls me closer to him across the table, and whispers, “When I look deeply into a woman’s eyes, any woman, with these blue eyes, I know I’m making her wet.” I blink, staring at him, not able to pull my eyes away. Finally, I chuckle, shaking myself free from his intense gaze.

Laughing it off, I reply, “Well I’m sure that works on a lot of young girls, Briggs.”

Still staring straight at me, he smiles slightly, winks at me and says, “Not girls Miss Garrity. Women—all women.” He slips my wedding ring back on my finger. Even that move is sexy and seductive. 

With that, I decide that I need to use the restroom. I excuse myself from the table, but as I do so, Briggs gives me a wink and an all-knowing smile. He knows that he’s getting to me, but why? I’m old enough to be his… his sister? 

My subconscious is talking, and I need to listen: 

 

Alright Janelle, calm down, think this through. You’re hurt. This is about Marcus. You have NO feelings for Briggs. He’s getting you hot, because you haven’t had sex in 82 days, well 83 now. You walked in on your husband going to Y-town on Lauren, his secretary. You are just vulnerable, hurt, and in a bad place. Pull yourself together. Briggs is just a kid. Well, he should be about 23 now. Right? Let’s figure it out, talk it through. You had him in senior English your first year teaching. He was 17 or 18 that year. That was six years ago. Yep, he’s 23, maybe even 24. So, 23’s legal. He’s incredibly sexy and hot. But you’re married. Yeah, to a scumbag cheater. Yes, but you’re 29 years old and his OLD TEACHER. Not that old. 

 

Oh my God, I don’t know why I’m letting my mind wander like this. Briggs Alexander is not hitting on me, and I’m not about to accept his advances if he is. He was my student. God, I am not that immoral and unethical. Clearly, he isn’t my student now, but for a short time period he was. He trusted me. His parents trusted me to guide him, teach him, and prepare him for the real world, a successful and meaningful future. I certainly did not spend all of that time educating him to guide him straight into my panties. I have to pull myself together. I dampen a paper towel and dab it on my flushed and warm face. 

Damn liquor. 

Damn sexy black man. 

I shake out my hair and reapply some lipstick, knowing that there is nothing worse than smudging my lipstick. I never even drink with fresh lipstick on. Hopefully, applying lipstick will be incentive enough to keep my mouth away from places it shouldn’t be. Please let this lipstick work. I think lipstick stains are trashy, and I, Janelle Lynn Garrity-Flowers, am not a trashy woman. Not now. Not ever. I hold my head high, breathe deeply and leave the bathroom—with my lipstick set perfectly on my lips.

“Damn girl, what took you so long? Let’s dance.” As I exit the bathroom, Briggs grabs me around the waist and pulls me toward the dance floor. My attempts at protest are futile. I’m no match for his strength and power—Hell, his magnetism. 

It’s the slowest rap beat I’ve ever heard. It’s no “Push It.” Where are Salt-n-Peppa when you need them? I cannot imagine how people dance to this music. It isn’t the fast-pumping rap or upbeat pop music I’m used to dancing to. It’s a slow, rhythmic pounding. I quickly learn that people don’t actually dance to it. They just slowly grind against one another. It’s hot, slow, and so erotic. It’s certainly a simulation of what else could happen if these movements were to continue all night. Oh, so hot. It’s been long, way too long.

Well this certainly isn’t helping my cause. Holy shit. Briggs places the front of his body tightly up against my back and bottom. I can feel his breath on the side and back of my neck. His arms wrap around my waist, holding me tightly against his pelvis. I can easily feel him rubbing, grinding, and moving into my backside, imitating a slow, easy, love-making motion. He uses his hands to move my hips in a way that he wants them to move. My body melts and melds into his. I lose control of my senses and actions, letting him control my movements, as well as my desires. This has got to be his ammo. These moves, this seduction, have to be his weapon of choice. 

I can’t allow my will to cave, for a student to do this to me. But my God, it feels so good, so right. It’s been so long, so frustratingly long. I feel my will faltering, my decisions wavering. His penis begins to enlarge against me, finding its way to my ass. Only my linen skirt and thong and his loose-fitting athletic shorts stand between his hardening shaft and the crack of my butt. I can feel its size. Oh God. 

“You’re so sexy Janelle.” His raspy whisper tingles my ear, making me shiver and long for more. He just called me Janelle. Oh shit. This is getting out of hand. I have to stop this. Please give me the strength to stop this man. No, to stop myself. But instead of stopping it, I hear myself whimper, a sound of acquiescence. A sound of my will failing. I feel Briggs’ tongue slowly travel from the base of my neck to the tip of my earlobe. He starts to turn my body to face him. I moan and succumb to him, facing him. His blue eyes are smoldering with the most passionate look of desire, a look I’ve never seen on a man’s face before. Never. I have to have him. I lean in to him; our lips meet. His tongue finds mine, and my knees weaken. I want to have him, devour him, feel him. I need him. I swallow his moan and return my own. His hands run down my back, pulling me closer into him, onto him. I need this man. I have to—

The song ends, and the lights flood the bar.

It’s the last song of the night. I must’ve missed the “last call” when I was in the bathroom. Briggs looks at me, and my well-overdue emotional crumbling hits. My eyes well with tears as I run from the bar to my car, a car that I clearly can’t drive. I stand fumbling for my keys, not seeing through the tears that flood my eyes and streak my face. What has my life become? I feel him come up behind me, turning me slowly around. He kisses my forehead and pulls my chin up, forcing me to look into his eyes. 

“I’m sorry Miss Garrity. I was out of line. I had no right—” 

I have to stop him. This isn’t his fault. I can’t allow him to feel guilt or accept any blame. This is my problem, my shit to deal with. “Briggs stop. I’m the one who’s sorry. Before you got here tonight, I was drowning myself in Tequila.” I pause, afraid to go on, but I can’t let him feel my guilt. This isn’t his problem. I take a deep breath and explain, “I went home earlier tonight and walked in on my husband fucking his young, hot, slutty bitch of a secretary in our bed.” 

Briggs’ face fills with sadness. He reaches for me. I move out of his reach, shaking my head. “What happened here was just stupid and… and… Damn it! I don’t know. I’m sorry. I’m a mess.” I hate the sympathy, pity, and sadness on his face. 

Students aren’t supposed to feel sorry for their teachers. Teachers didn’t confide in students. Hell, husbands weren’t supposed to bang their secretaries. This whole night was a clusterfuck of “not supposed tos.” I finally manage to put my key in the door. Briggs moves my hand, removing the key from the lock, putting my keys in his pocket. 

“Pancakes,” he says, shrugging. I must have looked at him with a baffled look, because he repeats himself. “Pancakes. I like to end drunken nights with pancakes.” He looks down at his phone, checking the time. “When I was little and we didn’t have much money, my mom would make pancakes, a ton of them. Pancakes always made me feel better.” He takes me by the hand, leads me to his car, and opens the door as I get in. “I think we need chocolate chip pancakes.” I stare at him in awe. He isn’t trying to cheer me up or get into my pants. He merely wants to take me to get breakfast to sober up and calm down. God, I really don’t know this kid like I thought I did. Correction again, he is a man, yes, definitely a man, not a kid. 

We drive in silence. No talking. No radio. Just the sounds of cars passing and our own breathing. My eyes strain to stay open. I’m so tired. Very tired. To think, twelve hours earlier, I was ecstatic, because the bell rang, students left, and the summer had just begun. Just as my eyes begin to close and my head falls back on the headrest, my phone beeps. A text. From Marcus.

 

MARCUS: Where r u? Its 2:15 in the goddamn morning. 

 

How dare he talk to me that way! He has no right to think he can question me or cuss at me. If he cared where I was, then he should’ve kept his dick in his pants .

I simply respond with:

 

JANELLE: I came home, Marc. 

 

I feel so numb. I want to scream at him, tell him how I really feel, but I don’t even know how I feel. For Christ’s sake, I’m sitting, wasted, in a student’s car, a student who 20 minutes ago had his tongue down my throat. Oh God. What happened to my life?

 

MARCUS: WTF???? When? Where r u? 

 

JANELLE: Marc, I left. I saw Lauren. I SAW you. I left. 

 

I don’t know what to say to him. I don’t want to say anything. I’m curious to find out what he’s going to say now. He’s a smart man. He’ll try to finagle his way out of this one. I look over. Briggs is staring intently at me. We’re parked at I-hop. I hadn’t even realized we’d stopped. 

“You okay? Need a minute?” I wonder if he knows who I’m texting. He has to. I’m holding my phone, shaking and trembling as it dings again. I look down. I’m surprised it isn’t ringing, but beeping with a text instead. I see his words. The words that define our entire time together. Utter disbelief.

 

MARCUS: I want the ping pong table & Keurig. You don’t drink coffee anyway. 

 

Really? Married two years, together for five, and the only thing he has to say is that he wants our ping pong table and coffee maker! No apology? No stammering excuses? No promises of making it up to me? He should’ve been calling me. Begging me to come home, so he could explain. Not giving up on me, on us. Trying to make me listen. Who’d I marry? Who did I let myself fall for? Oh My God. Never again. I’m done. Done. No question about it. This is over. Ping pong table! He never even used it! 

“Miss Garrity?” So, now I’m back to ‘Miss Garrity?’ which is better. I suppose. 

“Pancakes, lots of pancakes and syrup,” I declare firmly. As I get out of the car, I feel better. Much better. Ping pong table. That’s what it all boils down to. My husband cares more about a ping pong table than he does about me, about our marriage, about our life together. Fine. Who knew a ping pong table and an overpriced coffeepot could seal the deal and be the closure I needed in a relationship that lasted five years, 4 ½ years too long? Done.

Briggs doesn’t speak or really even look my way until after we order. He says, “I really wouldn’t have graduated without you Miss Garrity. That’s no joke.” He’s staring at me, searching my face for comprehension. I don’t know where he is going with this. “When you told us all about your parents leaving, that hit home.” Briggs shakes his head and looks at me with awe. “You did it without parents. I had two parents there helping and pushing. It wasn’t fair that crap your parents pulled.” He’s so serious, so honest. 

I had great parents. Perfect parents. Storybook parents, all the way up until my sophomore year of college. My aunt died. My mom and her sister, Lillian, were really close. My mom holed herself up in her bedroom and couldn’t deal with anything. This went on for months. Then, to add to her pain and worry, she found a lump under her arm and FREAKED. It turned out that it was an enlarged lymph node, due to an infection. She was fine. But she still couldn’t shake the feeling that she “was next.” She and my dad changed; I mean really changed. They packed up all of their belongings and left. They quit their jobs, withdrew their savings accounts, sold my childhood house, sold their cars, and left. Really left. They said that they had spent the last 27 years raising kids, fulfilling responsibilities, and doing what “the man” wanted. They wanted to do what they wanted: spend the last years of their life together, making memories and crossing items off their bucket lists, one by one. They do make sporadic trips home, for our weddings, their grandkids’ births, and that’s about it. In eight years, we’ve seen them five times. Last post card we got, they were living in New Guinea, teaching English to underprivileged children. For free. 

“I’m not QUITE as bitter as I used to be.” I laugh nervously, not even convincing myself. “They did what they wanted and are actually happy.” I state. Thinking about it for a moment, I add, “I guess they should be my inspiration. I need to do what I want.” I love giving myself drunken pep talks at 3:00 in the morning at I-hop with former students.

“So, what do you want?” Man, Briggs is gorgeous. He was a good-looking kid when he was in my class, but sitting here across from me, eating his pancakes, he is more than an old student, he is one beautiful man, a man I can see myself getting lost in. I can’t believe that I’m still having these thoughts—even while sobering up. 

“I want to order more whipped cream and syrup for my pancakes, leave my husband, and spend the summer figuring the rest out.” That’s the truth. I’m not about to try to “work through” my problems with Marcus. They go far beyond him fucking his secretary. We’ve never had what Jocelyn and Rick have. We’ve never had anything really. Counseling and talking aren’t the answers. I married the wrong man.

If someone hooked me up to a lie detector test and asked me if I loved Marcus, and I answered “yes.” It would detect the truth. I love him. He’s my husband. He saved me from being alone, from being lonely. If that same someone asked me if I was passionately in love with him and couldn’t wait to spend the rest of my life with him, and I answered “yes,” the machine would spaz all over the place. Marc isn’t my one. I think I’ve always known that. Sadly enough, he knows it too. Now, I know it’s over. I feel it. 

“Want to know the first time I really wanted to fuck the shit out of you?” Briggs asks, abruptly. Holy shit. As the words leave his mouth, chocolate milk shoots straight out of my nose and mouth. Did he just say that to me? 

“Ummm, first time? I didn’t realize that there were any.” Wiping my mouth, shirt, and lap, I feel my face redden and my lips moisten and twitch, not the ones on my mouth either.

“Well Christ, tonight I had a hard time not taking you right on the dance floor, ripping you in half. But yeah, the first time, back in high school.” He looks so serious, so sincere. Looking at him, you’d think that we’re talking about the stock market, not about sex. He’s so nonchalant, at ease discussing sex with a former teacher. People just don’t get that teenagers aren’t who they used to be. Teenagers know more and see more than society really ever gives them credit for. Not that Briggs is a teenager. That, he is not. 

“Well, I guess. Wait! No, that’s not appropriate,” I state, finalizing my statement. Sitting there staring at the most attractive man I’ve seen in a long time, I can’t help but wonder what he saw in me so many years ago. “But, yeah, I guess I do want to know.” 

Crap. I’m crossing a line again. But Hell, I need a little ego boost after seeing Marcus’ tongue… I look at Briggs, and sigh, “Go ahead, tell me.” I cave.

“It was Spirit Week. You were a baby for Wacky Wednesday—”

“What the Fu—heck is wrong with you? That’s sick, you pedophile!!” He raises an eyebrow. Who am I to call anyone a pedophile? Yeah Briggs is 23, but to me he’s a kid, does that make me a pedophile? It has to. Right? “Okay, before we talk about anything else, how old are you?”

He guffaws, knowing damn well what I’m getting at. “Janelle, I’m done with the Miss Garrity crap. I’m 23. I’ll be 24 next month. You’re 29, and single—almost anyway.” He stops, double-checking that he hasn’t just crossed some imaginary offensive line, a line that may or may not have pissed me off. 

Continuing Briggs says, “I’m not your student anymore. I’m a man who cannot wait to get you alone again, privately, so we can finish what we started.” He grabs my hand, kisses my fingers, and says, “I’m praying that time comes soon, because that was the best start to anything I’ve ever had.” 

Briggs stops, takes a drink of his Coke and looks at me with lust in his eyes. Then adds, “And yes, the baby costume. I wanted to unzip those footie pajamas, from top to bottom, and see what you were wearing under them. You looked so hot. I’m getting hard now thinking about it.” He shifts in his seat, adjusting himself. Adjusting himself? Fuck, I’m squirming in my thong. 

Whoa. I chose that costume, being a first-year teacher, because it lacked all sexuality. High school boys and their raging hormones! I should have worn a hefty bag and gone as a bag of trash. I’m feeling kind of trashy right now. Briggs make me hot. I can’t deny it, but I’m going to deny it. But given my situation and how long, excruciating long, it’s been, the sausage link on my plate makes me kind of hot. 

I decide to pull the teacher-card and break it down, point by point for him. “Briggs, A. You are not going to get me alone like that again—ever again. That was a mistake. Granted, a nice and distracting mistake, but a mistake nonetheless,” I say, firmly. When he begins to interrupt, I put up my finger, silencing him. 

Continuing , I add, “B. How could those jammies get you worked up? You need to work on your self-control, young man,” I announce, placing my finger against his lips to quiet him again. I only take it away when his tongue darts out and licks the tip of my finger, sending jolts of desire right through me. 

Regaining my composure, I finish with, “And C. You’ll always be my student. I’m your teacher, remember, Miss Garrity to you—always Miss Garrity.” 

He smiles, but it’s more of a smug smirk. He raises his brow, shrugs his shoulders, and replies, “D. Janelle,” emphasizing my first name. “I’m going to fuck you, fuck you so right, you’ll forget everything you saw tonight and never remember that bastard’s name again.” 

He takes the last drink of his soda and gets out his credit card, smiling at my obviously shocked and impassioned face. “It might not be tonight, maybe not even be tomorrow. But it’s going to happen, probably a lot more than once.” 

With that, he gets up, leaves, pays at the counter, and walks out of the restaurant. I’m sitting at the table, stunned and so damn wet. He’s on to me. He knows I want him. He knows that I need to have him. I need this, more than I’ve needed anything in a long time. But, I have to deny myself this gratification. I can’t go there. I shouldn’t go there. 

Could I? 

Should I? 

Shit.

I leave the restaurant. The car’s running and waiting for me in the handicapped spot. As I approach the car, he leans across and opens the door. Marcus couldn’t lean across and open the door. He’s too short. Briggs is much taller, bigger, hotter. He looks over at me, “Where to?”

I hadn’t thought about where I wanted to go. I want sleep, a lot of sleep. “Can you just take me to the Hawthorne Suites by the airport? I’ll have a friend take me to my car tomorrow.” I could go to Charlene’s or Jocelyn’s, but what I wanted more than anything was some alone time, time to think, sort all of this through, and just decompress. 

Briggs paid for the room. I tried to protest; he hadn’t even graduated from college yet. He said that ESPN had already given him quite a bit of money for his “story” to use to advertise the new show. He was adamant about paying. 

After walking me to my room, Briggs pulls me into a strong embrace, slowly rubbing my back and kissing my head, and says, “Good night Janelle, sleep well.” 

As I watch him walk away, I’m shocked at how disappointed I am. There is no doubt in my mind that I want him to stay. He knows I want him to stay. Why is he leaving? I don’t want him to leave. I can’t resist the spell he has on me.

“Briggs! Wait!” I call after him, wanting him to stop, wanting him to come back, wanting him.

He stops, takes a deep breath, and turns around. His face is beaming and confident. He shakes his shoulders and takes another deep breath. Briggs walks toward me, nods, and says, “Goodnight Janelle, get some sleep. You’re going to need it next time I see you.” 

His hands are in white-knuckled fists. Smiling, he turns back around and takes the stairs down out of the hallway. That’s it? Well, shit. Alright then. I go into the room, close the door, and cannot figure out what to do with myself. 

After taking a long shower and blow-drying my hair, I get into bed still naked, but exhausted. The sun is starting to come up. I love that I can just close the thick hotel room curtains and “lock fair daylight out.” 

Leave it to me to be thinking about Romeo and Juliet right now. Always the teacher. Romeo moped and made himself an “artificial night,” because Rosaline vowed chastity. Marcus couldn’t spell chaste, fidelity, or faithful. I don’t want to lie here and think about him or his skanky secretary. I need sleep, but my head is so full, thoughts of Lauren and Marcus, thoughts of my parents and my future, but truthfully my only real thoughts are of dancing with Briggs and his hands and body all over mine. I keep tossing and turning, readjusting the pillow and blankets, trying to block the image of him kissing the flower tattoos on my hand. Just the thought of him makes my body shiver and my insides tingle.

I start imagining him kissing, not just my fingers, but turning my hand over and opening each finger to kiss my palm and the sensitive part of my wrist. I think about him spreading my fingers apart and tenderly licking the cleavage between each finger, before taking my index finger onto his tongue and sucking it deeply into his mouth. With that, I can’t think about it any longer without allowing myself some release. I touch the tip of my nipple with my thumb and feel like I ignited a spark inside me. 

Briggs had me on fire and kept me heated up all night long. I fantasize that he’s rolling my nipples between his strong thumb and forefinger, tweaking, pinching, pulling, and then finally licking it, sucking it in to his mouth. I allow my own hands to run down my body. I spread my legs further across the bed, opening them for my traveling hands, wishing I was opening them for Briggs to put his body between. I’m soaking wet; my fingers slid easily in. My breathing is fast and labored. I moan a “Briggs” and find my heightened desire, only needing to touch, stroke, and rub a few times before I explode with a bed-shaking and body-quaking orgasm. I can’t believe that just moaning his name and touching myself a few times produced such a powerful release. I can’t wait until the real Briggs is in my bed. 

I’m going to fuck Briggs Alexander. 

And I can’t wait. 
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“WHAT? WHAT? I’M speechless. I cannot fucking believe it.” Charlene is sitting in my hotel room cross-legged on the other queen-sized bed. I called her once I woke up and told her where I was. I used our code word, “Armageddon” when she answered. She knew to drop everything and come to me immediately, no matter what else was going on. We established this in college. It hadn’t failed us yet. Sometimes, you just need your friends—pronto. Phone conversations just can’t cut it .

I made her sit across from me in silence as I told her every last detail of the previous day’s events. “I know. Char, what am I going to do? My marriage is over.”

“Oh screw that. Screw him. I couldn’t give two shits about Marcus,” she says, punching the pillow on her bed for emphasis. “I cannot believe you didn’t fuck Briggs Alexander right there on the dance floor,” she groans, lying back on the bed, covering her head with her hands. “What is wrong with you? This is Briggs, Briggs Alexander, Ohio State golden boy.” 

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Lauren had Marcus HANDCUFFED to my bed!” How is she so easily missing the point? “And Briggs never even played for the Buckeyes, fractured skull, remember?”

“Tressel wanted him. If he was good enough for Tressel, then he’s certainly good enough for me. When are you seeing him again?” Char’s so frustrating; she only focuses on what she wants to focus on. “You better not say, ‘never.’ With that douchebag out of the way, you can fuck anyone now. Plus it’s time for you to know some shit about that bastard.”

Charlene told me that after our rehearsal dinner, Marcus cornered her in the parking lot and begged her for one of her infamous blowjobs. He swore he’d never tell anyone, but thought he deserved one last “blowie before the chapel he had to go-ey.” His exact words she said. I could hear Marcus saying that too. He always called it a fucking “blowie.” God, that should’ve been my first clue. Jesus Janelle, pay attention to the damn signs! Such a douchebag! 

Char tries to comfort me and tells me to relax and just wait for the end of the story, before I react. Fuming, at him and at her, I wait, ready to kill people. Char explains that she smiled and knelt down. She opened his zipper, took out his prick, and began stroking him. Stroking him? My best friend fondled my husband’s hard-on? 

At this point in the story, I’m done! I stand up, open my mouth to scream, but Char hushes me, begging me to just listen to the rest of the story. Apparently, Marcus started getting into it and rested his head on the door of the truck, at which time Char took a lighter and water bottle from inside her purse, while continuing to stroke him. Then, quietly and just like that, she set his pubic hair on fire. He freaked, and she doused his balls in water. She stood up and said, “You’re marrying my fucking best friend tomorrow, you prick, keep it in your pants from here on out or you’ll see how hot it really can get, mother fucker.” 

That liar. Marcus had some makeshift bandages on his testicles on our wedding day and throughout our honeymoon. He said that he tried to use a straight-edged razor to “manscape” for our big day, and things went terribly awry. I thought it was the cutest story, never questioning it. I always hated that we didn’t make love on our wedding night or honeymoon, but never thought in a million years… 

“Well, at least I get to light his dick on fire again. That’s good news.” Char looks at me sheepishly. I can tell that she’s worried I’ll be mad. “You know, they do come in different sizes, bigger ones, if we’re really looking at the bright side… different colors too…” I laugh and shake my head—never being able to stay mad at her. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask, knowing the answer already. 

“We all tried to tell you. All of us. You wouldn’t listen. Ohhh fuck, looks like Jasper just got even richer.” My brother’s already crazy loaded. He has a ton of money, so I’m a little lost at what she’s talking about. “Jasper had under three years. Jocelyn gave you four; I thought you’d at least make five. Well, it’s the best 100 bucks I ever lost,” she shrugs, matter-of-factly. 

Appalled, I demand, “You guys made bets on how long my marriage would last? Who does that?”

“People who love you and knew that he was not the man for you. I’m just glad you figured it out before he knocked you up. But you should get an AIDS test or some shit like that. He’s nasty.” She jumps across the bed and tackles me. 

“Are you implying that people with AIDS are nasty?”

“Oh God, stop always being so politically correct. No, people with AIDS aren’t nasty, but Marcus fucking is. His dick is going to shrivel up and fall off one of these days—inside some skank’s snatch.”

“Char, what am I going to do?” I ask, feeling the fear of the unknown suffocating me.

“Janelle, you’re going to be great. This is just a life bump. One year from now, he’s going to be somebody else’s jit-bag problem.” Marcus coined the term jit-bag, because he hated the word ‘douche,’ but Char always loved calling him his own name. He is a jit-bag, and she’s right. Was this really a life bump? Could I really soar right over it? 

As we’re leaving the hotel, Char notices my car in the hotel parking lot with a note on it. Confused, I tear open the envelope.

 

Janelle,

I hope your not mad. I kept your keys last night. Thought you could use one less hassle today. My buddy, Vince, and I picked up your car. Your keys are at the front desk. Call me… soon. Don’t make me die waiting. I put my number in your phone. Look under “Dark fantasy.”

Briggs

 

Ps. Know it’s the wrong your. Just wanted to piss you off. See, I learned something that year.

 

“Oh. My. God. I cannot wait for you to fuck him. If you’re not, can I? Janelle! Oh my God!” Charlene’s skipping and dancing around me, like a schoolgirl high on lollipops and acid. I can’t even think straight. 

Briggs left last night and went and got my car? That’s beyond nice, thoughtful even. Guys aren’t thoughtful. Are they? Marcus wouldn’t have done something like that. He probably wouldn’t have taken me to get my car today if I had gotten too drunk to drive. When I woke up this morning, my mind was clear, less liquor-clouded. I planned to let the whole Briggs thing die out. I’d never see him again, so what did it matter? But now, I’ll have to thank him. I’ll have to see him or at least call him. Damn. He’s good. 

After I get my keys and Char and I decide to meet at my sister’s house, I get into my car. As I settle in and put my key in the ignition, something’s off. Way off. My car is no longer the fast-food bag receptacle that I’m ashamed of. Half-empty water bottles aren’t strewn about. My car, my gas-fueled garbage dumpster, is spotless. 

Very good. Very damn good. 

My phone died sometime in the night, so I plug it into my car charger. Immediately, I’m alerted to three texts: two from Jocelyn and one from Dark Fantasy. Apparently, he took my number from my phone too. I touch the screen:

 

DARK FANTASY: Don’t be mad. Just wanted to help. Call me later. Do it. Let yourself. 

 

I certainly am not mad. That is not what I’m feeling at all. Oh boy. Things are truly getting tough. I immediately change “Dark Fantasy” to “Briggs.” I like being politically correct. 

But first thing’s first, I have to talk to Joz. My older and overly protective sister needs to know what’s going on. Char’s going to Joz’s first. She’s going to tell Jocelyn and Rick the whole story about Marcus and Lauren before I get there. I just want it done, known, out of the way, so we can start planning my next step, my future. I can’t figure this shit out without my forces behind me. Oftentimes, family can see the clearer picture when you’re too dumb and cloudy to see it yourself.

Honestly, I don’t know the first thing about divorce or how to get divorced. I drive around for a while and get a Chai Tea Latte from Starbucks, listening to Air Supply, explain how to “make love out of nothing at all,” something I am seriously considering right now.

It’s torture to not drive to my house to see if Marcus is home. He’s supposed to be golfing today. I can’t help but wonder if he still went. Who am I kidding? He still went. Life and obstacles didn’t set Marcus off his game. I often used to wonder if he had real feelings. The thought used to keep me up at night. I worried that a man without real feelings couldn’t be a good father. I’d stopped caring about him being a good husband a while ago. Marcus was never going to be a loving and attentive husband. But I still worried that he wouldn’t really love our kids. Guess I dodged that one. 
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AS I PULL into Jocelyn’s driveway, I’m surprised to see Jasper’s car there too. I knew he had the marathon today. Could Jasper have missed the race for me? Something more must be going on. Joz and Jasper come out and meet me in the driveway, Char stays on the porch, looking odd. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought that Char looked ecstatic. Jocelyn puts her arm around me, and leads me into the house. 

“Jocelyn, I don’t need or want sympathy and pity. I just want to figure out what to do next,” I beg her.

She laughs, “I’m not going to give you any pity-party Nelle. I’m about to congratulate you for finally seeing that jit-bag for the scum of the Earth that he is.” Jocelyn looks so serious and not at all sympathetic. What’s with these people? They couldn’t have despised him this badly. 

“J and I were waiting until your 30th birthday to do this, because we were hoping you’d figure everything out for yourself. We didn’t want you to waste any more of your life, she explains, handing me a file, marked “The Fucker.” I glance at them and then at Char, she’s nodding, urging me to look at the file. I read the file.
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“I JUST NEED to think,” I storm off after I read the file. Jasper, Jocelyn, and Charlene are following close behind me to my car. “I have to go.” Charlene jumps in my car and states that I’m not going anywhere without her. Jasper and Jocelyn stay back, observing my freak-out at a slight distance away. As I’m buckling my seatbelt, I look up and Jasper’s standing at the door. Reluctantly, I put the window down and look at him, permitting him to say whatever it is he wants to say.

“Janelle, I left the marathon to be with you today. I know how hard this has to be,” he consoles, putting his hand on my arm, which is a very intimate and sensitive move for Jasper to make. “We’re here for you, but take some time, figure out what you want for once, write that musical you’ve been wanting to write, don’t rush into anything.” 

Jasper pats my arm, squeezes, and then adds, “And call that Leo kid for me. I still need him to do my landscaping,” he chuckles, backing away from the car. I smile at him and nod. Leave it to Jasper, no matter what, he always ends every conversation about himself, making people laugh. I pull out of the driveway, leaving Jocelyn and Jasper standing in the driveway. Char’ll get her car at some point. 

I loved my brother and sister. I didn’t know what I would have done without them in my life. Right now though, I can’t decide if I hate them or love them even more. I just can’t wrap my brain around the fact that they knew things about my husband for two years and didn’t tell me. I can’t believe that they lived their lives like they knew nothing. I’m pretty sure that I’m pissed. I feel doubly betrayed, triply betrayed. Char, Jocelyn, and Jasper all knew that my husband was a cheating son of a bitch. Hell, if you counted Marcus too, then I was quadruply betrayed! But Jocelyn’s right; she knows me too well. She even said, “Janelle, what do you always say about women being blind?” She was right, but I never meant myself. 

Or did I?

I have this strict rule that I never tell my friends, female friends, anything negative about their boyfriends or spouses. Women are blind to the flaws of the men in their lives, until the fateful day when they can finally see. It’s pointless to sit and tell any woman that her man lacks—anything. She just cannot see it. Then suddenly, BAM, she finally sees him for who he really is. It doesn’t matter what anyone says or even what anyone can prove. All that matters is what she can see when she finally chooses to see it. Was that me? I never thought it was, but damn, certainly seems like it, especially now with the file. 

The file.

Jocelyn had been having Marcus followed for two years, nearly two years. The first Christmas we were married, Jocelyn and Rick had a holiday party. Apparently , Marcus was drunk and hit on my sister. She laughed it off, didn’t make him feel uncomfortable or even try to put him in his place, but started her own surveillance. After a few weeks of getting nothing on him, because she had kids and a husband of her own to tend to, Jocelyn hired someone to follow him. 

Jocelyn compiled an entire file of pictures of Marcus with various women, at many places, doing unspeakable sexual acts. How the P.I. got the photos was beyond me, but the pictures were clear. Marcus was a nasty, good-for-nothing cheater. But the worst of all was the final document she showed me. Just the thought of it, brought me into a crying, crumbling mess. Bawling, unable to see through my streaming, flooding tears, I pulled the car over to the side of the road.

“I know. He sucks. He doesn’t deserve you. I’m so so so sorry. You deserve the best, Janelle. You know that, right?” Char tries to console me, rubbing my back and pulling me into her. How could I have been so blind? 

“Char, a vasectomy! He knew how much I wanted kids. How could he? How could he?” Marcus told me that he was going fishing with his buddies for four days last fall. But he didn’t. He scheduled a vasectomy and spent the weekend at a hotel, recovering with bags of frozen peas and skanky Lauren to take care of him. I cannot believe this. Jocelyn knew for nine months and didn’t tell me. Nine months? How ironic. How could she not tell me? Why were they waiting to tell me?

I hated myself for being right about women, especially about being right about myself. I should have seen all of this coming, known it was coming. I didn’t even think that it was possible for a man to get a vasectomy if he was married and didn’t have kids. I would think that the wife would have to sign off on it or something like that. Well, it certainly should be a rule, if it isn’t. I’m going to write a strongly worded letter—to someone—I don’t know who, but I am. That bastard. He knew I wanted a big family. He did too. 

Or did he? 

Was every aspect of our marriage, our relationship a big, fat, fucking lie? 

Char insists that she needs to drive, while I cry and scream at the top of my lungs about my cheating, stupid husband. Putting Alanis Morissette on the radio, I text Marcus in between rants while belting out various angry choruses.

 

JANELLE: I’m on my way to the house. Don’t be there, you snipped dick, lying, cheating bastard. 

 

I need to get some things. I’ll worry about actually moving out soon. Right now, I just want some of my stuff, and I’m certainly not ready for a face-to-face altercation with him. I’m not even sure if I ever want to see him again. What would be the point? Nothing he can say or do would ever redeem him in my eyes again, and certainly not in my heart. 

Thankfully, Marcus isn’t home when I get there. His golf clubs aren’t in the den. He must’ve still gone golfing and is still out with his friends. Nothing deters that prick from his scheduled plans. There’s a small part of me that still hoped that he had skipped his golf game, ignored my text about being gone, and was home, waiting to beg for my forgiveness. Let it go Janelle, never going to happen. 

I grab some clothes and bathroom necessities. I’ll get the big stuff on Monday, when I know he’ll be at work. I can hire a moving company to come get it all. I don’t want to keep much, especially the crap in the house that we bought together or that reminds me of him. He can keep it. He can definitely keep our bed, the bed that he screwed Lauren in. The bed she handcuffed him to. The bed that I thought would be the place that we conceived our first child… 

Bastard. 

“I wish I could’ve set our bed on fire without burning the house down.” I yell, punching the dashboard, as I begin to back out of the driveway. 

Char laughs, but then gets a glint in her eye that means her wheels are turning. She makes me pull back up the driveway. “What the fuck are we doing? Why are we NOT fucking with that bastard?” she questions, getting out of the car with mischief and revenge written all over her face. 
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WE’RE LAUGHING AS we run to get into my car. “Hurry, hurry, hurry,” I yell. Char’s jumping in the passenger’s seat as I begin screeching out of the driveway. 

“That was so fucking great. I can’t believe you let me do it,” Char squeals. I’m pretty pleased with myself too. I’m not the impulsive, vindictive type, but it does feel good to let out some anger. Let’s face it, Marcus has it coming. 

The first thing this “scorned” bitch did was rub Ben-gay all over my vibrator. God knows, I’ll never use that thing again. Char promised me that she’d pick me up a new vibrator this week on her lunch break. Being a teacher, I can’t actually frequent the sex toy shop down the road. I hope the Ben-gay really “heats” up Lauren’s vag in ways she’s never felt before. Char didn’t think that was good enough. She had other plans for our revenge. 

It took us a while to get the ping pong table up the steps from the basement and into the driveway. It was a lot heavier than she and I thought t it would be. Then, I grabbed the Keurig, as Char got all of Marcus’ flavored K-cups. We put everything in the middle of the driveway. Then, Char spray painted a note on our driveway. (I wouldn’t let her spray paint the garage door.) 

The note said:

I told you it would get hotter, mother fucker!

You’ve been CHARRED by Char—again! 

Then, Char used a small amount of gasoline from our gas gallon in the garage, sprinkled it on the ping pong table and Keurig, and we watched the entire pile ignite. It was quite symbolic really, watching my life, my past, what I thought was my future, all go up in flames. 

“So are you okay?” Char finally stops laughing and can actually speak. “You should be. This is a good thing.” 

“It sure doesn’t feel good, but I’m a survivor, right? I can deal.” I wasn’t so sure, but I’m certain that’s what she wanted to hear. I know that’s what she’ll tell Jocelyn and Jasper when she talks to them again later today, which I know she will. They’ll probably be talking about me for weeks now. I’m just grateful that Jasper is going to let me stay in his pool house. 

Jasper allowed me to decorate the entire pool house. Everything in his pool house I picked out and designed. I enjoyed doing it, because he let me spend all of his money on things that I liked and wanted for it. It had been a blast. Today at Jocelyn’s, he revealed that he had done so, because he figured that I’d need to live there someday. 

My God. Women are stupid. I’m stupid. I always believed that women knew deep within their heart of hearts when their men were cheating. I assumed that we could sense when something was amiss. When your husband isn’t attentive, it means he’s being attentive somewhere else, to someone else, right? I just cannot believe that I missed the signs. Did I miss them or was I merely ignoring them? Oh damn him! Damn. My stomach aches, feeling empty and alone.

 

[image: ]

 

AFTER I’M ALL settled in, Jasper stopped in to see if Char needed a ride to get her car. Before they left, Jasper gave me another file. Another file. God help me. Char’s face tells me that she knows what’s in this one too. As they’re leaving, she reminds me that she’ll be by at 10:00 the next morning to get me. 

Perplexed, I ask, “Get me for what?” 

“Our spa day, remember?” Shit. I’d so forgotten. We’re supposed to be spending the entire day getting spa treatments for our “kick off the summer pampering day.” Char always finds a reason to get facials and massages. 

“Char, I don’t think—”

“Perfect, see you at 10:00. Love you,” she calls as she and Jasper leave. Being alone in the pool house with my two duffel bags of clothes, my books, my laptop, and another file, I feel the gravity of the situation engulf me. I’m all alone. I have a cheating husband and still one more file to peruse—a file that will once again remind me of the horrifying choices I’ve made. What the fuck could be in this one? It mustn’t be too bad since they both figured I could read it alone. Right? 
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TWO HUNDRED AND fifty thousand dollars!!! My brother had invested my 50 grand from the sale of my parents’ house, and it had earned, accrued, gained, whatever the hell it did, 200 thousand more since that day. I have two hundred and fifty thousand dollars! What the fuckity-fuck? I’m so going shopping. Could Marcus take this from me? I fumble through the file and can’t figure it all out. 

I need help. I call Jasper. He’s so smug and proud of himself. The money’s in his name, but in one of his separate bank accounts. It’s all mine. Marcus can’t get to it. I can relax. I don’t have to worry about Marcus and how I’m going to survive. Jasper said that I could stay in the pool house for as long as I needed, and the money’s mine—all freaking mine.

I’ve always toyed with the idea of taking a year off teaching, a sabbatical maybe, to travel or to write. Maybe this change in my life and this newfound money is the catalyst for something different, something new, something exciting. Maybe even someone new… 

“And Janelle, don’t forget to text that kid for me. I need a landscaper.” 

Obviously, getting ahold of my former student is the least I can do for Jasper at this point. I thank Jasper, promise to text Leo, and hang up. I still can’t wrap my brain around the fact that so much has changed in the last 24 hours. That insurance commercial was right. “Life comes at you fast.” I laugh and get my phone to text Leo.

Leo Cling is one of my former students. He graduated with Briggs, but they ran in different crowds. Actually, I wasn’t sure if Leo even had a “crowd” so to speak. He was a nice kid though. He always did a little landscaping in the summers for extra money for college. His family was pretty well off, but he liked to earn his spending money for school. He’d never done our yard; Marcus was too anal to allow anyone to touch our landscaping. But, a few teachers I knew used him in the past, so I got his number for Jasper. Getting a number for Jasper means that I have to be the one to call and set it all up, but to be fair, he just got me $250,000.00. I guess that I can do this for him. I’m just not sure if Leo’s still doing yard work. He should have graduated from college by now—I’m assuming anyway. He was such a nice kid, really smart, pretty dorky though. He’s probably already out in the real world now with some accounting or desk clerk job of some sort. If he isn’t available, then I told Jasper that I’d ask Leo if he knew anyone else who would be interested in helping out. 

 

JANELLE: Hi Leo! It’s Mrs. Flowers. (Miss Garrity) I hope you’re doing well. My brother is looking for someone to do some landscaping. Are you, or anyone you know, interested in helping out? Please let me know. 

 

I send the text and start unpacking some of my clothes. Better start making myself comfortable. I’m not going anywhere any time soon. Just as I put the last of my t-shirts in an empty drawer my phone dings. 

 

LEO: Miss Garrity, it is so nice to hear from you. I’d love to help you (your brother) out. It would be my pleasure. I recently started a new job, but I could swing by tomorrow to take a look at the yard. I could get the landscaping done on the weekends and evenings. I hope that works. Just send me your brother’s address and a time that would work for you. Thanks for thinking of me. LC. 

 

What a sweet kid! His texts are so formal—and stiff. The English teacher in me loves that though. He even used apostrophes. It might be a little crazy how happy the correct use of the apostrophe makes me. I send him the address and make a plan for him to stop over at 9:30 the next morning. That’ll give me thirty minutes to take him around the grounds before Char picks me up for our day of pampering. Pampering. Boy, do I need that. 

Feeling the burden of the last day weighing me down, I decide to take a bath in the garden tub. I figure that I’ll take advantage of Jasper’s luxuries while they’re available to me. The warm water envelopes me. I can feel the stress of the last thirty hours slowly drain out of my shoulders and back. I start to doze off in the water, with the bubbles all around me, and the jets pulsating in my back, when my cell dings again:

 

BRIGGS: You didn’t call :(

 

The reality that Briggs uses smiley and frowny faces in his texts makes me grin. He’s boyish, but so manly and beautiful. 

 

JANELLE: It was a long day. Thank you so much for getting my car. I don’t want to ruin my phone, so I can’t talk/text. 

 

Sober and remorseful of my actions last night, I’m not really sure what to say to him. Truthfully, I haven’t been able to stop myself from thinking about him, about his hands, his arms, his lips. Then, he texts me. He’s so tuned in to my thoughts, my dirty thoughts. My forbidden thoughts?

 

BRIGGS: I dont get it. Ruin phone? 

 

Normally, I’ll admonish the person texting me who doesn’t use an apostrophe, but I’m going to let it go this time. He did get my car, clean it out, and gas it up. It can slide. 

 

JANELLE: I’m in the bathtub.

 

Why? Why would I tell him that? I know why. I want him to know. I want him to think about me, just as I have been thinking about him. I even want him to touch himself, thinking about me. That would be so hot. So wrong, but so hot. I want to have the same effect on him that he has on me. 

 

BRIGGS: Right now? Can I come by? 

 

I knew he’d say that. I would’ve been disappointed if he hadn’t. I like that he wants me. I need him to want me. 

 

JANELLE: No! 

 

Yes please! Please, please, please! 

 

BRIGGS: Please! I’ll be good. Where r u? Did u go home? 

 

I hate that Briggs knows what is going on in my marriage and my life. It makes me feel like such a failure. I would hate having all of my students know that my marriage fell apart. I always rave about how happy and in love we are. Now, I’m going to seem like a phony. 

 

JANELLE: No! At my brother’s house. Not going home. 

 

Alone in the bathtub, wishing you were with me… 

 

BRIGGS: Can I see you tomorrow? 

 

Why wait until tomorrow? Get your hot, black ass over here now. 

 

JANELLE: Sorry, I have a spa day (massages and facials) with my friend. 

 

I’d much rather be spending the entire day tomorrow finishing what we started last night on that dance floor, with you grinding your hardening cock on my backside, while your tongue licks the length of my neck. 

 

BRIGGS: You dont need to pay anyone to rub you down. I got you. Did you think of me last night? 

 

Almost like he’s reading my mind. Did I think of him last night? Ha! I’m thinking of him right now, and last night. And… 

 

JANELLE: I’ll never tell. 

 

Never tell him about the intense orgasm that shook through my body at just the whisper of his name on my lips and the slightest flick of my clit. 

 

BRIGGS: You did didnt you? I havent stopped thinking about you… Im gonna see you tomorrow. A bath. Shit, that aint right. You killin me. 

 

Yeah, I’m going to let all of those misused apostrophes and misspellings go. He doesn’t need them. He can write any way he wants. Just his words alone are enough to repeat last night’s solo performance. Damn it. I wish I’d made Char stop and get me a new vibrator on our way here. Just texting Briggs and I’m going to need it, a couple of times. 

 

JANELLE: Good night Briggs 

 

I have to end this chat. I’m starting to get too hot in the water. Usually when I’m in a bath this long, I start to get chilly, but there isn’t a cold bone in my body right now. Just texting Briggs turns me on, gets me hot. 

As I get into bed, just in my t-shirt and panties, I start to think about Marcus and our lack of a fulfilling sex life. If Marcus was so interested in banging all of those women, why wouldn’t he just come home and bang the crap out of me? I can’t understand this missing piece in the puzzle. I never turned him down, feigning a headache, or complaining about being too tired. I tried to be open and adventurous, willing to try new things, new ways to excite one another. I wanted to have a steamy and passionate marriage, but it was barely lukewarm. He never acted like he really wanted me, like he couldn’t resist me and had to have me. I wanted to be wanted, desired. I wanted him to need me, to not be able to get enough of me. Was that too much to ask of one’s husband? Shouldn’t a husband want to fuck his wife? Why Lauren? Why not me, his wife?

I’m once again going to bed with a heavy heart and a burdened mind. I figured it was going be a restless night. I’m not about to masturbate to Briggs again. I really don’t feel like using the archives either. I don’t want to let Marcus star in my fantasies any longer. Char gave me a Xanax “for peace of mind and relaxation.” Desperate times call for desperate measures. I can definitely use some relaxation. After a while, I let my mind drift back to Briggs and his muscular thighs, and solid chest, and I drift off to sleep, thinking about how hard his entire body is.
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THE KNOCKING ON the door rouses me from my sleep. It’s 9:38 a.m. Shit. Char’s picking me up for our spa day and I overslept—again. She hates when I’m late. I run to open the door, wearing just my ratty, old, nearly see-through Pearl Jam t-shirt and my boy-short underpants, that declare, “You wish” on the butt. Char bought them for me for Christmas last year. She buys me underwear, inappropriate underwear, for every occasion. She’ll at least be pleased that I have them on. I fling the door open, before looking out the sidelight windows. Not Char!

Mortified, I pull my shirt as far down over my panties, as it’ll go, which isn’t far at all. “Shit. I’m sorry, ummm, excuse me.” I close the door, just a crack, “Can I help you?”

The man answers through the crack in the door. Looking away, embarrassed, he replies, “Miss Garrity, it’s me, Leo. Landscaping?” 

I open the door, a little more, peeking my head out, “Leo? Uhhh, yeah Leo, I’ll be right back.” I slam the door and run to the bedroom to get some pants. Holy shit what happened to Leo? Leo was so… so… so nerdy in school. The boy, man, on my front stoop was no nerd, no nerd at all. I throw on my yoga pants, a bra, and pull my hair into a messy bun. I brush my teeth faster than I knew was humanly possible and splash some water on my face. Presentable. Nearly.

“Leo! It’s good to see you. You look wonderful. Thanks for coming by,” I say, opening the door. Who in God’s name is this kid? The Leo Cling that I had in class was a scrawny, pale kid, who wore glasses, and was just all-around clumsy. The Leo Cling on my front porch is nothing of the sort. 

Urkel! 

This reminds me of when Steve Urkel went into the transformation chamber and came out as Stephan, the suave, sophisticated, hot Stephan. Did anyone other than me watch Family Matters reruns on Nick at Nite? I wonder how it ended. Did Laura end up with Urkel or did she make him transform to Stephan for good? I’ll have to look that up. Jeez! I need to get a life.

Holy crap. Did I just call Leo hot? I did. Man, I need to get laid. “Walk with me up to the main house. Yeah, I get to say ‘main house’ when talking about my brother’s home.” I joke, knowing it isn’t at all funny. Being polite, Leo laughs; he has beautifully straight and pearly white teeth. The braces certainly paid off. 

I walk Leo around the house and explain what my brother wants done. Amicably and easily, Leo jokes that the job was simple, and he’ll certainly take care of it for us. He’s so mature. What the Hell college did these guys go to? Marcus certainly didn’t spend four years in college and come out polished, polite, and smoking hot! I can’t believe that this is the same kid. 

“Leo, what have you been up to since high school graduation? You seem so different,” I pry. 

Leo blushes, looking once again like the boy I had in class. Clearing his throat, he replies, confidently, “I grew up.” 

Yes he did—he certainly fucking did. I zone out when Leo starts talking about his new job. I’m more captivated by the body in front of me. I’m guessing Leo’s probably 6 foot 1 and 195 pounds. His sandy blond hair is much longer than it was in high school, but still short enough to look presentable. He flips it off to the side with a flick of his head as he talks, keeping it out of his eyes. He isn’t dressed for yard work, but has on khaki shorts, a Nautica polo, and tan boat shoes. He looks great—good enough to eat. His skin is tanned from the sun. And his body… 

“You look great.” I really want to ask him if he started some crazy workout regime, because this new Leo is definitely doing something. However, I do have enough sense to know that’s an invasive and inappropriate question. But his body! His body is magnificent. His forearms are defined and strong, not bulked up and huge, but defined and perfect. He looks strong, very strong.

“Thanks Miss Garrity. I joined the crew team in college,” he admits, smiling at me. “I was an alternate, never really competed, but I worked out with the team.” 

Never competed? Bless his heart.

Leo addresses me so carefully, speaking as if he’s worried that he’ll say the wrong thing, sound too cocky or offend someone. Continuing, he adds, “I really got into it. I loved the early morning workouts, watching the sunrise every morning, being out on the water. It was quiet, but very invigorating.” He smiles and ducks his head, clearly embarrassed for saying what he thinks is too much. Now, he’s appearing more like the Leo I had in class.

“I am so happy for you. You seem like everything is going so well. You start this week at that new CPA firm in town?” Leo’s still nodding, humbly, when Char comes honking down the driveway. You can take the girl out of the sorority, but you can’t take the sorority out of the girl. Everything is a party to her. She jumps out of the car with a quizzical and accusatory look on her face.

“Well, well, well, who do we have here and just WHEN did he get here?” she asks, implying that he must’ve stayed the night. If a man’s at Char’s that early in the morning, then he definitely arrived there late the night before. Char is ravenously eyeing Leo like a piece of meat. She’s ready to pounce. I love this girl, but sometimes, she’s just too much.

“Char!” I grit through my teeth, “This is Leo, one of my former students, who JUST got here. He’s going to do some landscaping for Jasper.” 

“Ohhhh, I got just the bush that—”

“Charlene Palmer, so help me God, I will kill you,” I threaten, pushing her back toward her car. “I’ll be over in a minute.” 

Leo and I finalized his schedule and financial estimate and he said that he’d be back later to get started. He was actually and adorably on his way to take his mother and grandmother to brunch, a ritual the first Sunday of every month. As he walked away, he turned around and waved, grinning.

“Son of a bitch, where do you teach? I need to get a job there!” Char exclaims, staring at Leo, as my protective senses kick in and I get in to her car. 

“Eyes off, he’s too young for you. He’s just a kid,” I warn. However, I was definitely looking too. What is wrong with me? 

“That, my friend, is no kid. Damn, first Briggs, now Leo, when did you turn into such a cougar?” she jabs, knowing that I despise the word, ‘cougar.’ It’s just gross; old women shouldn’t prey like a cat on young men. 

Cougars. So gross. 

“What do you mean ‘first Briggs, now Leo,’ Char?” I shriek. “There’s nothing going on, with either of them.” Char’s clearly losing her mind—totally delusional. She just knows how to get to me. 

“Janelle, did you not see how that boy, that man, was staring at you? I felt like I was about to be in a threesome. All that pent up sexual tension,” Char responds, fanning herself. Yep, delusional. No doubt about it. I’m seriously not about to sit here and argue my point. When she’s in this mood, there’s no reason to try and debate; she’s just way too stubborn at times.

“Whatever. Let’s go! We’re going to be late for our appointments,” I announce, buckling my seatbelt. I can’t talk anymore about this with her. I wanted to tell her about my texts with Briggs last night, but since this Leo business, I can’t give her any more ammunition to shoot at me. She’d be so disappointed that I didn’t invite Briggs over to share my garden tub bubble bath. She would’ve invited him without a second thought. Maybe I should’ve.

Starting the car and beginning to back out of the driveway, Char glances at me and asks, “Is Marcus a three-times-a-day tooth brusher?” 

“A what?”

Rolling her eyes, she says, “You know, does he brush his teeth three times a day?”

“Oh, ummm, nah. He’s basically a morning brusher. On occasion, I guess he brushes at night too. Why?”

“No reason, just curious. Wanted to know if you thought he’d brushed his teeth since we were over there yesterday,” she replies, adjusting the radio.

Grabbing her hand, I say, “Oh no! What did you do?” 

“Nothing,” Char answers, in an innocent, sing-songy voice. 

“Holy Hell Char, did you use his toothbrush to scrub the toilet when I was packing my stuff?” I ask, repulsed by the thought of him using that toothbrush again, the expensive power-brush he insisted on having. 

“Hmmm, not so much,” she stalls.

“Spill… now,” I demand.

“Well you know how I kind of get off on shoving things—”

“You stuck Marcus’ toothbrush up your ass!” I scream. Char is too much. Completely out-of-control. “Char, how could you? That’s so fucking foul.”

“Really? Like he doesn’t deserve it. You said yourself that you wish he’d eat shit and die. I’m just getting the ball rolling.” 
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AT THE SPA, we both decide to have a 60-minute hot stone massage, an exfoliating facial, a seaweed body wrap, and eyebrow and lip waxes. I hadn’t told her, but I was planning on using Marcus’ credit card for everything. I figured that he’d realize soon enough that he needed to cancel it and get another one. I might as well have fun with it while I could. He and Lauren owe it to me. Man, did they owe me, owed me more than anyone in my life had ever owed me before. Char questions the receptionist, wondering if there’s enough time for us to both get Brazilian waxes. 

“There is no way in God’s name I am getting waxed there!” I bellow. “You’ve lost your mind, you crazy bitch.” I’m not about to spread-eagle and let some stranger pour hot wax all over my… my… stuff. 

Staring at me as if there is snot dripping out of my nose, the receptionist verifies that there will be plenty of time for Brazilians for both of us. Taking me off to the side of the counter and around the corner of the lobby, Char starts in on me. “Listen Nelle, you need to do this. You’ll love it. Plus, it’s time you heightened some of your sexual prowess.” Sexual prowess? What in the world is she talking about it? I have a very active sex drive and remind her of such.

“Not drive honey, your ‘go get ‘em’. You need to feel a little sexier, so you don’t miss blatant opportunities right in front of you. Opportunities with hot, willing black men. Brazilians make me so horny, I want to jump on the first guy I see after I get them, and I usually do.” 

“I don’t need to lose all of my hair to feel hot. I feel hot and sexy enough… well, at least horny enough,” I stammer. I suppose I could use a little more help in the vixen department. 

Then Char goes in for the kill, “Plus, you know that the young girls that Briggs is banging are all getting Brazilians; they all get them now.” She knows that I hate feeling old. She’s playing the decrepit card to get me to do what she wants. I hate that she knows me so well. Too well.

Agreeing to “think about it,” Char squeals with delight. Char loves feeling like she’s conspiring to get me to do something that I wouldn’t normally do. She loves bringing out the naughty in me—in anyone actually. She usually does too. 

Just as she’s getting her credit card to pay her portion of our spa treatments, I stop her. “Hey Char, today’s pampering is on Marcus.” I wiggle his credit card at her. She immediately changes our 60-minute massages to 90 minutes, and adds body salt glow scrubs to our daily packages. Then, Char tells the receptionist to add on a bottle of champagne and strawberries to the bill. We laugh as we hand the receptionist Marcus’ American Express card. It’s freeing and liberating. Right before the receptionist swipes the card, I agree to the Brazilian wax. What the hell… 
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“IT HURT LIKE hell.” I’m yelling at her in the cab on the way home. My stuff is on burning fucking fire. I swear to God they might have ripped a chunk of my clit off too. Very fucking painful. 

“Well of course it hurt, you dumbass. They rip hair from your crotch and asshole. Did you think it was going to feel good?” The cab driver glances at us in the rearview mirror. I shush her. She just laughs until she snorts and laughs even harder. She does have a point, but I had no idea how badly it was going to hurt. Like hell—like hell with burning fireballs being thrown at your cooter. I’m not about to tell her that it may have hurt, but she was right about one thing, I feel as sexy as shit. Nelle’s naughty nugget is soft, smooth, cleaned, groomed, and oh so ready, just waiting to be nibbled… Man, Char knows things. She knows things that I should know. I’m vowing right now to know and memorize and retain for-fucking-ever. 

We’re both a little tipsy, no not tipsy, crazy drunk. One bottle of champagne, led to two, which led to a couple glasses of wine. All compliments of Marcus. We left Char’s car at the spa, and we’re in a cab on our way back to Jasper’s pool house, my new home. I think out of 365 days a year, we have to pick up Char’s car somewhere at least 100 times in that year. 

Char asked the cab driver to drop her off at some guy’s house she’s currently seeing. She felt that he needed to sample her new sexy self. I couldn’t believe she was seeing someone and hadn’t told me. “I only tell you about them when they’re going beyond the bedroom.” So clearly this guy was a bedroom-only boy. Char and her men, I couldn’t keep them straight, but she sure had fun. More fun than I ever had. 

As the cab pulls into the driveway, I notice an unrecognizable car in my driveway. I may not recognize the car, but I definitely recognize the man on my front porch. Briggs. Looking at Char and back at Briggs, Char says, “You’ll thank me in the morning.”

“What did you do?” I ask, trying to open the door. As I get clumsily out of the car, he confidently saunters up me. Reaching for his wallet, he asks if I’m okay.

“Briggs no, I got this.” I’m fumbling through my purse, looking for my wallet. I want to pay for my ride as well as Char’s. I’m still rummaging through my handbag when the cab begins backing out of the driveway. “I wanted to pay.” My protest comes out like a school-girl whine. I finally sigh, and say, “Thanks again. What’re you doing here?” 

“I got your text,” he replies, nonchalantly. Huh? What text? I look at my phone. There it is—right on the screen of my phone—a text from Briggs.

 

BRIGGS: I’m here. Waiting. 

 

I scroll back up through the conversation. I invited him over. Damn it Char! Thankfully, she did not say anything skanky or promise anything. She just said that I was on my way home and would love to see him. She gave him Jasper’s address. I didn’t know how to tell him that it wasn’t me. If I told him that, then he’d know that my friend knew about him in the first place, about what happened. He’d know that I’ve been talking about him, thinking about him. He knows anyway, supposedly, I just invited him over. Char! 

Briggs follows me to the front door. I notice immediately that Leo had come back and started the weeding. Leo’s a nice kid. I’m glad he’s doing our yard. Jasper’s yard. But now, Briggs is here. How in fuck’s sake am I going to get out of this? Briggs helps me unlock the door. Apparently, Briggs is now the official “help drunken-ass Janelle open doors” superhero. He must think that I am some kind of idiot—a lush and an idiot. I really can open my own doors, but when he’s around, I get flustered and unsure of myself. Plus, keys and locks are some hard shit. We walk into the pool house. I show him around. Short tour. It’s a pool house.

“I’d offer you something to eat or drink, but I don’t have anything here, yet.” He isn’t talking. He’s just staring at me. Those eyes. “Hey, give me a sec, I’m going to go change. These clothes are gross from the spa.” I leave the room, quickly and self-consciously.

I need to change quickly. I take off my clothes. It’s shocking. I don’t have any hair… anywhere. I touch myself. It’s smooth, very soft. I tingle. Great. Not good for the fire I’m desperately trying to extinguish. I throw on some jeans, a tight tank top, and brush out my hair. My skin’s flushed and glowing , soft from the treatments. I feel… I feel… good. I look good. No, not good. I feel and look sexy. Char’s always right.
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I WALK BACK into the small living room and Briggs is drinking a beer on the couch. I don’t have beer—not one beer. I glance over and notice that he has a 12-pack on the coffee table in front of him. 

“Do you always travel with beer?” I ask. Briggs smirks, opens another one, and hands it to me. I spin the can around in my hand, taking a quick drink, grateful for something to do. 

“Nah, I just picked it up when you texted me. I was heading over to my buddy, Vince’s, place,” he responds, taking a drink, not taking his eyes away from me. “I detoured and came here. I’m sure it’ll be more fun here than playing Madden at Vince’s.” His gaze is lustful and indicates so much. I sip my beer, slowly. I hate beer; the taste is bitter. However, it’s cold, very cold, and I suddenly feel very hot. 

When Briggs is around, the temperature in the room seems to sky-rocket. I can’t possibly try and deny this much longer. Briggs stands up and starts walking toward me. Oh God. I take a giant drink of my beer and nearly gag when I gulp it down. 

He laughs, “Why Miss Garrity, you seem a little nervous.” That cocky son of a bitch… 

“Nope, not nervous at all. Why would I be nervous?” My voice betrays me. It catches and cracks in my throat, showing my unease. Briggs knows that I can’t resist him. I bet there isn’t a woman out there who can resist this man. 

He stops right in front of me, standing as close to me as he can get without actually touching any part of my body. “Janelle,” he says in his raspy whisper, “I can’t stop thinking about you. You‘re the sexiest, most sensual woman I’ve ever known. My body and mind won’t rest until I taste and touch every part of you.” 

Briggs still isn’t touching me, but he’s noticing me. He’s watching as my chest rises and falls, as my breasts heave, and as my breath catches and releases. I don’t know how to respond, what to do. I lick my lips slowly. That’s apparently all the encouragement he needs. He grabs me and pulls me into him. 

Briggs pauses, looks into my eyes, bends me slightly backward, and waits. He eyes me carefully. I sigh and nod. I can’t and won’t resist any longer. How can I? His lips meet mine. A moan escapes his mouth. I push my tongue further into his mouth, exploring his tongue, teeth, and lips. My tongue tugs his tongue deeper into my mouth. I suck his tongue, mimicking what I’ll do when his penis is in my mouth. He groans and pushes his pelvis into mine. I can feel him hardening and straining to get out of his pants. He kisses my neck, licking my ear and collar bone. In one swift motion, he removes my tank top. I stand there in just my bra and jeans, watching him watch me.

Briggs stands back and stares at me. He’s admiring me? Me? He takes a deep breath and comes back to me. His palms are on my breasts, covering them with his strong, large hands. He squeezes them, pushes them together, and kisses the tops of them, licking the flesh, and whispering “gorgeous” as he kneads and caresses them more. He dips his tongue further into my bra, just slightly touching my taut nipple. 

Carefully, he eases me back onto the couch. I watch as he quickly removes his clothes, all of them. He stands proudly in front of me, naked, beautiful, and so large and ready. I’ve only been with two men, none of them as large, as gorgeous, and as perfect as this man. My breathing increases with anticipation. I lick my lips again as he unbuttons my jeans and strips off both my underwear and jeans in one movement. Moving up my body quickly and urgently, Briggs begins thrusting himself between my legs. He’s thrusting his penis, pounding at the opening of my vagina. 

What the Hell? 

Hello? 

What the mother fuck? 

He loses me. I lose all concentration and arousal. What the Hell in Heffner’s good name is he doing? Did he just forget I’m a part of this too? 

I lie there, using my vaginal muscles to restrict him from further probing; he’s not getting anywhere near there. 

Access denied. 

Game over. 

Do not pass go. 

I stare at him, perplexed, figuring this all out. Finally, after what seems like a Monopoly tournament’s-length, he looks at me, notices my obvious deflated and desire-less mood. He slows down, still jackhammering away. Then he slows some more, and finally comes to a complete stop. Thank God, this thrill-less ride is over.

His face contorts. Briggs appears hurt, confused. “What did I do wrong?” he asks, putting on his underwear and t-shirt. I grab my own shirt and underwear and put them back on. “Forget it. I’ll just go.” he replies, getting up and bee-lining for the door. 

“Briggs, don’t go. Ummm—” I don’t really know what to say or even how to say it. “Briggs, honey, ummm did you forget I was here?” There is no easy way to tell someone that he sucks a cat in bed and seems beyond clueless. 

“What do you mean? I was doing what I do. I thought you were into it,” he answers, mortification outlining his features. 

“I was. I so was. More than I have been in a long time. But then, you just lost me and gave up on me.” Still looking baffled, Briggs paces the living room. 

It took some time and some convincing, but Briggs confessed to me that he didn’t think he’d ever pleased a woman. He said that he got a lot of women, many women, too many women, to go to bed with him, but they never seemed satisfied or acted like they wanted a repeat performance. They all seemed into it and turned on, wet and ready, but once he entered them, they didn’t respond or react well. He admitted that once he knew it was a sure thing, that he just went straight for it, not stopping until he was finished. For a while, he thought that maybe he was too big and that he was hurting women. He’d ask them, but they all said there wasn’t any pain. 

“You told me tonight that you wanted to taste every inch of me. You didn’t come close to that,” I explain. He looks embarrassed and shy, not like the Briggs I’m so used to.

“I just get carried away. I wanted to be inside you. So bad.” His eyes flash with desire and want. The look makes me tingle all over again.

“I wanted you there too. I really wanted you there, but you made promises you didn’t keep.” I walk over to him—still honing in on his nervousness. This is quite a switch. I’m testing some boundaries now. “I think you want to keep those promises, don’t you, Briggs?” I can’t believe I’m talking to him like this. 

“Yes Ma’am,” Briggs answers, nodding his head and lowering his eyes submissively. Ma’am? Alright, I like this a little more now—a lot more. 

“Now Briggs, there are times when teachers drop their curriculum for a short time to teach something worldly and worthy for a moment—something that pertains to an event going on at the time—maybe within the classroom, the community, or even in the country.” 

He nods, eyes blazing.

I walk toward him, running my finger under the collar of his shirt. “They’re called teachable moments. This is a teachable moment—probably the most important teachable moment, or life lesson you will ever learn, so you better pay careful attention to my every word, my every instruction,” I order, placing my finger on his lips. 

“I’m going to teach you how to satisfy a woman, how to make her beg for you, how to make her cry for more—until your name is the only word that her lips can say, and your face is the only face she can see,” I say, getting closer to him, rubbing my body against his. Whispering in his ear, I add, “You like the sound of that, don’t you, Briggs? You like it a whole lot, don’t you?” 

Who am I? What the Hell happened to Janelle? I’m not sure, but I know one thing for damn certain: I sure as Hell like it. I like this kind of control. This kind of superiority and domination.

“Yes, yes please.” The tables have suddenly turned. Do I have any clue what I’m talking about? Well, I certainly know what I like and what makes me feel good. Do I know how to dominate a guy? Eh, probably not, but I’m going to die trying. 

I lie back down on the couch again, beckoning him to me. I moisten my lips, signaling him to kiss me again. We begin kissing, slowly and deeply. He stands up, and starts taking off his shirt again. 

I shake my head. “I’ll take that off when I’m ready, if I’m ready,” I admonish. He lets his shirt slide back down his stomach, standing above me, looking down at me. 

I sit up and take off my shirt. I lift my hips and take my underwear off again. I lie naked before him. This is going to be the best damn lesson I’ve ever taught. It’s about time I get an eager learner to teach. Briggs reaches for me. I shake my head and push his hands away. “Briggs, don’t touch me.” His eyes widen.

I place my own hands on my breasts. His breath catches in his throat as he licks lips. I begin to circle my nipples between my fingers, staring into his eyes. His eyes cloud with lust, smoldering in desire. I whimper slightly as he kneels down next to me. He starts moving in closer to my breasts, his tongue darts out of his mouth. I stop him again. 

“If you touch me before I tell you to do so, then your private lessons are over.” Groaning, Briggs sits back on his knees. “Understand?”

He nods, breathing hard. 

I continue pulling and tugging on my nipples. I allow him to suckle and tongue one nipple, then the other. I stop him abruptly. I love the frustration I see in his eyes and hear in his breathing. I spread my legs apart. I gyrate my hips and suck one of my fingers into my mouth. I trail my dampened finger down my chest, over my stomach, and down between my legs. His eyes never leave my fingers, watching everything. I open my legs further, letting him see. I put one finger inside of me. Briggs adjusts his himself, rubbing slightly. 

I shake my head, “This isn’t about you Briggs, don’t touch it again.” Oh. My. God. I can’t believe I’m doing this in front of a man, a former student.

I trace my finger around myself “See, I didn’t touch it. I’m teasing myself, prolonging the pleasure. Are you experiencing pleasure right now?” His breathy, nearly inaudible “yeah” ignites me even more. “Briggs, I want you to kiss my feet and suck my toes as I pleasure myself. Can you do that?” 

He doesn’t answer me. Briggs just eagerly begins kissing my feet, rubbing and kneading the bottoms of each foot. I put another finger inside of me, feeling just how excited I truly am. Briggs’ eyes are devouring my every move. I put my finger into my mouth, licking it dry. Briggs squirms on the ground next to me, lightly biting my toes. 

“What’s the matter, Briggs? Do you want to taste me?”

Briggs moves closer to my thighs, to move in between them. I close my legs. “I said taste, not eat. I’ll feed you.” Again, he sits back on his heels, frustration flashing on his face. I put my finger inside me once again, I stroke it in and out, assimilating a fucking motion, while I allow my hips to meet each thrust. I can see the desire and want in his eyes. I take my finger out and put it up to his lips, and whisper, “Slowly.”

Briggs slowly sticks his tongue out and licks my finger, then sucks the entire finger into his mouth, never stopping the kneading massage of the soles of my feet. I’m on fire. I’m so close to release. I’m ready. “Briggs, you’re going to make me finish, and I want you to feel it, really feel what happens. You’ll never have to wonder again if you’ve satisfied a woman.”

Briggs slides one finger inside me, as I put my big toe in his mouth. 

“Now Briggs, you’re not allowed to suck my toe or move your finger at all—not even in the slightest bit,” I instruct. Briggs’ eyes widen as he nods his head. 

He needs to feel how my body reacts to my orgasm to fully understand the effects of a climax. He stares into my eyes as I began to use light circular motions on myself. I stroke the bud around and around, looking into his eyes. They’re blazing with desire. 

Briggs whimpers one word, “Janelle.” and I let go. 

My orgasm shakes through my body. I can feel my muscles squeezing his finger, pulsating on it. I feel my toes curl on his tongue, forcing him to suck it deeper into his mouth. His eyes bulge and shade. He doesn’t move or say anything. He lets me experience the entire orgasm. Panting and exhausted, I look at him as he stares at me in awe. 

Beginning to talk, I shush him, and say, “That was wonderful.”

He smiles, “You’re wonderful. You are the sexiest woman I’ve ever met.” He crawls closer to me. He kisses me. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me down on the floor, onto his lap. I can feel his hardened, strained penis through his jeans. He’s so sexy. I want to let him inside me right then, but I like these new roles way too much. I like teaching him control and patience. We kiss deeper and longer; his tongue dancing expertly around my mouth, pulling my tongue deeper into his. When he starts rubbing my breasts, I stop him yet again.

“Briggs, I think you need to get going,” I state, using my authoritative teacher voice. “I really enjoyed tonight’s lesson. I expect to see you again soon to practice what you learned tonight and to continue further.” He chuckles and shakes his head.

“You’re making me go home like this?” He points to his jeans, his straining penis is trying to Hulk out of his jeans.

“I think you were going to leave me in the same condition earlier, and I would’ve had to take matters into my own hands. I suggest you do the same.” Smiling, I throw his shirt at him and walk to the front door. Opening it, I add innocently, “Sweet dreams, darling.” 

“Well played Janelle, I mean Miss Garrity.” Briggs puts his shirt on, slips his shoes on, and finally kisses my forehead. 

“‘Miss Garrity,’ huh? I really like the sound of that now.” He kisses me hard on the mouth and neck, sucking my earlobe. 

“I used to think that you were the best teacher ever, now I know it for sure. Damn. Next time.” He kisses me quickly again and walks out the door. I close the door and can’t believe the way I acted, cannot believe what just went down in my living room. Holy Whoredom! Char’s going to shit. She’s going to lose her tramp-tastic mind. Man, that was so damn hot. Next time… 

Exhausted, I crawl into bed, replaying the day’s events over in my mind. How in fuck had Leo Cling grown up so quickly, and so damn well? I had never seen such a change in a guy before and what a change it was. Char was right again. He was not a kid. I wonder if he’s dating anyone, then quickly scold myself for wondering. Seriously Janelle, you were just masturbating in front of one of your students and now you’re thinking about another one? I’ve got to pull it together. I have to figure out my life, not sit around and hook up with former students, no matter how hot it is. 

Speaking of hot, Briggs certainly surprised me tonight. The man was a god, perfect in every way, his words, his actions, his body, those eyes. He had the ball rolling. I was so turned on and just willing to let him take me, have me. Then, he just fumbled the ball like he didn’t even have a clue where the end zone was. And from what I remembered about Briggs Alexander, he never fumbled. I couldn’t fault him for it though, because he certainly made up for that dropped ball. He recovered it, cleared the end zone with ease, spiking the ball at victory. Score! I was satisfied, and he didn’t really even touch me. Oh the things that I can teach him! Briggs can be the perfect lover, my lover. My student. 
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KNOCKING AGAIN? AM I ever going to sleep past 9:00 a.m. this summer? Remembering the previous morning’s embarrassment, I grab my robe, tying it tightly around my waist. My head’s pounding like a jackhammer with a superiority complex, and my stomach’s grumbling and tumbling. When was the last time I ate? Shit, I’m starving.

Jocelyn’s the greatest sister on the planet. As she enters the pool house, I notice immediately that she’s bearing groceries, beverages, and an Egg McMuffin and hash brown from McDonald’s. Having an older sister is the answer to my prayers. I devour the sandwich and greasy fried potato, while she puts away all the groceries, organizing everything in the cupboards. McDonald’s is always the morning answer to a late night of sex and alcohol, well pseudo sex anyway. 

“So kiddo, how’re you feeling?” At least she let me eat before bombarding me with questions, I think sarcastically. I knew that Jasper and Joz were going to be worried about me and about how I was going to handle Marcus and the divorce. Almost on cue, Jasper walks in. 

“Gross. McDonald’s? Do you guys even know what’s in that crap?” He wrinkles his nose and starts to peel an orange, hopping up on the island. 

“Really damn good crap,” I moan with my mouth full. “By the way, do you knock?… And get your ass off my counter.” Jasper grins, but doesn’t budge.

“Well someone has made herself at home. How are you doing?” I knew that I’d be better off just getting the inquisition over. I tell them all about packing, setting the ping pong table on fire, and about my spa day with Char, leaving out the anal toothbrush, Brazilian wax, and the tutoring of the African-American stud. I’ll tell Joz when we’re alone. Jasper’s ears aren’t ready for such knowledge, maybe never. 

“Ha! That’s great! That fucker always cheated at pong anyway,” Jasper declares as he pops an orange slice into his mouth. “I talked to the company’s lawyer. Your best bet is a Disillusionment. It’s fairly quick and relatively painless.” I grimace at his words. Jasper catches my look. “Painless legal procedure, I know you’re in pain, Nelle.” I smile, grateful that he corrected himself for my benefit and ego. Actually, sadly enough, I am hurt, but I’m not hurting all that terribly bad. What does that mean? Why am I questioning it? I know what it means—probably always have. Marcus and I aren’t really meant to be.

“Janelle, this is the best thing for you.” Jocelyn states, as she gets the cleanser from under the cupboard. “I talked to Rick. He wants you to go through your house, make a list of everything you need or want, and he and his brother are going to go get everything for you.” She’s talking and grunting as she’s scrubbing the sink, the already clean sink. Rick has totally turned her into a nut-job clean-freak. “They’ll bring it here or put it in a storage unit. Rick doesn’t want you to have to go get it on your own.”

Feeling guilty, I say, “They don’t have to do all that for me.”

Ignoring me, she continues, “Marcus is such an ass, he’d probably fight you on everything. He wouldn’t say a word to Rick and Dave.” Jocelyn had done a lot of preparation for me. She always has my best interests at heart, so does Jasper. I am lucky—even if I am still pissed at them for keeping secrets about my marriage from me. Also, I still couldn’t shake the feeling that I want to talk to my parents.

“When are mom and dad scheduled to call again?” I hated that we couldn’t reach them whenever we wanted. Who just leaves their kids? What is wrong with them? Jocelyn isn’t as pissed as she should be. Her kids are growing up without their grandparents. I guess I’m pissed enough for her.

Joz pulls up the calendar on her smart phone. “Not until the end of next week.” We usually all get together at Jocelyn’s for their monthly call. It’s easier for them that way. I wonder why we try to make things easier on them. They are the ones who left. They made things hard for us. Jasper and Jocelyn don’t see it that way though. I do. I miss them. I still need them, especially now. 

The three of us sit around just talking, talking mainly about bullshit topics, nothing of substance. Just as I’m starting to feel “talked out” and ready to climb back into bed for a late morning, hangover nap, there’s a knock at the door. Joz runs to get it. 

“Hey Nelle, Uhhh, I think it’s for you,” she announces, teasingly. 

I walk to the door. My eyes widen. Briggs is standing on my porch, holding a comeback cup from Starbucks. All his confidence and assuredness is back, leaning on the frame of the door. 

“Dude, why is Briggs Alexander at my house… I mean… your house?” Jasper asks, looking at Briggs, star struck, as he bounds up to the front door, shaking his hand and pounding his back. Everyone in town knows Briggs. He’s a hometown celebrity. Jasper leads Briggs in. Suddenly, silence and awkwardness fills the room. 

“You know he was one of my students.” I have no idea what else to say and that response certainly doesn’t clear anything up. 

Jocelyn approaches him, looking formal and business-like. “So Briggs, is it? What brings you here this morning?” Nice Jocelyn. Real subtle. “With Starbucks?” Damn Jocelyn, shut it. Jocelyn and Jasper are floored. I’m just hoping it doesn’t get any worse.

“I just thought the Teach deserved an apple.” He pulls a small apple from his pocket and pops it into the air. It hits his bicep, sending the apple through the air to me. I catch it with a giggle, quickly shutting my mouth and sucking in my lips. “Plus, I left my phone right there last night,” he explains as he walks over to get it. I hadn’t even noticed his phone. And yes, it did in fact get more awkward. Oh. My. God. What are they going to think? 

Jocelyn and Jasper glance back and forth between us, then incredulously at each other. They both decide that they needed to get going, stumbling over each other to leave. Mortified isn’t strong enough to explain how I feel. They mumble their goodbyes and exit the pool house, leaving us alone. 

“I left the phone here on purpose.” Briggs looks so proud of himself. “What can I say? I’m an overachiever, eager to learn more.” Alright, he’s hot, even though he isn’t as skilled in the bedroom as I had imagined, his sex appeal and willingness to learn are making up for it. Fuck it, what do I have to lose? 

My job. 

My reputation. 

My dignity. 

Eh, fuck it.

“I’m glad you’re here. I was just about to take a shower.” I love watching his eyes grow in surprise and excitement. “But a bath seems pretty good too. Interested?” His shirt’s off before I finish the sentence. “But hon, you need to learn some self-control.” I can’t believe how cliché I’m being, but I want this man naked and in my bathtub, more than a toddler wants a squeaky rubber duck. I guess we never get too old for bathtub toys.

He smiles, nods politely, and agrees, “Yes Ma’am, control.” He follows me back to the bathroom. I start the water, pouring in some oils and bubbles. It seems strange taking a morning bubble bath, but I obviously don’t care much about rules and etiquette anymore. Screw World Literature, Sex Ed was way more fulfilling and gratifying.

“Take off your shorts, keep your underwear on,” I order. He obeys, staring at me with those eyes the entire time. “Briggs, I need you to brush out my hair for me.” He looks at me quizzically, shrugs his shoulders, and takes the brush from my hands. 

Briggs brushes my hair, slowly, softly while the water fills the tub. We both face the mirror, his body pressing up against my back. “Sometimes, the actions before sex can be just as exciting as the sex itself. Do you get that?” He burrows his face in my hair, smelling my hair, feeling how soft it’s becoming.

“I’m learning that now. I never brushed a chick’s hair before, Janelle.” I let myself enjoy the sensation of the brush’s strokes down my long, dark hair, relishing how nice it feels to be cherished, catered to. He looks so serious, so determined. Finally, his eyes lock with mine in the mirror. I moisten my lips and nod slightly to him. He must understand my cue, because he places the brush on the counter, and begins kissing my neck, and massaging my shoulders. 

“Untie my robe Briggs.” He stops kissing me. Staring at me in the mirror, he wraps his arms around my waist and unties the belt of my robe. Our breathing becomes heavier and more erratic. “Don’t open it, just slip one hand in.”

Briggs clutches his one arm around me, slipping the other hand into my robe, caressing my breast, and kneading the flesh. We both stare into the mirror, watching each other, admiring each other. The contrast of our skin tones is so erotic, so hot. I raise my arm up around his neck, turning to kiss his neck. His hand brushes my nipple, tugging on the bud. I whimper; he chuckles, “I’m getting good at this.” I turn around, feigning anger and disappointment.

I shake my head at him. “Tsk Tsk Tsk, you were always good up to this point Briggs.” I kiss his neck, letting my tongue trail down to his chest until he groans with desire. “You know how to turn me on, turn any woman on; but, you have to be good throughout the entire game.” I say, winking at him. “This is just the first quarter baby.” That’s just like me, teaching him in a way he’d understand. Referring it to football. Always the teacher. I open my robe fully, exposing my body. I grab his arms and put them around me. I kiss him, showing him how much I want him, want him to please me, want him to know what makes me yearn for him. 

I back out of his arms, and put my thumbs in the waistband of his boxer briefs. Damn, he should be modeling them. They fit him perfectly, snug in just the right spots, accentuating exactly what I want to see. I love the black boxers on his black skin, it’s so dark, so forbidden, so inviting. I tug the waistband away from his body, freeing the tip of his penis to ease his underwear down past his hips. His stomach is rippled with muscle after muscle after muscle. I want to lick each ridge of his abdomen, but reluctantly decide I won’t allow myself.

“I made a decision, young man,” I said as I flip his underwear back up into place. Startled, he looks at me. “I think I owe it to all those young women you slept with, but didn’t bother to please. Those poor girls had to go home wet, horny, and frustrated. That just isn’t fair.” He scowls at me, shaking his head in disbelief. 

I smile. “So, I figure, it’s only fair that for a while, I’m the only one who gets off,” I declare, rubbing my hand up and down his groin, feeling his hard penis. “You’ll get your turn, when I think you’re ready. But that day isn’t today Briggs Alexander.” I state, shaking my head. 

Continuing I add, “Today, you’re going to make me come, come with crazy pleasure and release, and you… well, you’re going to go home as frustrated as those poor girls you fucked and forgot.” I scold, while continuing to rub him through his shorts. “Do you agree to these terms?” 

I fold my arms across my naked breasts, watching his reaction. When I see the agony on his face and the bulge and movement in his underwear, I slip into the hot, steamy bubble bath. “And if you’re getting in, leave the boxers on, I wouldn’t want anything distracting me from my goal.” I pick up a handful of bubbles and blow them at him. 

Not wasting any time, Briggs gets in and faces me, not knowing really what to do with himself. I move closer to him, putting my legs up over his thighs, feeling his erection against me. He’s so hard, so large. Why am I denying myself of that gorgeous man and body? 

I rub myself on him, feeling him, ensuring that his boxers are making the right amount of friction against me. I lean my head back; his mouth covers my breast, taking my nipple into his mouth. He moves his mouth from one breast, to the other, his other hand is on my ass, forcing me to move my hips harder on him. I pull his head from my chest, directing his lips to my mouth. I devour his mouth. I love the taste of him. He traces my lips with his tongue, sucking my bottom lip into his mouth. Still rubbing myself on him, I hear him groan. I shift my weight away from him, standing in the tub. “Huh, seems like you might be enjoying his too much.” I sit on the corner of the tub, my legs primly crossed.

“Fuck Janelle,” he sighs. “I’ve never been this turned on and frustrated; you’re killing me. I feel like I’m 14 years old again.” He splashes water on his face and rubs his wet hands over his face and head. I laugh. He’s so freaking sexy. “God, I want you,” he whines. 

I uncross my legs. He stares transfixed at the area between my thighs. I place one foot up on the wall, the other on his chest. He takes my foot in his hand, massaging it thoroughly. He must’ve caught on that my feet are high erogenous zones for me. Thank God!

The pressure he places on my feet is sensual and erotic. His hands are wet, easily gliding over my feet. I free my foot from his embrace and hook my leg over his shoulder, dragging him closer to me. Briggs growls, knowing where I want him and what I want from him. He takes my leg off of his shoulder and places it on the edge of the tub. Both of my legs are spread on the ledges of the tub. He looks up at me, licks his lips and smiles hungrily. Slowly he moves in closer between my legs. He puts his hands on the insides of my thighs, bracing them against the tub, restraining me from movement. My voice catches; I gasp. 

Suddenly, his tongue finds the center of my desire and his hands squeeze and massage the flesh of my thighs. “Easy, nice and slow,” I purr. Briggs tongues me slowly and penetrates me with his tongue. He circles around my hardened bud, never touching it directly, driving me crazy with desire and want. He glances up at me and winks. I groan. Cocky bastard. Tasting his way back up, he finally stops directly where I want him. Using light circular motions, he flicks his tongue around and over the center of my being, quickly, rhythmically. God, it’s good. I begin rocking my hips against his mouth, but his hands restrain my movement. He uses one finger, inserting it in, moving it in and out, fucking me with his fingers. His tongue continues to taste and torture me. 

“Briggs, oh… oh… I’m there; I’m going to… oh God,” I cry, panting with desire.

His tongue darts out softly, as he whispers, “Oh Janelle,” before taking the bud into his mouth. I grab his head and grind my mound against his mouth, exploding in a powerful orgasm, my legs tensing and tightening under his hands. I pant and gasp my way down from euphoria. Finally, I smile, totally satiated. I notice he’s breathing heavily too. I look at him, skeptically and angrily, raising one eyebrow.

“Briggs Alexander, what did you do?” I question him, accusingly

“Hell, what was I supposed to do?” he says lying back in the tub. “You’re so sexy, the jets were shooting water straight at my ass, and I was kind of sitting on my heels, a little movement was all it took,” he admits with no look of embarrassment or guilt—just a look of pride and bliss.

I laugh, kicking water at him. He grabs me and pulls me into the water, kissing me tenderly. I welcome the kiss. I’ve never tasted myself on a man’s lips before. It’s sexy and exhilarating. I feel… shit. I feel my heart flutter. No, not flutter. It’s nice to feel wanted. That’s it. My heart certainly isn’t into this.

 

[image: ]

 

BRIGGS AND I are soaking, snuggling in the tub, which I feel is completely out of his character and surely not something that I would have predicted. “So thanks for that apple, cute touch.” I say, giving him the props for creativity.

He laughs, “You deserve it, Teach.” I can’t believe he brought me Starbucks (ohhh, I haven’t even sipped any yet) and an apple. Briggs is a lot more thoughtful than I ever considered before. Maybe even a little witty.

“Why do you think apples are associated with teachers?” I question. He looks at me, confused. I clarify my question, “Like, I mean, do you think it’s like the whole forbidden fruit, Garden of Eden thing? Are teacher-student relationships so forbidden that people need to remind the teacher of its sinfulness, using an apple as its symbolism?” What am I even talking about? Why am I trying to engage Briggs in a conversation about symbolism? I must be trying to remind myself that this is just about sexual pleasure, not intellectual or emotional connections. Something? Right? 

I can’t distinguish the meaning of the look on his face. I have no idea what he’s thinking, but I realize I’ve gone too far, too deep and for what? He laughs, then retracts his laughter as the hurt is displayed on my face, “No, no, no, I just think that you English teachers look for too much meaning in things. The first letter Kindergarten teachers teach their students is an A, and apple begins with A. Bam! Teachers, apples, there you go.” He looks so sure of himself.

“Hmmm, interesting.” I have to give him that one, makes a lot more sense than my forbidden fruit, sinful representation. 

“Remember that time you gave me a detention?” he asks as I sit behind him, rubbing his back, running my hands all over his strong, muscular back. I figure if I’m behind him, that this can remain a platonic, wholesome soak in the tub. I like that he can’t see how much lust is still in my eyes.

“What? I never gave you a detention.” I smack his back. I rarely give detentions; they’re ineffective. Students don’t care if they have to stay after school, doing homework for twenty minutes. The punishment doesn’t deter their crimes. Usually the 20 minutes is worth the fun they have breaking the rules.

“Oh yes you did!” Briggs turns around and faces me in the tub, pulling my legs up over his. “We were reading that dumb play, Antigone,” pronouncing it “Anti-gone.”

“Antigone (an tee gon ee).” I correct him at the exact time he corrects himself, laughing at me. I splash him, and he grabs my hands, pulling me closer, kissing me softly on the lips. 

“You’re so predictable,” he teases “Anyway, we were reading Antigone, and you asked if it was wrong for Antigone to expect her sister to help bury their brother.”

I glare at him, finally remembering his response, “And you said, yeah it’s wrong, they should just ‘dyke it out’ and make us horny bastards happy.” I smack him, remembering the incident and my anger that accompanied it. “Oh, I was pissed. That was the first detention I’d ever given.” 

“You weren’t pissed,” he counters, looking at me with those eyes. 

“Yes, I was. I so was!” I exclaim, emphatically. 

“Nope, you were biting your lip, trying not to laugh,” he remembers, laughing and shaking his head, as if he knew everything. “You did that shit all year, when someone said something funny, but not ‘school appropriate’ for the classroom.” 

Putting his hand behind my neck and pulling my forehead to meet his, he adds, “It was the second time I knew I wanted you. You became real then, not some stuck up, too-good-for-us teacher.” Briggs takes my hand in his, rubbing my palms, massaging my fingers. 

“But I gave you a detention,” I argue, not wanting him to realize he was right.

“Not because you wanted to, because you had to,” he states, stating correctly. 

Wow, Briggs Alexander has me thinking. Maybe my students aren’t as dumb and as “out of touch” with reality as I think. They always seem so… so… removed from real human interaction and connection. Briggs is truly in tuned, and he is definitely learning expertise in human connection. 

I wrap my legs further around his waist, pulling my body up on his lap. I can feel his hardness again. There’s definitely something to be said about the younger man’s libido. Wow. I kiss him on the nose and kiss his upper lip. He holds me to him, pulling my head to his lips, kissing me deeper, passionately. His hands run down my back, tickling my spine, sending shivers throughout my body. 

“And that, Briggs, is enough for today’s lessons,” I stand, dripping water and what’s left of the bubbles all over his body. He groans, putting his head back against the tub. “We’ll pick up a deeper, more rigorous lesson next time.” I extend my hand, offering to help him up. He takes my hand; yanking him up with both hands. “I need to get some actual work done today.” 
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BY WORK, I really meant, lying by my brother’s pool, figuring out what I was going to do with my life, with my marriage, with my soon-to-be 24 year-old boy toy athlete. I couldn’t spend all morning, afternoon, and night fooling around with Briggs, teaching him to please me in every way I could think of. 

Could I? 

Damn, I wanted to, even sort of felt like I deserved to. 

But, I was an adult with responsibilities and promises to keep. I promised Jocelyn that I ‘d email her a list of what I wanted from my house, so Rick and Dave could pick everything up this week. I didn’t even want to think about it. Part of me, just wanted to leave it all there and let Marcus deal with it. But, I had personal things there, mementoes of my past: photo albums, keepsakes, letters, journals. I needed those things; they were important to me. I wasn’t about to let Marcus destroy more things that were important to me. 

In early May, I promised myself that I would spend five hours a week this summer, at least, trying to write a musical. For years, I’d been wanting to write a modern musical. This was supposed to be the summer that I started. Just because I saw my husband handcuffed to my bed by another woman didn’t mean that I should renege on my promise to myself, giving up on myself. I wanted to outline the plot today, inserting the songs where I thought they’d work the best. I’d spend the summer writing the dialogue and action. I went to work, writing and relaxing out by the pool. 
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“MISS GARRITY?” I hear a voice calling my name, realizing that I must have dozed off in the sun. Waking up, I realize that I wasn’t even in the sun anymore, but shaded by the trees overlooking the other side of the pool. How long had I slept? I turn to the voice. “Miss Garrity, I’m going to start using the edger and weed whacker. I didn’t want to startle you.” Leo’s shy, apologetic words and face are so sincere and heartfelt. 

Oh my God, Leo’s already here to work on the lawn. He was scheduled to come after work. Seriously, how long had I been asleep? “Hey Leo, uhhh, what time is it?” I sit up, confused, rubbing my eyes to adjust to the light. I must look like such a ridiculous loser. 

“It’s almost 6:15,” he declares, looking at his phone. 

“6:15? Crap. I was supposed to get so much done today.” I stand up, gathering my towel to go inside.

“It’s summer vacation; you deserve to relax. Teaching’s a tough job, and a suckie one.” Leo’s smiling abashedly at me. I never noticed his dimples before. Guys, hell, people with dimples are so adorable, so angelic and pure. I wonder if he’s pure—like really pure. Jesus Christ Janelle, get a hold of yourself. 

“You know what?” I say, feeling better. “I did write a few pages, and I made a list. That’s enough for today,” I add, laughing it off, as I decide to swim for a bit. It’s pretty hot out, and I do deserve a break. I sink down on the top step of the pool. God, I love that my brother has a pool. Well, I guess that I have a pool now too. I love water. Pools, oceans, lakes… garden tubs are pretty hot too. Water’s so rejuvenating and so sexy too. 

“Wrote a few pages? Are you writing a book or something?” Leo asks. “Do you mind my asking?” Leo’s so careful, careful not to offend me or overstep his boundaries. His formalities and respect are so charming and out of the ordinary. I’m accustomed to everyone always shoving their way into my life—my business.

“Nah, not really.” Admitting to someone that you’re writing a book or something like that brings on all types of expectations and questions from people. I figure that I’ll just leave it alone, and keep it under wraps.

“Oh okay, because I always thought that you should,” Leo explains, excitedly. Then, realizing how he must sound, he drops his head and stammers “I mean, in class, you would tell these crazy and elaborate stories about stuff that happened to you in college or your family, and you were a great story-teller, captivating really. I always thought that I’d read a book you wrote.” Leo comes across shy, almost like he’s worried that he reveals too much. It’s kind of cute. 

Strangely, I find myself drawn to him, enjoying his company, his inquisitive and polite nature. I never really talked to him when he was my student. A lot of students would hang back to chit chat after class, boys and girls both. They wanted to share stories about their weekends, their boyfriends or girlfriends, their parents, and what they wanted to do after college. I always developed a rapport with them, taking an interest in their lives as people, not just their lives as students. I enjoyed my time with them; they were my students, my kids for a year. Leo never stayed back, never told me about his life. I knew he’d gotten into Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. He’d gotten a full-ride academic scholarship. Normally, a student like him would have been in a higher-level English class, but he’d wanted to take some elective or something and ended up in my Regular Ed. English class. He was by far the smartest student I’d ever had. I often wondered if some of my students could even read. Leo could read and enjoyed reading. My other students—students like Briggs—enjoyed parties, concerts, sex, sports, drugs, alcohol. Leo wasn’t like the rest of them. 

Suddenly, a calming comfort comes over me. “Well, not a book really. I want to write a musical. Have you ever seen Mamma Mia or Billy Joel’s, Moving Out?” I question.

“Hmmm, I’m not sure how to answer that without looking like a pansy,” Leo admits, smiling shyly. “But yeah, I’ve seen both of them—Mamma Mia a few times.” When he starts humming “Dancing Queen,” I choke on laughter in disbelief, gasping for air as he dance a quirky little dance to his own hummed version of the song. 

Leo Cling is funny? Actually pretty damn funny. I had no freaking idea he even had a personality—let alone a charming personality. “Mom loves Abba. They’re both great shows though.” His honesty and sincerity make him easy to talk to and confide in. Pulling a chair over near the step, he sits down and takes a long drink of his water.

“Well, you know how they’re just plays written to fit the songs from those artists?” I ask. Leo nods, urging me to go on. “Well, I want to write the play that goes with Madonna’s music. It almost seems like her songs already tell a story.” I can’t quite read the look on his face. Is it awe; could he really be in awe of my Madonna idea? Interesting.

“Miss Garrity, that’s a great idea! Madonna, she loves publicity; she’d probably even choreograph it for you—as long as you made it hot and sexy enough.” He blushes when he realizes what he just said. “You should do it, for sure.” When he gets up to leave, I can’t help but feel disappointed that he’s leaving so soon. “I should get back to work, wouldn’t want to cheat your brother out of his hard-earned money.” 

“Leo, wait, what about you? What’s been going on with you?” Why am I holding him up? Usually, when a former student, Briggs excluded, is talking to me, I’m ready for them to leave after a few minutes of idle chit-chat. 

Leo stops and sits back down. “Nothing really. I just finished school, got my CPA license, and now I’m saving up to buy a house outside of town a ways,” he announces so nonchalantly, like everyone his age, (23?) was doing exactly that. “Just got a new car and still looking for somewhere around here to work out and keep rowing. That’s about it.” 

“That’s it? That’s pretty impressive Leo. Be proud of yourself,” I exclaim, not at all shocked that he achieved so much already. “And I can’t offer you up a river to row in, but Jasper wouldn’t care if you used his pool for laps or his workout room to lift and run. He’s such an exercise freak. He’d be happy that someone other than him used it.” Smiling and thanking me, Leo stands once again, preparing to leave. 

Again, I’m trying to find something to say to keep talking with him. But why? He has work to do. Why am I suddenly interested in hanging out with him? I know why. I like that when I talk to him, he listens. He focuses on me, not on his Blackberry or iPhone, not on anything around me, just on me. I never got that with Marcus—seemed like he was always looking for something better. 

Not seemed, was looking for something better. 

Leo doesn’t look at me like he wants to rip my clothes off either—even when I’m sitting here in front of him in a bikini—which is also nice. 

Well, somewhat nice, I guess. 

As he walks away, I take in how good-looking he really is. I can’t take my eyes off the definition in his calves and how strong his thigh muscles look. Dipping in to the chilly water, I decide to swim some laps and release some energy. I start getting in a zone, ignoring the environment around me, just swimming. I’m not sure how long or how far I had swum, when I hear muffled noises. I stop swimming and stand disoriented in the water.

“Give me my fucking credit card, you bitch!” I look behind me. Marcus and Lauren are standing at the pool’s edge. Marcus’ rage is apparent by the reddening of his face and the bulge of the veins in his neck and forehead. I gain a slight bit of satisfaction that I can still enrage him as such. Char will be so proud. But more importantly, I cannot believe he came here and came here with HER. 

Dickhead. 

Slutty cum-bucket. 

I put my hair back in the water, getting it slicked back and off my face, like I know he likes. Stupid Robert Palmer video. Marcus isn’t “Addicted to Love”—he’s a addicted to skanky snatch—skanky, smelly snatch. Skanky, smelly, swamp snatch.

Smiling at my alliteration addiction, I open the top of my bikini and look inside, “Hmmm, I don’t have the credit card on me. Actually, last time I saw it, Char was using it. She doesn’t like to leave home without it.” Smirking, I start walking towards the steps.

“Jesus Christ Janelle, I mean it. If you don’t give me that fucking card, I’m going to go get it myself,” Marcus yells, threatening me. 

“Marcus, you asshole, call and cancel it like any other normal person would.” How dare he come here, bring her with him, and yell at me? Who the fuck does he think he is?

“Nellie, I’m so so so so very sorry about all of this, I told Markie that I’d just cancel it for him,” Lauren whines, stroking my husband’s chest and patting his arm. “But you know how he gets when he’s upset. Can you just get the card for us?” she begs. “We have dinner reservations in an hour.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I scream, raging out of the pool, nearly wiping out on the last step. “Get her out of here Marcus, get her the fuck out of here!” 

Markie? 

Nellie? 

“Lauren, get your skanky ass off my property now.” I screech, shaking, raging like I never have before. “Leave! God damn it.”

“Fucking shut your mouth Janelle, don’t even think about talking to her that way,” Marcus warns, coming closer to me, gritting his teeth, like a rabid dog in heat. “She’s more of a woman than you’ll ever be. Apologize! Now!”

Marcus wants me to apologize to her? Who the Hell is he kidding?

“Me? Apologize? To her? Have you lost your fucking mind?” 

Holy Mary Mother of God, I’m going to fucking lose it all over these people right now. I need Char; she can handle this—handle me. I’m way too in over my head here. 

“Markie, let’s just go. Janelle, all I ever wanted was to be your friend.” Lauren whines.

“All you ever wanted was to fuck my husband, you skank-ass whore.” I screech at the top of my lungs—not caring who can hear us. 

Marcus grabs me, and says, “Shut your damn mouth and get my credit card, you bitch.” At that moment, I’m torn from Marcus’ grip, and I hear a crack. Marcus is flat on the ground with a bloody, probably broken, jaw, whimpering like an infant. 

Leo wraps his arm around me, and asks me if I’m okay. I nod, not knowing if it’s the truth or not. Leo yanks Marcus up off the ground, turns him to face me, holds him in a choke-hold and orders, “I think you owe the lady an apology, you son of a bitch.” 

Marcus inhales and spits right in my face. “Fuck her,” he yells. 

Leo tightens the grip, straining Marcus’ head and neck, cutting off his airwaves. “Now asshole.” 

Marcus doesn’t respond; his face changes shade, hidden in crimson. Finally, he mutters, “Sorry.” 

Leo warns, “I’m going let you go, but you’re going to get your ass in your car and leave. Take her with you. Don’t come back, don’t bring her back. You got it?” Still restraining Marcus, he adds, “I said, Got it?” 

Holy Hell, Leo Cling’s a man, a real man: strong, forceful, full of hot, manly, succulent guys-stuff. 

Marcus nods the best he can. Leo scowls at Lauren, “And for God’s sake, get some self-respect. What’s wrong with you?” 

As he releases Marcus, Lauren leaps to Marcus’ side, supporting him, being his crutch as they start toward the gate. I don’t see it, can’t see what he sees in her. Granted, she’s beautiful with her long, naturally curly blond hair. Her bluish-gray eyes are large, perfect for mascara and shadows. Yeah, she has a body that won’t quit; I’ve never seen real boobs that large on such a small frame before. Rumor has it that she’s even had a breast reduction, gone down two sizes, yet she still has enormous breasts. Amazing. So, fine, yeah, I guess I can see what he sees in her, but she’s an idiot. Fucking dumb as a broken doorknob. So dumb. The dumbest. She sleeps with married men, how can that be a turn on for anyone? Obviously, commitment and fidelity mean nothing to either of them. I continue staring at them, watching them, feeling the tears filling my eyes, threatening to spill over. 

Seconds before Marcus gets into the car, he turns, glares at me with all the hatred and venom in the world, and says, “This ain’t over, bitch. I’ll ruin you.” Then, Lauren and Marcus get into his car, and speed away, out of my life, for good. 

Watching them drive off, Leo places an arm around my shoulder, “Miss Garrity, are you okay? Can I do anything for you?” 

At that, the tears do spill over, and I begin sobbing. My entire body trembles with sadness, with fear, and with uncertainty. I can’t control the flooding of tears. Collapsing to the ground, Leo catches me, lifting me up like I’m weightless, and takes me into the pool house. Putting me down on the couch, he walks to the kitchen, opens the fridge, and gets me a bottle of water. 

I take the water, force a smile, and try to joke, “Thanks, but I’m going to need something a little stronger than that.” I try to laugh it off, but it turns into a whimper. 

Going to the kitchen, Leo begins opening cupboards, searching for remedies to ail my broken heart and shattered ego. Finding a bottle of wine and corkscrew, he opens the bottle, filling the Merlot to the crystal brim. Putting the glass on the bar, he motions for me to come sit. He sits opposite me, just watching me. I take a long dramatic drink of my wine, wanting to hide in it, drown in it, and just curl up and die in it. Everyone’s going to know about the shambles my marriage is in. 

Everyone. 

“Want to talk?” Innocence encompasses him; he’s patient and calm. Just minutes ago he had my husband in a choke-hold. What has my life become?

“Nothing to talk about really. Age-old story,” I say, propping my feet on the chair next to me, turning my back on him, sipping my wine. “Girl marries guy. Guy sleeps with secretary. Girl leaves guy. Secretary gets the guy.” I feel so tired, so numb—but so embarrassed. How did my life change so quickly?

“I’m sorry Miss Garrity,” he apologizes, spinning my chair back, so I’m face-to-face with him. “I know it doesn’t count for much, but I could never imagine wanting anyone else if you were my wife. That man lost his mind,” he replies, shaking his head in wonder. “He’ll regret this; he had the world. He had perfection at his fingertips. Now, he’s just settling for damaged, used-up trash.” 

When Leo was complimentary, he always blushed and looked away, as if he’d said too much. This time though, he doesn’t; he stares at me intently—making sure I’m holding on to his every word. I am too—every single syllable of every word. “I mean it too.” 

At that moment, I decide that I was born five years too early. Apparently, all the irresistible guys that are truly worth it were born five years after me. “Thanks Leo, I appreciate that. You’re a good guy. Thanks for helping me out there.”

“Nah, don’t worry about it. Dicks like that have it coming,” he explains, anger flashing on his face. “Guys shouldn’t treat women that way—shouldn’t treat anyone that way.” Dropping his head, shaking it side to side, he adds, “I just don’t get why guys like that seem to get the best women.”

Apparently, we aren’t talking about me anymore. The faraway look on his face tells me that someone else got Leo’s girl—someone who hadn’t deserved her. I remember that he had a girlfriend in high school. Kelsey? Kelsey somebody.

“Leo, are you still with that Kelsey?” I ask, preferring to talk about him, not about my failed marriage.

“Kelsey Galloway? Nah, age-old story,” he shoots back at me, with a pained smile on his face. “She wasn’t who I thought she was. We broke up my first year of college.” Wringing his hands, he slowly shakes his head, indicating that she’s nothing but a painful memory. I want to convince him to tell me more; I know he’s holding back. I tell him that he can trust me, confide in me. Hell, he just uncovered the most personal aspect of my life.

“I guess I can disclose. You just told me something painful and personal. It’s only fair,” he concedes. 

Reluctantly, Leo relays the details of what happened with Kelsey. They’d dated their entire junior and senior years of high school. She was a nice girl, cute in a quirky way, extremely smart. They took things slowly, deciding that they were waiting until marriage (or until at least their engagement) to have sex. They spent the summer before college together every day. Leo wanted to let go of their vow; he wanted her, really wanted her in every sense of the word. It was getting harder every day to not have sex with her. He’d felt like she’d been teasing and tempting him all summer long.

Once college started, he was at Miami, she at Cincinnati. He thought it was perfect that their colleges were so close together. They spent many weekends together, the temptation getting harder and harder. Finally, one day, nearly the end of their freshman year of college, she’d called him and told him that the next weekend she wanted him, was ready to take their relationship to the next level. He blushed telling me the next part of the story. His honesty’s so raw. 

I coaxed the rest of the story out of him. He had a hard time finding the words, barely able to make eye contact with me. It didn’t seem as if he was embarrassed, but as if it was still hard for him to talk about. He’d been carrying this pain, this heartache, with him for years. 

Ever since his senior year, he had been studying sex and the ways to make it better, more pleasurable for everyone. He wanted to make sure everything was perfect. He wanted to make sure he knew as much about sex as he knew about all other subjects he studied. Leo knew exactly what to do, how to do it, and where to do it. He couldn’t wait to finally apply his textbook knowledge to his actual girlfriend. An upperclassman buddy of his had gotten them a hotel room in Cincinnati. Leo pulled out all the stops. He had champagne, strawberries, room service, and bought her a beautiful nightie. He remembered music, bubbles for a bath, candles, flowers, everything. He wanted their first time to be special, memorable, wonderful. He even admitted bashfully that he had single-handedly taken care of himself a few times, to ensure that she enjoyed the evening for a prolonged period of time.

When Kelsey arrived at the hotel, she took one look at him, at the room, at everything and just lost it. Sobbing, she admitted that she had slept with numerous men at college and had given her virginity to a stranger at a party. Leo was devastated. He’d loved and cherished her so much. She begged for forgiveness, which he quickly granted. After some talking, kissing, caressing, she began to undress him, and remove her own clothes. Leo looked at her, despite how much he loved her, he knew then that she wasn’t worth it. He didn’t want to give himself to her; she didn’t deserve him. He stopped her. They talked for a while, ate their cooling dinner, and then he took her back to her dorm. He said that they stayed friendly, but not close. Apparently, she’d gotten pregnant her senior year, didn’t finish her degree, and married the father. They were living in Mason, Cincinnati, somewhat happily. 

Smiling awkwardly, he adds, “Ah well, I’ll know better for next time.” 

Obviously, I know what he means, but I refuse to believe my ears. Leo’s textbook hot—like Webster’s definition of in the raw flesh—hot. “Um, Leo, do you mean that you never, like since then, got to, you know?” 

Holy shit, did I really just ask my student that? 

“Nope. I forced myself to get really into school and crew. I didn’t want get hurt like that again. I just steered clear.” God, it sounds like he’s making a confession—to me of all unholy people. His remorse and shame is evident. 

“Leo, I think that’s fine, wonderful even. Waiting is great. More people should take sex so seriously.” Suddenly feeling very guilty for my recent escapades with Briggs, I break eye contact with Leo, hiding my embarrassment. I’m going to have to stop that nonsense with the Dark Fantasy. Nothing good can come of it, anyway.

“Uh… no… Miss Garrity, I’m not waiting. Believe me. I just haven’t put much effort into women since then. I figured I’d finish school, get a good job, buy a house, get settled, and then start looking for the perfect woman. Someone I could trust, who wouldn’t just crush my heart for sport.” Damn, this kid is so certain of his future, of his plans. I should take lessons from him.

“Well based on what you told me earlier. You’re moving right along your checklist.” I’m proud of him, rather inspired by him to be honest.

“Yep, now I just need to find my perfect woman, someone who knows how fragile the heart is and how easily it can be broken.” He looks at me, seriously looks at me, smiles his dimpled grin and stands up. “Thanks for talking, for listening. If that bastard comes back here, let me know, okay?” Leo leans in and hugs me casually and awkwardly before he leaves. 

Alone, I sit on the chair, refilling my wine and ruminating all that had just occurred. I feel terribly for Leo. Kelsey surely doesn’t deserve Leo; he’s a great guy and deserves so much more. I should fix him up with someone. Char? Oh Christ no! She’d eat him alive. She would definitely let him try out his sexual expertise on her, though. She’d be his naked and willing guinea pig, who’d squeal all night for him. No! Char’s too much for him. He needs someone though, someone perfect. 

Suddenly, the word “perfect” rings in my ear like a giant bell slamming repeatedly into a bass drum. Leo Cling had called me “perfect” earlier? What in the world did he mean by that? 
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I SPENT THE rest of the evening relaying the entire day to Char. It seemed like every story topped the one before it. I wanted to use our “Armageddon” code on her, but didn’t want to overdo it. Twice in three days was over the top. So, I settled for a lengthy phone conversation, while I finished off the bottle of wine Leo opened earlier for me. One thing is for certain, Marcus’ adultery is turning me in to a lush. I never drink this much, just another thing to be more pissed off about. 

“So, who’s it gonna be?” Char asks, excitedly. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Briggs the well-hung, godlike athlete or Leo the wholesome hero? Which one are you going to sleep with first? Which one gets to forage the cobwebs and find your ‘slippery when wet’ love canal?” she questions, giggling like a school girl until she starts choking on her own laughter. Char is her own biggest fan.

Char is totally fucking serious right now, not kidding at all. Char really believes in her heart of hearts that I have a choice to make, when there’s truly no decision to make. Briggs and I just had a little fun, teaching and learning. Leo’s our landscaper who just so happened to be at the right place at the right time.

“Forget it Char; it’s not like that.” Knowing that she doesn’t believe me, I add, “Please don’t ever refer to my vag as a place with cobwebs that needs foraging again.”

Char’s problem is that if she has any interest in a guy, that interest comes straight from the hot spot between her legs. “However,” I continue, “you’ll be happy to know that I’m 100% done with Marcus. When he left with Lauren today, every feeling I’ve ever felt for him was gone. Vanished. Done.” I’m not even trying to convince myself; it’s true. He’s nothing to me anymore. Nothing. 

“Who? I don’t even want to hear his prickless name again.” Char yells. Just mentioning him or Lauren puts her over the edge. I just pray that she runs into them someday, someday when I’m not around. That’ll be a story I’ll gladly listen to on repeat with a tub of hot buttery popcorn and Twizzlers. 

Later, just as I’m about to fall asleep, I decide that I’m going to lie low for a bit, get some writing done, and finish unpacking all of my junk. Rick and Dave are due to get my stuff in a few days; I have a lot to go through, some purging as well. I also need to steer clear of Briggs for a bit, give us some space. Naturally, Char thinks I’m being crazy, but there are definitely things to think about, to consider. What things? I’m not sure. I need a few days, some time alone, to figure it all out. I know I want Briggs, truly want my legs wrapped around him like vice. My body’s aching for him; honestly my body’s pissed at me for not riding him every chance I get. But, I have to be smart about this, think it through. However, it seems like that’s all I ever do lately, think about Briggs. And well, I don’t want to admit it, really don’t want to admit it, but since this afternoon, my mind has wandered a bit to Leo as well. Damn Char. Is she ever wrong? Can I ever fool her? 
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THE FOLLOWING SATURDAY, I’d promised Jocelyn that I’d watch the twins, Kara and Carlee, while she got her hair done. The boys, my nephews, would be at a weekend soccer camp, so it would be a girls-only bonding day. Being a teacher, everyone always seems to think that means you’d love to babysit their kids during the day in the summer. Not true, but I do love spending time with my nieces. Six-year-old little girls are the best. They’re smart, funny, girly, and just the right amount of obnoxious. 

I got up early and ran to the store to get things to bake with them; they love baking. I stopped and picked up some new nail polishes and hair bows, headbands, and other hair accessories. I also bought all the ingredients for many different flavors of Smoothies. We love Smoothies, always have them when we’re together. I want to make sure that we fill the day with as much fun as I can fit in to the babysitting timeslot. 

Thankfully, I convinced Jocelyn to meet a friend for lunch and shop a little before coming back to get them. She always needs coaxing into leaving her kids. I used to think that she lost a lot of her identity when she became a wife and mother, but the reality is that she gained her identity when she married Rick and had four kids. She waited her whole life to be a wife and a mother. And a wonderful mother and wife she is. 

When the girls arrive, their tunnel vision only focuses on the pool. I’m powerless against the call of the water. I can’t compete at all. Makeovers, manicures, pedicures, and cupcake decorating and baking are officially losing out to the chilly enticement of the pool and the lure of the slide and diving board. 

Today is about to turn into a relaxing day by the pool, watching my fish-like nieces frolic in the water, while I bask in the sunlight. I thank God that Jocelyn is an overprotective, “danger-freak” mother and insisted that the girls take swimming lessons for four straight summers and even two winters. These girls could give Ariel a run for her money in the water. Ironically, they’re both wearing Ariel bathing suits, in different colors. Jocelyn hates when twins wear the exact same clothing. She typically “rebels” against the rules of twinsiness by dressing them in the same outfits, but in different colors. She believes that makes all the difference. Nobody can tell her otherwise. 

I grab the rafts, balls, and water noodles and throw an armful of pool fun into the water. The girls are dying to get in, but at Jocelyn’s insistence, I have to slather them in a thick coating of 500-proof sunscreen first. This coming from the same girl who used to cover herself in baby oil and lie lifeless on a raft in the sun for hours is none too shocking and annoying to say the least. Parenthood, it changes people. 

Just as they’re about to get in the water, I hear, “You should wear sunblock too.” My stomach flutters at his voice. I turn to see Leo staring solemnly at me.

“Nah, I like the sun-kissed look.” I respond, smiling and dismissing him.

Either not caring or not hearing me, Leo picks up the sunscreen, squeezes it into his hands, and motions for me to turn around, “I’m not going to get into a discussion about the dangers of UV rays, sun damage, and skin cancer. It blows my mind people still don’t use this crap. It’s so easy to not die.” Leo isn’t really talking to me, more like to himself, but I do exactly as he instructs. 

Leo begins rubbing the lotion onto my shoulders and down my back. His hands are strong and firm on my soft skin. My arms pebble with goose bumps as he rubs the sunscreen in. Dumbfounded, I continue to allow him to coat my body in sunscreen, reveling in the feelings that are overtaking my body. Shivers travel the length of my back. 

Grabbing the tube again, Leo squirts more into his hands, rubs them together, and then massages the lotion into my arms, down to my wrists. The sensation is soothing and tantalizing, putting me at ease. I can’t lie, I enjoy his hands on my back and arms, even welcome it. After the incident the other day, I feel safe around Leo. I don’t move; I stand, allowing him to take care of me in the sun. 

In my reverie and relaxed state, I didn’t realize he’d gotten more lotion. When Leo begins rubbing the lotion into the back of my thighs, I quiver as his movements send waves of excitement throughout my body, especially heightening the electricity between my legs. Feeling weak in the knees, I have great difficulty standing up, trying to support my weight. He moves to the backs of my knees, a very sensitive and thrilling spot for me. Without warning or control, I sigh, more like moan at the touch of his hands. If he’s applying it, then sunscreen is about to become my new daily ritual. Holy Hell. 

Leo stands abruptly, wipes his hands on my towel, and says, “There you go. I need to go pick up the mulch.”

And he leaves. 

Just like that. 

I feel strange, rather embarrassed by the events that just transpired. I thought that… I’m not sure what I thought, but it didn’t play out like I’d imagined. Did I imagine? Crap. I don’t know anything anymore. I decide to put lotion on the front of my body, down my legs, on my arms, and on my stomach. With the crap-ton of sunblock on my back, my tanlines will be crazy uneven if I don’t at least put some on my front. Applying the sunscreen to the front of my body is not nearly as titillating when I’m doing the application myself, I lament. 

After a few hours of watching the girls play and writing my Madonna musical on my laptop (which by the way, is not going well at all), I decide to call the girls out of the pool. I allow them to stay outside, but not in the water while I go inside and make lunch. I promise them a poolside picnic with Smoothies and fresh fruit, which forces them to agree to sit and stare at the pool while I get lunch ready. 

As I’m putting the finishing touches on their peanut butter and banana sandwiches and traying up the food and drinks, I hear splashing—the definite sound of kidlets in the water, disobeying my rules. Pissed at the girls for not listening, I storm out to the pool, yelling at them for their total disregard for my rules, which is very unlike them in the first place. They are the epitome of rule-followers. 

Immediately, I see Kara soaring through the air while Carlee stands poolside clapping and shouting with glee. How can she be that high in the air? Then, I see Leo, happy, shirtless, in the water, laughing and carefree. 

“My turn, my turn!” Carlee squeals. Kara climbs out of the pool, while Carlee cannon-balls in and swims to Leo. He picks her up and catapults her into the air. She squeals with delight before making a splash into the deep end of the pool. It really is an adorable sight, but it doesn’t negate the fact by any stretch of the imagination that the girls blatantly disobeyed me. Being a teacher, I know firsthand how you must nip misbehavior at its onset, otherwise, you end up with worse behavioral issues with teenagers. 

“Carlee, Kara, get over here now!” They all three stop smiling and move abruptly, turning to look at me. “What did I tell you?” Both girls drop their heads and start swimming toward me. 

“Miss Garrity, I’m sorry, my fault. I told them that it would be okay.” Leo swims to the side of the pool, hoisting his body out of the water. His muscles ripple as he uses his upper body strength to get out. His skin’s glistening in the sun, wet and strong. I look away quickly. He definitely ignites feelings in me—feelings I should not be having for a former student. Then as if my mind wants to fuck with me, I immediately wonder what Briggs is doing. When did I become such a slut? Well, more like a wanna-be slut. 

Leo’s still trying to explain himself while I’m lost in my lustful imagination. “The girls were moping by the pool. I told them that I’d watch them.” He begins to explain, appearing adorably guilt-ridden. “I promise you, I was a certified lifeguard. I figured that’d be fine.” He explains apologetically. “I should’ve asked first. I’m sorry. It must’ve scared you.” He walks over to me dripping wet, without a towel. I permit myself one long look. 

I hand him my towel. “It’s okay, Leo, really,” I reply. Looking at Carlee and Kara, “Girls, I’m not mad; you should’ve just checked with me first,” I admonish, shaking my head and smiling. I just cannot be mad at those two love nuggets. “Come on girls. Lunch is ready.” I walk back in to Jasper’s pool house, my house, and get the food and Smoothies.

Returning to the patio, I see the girls sitting at the table, wrapped in towels, remorsefully awaiting their lunches. Glancing down at the tray, I’m shocked to see that I’d made four of everything. I have four sandwiches, four Smoothies, and four fruit cups. Did I make four of everything out of habit, counting Marcus? Or had I just absently included Leo in our lunch plans, hoping he’d join us? It wasn’t typical for Marcus to join the girls and me or all the kids and me for a day of fun. He always considered a day that I was with my nieces and nephews as a day he could golf or go to some sports bar with his buddies. I know why I’d made enough for Leo to join us. It isn’t rocket science. I like his company. I want him to join us.

“Hey Leo, you hungry? There’s plenty.” I call to him nonchalantly, putting all the food out on the table. 

“I thought you’d never ask. Starving. Where’s everyone else’s?” he asks as he pretends to put all the food in front of himself, acting like a ravenous monster eating up the food. The girls laugh and try to steal their food back from him. Marcus never once tried to develop any sort of relationship with my nieces. He saw them more as a burden than anything else. 

“Enough you three,” I scold, emphasizing the word three. “There’ll be plenty of play time for you kids once you eat your lunch.” He really is cute with the girls. I never understood the saying, “making your ovaries explode” until right now. 

“Yes Ma’am,” they all grumble. Leo looks over at me, smiling with a glint of humor in his eye. He winks at me and chuckles. Those dimples are going to be the death of me. Dimples should come with a warning… a warning and a condom. 

After lunch, the girls and Leo clean up the plates and cups, bringing everything back to the pool house. Insisting that I not lift a finger since I made the entire lunch and since they’d given me quite a scare, Leo persuades me to sit back on the chaise and relax, but I can’t help but watch as the girls are captivated my Leo’s charm, obeying his every order. They’re only six-years-old, but are entranced by him. It’s as if Justin Bieber himself is helping them clean up. They may have Bieber Fever, but I’m the one who can’t control my temperature. 

After dousing the girls in another gallon of sunscreen, they dive into the water, begging Leo to join them. Apologizing, he attempts to explain that he still has a lot of landscaping to finish, but did enjoy his afternoon with them. Carlee and Kara are relentless, not giving up that easily. Finally, he caves and offers an ultimatum, “I’ll play if your aunt will join us too.” That’s all it takes. 

The girls leap out of the pool, attempting to drag me into the water. I don’t budge and will not budge. “Help us Leo, Aunt Janelle’s too heavy,” they beg.

“Hey, don’t call me heav—”

Seconds later, Leo hoists me into his arms and jumps into the pool, holding me like a bride on her wedding night. We splash into the water. I’m laughing and sputtering; it isn’t a graceful water entrance. I got nothing on those Maybelline waterproof mascara chicks. 

With water up my nose and burning down my throat, I splash and kick at Leo. “You jerk, you could’ve warned me. I still have my watch on.” I hit his arm.

“Ohhh, I didn’t know. Did I ruin it?” he asks, reaching for my wrist.

I jump up on his shoulders, trying to dunk him, “Nah, it’s waterproof. What the heck? Go under!” I yell, pushing with all my might. He doesn’t move at all. It’s like trying to dunk a cement statue, bolted down with chains, bricked into cement. Dude doesn’t move.

He laughs. “Are you trying to do something here?” he jabs, mocking me. Frustrated, I refuse to give up, still trying to trip him so he sinks down into the water. “Are you trying to do this?” he asks, grabbing me, lifting me with ease, and throwing me through the air. I haven’t been thrown into a pool since I was the girls’ age. It’s fun, really fun. Ahhh, to be young again. Coming up for air, I’m laughing, feeling happier and lighter than I’ve felt in a long time. 

The girls are yelling and clapping. I motion for the girls to throw their bucket to me and to come help. They grab the bucket, chuck it at me, and jump in right by Leo. We’re all splashing , dumping bucketfuls of water on him, at him. 

Leo, being a good sport, but feigning anger, steals the bucket and throws it poolside. Swimming over to me, he grabs my wrists, wraps his arms around me, and pins my hands to my back. His body presses against me, his arms securing me tightly. We’re laughing uncontrollably as he dunks me backward, pulling me immediately back up. He gives me a few seconds to breathe, before dipping me back under the water. Coming back out of the water the second time, I gasp for air, coughing a bit.

Leo lets one of my arms free and wipes the water from my face. “You okay?” he asks with concern in his eyes, his smile fading, and his dimples disappearing. He’s holding me so close, looking at me as though I’m fragile, breakable, something to protect. My breath catches, and my eyes widen.

“Uhhh Janelle, where are my girls?” Jocelyn’s standing by the pool’s steps, hands on her hips, questioning me about more things than just her girls. There’s more of a question of “what’s really going on here?” on her face. At that moment, I see the girls out of the corner of my eye. I distract Leo by motioning him toward the ladder to get out. The girls come running out of the bushes with the hose, blasting Leo right in the face with ice cold, hose water. He jumps out of the pool and charges at the girls, taking each one under each of his arms, kicking and screaming, as he jumps back in the water. The girls resurface with giggles and delight, marking the second time I understand the term “ovarian explosion.”

Jocelyn cuts the fun short; she needs to get going. The boys need picked up from their soccer camp. The girls make Leo promise profusely that he’ll be there again to play with them. Reluctantly, they gather their stuff and go with Jocelyn, leaving Leo and me alone. Suddenly, I feel nervous, apprehensive about what’s to come.

“Did I ever tell you about the time my parents were going to call the school and complain about you?” he asks as he gathers towels and bottles of sunscreen. 

“Ummm NO! About what? What did I do?” I’m floored. Parents never complain about me. I’m the coveted and glorified teacher. Parents beg guidance counselors to put their kids in my classes. Not the other way around. This is definitely news to me.

Leo sits down on the top step of the pool, leaning back on the stairs’ handrail. He looks young with his hair wet, his damp skin glistening in the sunlight. Well, he is young. “Remember the time you told us that you didn’t really listen to music and everyone in the class went ballistic and asked what you did in the car then?” I get that same question every year in class. Teenagers just can’t understand that everyone doesn’t blast music at eardrum-breaking decibels while cruising down the street.

“Well, you said, ‘I either talk on my cell or listen to Howard Stern,’” he explains. That is the truth, I never do anything else. “That Christmas, I asked my parents for a subscription to Sirius satellite radio. I wanted Howard too.” 

Everyone should really get to start their days with Howard Stern. Howard is my happy wake up; he’s better than Starbucks in the morning. 

Leo continues, “My parents were pissed. They said that you condoning Howard Stern was a bad influence on me.” I can’t believe I’m just hearing about this. 

“But I never TOLD you to get Howard Stern. I never even talked about what he said or did on the radio. I just said that’s what I did instead of listening to music.” I explain, totally freaking out. I don’t want the Clings to think that I’m trying to persuade my students to partake in deviant behavior. Howard’s a radio comedian in my opinion. I love him. 

“I know, I know. Relax. I convinced them to leave it alone,” his voice softens as he tries to ease my concern. “I didn’t get Sirius back then. They wouldn’t hear of it. I have it now though. It’s good stuff.” He’s smiling at me, but I feel awful. I hated that I caused friction in his family and that his parents thought that I was a bad influence. I don’t want parents to think poorly of me. Maybe I should stop hanging out with my hot, young male students then. Former students.

I sit down next do Leo on the other side of the handrail, “So, do they hate me now?” I feel like such a loser.

“No, they like that I’m doing work for you now. They still show all of their friends that scrapbook you made us do.” Leo picks up the water in his hands and squirts it out of his fist. “They ended up thinking you were pretty cool, just like everyone does.” He’s not looking at me, just staring down at his hands, watching the water fly through the air. 

“Well that’s good. I guess I redeemed myself at some point, right?” I question. He’s so easy to talk to. I feel like we’ve been friends since childhood. 

“I remember when I first thought that you were the cutest teacher on Earth,” he admits.

I cut him off, “If you say one word about my baby costume…” 

Leo laughs, “Oh no, that costume is when I decided I needed to start studying the female anatomy.” A look of raw animal lust quickly crosses his face. “Man, I knew as soon as I saw you in that getup that I had to know exactly how and what to do if I ever got the chance to unzip it.” His look is faraway and reminiscent. “I studied my ass off. Kelsey never even evoked that kind of reaction from me.” He confesses so matter-of-factly.

“Leo!” I shriek. I can’t believe Leo Cling of all people just said something like that to me.

“What? You can’t fault me for that. It was so… so… I don’t know, crazy sexy.” He doesn’t look embarrassed or nervous saying that to me at all. I wonder why. “Miss Garrity, it’s all anyone talked about, guys that is,” he says. Turning toward me, he looks perplexed, “That’s what I couldn’t figure out. Girls knew we were talking about how hot it was, but every time they get a chance to wear costumes, they dress like trashy whores. I never got that.” He looks truly baffled, shaking his head in disbelief. “I still don’t get it.” Leo’s smarter than most boys—men—I talk to. He has wisdom that’s refreshing and pensive at the same time. He’s wise beyond his years.

“Okay, remind me that if I ever find that costume in my boxes of junk to shred it and then burn the pile to ashes.” I shake my head, defeated and baffled.

“I’ll pay you 500 bucks for it,” he offers. “It’d probably go for 10 grand on Ebay if you model it.” Holy fuck. Leo’s got mad skills in the complimentary department.

Continuing, he says, “Anyway, remember when we were doing Macbeth?” 

How could I forget? It’s the worst part of the senior curriculum. They say that Shakespeare is timeless, but try telling that to teenagers in 2014, while they sit deciphering archaic language simultaneously. It’s a freaking nightmare. “You must’ve told us a hundred times that you were only a few steps ahead of us, because it was not only the first time you’d taught it, but the first time you actually read it too.” It was. I had no idea what I was doing.

“I remember.” I groan. I butchered my Macbeth lessons that year. It’s a wonder I didn’t get fired after that unit. I had no idea what I was talking about. 

“We got to that part when Lady Macbeth says those lines about ‘given suck’ and some kid asked how she knew what that felt like to nurse a baby if they didn’t have kids.” Leo laughs at the memory, amused. Man, seniors can be idiots. They just can’t leave things alone.

“You didn’t know. You spent almost the entire week trying to figure it out,” he recalls, with a look of amazement on his face. “You asked all the other English teachers, and they didn’t know.” Leo shakes his head and smiles at me. “You then called one of your college professors from Ohio State to get the answer. Remember?” Leo seems almost awestruck retelling the story.

Oh, I remember. I was such an idiot back then. Leo’s referring to Act I Scene vii, when Lady Macbeth says:

 

I have given suck, and know

How tender ‘tis to love the babe that milks me:

I would, while it was smiling in my face,

Have pluck’d my nipple from his boneless gums,

And dash’d the brains out, had I so sworn as you

Have done to this.

 

Lady Macbeth is basically trying to persuade her husband to keep a promise he made to her, by guilting him into doing so. Isn’t that what all wives want anyway? To ensure that their husbands keep their promises, their vows? Well, in her case, she’s a power-hungry bitch who wanted her husband to kill the King for her, but that’s beside the point. I just wanted mine to keep the promise that he made on our wedding day—to not fuck other chicks. 

Anyway, nobody cared about Macbeth, probably hadn’t in the last century, but I had to teach it. Well, I ‘d just explained to my students that Macbeth was destined to never have children, and some smartass kid said, “Who was she breast-feeding then?” I had no freaking idea. I was new, wanted to educate my students, educate myself. So, I spent nearly forever trying to figure it out. Instead of just telling the kid to read and move on, I wanted to find out for him. The only remotely valid answer I ever got was, “Historians believed that Lady Macbeth was married and mothered children before marrying Macbeth.” What the heck kind of answer was that and where were these previous kids in the play? I had no idea. 

“I loved how passionate you got about finding the answer for us. Most teachers would’ve said that it didn’t matter, but you didn’t give up. It was cool,” he compliments. Then surprising me entirely, he adds, “I also liked hearing you say ‘nipples’ all the time.” Leo chuckles. I kick water at him. “Hey, I was 17; my hot teacher was saying ‘nipples,” he confesses. One thing that I’ve learned for sure in the last few weeks is that I had no idea how little it took to turn on 17-year-old boys. And here, I just thought I was teaching English. 

It was starting to get late. I told Jasper that I’d cook dinner at his house for him. He had things he wanted to talk to me about. I explain to Leo that I need to get a shower and go to the “main house.” We both laugh at “main house.” Leo says that he needs to get going as well, explaining that he feels guilty for wasting an entire day playing in the pool, instead of doing the landscaping for Jasper. I don’t admit that Jasper will be pissed, but I’ll handle Jasper. 

Leo gets out of the pool first, grabbing a towel for me, holding it out like a mother holds a towel for her child when the kid gets out of the water. I hesitate momentarily, and then walk into the cloth as Leo wraps the towel and his strong arms around me. My arms are pinned against my sides, trapped inside the towel. I’m afraid to look up, into his eyes, at those cherubic dimples. I pause, then slowly look up at him. He rubs my arms, up and down my arms and shoulders, drying me off and staring at me the entire time. When he asks if I’m warm enough; I nod, licking my lips, not taking my eyes from him. I wait. 

I’m again surprised when he releases me, and steps back a few steps, away from me. Then, he simply and innocently asks if he can borrow one of the towels over on the chair. Shocked, I nod and throw a towel in his direction, not reaching him. He walks to pick it up, thanks me for lunch, and starts to get his shoes on. 

“I had fun today Miss Garrity,” he says, smiling. “You’re fun and easy to talk to.” Walking toward the water toys, he stops, and says, “Plus, it’s always a good day to hang out with a hot chick in her bikini.” He chuckles, flinging his towel at me. 

Leo puts the rafts and buckets back in the storage shed and leaves. I stand there confused and extremely disappointed. There’s no doubt about it; I’d wanted Leo Cling to kiss me, really kiss me. I could almost taste his lips on mine. I wanted to feel his mouth on mine. I’d wanted nothing else since he saved me from Marcus the other day. I gave him all the signals, didn’t resist it at all, and he didn’t take the cue. 

Or maybe he didn’t want to take the cue? 

Maybe, he’s resisting me? 

Damn, I’ll have to conquer that, fix that. I want to kiss his lips, taste him, and even lick his adorable dimples when he grins. Hell, he said he studied the woman’s anatomy—because of me. I want to know if his studies paid off. I have to know. 
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“JASPER, NO, I can’t drop everything and go to New York City on Monday.” 

I cooked dinner and even cleaned up his house, so we could talk, figuring we were going to talk about my future, my musical, and even Marcus. I was dead wrong. Apparently, talking meant that he needed another favor from me. I knew that if I moved in to his pool house that I’d be forever in his debt, especially since he turned my 50 grand into 250 grand. 

“And you didn’t even touch your potatoes or chicken,” I whine. Jasper only ate his vegetables and salad—as always.

“Nelle, I’m not eating breaded chicken; you should know that by now, Christ,” he cringes, picking it up and looking at it, like it’s a dead rat soaked in semen. “And there’s so much cheese on those potatoes, I wouldn’t shit for a week,” he explains, shaking his head. “You really should start watching what you eat, especially now that you’re back on the market.”

“Jasper, I’m not—” 

Cutting me off, he adds, “You could use some exercise, getting a little flabby.” Jasper’s staring at my gut, pointing at my stomach. Leave it to Jasper to say it like it is. I haven’t gained one pound in three years, not one. I’m damn proud of that fact. Granted, I could use a little cardio and toning, and probably a little yoga too, but geez, back off. 

He continues, ignoring my pissed and stunned reaction, “I need you to go for me. I need to be in Atlanta for an important meeting.” He stops his explanation, thinking that he’d explained himself thoroughly. Realizing, that I’m still not sold, he says, “I promised I’d be at this fundraiser in New York—with my wallet. You need to go for me, represent Garrity Advertising… with my wallet… and my credit card.” 

Hmmm… in New York City… with is credit card? I like the sound of that.

“What do you mean, with your credit card?” I ask, fishing for some incentives.

“You can use the company card and my personal card. You can spend $1,000.00 on clothes and shit for the event, and use the company card for all other New York expenses.” 

He takes a drink of his water, gulping it down quickly. “Just go to the gala, represent me and the company, and donate 20 grand to the March of Dimes. That’s it.” 

Wow. That sounds fantastic. “One of our account reps will be with you too. She just graduated last fall from James Madison in Virginia.” I can tell that he’s done talking. He’s nearing the end of his patience with me. You only get a few moments of Jasper’s time. 

“She’s new, but good. Just moved back here, take her, show her the ropes. You’ve worked for me before. You know what’s what.” He opens his wallet, getting out both credit cards. 

“I’ll do it Jasp, but you owe me.” I take the cards from him.

“I don’t owe you shit; you’re getting a pretty sweet deal. I have to go, need to run a few miles. I have a running date,” he starts to walk toward his bedroom. Stopping, he adds, “By the way, clean this mess up before you leave.” 

Jasper leaves the room, grabbing more green beans as he goes. Green beans. What an ass! An ass who just gave me a thousand bucks to blow in New York City. Cha-ching! I start cleaning up and say a silent prayer that no guy ever asks me out on a running date. What the hell? 
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“ARE YOU KIDDING me? I’m so jealous. Did you ask if I could come too?” Char’s whining on the phone. “Can’t we spend the 1000 tomorrow BEFORE you go on Monday?” she begs, offering up a valid argument. It would be more fun to go shopping with her tomorrow instead of alone in New York. But, I want clothes from 5thAvenue, deserve them really if we’re being honest.

“Char, I want Manhattan clothes. I get to pretend I’m rich,” I whine petulantly. She and I love pretending we’re loaded. We both know that being a teacher and a real estate agent in Ohio will never make us millions, so pretend riches are the closest we’ll ever get.

“I know but that just sucks. This has been luckiest two weeks for you. I’m so jealous,” Char pouts back. “First you get rid of that Fuck, then you have two young studs pining for you… and now… now you get New York and Jasper’s money. I want to be you.” 

I love talking to Char. She always makes me feel so good about myself. Leave it to her to think that the end of my marriage is one of the best things that’s ever happened to me—something to be jealous of, no less. Maybe it is pretty great. Things seem awfully damn great right now. But, reality hasn’t really set in yet. But I do love Char; everyone should get to have a Char in her life. 

Once we hang up, I check myself out in the full-length mirror in the hallway, pulling my shirt up, scrutinizing my stomach. Flab. Bowls of flab. Jasper’s right. It’s time to start working on my body. In my defense, I did start swimming once I moved in here. I’ve done laps like two—maybe three times. 

Fine! I’ll do a quick yoga video before bed, let it relax me and help this Jell-o belly at the same time, before Bill Cosby comes in and does a commercial with me. Honestly, I still have no idea how a flat stomach can still be so flabby. Isn’t it enough that I’ve been eating right, well somewhat right, and making sure I don’t put on a ton of weight? 

I know so many wives and mothers who just let themselves go to the pudgy-pounding shit-can once they get married and have kids. I swore to myself that I wasn’t going to let that happen. I promised myself that I would be a sexy wife and mother, so Marcus always felt proud of the woman on his arm. A lot of fuck that did me now. I should’ve eaten my weight in Chunky Monkey. 

Nearly twenty minutes into my video, I start feeling pretty good, yet extremely sore form the lack of practice. I’m shoving my ass in the air in the infamous “downward dog” position when I hear a slight knock on the window directly behind me. I peek through my legs, making out Briggs’ silhouette in the dark. I motion for him to come around; the door’s unlocked. 

Walking through the door, he says, “Don’t mind me; I’m just enjoying the view.” He sits down right behind me and adds, “Mmm… mmm… mmm… really enjoying the view, baby.” 

“Briggs Alexander, I do not think so, get your sexy ass down here and stretch with me,” I grunt through the rest of the held position.

“Nah… thanks… I’m good,” he says, sitting back and placing his hands behind his head, grinning from ear-to-ear. Briggs looks good—too good. His dark jeans are nicely-fitted, not the hanging-half-way-down-his-butt denims that he sported so often during his high school days. These sculpt to perfection on him. His fitted turquoise v-neck is tucked in and the sleeves are folded and pushed to his elbows. The shirt’s that thin, flimsy material that only well-built, muscular men can pull off. And Briggs can certainly pull it off—so well that I’m fighting the desire to pull it right off his body. A grey t-shirt peeks out at the V in his neckline. The blue and gray shirts bring out the blue in his eyes, making the whole package a sight for my poor, sexually deprived eyes. Briggs is beautiful; there is no other way to describe him. He’s mesmerizing. Yummy.

“I don’t think you quite understand Mr. Alexander. Get down here and stretch with me, young man,” I order, honing in on my teacher voice. “Now.”

“Awww man, I came here to take you out, maybe get a drink, something to eat,” he whines a little. His eyes get a mischievous glint, and then he adds, “I don’t know, maybe we could dance a little, heat up the dance floor like we did the other night.” I shake my head, not budging on my decision that we are working out—together. Briggs stands and pulls of his shirts, “I don’t want to get all hot and sweaty.”

“Now Briggs, that disappoints me. Are you sure, you’re not still planning on getting maybe a little hot and sweaty with me tonight?” I ask, walking over to him, slowly and seductively. His eyes travel the length of my body, drinking in the sight of me with my body glistening with sweat, wearing only my sports bra and my boy-cut Victoria’s Secret tight, booty shorts. 

“I mean, yeah, I want to get hot and sweaty, but… but… not by exercising,” he admits, still staring at me, taking in every inch of my body. His stare, the desire in his eyes, is enough to make me wet. I nibble lightly on his ear, running my one fingernail down his chest and stomach. I stick the tip of my tongue in his ear while my finger trails below his waistline.

“Screw drinks and dancing, maybe we should just stay right here,” he announces with lust in his eyes and a growl in his voice.

“A big football player like you should know that exercise increases endorphins, which also increases one’s sex drive. Maybe with some more exercise, I’d want to take the wheel and drive a little.” I tease as I undo his belt buckle, yanking the belt from around his waist. “You know, you’d be able to do more if you got out of those jeans. I’m feeling a little underdressed here.” 

Within seconds, his jeans are next to his shirt in a pile on the floor. Standing before me in his boxer briefs and gray tight t-shirt, I find myself growing more hungry for him than I was before. It’s amazing how ravenous I can get while exercising. I can get really used to staring at him all day long. His build and skin are flawless. He’s like a sculpted art form, perfect in every way. “Lose the other shirt, too,” I command.

Not missing a beat, he sheds his gray t-shirt, unveiling the most exquisite upper body on the planet. “I’m ready, do what you want.” He puts his arms out, offering himself to me. I put another video in the DVD player and hit “play.” It’s a more advanced video, but I want to see him struggle.

We spend the next 60 minutes doing the video, laughing and joking throughout. Maybe Jasper’s right, exercise dates are pretty memorable, but I’m counting on making this date much more memorable. After the video ends, I go to the kitchen, getting us each an icy glass of water, filling each glass with ice cubes. We drink the water quickly, replenishing what fluids were lost during the workout. Briggs doesn’t take his eyes off of me. I like the appraisal, crave it, savor it.

“I don’t know why you’re spending so much time working on that body, it’s working for you just fine.” He grabs me, pulls me to him, and begins nuzzling my neck.

“Same reason you do, so people can spend hours worshipping the work I’ve put in to it,” I spin around and then wrap his arms around me, placing his hands on my breasts. “Start worshipping, Briggs, I need it.” I giggle, moving his hands over my breasts. 

“Well look who’s rushing things,” he says as he lifts my sports bra off, leaving me naked from the waist up. Still flushed and damp from the workout, I’m burning up with need for this man. He takes an ice cube from his glass, sucks the excess water off, and begins tracing my collarbone with the cube. The icy sensation is thrilling, chilling me on the outside, heating me up on the inside. 

“Oooh… wow… Briggs,” I whimper, leaning my head back against his chest as he continues to manipulate my nipples with the chilled delight. Turning slowing to face him, I grab an ice cube from his glass, putting the cube in my mouth, allowing the ice cube to melt onto his skin and into my mouth as I travel from his neck to his chest, concentrating on his nipples. They harden from the cool contact, making him groan. He hoists me up, throws me over his shoulder and grabs his glass as he walks into my bedroom. 

“You’re a fucking great teacher, but sooner or later, I might have to take the actual test.” He tosses me on the bed, grabs the waistband of my sporty booty shorts, and peels them from my body. “No underwear… fuck.” He growls as he crawls up the length of my body. “And that wax job, damn. I’m going lose it before I even touch you,” he says, shifting himself in his underwear. 

“My underwear goes up my butt when I do yoga, sorry.” I smile, winking at him. “I’ll guess I’ll wear them next time.”

“Sorry… uhhh… man… not necessary. Not necessary at all. I should be thanking you.”

Briggs’ body comes down on me, pinning me to the mattress. I can feel his rigidness between my legs. Kissing me for what feels like an eternity, I begin to feel an almost painful intensity between my legs. I want release, need release. Briggs is teasing me in the most gratifying and torturous manner. I created a monster. Thank God, I created this monster. I can’t wait for this animal to unleash himself as he eats me up and tears me apart. 

Taking another ice cube from the glass, he places it between his lips and trails it sensually down my neck to my nipples, sending shivers throughout my body. Sucking the ice cube all the way back into his mouth, he returns to my nipples again; they strain and pebble with arousal. Sucking the ice cube and my nipple simultaneously into his mouth, my body alights in desire and want. I feel the heat from his breath, coupled with the freezing sensation of the ice cube. Between my legs, the familiar feelings of heat and twinges begin. I want him tonight. 

Briggs removes the ice cube from his mouth, allowing the droplets of water to land on my stomach, in and around my belly button. The water’s cold, but the heat from his mouth and tongue, as he licks the water off my body, threatens to send me over the edge. I never knew it before, but Holy Christmas, Briggs Alexander is a fast, capable learner. A scholar—the fucking valedictorian of sex education.

Getting another ice cube from his glass, he holds it in his hand, tracing it from my belly button to the top of my pubic bone and back up again. Nearly involuntarily, I gyrate my hips, pleading for him to touch something, taste something, penetrate something. My God, what happened to the fast-paced, gotta have it Briggs? What have I done? This is torture, pure agony. Moving my legs further apart, Briggs drips the water right between my legs. He opens me slightly, letting chilled water fall softly onto the center of my desire. I gasp. I just want him to touch me, create friction, give me my pent up release. He won’t. This time he’s got the ball, and we’re playing by his rules. 

“Briggs, please, I was wrong. You were right. Just… oh… God.” I hate begging him, but the prolonged pleasure is becoming painful. 

He chuckles, “This is what you wanted, Teach. You wanted me to slow down and take my time.” I pull on my own nipple, hoping to tempt him into finishing me. “You told me not to rush through my work and take more pride in it. I’m just doing my assignment.” His voice betrays him, coming out raspy, full of desire. At least, I know this is getting to him, too. I need to know that he wants me—craves me like I crave him.

Without warning, he inserts the ice cube inside me, not letting it go, but keeping it just inside of me, causing my body to quake with shivers. Circling my clit with his tongue, applying pressure and releasing, all the while the ice cube melts inside me, water trickling out and down my behind. The sensation is spectacular. I’m torn between wanting him to stop and wanting him to continue. I can’t determine if it’s too cold or too perfect or too hot. 

I love it.

I hate it.

I need more of it. 

“Briggs, I’m going to… oh God… Briggs…” I feel the orgasm coming from deep within. He lets up on the pressure, prolonging my orgasm by removing the ice cube and using his fingers to stimulate my hardened bud. He’s still rubbing me, when he sidles up beside me, using that same small sliver of ice to tease my nipple. Again, my orgasm approaches as he takes the ice cube away from my nipple, and looks into my eyes with those blue lustful eyes. Without warning, Briggs does the most erotic thing ever and pops what’s left of the ice cube into his mouth, chomping and smiling, moaning with desire as he swallows the ice cube. 

Holy smoldering Hell, he just ate the ice cube that was just inside of me. How hot is that? Briggs Alexander wants every single piece of me, and he’s going to stop at nothing to get me. He flutters his fingers around my clit again, applying soft pressure. In doing so, I explode with a powerful orgasm, holding him against me, biting into his bulging bicep. 

Coming down, still breathing hard, I say, “I guess this is what it’s like when you have students who go on to Harvard or Yale and you only got into Ohio State yourself.” I run my knuckles over his cheeks and down his neck. “Damn Briggs, you surpassed my expectations. Gold star for you.” I kiss his chest, tonguing his nipples, tugging them slightly. 

“You haven’t seen nothing yet babe.” He’s gained all the cockiness back from our first night together. He rolls over, pulling me on top of him. I sit astride him, as he kneads and rubs my nipples. His shaft rubs hungrily on my backside, straining to break free from his boxer briefs. 

I love the look of my skin on his; the contrast is sexy. I crave him and let him know as I run my hands all over his pecs and abs. His body is chiseled and rippled unlike any man I’d ever touched and explored before. I use my nails lightly to tickle his stomach and happy trail. Briggs shivers and his penis jerks, begging for freedom. Softly, I tickle the insides of his thighs and begin massaging his leg muscles. I fondle him delicately through his underwear, but we both know that this time, that’s not going to be enough. 

Hooking my thumbs into his waistband, I free his erection. It’s large, larger than any I’ve ever seen, thicker than I ever dreamed possible. It’s even bigger than that night on the couch; his arousal and excitement is clearly evident. Intimidation overcomes me. I hesitate; he groans. I can’t do this to him again, but I’m not ready to take that on. Surely, I’ll give him release; I’ll let him finish. But I can’t allow him to penetrate me now, not tonight. I’m not ready—maybe that’s greedy and selfish—but I just can’t, not tonight. 

I position myself further down his body, grasping his penis in my hand. I stroke it slowly, releasing the grip, petting him lightly. His hips begin to move; his breathing increases. I use one finger to tickle and massage his shaft as my other hand kneads the flesh of his testicles, rolling them in my hand. If he wants to tease one another, then the game is on. I stop touching his penis and move to the sensitive area between his legs. I tickle it lightly, increasing the pressure and releasing it. I traced the line of his crack, dipping my fingers slightly in and around his hole. 

“Janelle,” Briggs begs. It’s one word; it begs so much. He wants me. He needs me. I’m torturing him equally so. I take his penis into my mouth. He gasps with delight and surprise, whimpering as I suck him slowly. Moving as far down his penis as I can handle, I work my way slowly back up, allowing my hand to follow my mouth, applying a squeezing and releasing pressure as I do so. His hands grip the sheets as his hips move to help me.

With his penis still in my mouth, I whisper, “I know Briggs, I know.” The vibrations from my words increase his desire. I suck and pump harder; his hands stay on my head, playing with my hair, not pushing or directing me in any way. Briggs relinquished complete control to me, allowing me to please him as I know how. My other hand reaches for his. I hold it tightly in my own. He thumbs the back of my hand as I suck him harder, further down my throat. It’s intimate, too intimate. This is just sex. I pull my hand away, putting both of my hands on his penis, speeding up the process. 

Briggs gasps; I know it’s a warning. He’s getting close. I move faster, wanting to taste him, swallow him. “Janelle, I’m going to…” he warns.

“I know, I’m ready,” I reply, hungrily, taking him further down my throat; he fills my mouth and calls my name. There’s so much empowerment in knowing that I can make a man like him beg for me and scream my name. I’ve never allowed a man to finish anywhere near my mouth before, let alone in it, but I’ll never tell him so. I’m not comfortable with him knowing how much I truly wanted to please him, to seduce him. 

I kiss a trail back up his body, taking in its beauty. When I lie slightly on him, he wraps his arms around me. Tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear and staring at me, he asks, “How’d I get so lucky? You’re amazing.” He kisses my forehead and holds me close to him, tickling my bare back. 

I have no idea how to respond, which causes me to get irrational and panicky. I love fooling around with Briggs, but that’s all this is. Isn’t it? My divorce papers aren’t even filed. What the mother Hell am I doing? I’m guilt-ridden for allowing myself such fun and pleasure. Women aren’t allowed to experience such sexual satisfaction; that make us whores. Liking sex and craving it is even worse. Knowing that I’m leaving for New York and am going to be gone for a few days gives me a sense of relief. I need a break from my own sexual temptations. Earlier today, I was disappointed, because Leo hadn’t kissed me. Now, I’m naked in bed with Briggs. Society doesn’t allow this, frowns upon a woman finding her sexuality, her sexual being. It doesn’t matter that I haven’t been pleased sexually in quite some time and therefore felt unwanted, undesirable—to my own husband. But now, now, I’m completely immersed in this man’s desires and wants. 

Why is that wrong? 

I don’t know why; I just know it is.

I spent so much time pondering my own guilt, I hadn’t realized Briggs had fallen asleep, so peacefully and silently. I stare at his profile, taking him all in. His jawbone is strong, defined. Stubble’s growing in; I trace a line over his cheek, feeling the prickle. Could I have a life with Briggs Alexander, soon-to-be ESPN superstar, or is this just something that I have to let fizzle out as quickly as it sparked? 


[image: ]

 

 

 

“HOLY SHIT! NICE work!” 

I sit straight up in bed; my bare chest exposed. Realizing it, I grab for the blanket, covering myself and Briggs, too.

“Char, what the fuck? What’re you doing here?” I whisper angrily, trying unsuccessfully to not wake Briggs. He stirs, rolls over, and snuggles against me, moaning happily with pleasure. I shove him off, embarrassed.

“Well, nice to see you too,” she pouts with hands on her hips and lip out. “I wanted to get breakfast; the door was unlocked. I wanted sausage, but looks like you’ve had some already.” She strolls up to the bed, lifting the covers, looking underneath at Briggs’ naked body. “Holy Bratwurst is that fucking incredible.”

“Char!” I scream, covering him up. Briggs opens his eyes, looks at my face, senses my tension and rolls over to see Char staring down at him.

Briggs looks at Char, looks back at me, and then says, “Did you invite a friend?” 

I yell, “No!” at the same time Char screams “Yes!” 

Oh Jesus Christ. 

“That’s it, get out. Go in the kitchen. I’ll be out in a second.” Char backs out of the room, staring at us, giving me a two-thumbs up. She looks positively gleeful. I’m dying, truly humiliated. Living in this pool house sure has its privacy issues. 

“Your friend, I take it?” He rolls over, trapping me in the bed, kissing me on the nose. “I’m glad she’s here. I want meet your friends.” He nuzzles my neck, licking my earlobe.

“Oh my God, Briggs, get off. This is awful.” I try to shove him off of me. He doesn’t budge an inch.

“Why? Are you embarrassed of me?” he asks, looking hurt

“No, not you. I’m… I’m… I don’t know, embarrassed of myself. I can’t be doing this shit. I’m married.” My response worsens the situation. He looks even more pained. “Briggs, I don’t know. I have to go out there.” I get up, pull on my robe, and meet Char in the kitchen. 

Char’s sitting on the counter, flipping through an old Cosmo magazine. She peers at me above the magazine with raised, inquisitive brows. I’m immediately on the defensive, “Don’t start in on me, why are you even here?”

Hopping down off the counter, she explains, “I told you. I want breakfast.” Her curious face morphs to concern. “Janelle, what’s up? Why on earth are you so angry? You’re not really mad at me, are you?” 

Honestly, Char has walked in on me and Marcus a thousand times, and even with a few random make out hookups in college. Never have I felt this vulnerable, this embarrassed, or this remorseful. 

“Not now… let’s talk about this later… at breakfast.” I promise her.

“Did someone say, ‘breakfast?’ I’m starving.” Briggs says, walking down the hallway, wearing only his boxers. He stops, nods to Char, and picks up his jeans and shirt off the living room floor. As he steps into his jeans, it hits me that it really is a shame that he has to cover up such magnificence. He should get some type of permit to be naked, or just in boxers, at all times. I’d sign a petition allowing that. “Hey Janelle’s friend, I’m Briggs.” He waves at Char, his cocky grin splaying on his face.

“Char,” she coos. “It’s nice to see you… so very… nice to see you. Yeah, I said breakfast,” she confirms, staring at Briggs in a carnal, lustful way. “I’m suddenly hornier… I mean hungrier than I ever been in my entire life,” Char swoons, not taking her eyes from Briggs. 

Before Char and I left, I had to explain to Briggs that I needed some girl time with Char, admitting that we had girly topics to discuss. He asked if he could see me that night or the next day, but I told him that I needed to get ready for my trip to New York. I’d forgotten that I hadn’t told him about the trip in the morning. Promising him that I’d call when I got back on Wednesday, I nearly had to push him to the door. While I was saying “goodbye” to him at the door, he leaned in to kiss me, but I dodged him, offering him my cheek. His face questioned my actions, but he didn’t let on that he was confused or hurt. He said “goodbye” to Char and left, leaving me feeling awful and regretful. 

“Oh my God, tell me that it was the best sex you’ve ever had.” Char’s grilling me for details on the drive to our favorite hole-in-the-wall breakfast joint. 

Explaining that we didn’t have penetrable sex, she just looks at me and waves me off. “Why would you even bother with the cake without licking off the icing?” she questions. When it comes to my escapades, it seems like I’m always disappointing her, but always going beyond my own comfort zone at the same time. How can two people be so sexually different? 

“Bitch, you need to understand something right now,” Char explains. “Women are entitled to explore their deepest desires and their sexuality, finding their limits and pleasure. How can you not see that?”

“I just don’t,” I admit. “I have a hard time buying into it, especially because I’m filled with my ‘good girl guilt.’ A woman’s supposed to be with one man, monogamously and faithfully,” I counter, knowing that she’ll never agree with me.

“Really? How’d that work out for you—that monogamy business?” she asks, sarcastically. 

“Low blow,” I say, rolling my eyes. But I know I’m right. Monogamy. That’s how it’s written, what’s expected. It’s what I believe in, but lately, what I believe and what I want aren’t exactly the same any longer. I’m struggling. I’m just overly grateful to Jasper right now for his unexpected, but much needed, trip to New York. I get to spend the next few days hiding from my life, from my mistakes, and from the men that I’m making those mistakes with. The next morning’s flight could not come quickly enough. This getaway plane can’t take off fast enough. 
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JUST AS I’M packing up the last of my luggage and piling it by the door, I spot Leo outside in the yard, fertilizing the grass. Seeing me through the window, he flashes those dimples and waves. I wave back at him, motioning for him to come around to the front. Leo walks around to the front of the house as I meet him at the door, walking out to see him. 

“Is your brother pissed at me for not getting much done yesterday?” he asks as I nearly skip down the walkway, oddly happy to see him. “I’m going to be really busy this week with work, so I won’t even be able to stop by until Thursday or Friday,” he explains apologetically.

“Not at all; he’s so caught up in Garrity Advertising and golfing that he probably didn’t even notice.” I reassure him. “The girls called me today and asked if you would come play with them next time they’re over. They’re your biggest fans.”

Laughing, he says, “They were fun. I’ll come by for sure. I hate that my niece and nephew live in Arizona; I only see them once a year, if that,” his eyes darken and look away. 

“Well, you can borrow mine any time; sometimes, they’re too much of a handful. But they’re definitely smitten with you.” I pat him on the back. “Nice work, Prince Charming.” 

“I’m glad my approval rating is up with the 6-year-old crowd, any chance they can talk to the 25 or 26-year-old crowd for me?” he smiles, pushes against me, and says, “better yet, tell them to put in a good word for me in the 29-year-old crowd.” His dimples are twitching; his smile’s contagious. Holy Moly, what does he mean by that? He laughs and starts to get up.

“Leo, I have ask you something.” I say, stopping him. “I’m worried I’ll offend or embarrass you though.” I don’t know why I want to bring up this subject or why I’m even going to go through with it, but I just have to know. My curiosity is getting the best of me.

“Alright, I’ll bite; you piqued my curiosity,” he turns to face me, focusing on my eyes. “Shoot.”

“The other day, you said that you weren’t waiting to… you know… but that it just hadn’t happened yet. I just don’t get it. You’re really… really… good looking.” I pause, hoping that I’m not offending him or embarrassing him. “You’ve grown up so much since your senior year. Aren’t girls just throwing themselves at you?” Truthfully, I just can’t figure this out—can’t wrap my brain around it.

He chuckles, bashfully. “I mean, I’ve dated. I’m just not sure what women want. I can’t figure THAT out,” he admits, turning to look at me. “I’m not just going sleep with every girl I’m attracted to; I want the real thing. I’m not looking to have sex for the sake of getting laid.” His sincerity and honesty is surprising. I just cannot even believe that I’m having this conversation with Leo Cling—and I’m the one who brought it up. 

“Girls want the same thing that guys want, Leo.” I explain.

“Miss Garrity, that is the farthest thing from the truth, trust me.” 

Shocking me again and simultaneously cracking me up, Leo explains that he spent some time trying to figure out what really made women tick. He even went as far as to read the Twilight series, Fifty Shades of Grey, and even The Hunger Games to figure out how a woman’s mind worked. Every time his sister would post on Facebook about her new favorite book or author, Leo downloaded it to his phone and read it—never admitting to her that he did so. “And believe me that was the most confusing research I’ve ever done, contradictory in every way,” he complains.

I can’t help but laugh my ass off at him. Surprisingly, he doesn’t take any offense at all, laughs right along with me. “Leo, those books are fantasies, well Fifty and Twilight are, The Hunger Games isn’t even a love story, you moron.” I admonish, smacking his arm. Wow, his really solid arm. 

“Well if women want a guy to tie them up, beat them with sticks, or even suck the blood out of their necks, then I really don’t think I’m the guy for them.” Leo confesses, jokingly. “But I can probably fight off predators who want to the kill the woman I love, and even sacrifice my life for hers.” Man, what the fuck is hotter than a well-read guy? Apparently, I have to add “a guy who likes to read” to my list of turn ons. 

Why aren’t women flocking to this man? 

“You’re missing the point,” I argue, getting into full teacher mode. “Take Edward Cullen for example, if he and Bella were a real adolescent couple, she’d freak her shit if he started telling her where to go, who to talk to, and snuck in at night to watch her sleep. She’d have a restraining order on him in 10 seconds flat.” I explain. “Trust me Leo, I knew how women work, especially adolescent girls. They would never put up with that type of control freak.”

Wanting to explain myself further, I add, “The same with Christian and Anastasia; she’d deem him a crazy-ass freak job, and she’d spend hours making fun of him with her sexy roommate and hot artist friend.” I have this overwhelming sense to convince him that I’m right. I really need to convince him. Continuing, I say, “It’s the fantasy, Leo. The fantasy of the forbidden, having what you cannot… or should not have.” And holy Godiva, am I starting to learn that the hard way. 

Leo smiles, and says, “Money, they also love a rich man.” 

I can’t deny that. Women do love a man with money.

Aren’t I currently doing the same thing? I want Briggs. If I’m being honest, I kind of want to take Leo for a test drive too, but I know that there is no way that actually having them would be a well-thought out plan. 

“Leo, that shit’s not reality. Reality is falling in love with the best friend, the one who saved you, gave you bread, wanted to eat poisonous berries with you, kept you warm at night,” I explain to him. Women want someone who loves them unconditionally. “Women want a man to take control, not be in control; that’s the flaw in those stories.” I desperately want him to believe me, and in turn, believe in his own desirability. 

Leo looks at me, studying my face, my reactions. “I think you’re wrong. How could they be so popular with women if those stories aren’t dead on?” 

There’s something refreshing about arguing with a man when it doesn’t turn into a full out battle. He argues his case, calmly and rationally. He’s intelligent and well-spoken. “Nobody wants the Jacobs and Peetas; women nowadays are pining for the rich, dreamy Edwards, and Christians—Hell, even the Travises and the Kellans.” he argues. 

Jesus Christ, he reads Indie authors too? Who knew I could be attracted to a vagina-reader? But I am. Damn, I bet his sister, and I have a shit-ton in common. We devour the same books and book boyfriends. “Nobody wants the good guy,” Leo sighs.

I do. I do.

Arguing sensibly with a man without either person getting offended or hurt is always a hard task. However, arguing lightly and easily with a man about literature and life is refreshing, fun, and a turn on too. 

I really love a well-read man, especially a well-read chick lit man! “Dreaming Leo, the key word is dreaming.” How could I explain this in a way that made perfect sense, made him agree with me? “Okay listen, suppose I get into bed tonight, what would I rather have in my bed, a cold, cement-like statue, or a warm, soft puppy dog?” I question, trying to analyze this in a way that he sees my point and agrees with it. 

Feeling compelled to continue to try to convince him, I add, “Nobody on this planet sleeps next to statues, but many women sleep next to their loyal puppy dogs.” Why did something make perfect sense to me, and not to him, or anyone else for that matter? “We dream of the unattainable bad boy, but when we go to bed at night, we want the warm, predictable, puppy dogs, the Jacobs and the Peetas, not the hard, cold vampires and dominants.” I say. 

He just shakes his head. “I’ve been the loyal best friend, the good guy, and I’ve never gotten the girl,” he admits. I look at him, frowning. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not looking for sympathy. It’s a cold hard fact; girls dream about and want the bad boys, asleep or even awake.” 

“Augustus!” I shriek. “Augustus gets the girl.”

“Really? The one-legged boy who dies of Cancer is the best you’ve got?” he shakes his head disapprovingly at me. His mind is made up. I’ve got nothing—except for a giant crush on a well-read man.

“Well Hon, I see I can’t change your mind here, but I do have some good news, we have a book club meeting coming up next month, and we’d love to have you there,” I joke, “We read The Help this time. You should come.” I shove against him, trying to make him laugh, flash those dimples.

Laughing, “No thanks, I’m out. Someone should’ve just killed that Miss Hilly, bitch. I would’ve,” his dimples showing. I’m dying, laughing so hard I can barely see through the tears rolling down my face. “I’m surprised you’re just getting around to reading that one.” he ponders, seriously.

Still laughing, I say, “I was only kidding you idiot. I’m not even in a book club. I just tried to think of the girliest book I could come up with to tease you. I didn’t know you freaking read it.” I can’t stop laughing.

“Hey, don’t make fun. It’s a good one, that poor Mae-Mobley.” He stands up, wiping off his pants. “She was such a sweetheart. Well, I have to get going, Miss Garrity. You make me laugh. Thanks.” I watch him walk down the walkway. How can this guy be single? What’s wrong with women today? 

“Leo,” I call after him. As he turns around, I notice how beautiful he is standing on the sidewalk, with the sunset behind him, so pure, so innocent, and so perfect. “I just want to say… ummm… have a good week. I’ll be in New York until Wednesday.” 

Okay that isn’t what I wanted to say at all.

“Have a good trip; I’ll probably see you some time next weekend then.” He leaves, walking with a little skip in his step to the backyard.

Phew. That was a close one. I’m so glad that I stopped myself from saying that I have always been Team Jacob and Team Peeta. He would’ve thought I was coming on to him for sure. But, I would take Peeta and Jacob any day over Edward and Gale. That’s the truth. I’d take Denny over Kellan, the cheater, too. 

The real question is, what if I had to choose between the strong, beautiful, fun, and loving Jacob and the loyal, reliable, equally beautiful and self-sacrificing Peeta? Now that would be a serious problem. How could anyone make that kind of choice? To choose between Jacob and Peeta would make any girl a sobbing, crumbling mess; they are two perfect men, too perfect to choose between. 
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RUNNING LATE, I had to race to the terminal. I couldn’t seem to get ahead of the clock. It took me forever to find my pills; I always need something to knock me out when I fly. Flying isn’t my thing, will never be my thing. But, I recognize it for what it is, a necessary and efficient way to travel. A few narcotics usually take care of my fear, allowing me to reach my destination without freaking out each person aboard the aircraft with each dip or jerk the plane makes. 

Once on the plane, I down a few pills and a Tanqueray and tonic to get comfortable, hoping the pills will kick in pretty quickly. I’m pretty comfortable too. I love Jasper for booking my flight in first class. Well, love his secretary for booking my flight, I’m not even sure Jasper would know how to book a flight. It’s been a long time since he’s been one of the commoners. Jasper has had money for as long as I could remember. As soon as he was old enough to figure out that working meant making money, Jasper’s been a workaholic. My eyes are starting to close—too heavy to hold open on their own. I drift off slowly, thinking about how I hope that Jasper will slow down someday and find a good girl to marry. I’m sure he’ll make a fine husband, but he’ll be a great dad, the best father any kid could ever want.
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“MISS GARRITY, WE landed,” a voice sounds far away in my ear, as my body is being lightly shaken. Did the stewardesses know my name? Wait, isn’t that a sexist title now? I think they’re all called flight attendants now. Yeah, that’s right. Did they know my name? My boarding pass says, “Flowers,” so that can’t be right. I can’t open my eyes. They’re too heavy. I probably shouldn’t have taken two pills, the flight from Ohio to New York isn’t really that long. I need to open my eyes. Oh my God, I’m tired. I need the pilot to circle around the country just a few more times, make a quick swing by the equator or something.

Slowly, I open one eye, hating myself for how I feel, and for how I must look to these people. She’s cute. Not a flight attendant. Wait a minute. 

Wait.

Wait.

Wait.

I know her. Oh shit. What’s this girl’s name? Uhhh, shit. Sarah, Sarah somebody. I can’t remember. Of course, I’d be passed out and end up knowing someone on the damn plane. Oh wait, not just know someone. Correction, would be awakened by someone, a former student someone. Awww fuck a cat. That’s who she is. A fucking a student. Sat in the corner seat by the filing cabinet—always got me a mint out of my drawer when I needed it. Had ugly shoes that she wore a lot. Way too much. God, I hope she doesn’t have them on now. I glance at her feet. Nope. We’re good. 

Sloane. 

Sarah Sloane.

I try to swallow and moisten my very dry mouth. I attempt to say “Hey Sarah,” but it comes out more like “Hey rah rah.” She just laughs, grabbing for my bag.

“Your brother said that you usually knocked yourself out to fly, and I should be prepared,” she says as she gathers up my carryon and purse. My brother? What in the world does that mean? She knows Jasper? 

“Jasper? You know Jasper?” I mumble, sloppily. 

How could one of my old students know Jasper? My head’s a murky pile of clueless goo. I have to shake myself out of this. She hands me an unopened bottle of water.

“This will help, so will walking it off. We have some time to kill before dinner, so you can crash at the hotel.” She seems to know a lot, be very clued in on things, but I have no idea what she’s talking about. I just follow her like the Pied Piper, while I allow myself to wake up. 

Definitely should’ve only taken one pill. 

After a quick trip to the restroom, I feel a bit better, but still can’t figure out why Sarah Sloane is acting like she’s with me in New York. I have to suck it up, face the humiliation, and just ask her.

“Sarah, what are you doing here—in New York?” It sounds so rude, but I’m baffled.

Surprise and embarrassment flash on her face. “Didn’t Jasper tell you that I was coming?” 

“I don’t know how you even know Jasper.” I explain.

“I work for him, his new account rep. Miss Garrity, you gave me a reference.” Now she looks really confused and embarrassed.

“Oh shit, I mean shoot. Sarah, I forgot; oh my God, I totally forgot. Yes… yes…” I groan and nod, humiliated by my own stupidity. “I remember now. You moved back to Ohio and was looking for a job. I told you to apply at Garrity Advertising. I’ve been so wrapped up in Everything Garrity that I completely forgot. I’m sorry,” I apologize, feeling like a total tosser. Sarah laughs and keeps walking toward the baggage claim as I stand there baffled by my own forgetfulness and self-absorption. 

And then it all starts coming back to me—as I start humming the words to Celine Dion’s song. “There were moments of gold and there were flashes of light.” 

God, I’m more drugged up than I thought. The gin and narcotics combo cocktail weren’t a very good decision. 

Sarah was a great student of mine my first year teaching. She went to James Madison University in Virginia. She wrote to me a lot that first year, forwarding me her papers to edit and proofread before turning them in for professor evaluation. I enjoyed hearing the stories of her freshman year. After a bit, I stopped hearing from her, up until last year. She finished her degree in December and wanted to move back to Ohio. She contacted me and asked if I knew of any entry-level job openings. 

Jasper said that he could use her, and I forwarded his information on to her. Apparently, he hired her, via a video chat interview. She sent me a fruit and wine basket thanking me for the job, but I hadn’t heard from her since. Jasper never mentioned her. I should’ve remembered when he said the other day that his new account rep from JMU was going with me to New York, but I wasn’t in the best frame of mind when he told me. Again, I’m not in the best frame of mind. I don’t particularly want to spend the next few days babysitting one of my old students. Well, as it started, she’s babysitting me. 

In the cab on the way to the hotel in Times Square, I ask, “Did you say we had dinner reservations?” I didn’t know we had plans in New York. I thought I was just going to wander around the city, pretending to be rich. Just free-birding it for the weekend.

Reaching into her bag and pulling out the itinerary, Sarah replies, “Oh yeah, we’ve got a full two days planned.” Glancing at the agenda and skimming the information, Sarah nods excitedly. “We have six hours to kill until dinner; your brother figured you’d need to go shopping for clothes for tonight and tomorrow. We have reservations for dinner at Nobu and then tickets for Wicked at 8:00 p.m.”

I squeal, scaring the cab driver as he swerves carelessly into another lane. “Nobu!? Wicked!? Holy Fuck, seriously?” 

I just snapped out of it. Jasper is the greatest brother on the planet. He knows that I’ve been dying to see Wicked. Growing up, I was a crazy Wizard of Oz fan. I’m the only person I know who hasn’t seen Wicked yet. And Nobu? Howard and Beth Stern love Nobu. What if they were there? I cannot wait to tell Leo; he’ll be so jealous. 

“Miss Garrity, I am so glad you’re excited. It’s all I could talk about this past week,” she admits, excitedly. “I can’t believe I get to do all this. Thank you for getting me this job. This is exactly what I needed. I’m loving it.” Sarah’s beaming. She looks so young and naïve. This is going to be fun. I’m glad Jasper convinced me to go.

We went to the hotel to unpack and freshen up. I told Sarah I’d meet her in the lobby in an hour for an afternoon of shopping. I needed to grab a quick shower to wake up. I felt a headache coming on, so I wanted to get a hot shower and rejuvenate before my fun day in the city. The shower felt warm and relaxing, calming my recent flight anxiety. I was excited about the itinerary for the next two days. I couldn’t believe that Jasper surprised me like this. We didn’t talk much about Marcus and me or my feelings, but this just proves he knew that I needed a pick-me-up. Jasper’s a good guy. Maybe, I’ll start running with him once a week. 

Maybe.

Nah, probably not.

It’s the thought that counts though. 

When I met Sarah in the lobby, she said that there was only one thing that she really wanted to do while she was in New York and that was get an infamous cupcake from the Magnolia bakery, the original bakery. She said that was all anyone talked about when they went to New York. I’d never heard of it. I figured that I’d enjoy a cupcake just as much as anyone. We decided to skip lunch and just go straight for the cupcakes. I was floored when I saw the line, three blocks long. She wouldn’t change her mind—said that everyone claimed it was worth it. Standing in line for 30 minutes for a red velvet cupcake was not how I wanted to spend my afternoon in NYC, that is until I bit into the scrumptious dessert. I wasn’t sure how one cupcake, a silly stupid cupcake, could be so satisfying and delicious. I thanked Sarah profusely for forcing me to sample this delightful pastry. Magnolia would definitely see me again and again. Probably tomorrow.

Taking full advantage of shopping in New York, I bought a one-piece jumper-like pants suit for our dinner and show, figuring that I would never have another opportunity to wear something as chic and trendy as a silk, charcoal-colored, one-shouldered, one-piece pants suit again. I switched out the silver chain belt it came with for a red thicker belt to complement a pair of sexy red strappy sandals that I fell in love with. Alright, so I didn’t really need, Jimmy Choos, but I deserved a little splurge, and they were slightly on sale. Since Jasper gave me a grand to blow, plus there were 250 thousand dollars waiting on me at home, I could enjoy this trip a little more than I normally would. The pants suit was perfect. But the dress I got for the gala was stunning; it even looked stunning on me. Char was going to cry and beg to have it. 

Normally, I dress rather modestly, and this dress looked modest, until I turned around. It was a deep plum color, long-sleeved, and form-fitting the whole way down my body, stopping right above mid-thigh, shorter than I’m comfortable with. The back, what little there was of it, had a small line of fabric across my neck and shoulder blades, and then the entire back was cut out, dropping to the very top of my ass, preventing me from wearing a bra or underwear. It was sexy, too sexy, perfect for a formal gala in New York City. I planned to wear my hair in a low ponytail to the side, swooping around to the front of my body to accentuate the opening in the back. I even bought a small silver clutch purse, light gray bootie heels, and silver jewelry to accessorize. I spent nearly $3,000.00, but enjoyed every minute and penny of it, promising myself that I wouldn’t have buyer’s remorse as soon as the plane touched back down at the Cleveland Hopkins airport upon my arrival home. I hoped I could keep that promise. I was already remorseful that Briggs would never see me in this dress or be able to take it off of me. 

Or Leo. 

Sarah bought a simple black cocktail dress from a small boutique. The dress was short, ruched along the side, and strapless. She wasn’t much of a shopper, but was a wonderful shopping sidekick, complimentary and helpful. Sarah enjoyed purchasing the touristy things in New York: knockoff purses in Chinatown, a Yankees hat at a shop in Times Square, and fake Chanel sunglasses from a stand in Greenwich Village. She wanted to go to a lot of places, but was fast at each destination. I only wanted to go to a few places, but took an eternity at each place. We complemented each other well. I was impressed that we pulled it all off in five hours and still had time to kill and get ready.
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AS SARAH AND I walk into Nobu, heads turn, which is beyond flattering since it’s a celebrity hot spot and gorgeous people eat here daily. Loving anything peach flavored, we both order the Bellini Martinis. The martinis are strong, but thirst-quenching and delicious. 

“Sushi? Japanese! I thought this place was a steakhouse,” I groan when I look at the menu. All this time, I have been dying to go to Nobu, and I thought it was an upscale steakhouse. How could I have missed that one important fact? “I hate sushi.”

Sarah chokes on her martini. “Are you kidding me? Nobu? Did you think it was American food?” I don’t know what I thought. “Have you ever even had sushi?” she asks.

“No, but I know I hate it.” I’m so pissed. It just figures. We could’ve gone to Serendipity instead, another celebrity favorite. Hell, that place could be Indian or Tai food for all I know. Every day, I realize how little I truly know about things.

“Well, I love sushi and Nobu is a dream of mine too, so let’s just dive in and enjoy it,” Sarah urges. 

I figure it’ll be smart to just let her go ahead and order for both of us. She orders the scallops with spicy garlic sauce for me and a sushi sampler dinner for her. I’m happy that my meal will be thoroughly cooked and that I can actually pronounce and understand each item I’ll be eating. Sarah’s a little more cultured than I remember her.

“Sarah, what made you move back to the area?” I inquire. It seems as if being away agreed with her.

“My girlfriend and I broke up and there didn’t seem to be anything left there for me,” she replies, nonchalantly. I must look surprised, because she adds, “Yeah, Vivian, my girlfriend. We were together for two years. Guess you didn’t know that I’m gay? Jasper tells you nothing!” 

She’s so confident, not worried about my reaction at all. Jasper knows? That explains everything. Jasper loves lesbians, always befriends them—and not in a horndog-guy way. No wonder he and Sarah are getting so close. Jasper is so afraid of “gold-digging whores,” because he’s convinced they’ll try to get knocked up and steal his money. Sarah’s obviously not interested in his money or his super swimming sperm. But, there are girls out there like that, I suppose. Lauren, the skank who stole my husband, is like that. Dating is grueling and terrifying for Jasper. 

“Ummm, I guess I never thought about it one way or another.” I don’t know if that’s a rude statement, offensive, or not. But, I don’t tend to try and determine whether or not people are gay or straight. I always joke that I have no sense of “gay-dar” at all. I have to be slapped in the face with it, or not, to know someone’s sexual orientation. 

“Well, didn’t you date that Jake kid from the Lacrosse team in high school?” I ask, remembering now that they were inseparable their senior year. She was devastated when they both applied to James Madison, and he didn’t get in. It really shouldn’t have surprised anyone. The chopsticks that I’m fumbling with to break apart right now are smarter than he was. 

“Jake? Yeah, he was my first love. My first everything, loved him,” Sarah says, smiling and reminiscent as she speaks of him. I don’t quite understand. I want to ask her more about him and about Vivian, but our food arrives, getting us a little sidetracked.

“Miss Garrity, just try one roll and if you don’t like it, then I’ll never say anything about it again,” she begs, preparing a roll for herself. It looks disgustingly foul, not appealing or appetizing at all. “You just need to know how to eat sushi, how to mix the flavors for the ultimate taste. Please. You never really know what you really want in life unless you sample it all.” 

“Alright, but if I puke, ruin my dress, and miss Wicked because of your raw fish ball, then I’ll make Jasper fire you.” I warn. She laughs and agrees to the terms. 

Sarah gathers a roll, a spicy shrimp roll, puts a light coating of green Wasabi goo on it, covers the goo with thin, pink ginger junk that looks like fresh pussy folds, and dunks the entire roll into a small bowl of brown soy liquid. 

This is not going to go well at all. Sarah uses her chopsticks, expertly picks up the roll and leans across the table, offering the roll between her sticks to me. I hesitate, scowling at the sushi; she inches forward, urging me to taste it. I open my mouth; the sushi roll slides in. I pause, grimacing, refusing to actually move my tongue and taste the sushi. Finally, I suck the roll further into my mouth, biting down on the rice and shrimp. I swear I hear angels singing and see bright flashes of heavenly wonder. It’s orgasmic—an explosion of climatic pleasure. Sushi is fucking fantastic; why have I waited 29 years to eat this delicious treat?

“Told you so,” she says, smiling proudly. “You never know.” 

Luckily, Sarah doesn’t mind sharing our meals. The scallops just can’t cut it compared to the sushi sampler. The fact that I am now chowing down on spicy eel and octopus is mind-blowing. Char’s been begging me for years to go to our local Sushi joint, and I’ve always refused. She’s going to be thrilled.

“Yeah, growing up in Ohio, we don’t get introduced to much more than fried chicken and pizza. Vivian turned me on to sushi, and to well, quite a lot of other things.” Sarah’s becoming a little more loose-lipped. I want to pump her for more details, but we need to get our check and head over to the theater. 

At the theater, I want to make sure we have time to use the restroom and find our seats before they dim the house lights. Sarah stands in line to get our wine, while I run to the restroom before the show starts. I can’t believe how far my students have all come, how much they’ve grown and matured. I feel complete satisfaction, knowing that I gave them some of the courage it takes to reach goals and realize their dreams. I have to admit, I’m feeling pretty fucking proud of myself. I’m so impressed with how much I’m learning about them as adults and even about myself. Hell, I just ate sushi. No one thought that would ever happen. Life is full of surprises.
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“ARE YOU OKAY Miss Garrity?” Sarah asks, concerned. I can’t move. That was the most amazing first act of a musical I’ve ever seen. I’m bawling and completely speechless. My Madonna musical would never reach such emotion. Defy Gravity? Metaphorically and literally, it’s profound and inspirational. I’ll never be able to find the words to illicit such feeling from a musical. 

“Yeah, I’m just… just… blown away by that last song.” I know now that I want to be better, to live my life to the fullest, to make sure that I’m not going to get old and die with a lifetime of regrets and what ifs. For seven years, I’ve had a poster on my wall in my classroom with a quote from John Greenleaf Whittier, “For of all sad words of tongue or pen, the saddest are these: it might have been!”

I always knew that I liked the poster and the quote, but I just realized that I need to live the quote. I need to ensure that I don’t have a lifetime of regrets. My parents—they get it. It took my aunt’s death and my mom’s lump to understand it, but they get it now and fully embrace all the things they’ve always wanted to do. 

Jocelyn probably understood it the moment she had kids; Jasper, I don’t know about him. But me, I just now figured it all out. Char’s right (again); this Marcus business is a life bump. I’m going come out of this, all of this, a better person. I have things to do, time to do them. No more regrets. No more worrying about what everyone thinks. It doesn’t matter. It’s my life. My life to live. Life is flying by. I need to fly too, “defy gravity.” 

To think, I spent my entire life hating the Wicked Witch of the West, and now? It’s amazing how my opinion can change so drastically. I believed one thing for so long, only to realize how truly wrong I am. The Wicked Witch of the West just inspired me to fly, defy everyone’s expectations, and be who and what I want to be. Wicked. Wow. I can’t wait for Act II. 
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“OKAY, SO IT was by far the best, the best musical ever.” Sarah and I are at the hotel bar, drinking more martinis and enjoying one another’s company. “I mean, Grease is good and all, you have to love Sandy and Danny, but Wicked, nothing could compete.” I cannot stop talking about it.

“I know, I know. I’ve agreed with you a hundred times,” Sarah says, rolling her eyes and losing patience with my newfound obsession with Wicked. Granted, I’ve been talking incessantly about it for nearly two straight hours. It’s only a matter of time until she silences me—or offs me. I’m getting pretty drunk and quite thankful that we just have to stumble to the elevator to our rooms and not worry about driving or getting cabs. 

“Alright, I’ll stop. Tell me about Vivian. What happened?” I’ve wanted to know all night, but hadn’t mustered up the courage to ask. The alcohol’s giving me a little more confidence than I’m accustomed to, and I’m glad. I want to know—to pry into the details of Sarah’s love life. 

She doesn’t hesitate at all; she wants to talk, to open up. “Well, we fell in love, head over heels, in love.” She pauses and takes a deep breath. Then her face clouds with painful memories. “She taught me so many things. She was worldly, open-minded, and so spiritual too, but welcomed all sorts of religious and spiritual beliefs,” Sarah explains, looking sad, forlorn. “She was the smartest, most enlightened woman I’d ever known.”

The suspense is killing me. “I don’t get it, so what happened?” 

“Turns out, she was a fraud,” she shrugs and quickly bites her lip. Then finally adds, “She couldn’t practice what she preached. She kept telling me to open up, be myself, be proud of who I am.” 

She takes a long drink of her martini and closes her eyes for a few seconds, shaking her head slowly. “Then, right after graduation, when we were deciding where we wanted to live, where to spend the rest of our lives, she dropped the bombshell.” Sarah bites on her lower lip, twisting her straw around her finger, over and over, cutting off the circulation, making the tip turn blue.

I grab the straw from her, and throw it under the table, away from her sight and grasp. “What bombshell, what happened?” I know it’s still painful for her to talk about, but I’m fascinated and quite honestly freaking curious.

“She confessed that she’d never told her parents that she was gay and that she wasn’t sure if she’d ever be able to. I told her that we could do it together. She refused. She said that she’d rather let me go than admit what she was to her parents,” Sarah explains, shrugging her shoulders. It’s heart-breaking. I can see the heartbreak in her eyes. 

“So that’s it? That’s how it ended?” I can’t believe it. How can people be afraid like that of their own parents? It isn’t right. Aren’t parents supposed to love their children unconditionally? 

“We tried for a while. I tried to convince her the same way she convinced me. But truthfully, I lost respect for her, and by losing that respect, that awe, I started to fall out of love with her.” 

Sarah’s so honest, so forthcoming. Vivian’s stupid—despite that Sarah thinks that she’s so intelligent. For this Vivian chick to let someone like Sarah go, then she must be as dumb as my martini glass. And my glass is pretty dumb, the way it sits there staring at me—all empty and lonely. Dumbass glass should be full and fun, ready to take on the world. Huh, I think I just fucking compared myself to a dried up, used up, martini glass. 

Motioning the server, I ask for another martini—pronto. “Have you dated anyone else?” I want her to find someone new, to be able to love someone openly, freely.

“Nah, I’m not ready, not looking. I just want to work… keep my mind off her,” she shrugs again, and gets up to get more popcorn out of the machine. 

I notice that when she walks back to the table, guys and girls both stare at her. Sarah’s adorable. She’s small, petite, with long red hair that she has in a sophisticated pony at the nape of her neck. Her skin’s lightly freckled with big green doe eyes that shine when she laughs. Her lips are full, perfectly defined, and dark pink, all natural. She’s always reminded me of someone who should be on Disney channel or a Clearasil commercial, just cute, fresh, and wholesome all around. I hate Vivian for hurting her. 

Vivian. What kind of name is that anyway? I’m picturing Richard Gere through the sunroof of his limo coming to get the trampy-ass whore he decided was finally worthy of his overblown, bombastic bullshit. 

“So, what about you, Miss Garrity? What’re you going do about your cheating husband?” she asks, bluntly.

“What? How do you know about that?” I ask, taken aback and completely caught off guard.

“Jasper. So, what’re you going do?” She takes a drink of her martini, a long drink, probably giving me time to process my answer—an answer I do not have.

“I don’t know. Ummm… you can call me ‘Janelle,’ especially now that you seem to know all my secrets,” I laugh nervously. “I guess, I have to leave him.” Wow. That did not sound too convincing. I, Janelle Garrity-Flowers, am leaving Marcus. I guess I have no intentions of anything else. Admitting it is hard though, not just to myself, but to others. Admitting failure sucks; I’m not used to it. 

“Good. He sounds like a douche. You should date my ex, Jake. He was… actually still is… the best,” she compliments, smiling “Do you want me to call him for you?” she inquires, laughing, picking up her phone, and pretending to dial.

“No, thanks. I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” I laugh. I’m having just as much fun out with her as I do with Char. Almost as much. Char would love Sarah, and Char really doesn’t like female competition out at bars. Sarah would be a great addition to our twosome, because she wouldn’t dream of taking guys or attention away from Char. 

“So what happened with you guys, did you have to come out to Jake?” I ask, still full of curiosity. 

“We broke up before I left for college. We didn’t want to try the long-distance thing,” she explains, her eyes dropping.

“I’m sorry if I’m bringing up painful memories.” I don’t want to hurt her more than she’s already hurting. Clearly, Vivian did a number on her. I know, because looking at her face is almost like looking in a mirror. Two shattered girls, who are trying desperately to put the pieces of their broken hearts back together, sit in a bar drowning their sorrows in martinis. 

“No, Jake and I left things amicably. He’s a great guy, wonderful really.” She’s now beaming, full of respect and love for him still. “He was actually the first person back home that I came out to. Once I convinced him that he didn’t ‘turn’ me gay, he became a great support, a great friend,” she explains.

“So, did you guys ever… ummm…?”

“Have sex? All the time. Nonstop my senior year,” she admits, laughing.

I don’t know how to ask her the questions that I want to ask, don’t know if I’m going to offend her or hurt her. She must sense my hesitation, because she laughs, and says, “What? What do you want to know?”

“Well, when you were with Vivian, did you ever miss, you know, a…” I can’t finish my question. I’m too mortified to be asking a former student about her lesbian lifestyle. 

“A penis, a thoroughly good, deep-dicking?” 

My eyes widen. My cheeks blush, and my jaw drops. Sarah explodes with laughter, loud, room-filling laughter. I laugh too; it’s a contagious laughter, an alcohol-induced laughter. The kind of laughter that only happens when sadness and tears are on the verge of falling too.

Once we calm down, she confesses, “There wasn’t one moment when I missed a penis, not ever. My ability to reach climax, to have an orgasm, has very little to do with penetration.” She answers so matter-of-factly. Suddenly, I feel very cold. Or maybe its my frigidity that’s chilling my veins. 

I have such difficulty talking so openly about sex with anyone other than Char. Why am I so inhibited, so afraid of my own sexual exploration and sexuality? I need to stop being so afraid. I just need to relax and allow myself to grow and explore. 

“Defy gravity.” God, I love that musical.

“Okay, I guess I get that. But doesn’t it get a little boring with women… kind of like… ummm… I don’t know, like glorified masturbation?” I wonder.

“Oh wow, no! Lesbian sex is so incredibly intimate. To an outsider, it may seem like one would have to please the other separately, take turns, but that isn’t the case at all,” she explains, taking the last drink of her martini and leaning in closer to talk. 

She continues, quietly, “The emotional connection between two women is completely different than it is with a man. A woman feels what you feel, knows what you know. It’s easy to please a woman, because I am a woman.” 

Sarah looks away, pensively, searching for the right words, the description to explain herself more clearly. “With lesbian sex, there is no defined start, middle, or end, no pressure to ‘perform’ or ‘fake it.’ Lovemaking can truthfully go all night long and well into the next day,” she explains, full of conspiratorial excitement. “There were nights that we’d make love all night long and well into the next day, exploring each other, devouring each other… always without an end in sight.”

“Okay, okay, hold up, let me get another drink,” I say, finishing off my drink and chuckling nervously. “Am I supposed to be getting turned on here, because I am?” I smile, trying to be funny. “Damn. No wonder Jasper wanted to hire you for his advertising firm. You can sell the Hell out of a product. Shit. Hold on.” I say, fanning myself. 

I get up and order us another two drinks. I eye the men in the bar, wondering if any of them would be interested in taking care of the desires Sarah just stirred in me. Walking back to her at the table, I say, “If Vivian could hear you now, she’d video tape the two of you together and send it to her parents with a ‘fuck you’ note attached.” I laugh, setting the drinks down.

“It’s just so different when making love to a man,” she recalls. “When I was with Jake, I always felt so distant, so disconnected. My mind would wander.” She looks remorseful. I wonder if she feels badly for not loving him and not connecting with him. Jake must have loved her unconditionally. Who wouldn’t? Sarah is just so easy to be with, to be around. 

Sighing she explains, “I wasn’t really with him when we were together. I was a million miles away. With Vivian, I would find myself getting lost in her, wanting to find a way to get even closer, become one with her.” She takes a sip of her drink, and leans in closer to add, “I was connected to her so intimately, so entirely, it was hard to distinguish where she stopped and I began.” I can see how much she still loves Vivian, and I feel badly for her loss, her pain.
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IN THE ELEVATOR up to our floor, Sarah leans against the far wall of the elevator, and asks, “So back in your sorority days in college, did you ever kiss one of your sorority sisters, ever hook up with one of your roommates?” 

I laugh and admit, “You know, I always heard that was the thing to do in college, but I never heard of anyone who’d actually did it—not even Char.” I spend the rest of the elevator ride and walk to my hotel room door, explaining who Char is and why that’s monumental news. Laughing, Sarah says that she wants to meet Char. Who doesn’t?

Sarah follows me inside my hotel room, opens the mini bar, and grabs us each a small bottle of vodka. “To a great night, and defying gravity!” she toasts, opening the bottles and handing me one. I take a small swig, not wanting to puke in my new pants suit. I really did enjoy my time with her. Who knew a former student could become such a good friend, a true confidante?

Admittedly, Sarah stirs feelings in me, curiosities in me that I never knew I possessed. I watch her flip through one of my magazines; she really is attractive. She plops down on the chair while I start my nighttime routine. We chat like old friends. I wash my face, change my clothes, and brush out my hair. I do have a great deal of difficulty handling my routine. I’m pretty drunk, pretty wobbly and unfocused. During the summers, I drink way more than normal, but this summer, I’m coming close to breaking some college records I set many years before. Sarah notices that I’m done getting ready for bed and stands to leave.

“Janelle, thanks again for getting me this job. I had so much fun tonight,” she leans in to hug me. I hug her tightly. I catch a scent of her hair. It smells feminine, fresh, and light. 

“Did you just sniff my hair?” she asks me, trying to hide her smile.

“It smells so good,” I say, leaning in to smell it again. My nose brushes her ear, smelling her neck. She tries to stifle a moan, but I hear the sound, stirring deeper feelings inside of me, curiosities I can’t deny. Curiosities I didn’t even know I had.

Sarah’s eyes meet mine, her eyes questioning me. I nod. A look of surprise shows in her eyes as she leans in. I meet her at the midpoint. My lips brush hers. The touch is light, soft. She moves in closer, slowly and delicately wrapping her arms around my waist. My arms carefully clasp around her neck, settling softly on her shoulders. Our mouths open; our tongues intertwining, exploring one another’s lips, mouths, tongues. I’m torn between the pull of this sensuality and the incredulity that it’s actually happening. I can’t deny how delicious she is, tasty and so soft and careful. Sarah trails her lips down my neck; I whimper, feeling my insides begging for more. She pulls back, looking at me, questioning me. 

Surprising myself, I take the initiative and clasp her hand, leading her to the bed. She crawls in beside me; our arms find each other, holding the other close. She nestles into my neck. I stroke her back and hair, still surprised by my actions and my desires. Her fingers brush my nipples, softly tickling them through the fabric of my nightshirt. They hardened immediately at her touch; she giggles. 

“What’s funny?” I ask, feeling slightly offended and unsure of myself.

“Sexuality. It’s so gray with women. It’s not just black and white,” she explains, tracing my collar bone with her fingernail. “With men, well most men, sexuality is black and white. You’re either gay or straight, nowhere in between.” She continues to tease the bud of my nipple, keeping it hard and aroused. “Women don’t see sexuality as one or the other. It’s something to explore, to experiment with, making it so much sexier.” Her tongue darts out of her mouth, licking my nipple through the fabric of my shirt.

Still playing with her hair, I say, “I don’t get it.”

“Like earlier tonight, I invoked feelings in you, feelings that you decided to explore. That’s wonderful. Curiosity got the best of you,” she explains, smiling, looking at me with awe. “And that is so hot, so sexy, but tomorrow, when you wake up, you’ll still be the heterosexual female that was checking out the single men in the bar and nobody would dare say otherwise.” 

When she takes her hand away and stops caressing my nipple, I have an overwhelming sense of longing. Sarah smiles, not taking her eyes from me. “But if a man were to fall into bed with another man, all viewpoints of his sexuality would change, altering him for life. Being a woman is so liberating,” she giggles again, putting her hand up my shirt, caressing my bare stomach, inching closer to my breasts. 

“I’m not sure what to say to that. Should we stop? Do you think that I’m not into this?” Feeling my buzz begin to wane and beginning to question what and why I initially allowed this to start in the first place, I feel uncomfortable and unsure.

“Janelle, I’m having fun; you’re obviously having fun. Stop analyzing everything. We’re not going to do anything you’re not comfortable with or I’m not comfortable with.” 

How did she get so smart? 

So wise? 

So sure of herself? 

Hell, I was her teacher—maybe I had something to do with it. I’m awed and fascinated by her. I remember her being smart in high school, but this is extraordinary. She’s evolved. I’m proud of her and oddly jealous as well. 

“We’re not going to fly back to Ohio on Wednesday and try to legalize gay marriage, for fuck’s sake,” she laughs, nudging me. She starts kissing my neck, licking my earlobe again. “I just want to have fun tonight, maybe not even do more than this, and go back remembering that I had a kick ass time in New York City.” 

Okay, a month ago, I was happily (or so I thought) married to my college sweetheart. This month, I am fooling around with not one, but two of my former students. For sure, I’m breaking some sort of law. One thing is for certain, they’re a lot smarter than I ever gave them credit for. I wonder if I should find a way to go back in to the record archives and change their grades. They’re damn geniuses. 

“You’re right. I’m having fun. We should keep having fun until we decide to stop or until one of us passes out.” I laugh, freely kissing her again. Kissing a girl is monumentally different than kissing a guy, different from kissing Briggs for sure. His lips are so strong, so needy, and hungry. Sarah’s lips are so delicate and full, but full of confidence and self-assuredness. 

Sitting upright, Sarah removes her shirt and bra. I follow her cue, and quickly remove my shirt as well, not allowing my “what ifs” and “oh shits” to get the best of me. I am going to stay in this moment and enjoy myself if it’s the last thing I do. 

Wearing only my underwear, I lie back down and kiss her neck, just below her earlobe. Her hands fist in my hair as a muffled groan escapes her lips. 

Sighing, she says, “I think this will be good for tonight. I don’t want you hating yourself in the morning.” 

“What? You’re cutting me off?” I whine, wrapping my arms around her, kissing her neck harder, sucking her flesh between my teeth. The sensation of our bare breasts, naked nipples touching, sends currents of electrifying desire throughout my body. I’ve never felt anything so sensual and erotic before, definitely never anything so forbidden. The feeling of our nipples massaging together dampens my panties and makes me moan with a newfound yearning and want. 

She kisses my neck, biting lightly at my shoulders, traveling down my body. Looking into my eyes, Sarah whispers, “Janelle, believe me when I say that I really… really… want you. But we need to take this slow.” 

As she tickles my stomach, she takes in my entire body—her eyes pausing on every exposed part of my skin. “I want to taste every inch of your gorgeous body. You are doing things to me that I thought died inside me months ago. I cannot thank you enough for that.” She licks my nipple, rolls the bud around in her mouth, and blows a cold breath on the dampened nub. I moan, pulling lightly on her hair, running my fingers along her scalp. She moves to the other nipple and massages the flesh, tugging softly on the nipple. 

“Oh Sarah, this is so hot—so sexy.” I breathe.

“Thank you, I needed to hear that. And you, you’re going thank me tomorrow. You’re beautiful and worthy, and you deserve the world.” She travels back up to my lips, kissing me deeply and passionately. I reach around her, but not before she pulls away and sits up. “Good night Janelle,” she whispers, calmly, smiling happily.

It takes a moment for her words to register. I sit up, shocked. “You’re leaving?”

Still smiling, she pulls on her shirt, and explains, “Yes, because we need sleep for the gala tomorrow. Because this could turn into something real for one of us and because one of us is going to wake up tomorrow with all that Catholic-girl guilt. You know who is who too.” She kisses my head, grabs a bottled water from the mini bar, and leaves. 

“Oh fuck.” I mumble before falling soundly asleep.
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THE NEXT MORNING, I awaken exactly how Sarah predicted I would. What in God’s name am I doing? What the Hell is becoming of me? So now what? I’m a lesbian. I kissed and licked a girl’s body. And guess what? I liked it. I’d probably do it again. Shit, what did I do? Sarah’s right; I carry around way too much Catholic-girl guilt. Holy Mary Mother of God, I am sinning left and right. Someone better recite a rosary or two for me before I burn in Hell.

I lie in bed not wanting to face the day, to face her, or to face my guilt-ridden and shameful eyes in the mirror. I can’t believe I did that. What in the world happened to Janelle Garrity-Flowers—good girl extraordinaire? Anxiety is setting in. I’m losing it. I can’t spend the day with her. I hope she didn’t fall in love with me last night. I don’t want a relationship with her. Holy fuck.

My phone rings. It’s Sarah. I refuse to answer it. Panicking, I hit the “decline” button at the same time I hear her through hotel room door, “Janelle, open up you predictable little freak-job. I know you’re in there.” I’m afraid to move, to make a sound. Maybe she’ll go away, fly back home, forget what we’ve done.

The door rattles and Sarah walks in. “When I left last night, I took your key. I knew you’d be too ashamed to face me.” What’s with all of my students taking my keys, stopping in, deciding what’s best for me? These kids need knocked down a few pegs. Aren’t I supposed to be the evolved adult around here?

Sarah flops down on the bed, handing me a Starbucks cup. She looks great. Her hair is in two French braids, cascading down her back. She’s wearing workout gear and tennis shoes—as if she just finished a quick workout. Wasn’t she as drunk as I was last night? 

“Aren’t you hung over or anything?” I ask. Then she reveals how alive she feels for the first time in a long time. 

Sarah woke up happy, full of life and renewal, not because she was in love with me, but because she knew she’d be able to love again. She was no longer afraid. Sarah had actually gotten up and gone running in Central Park, fully rejuvenated. No wonder she and Jasper got along so well. A love of running! Fuckers. Vivian turned Sarah into a runner while they were dating. Jasper probably loved that about her. They probably run their asses off for fun every day after work. No fucking thank you. 

Apparently, there’s some woman at Garrity Advertising who Jasper has wanted to fix her up with for a while now, but Sarah has been too heart-broken, too gun shy to agree. But when she woke up today, she knew that she wanted to go out with her, try something new. 

“So get up, stop beating yourself up,” she pulls on my arm, forcing me to sit up. “You helped out a friend, no more, no less. Let’s catch the ferry and go see the Statue of Liberty; that bitch rocks!” 

Wow. She’s a ball of life and energy. I’m quite jealous. I wish I woke up so sure of myself, sure of the decisions that I make each day. I spend the majority of my life second-guessing myself. 

“Really? Statue of Liberty?” I joke, trying to shake myself out of my depression. “Are you sure we’re okay? You don’t think less of me?” I really can’t squelch this feeling that I’m disappointing everyone around me, letting everyone down. 

“Think less of you? Oh for God’s sake! You got me out of my funk, and I fulfilled a seven-year fantasy last night,” she replies, smiling triumphantly. 

I look at her questioningly. “Seven-year fantasy?” I ask.

“Yep, ever since you wore that baby—” she admits. 

“Shut up, don’t say it!” I scream, pulling the covers up over my head, blocking out the words.

She screams louder, “That baby costume, I so wanted to see your tits and that’s crazy, because I was full-out hetero then.” Laughing and trying to pull me up out of the bed, she adds. “Not only did I get to see those babies, but I got to touch them… and lick them… and hold them…” 

“Oh my God, kill me now. Did you just say ‘tits’?” I admonish. “That’s disgusting! Girls aren’t supposed to use that word.” I laugh, throwing my pillow at her.

“Yep, now get ready. Tits. Tits. Tits.” I jump out of the bed, holding my hands over my ears. 
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SARAH AND I had a great time sight-seeing and being the typical tourists. We hit all the trademark touristy spots. She’s great company and quickly turning in to a good friend. I’m glad she kept my key and forced me to see the truth. If it were up to me, I’d probably still be in my hotel room looking for ways to avoid her for my misconduct and poor decisions. But she’s right, it’s healthy to explore and experiment. Our “hookup” last night gave her clarity and made her realize that it’s time to reopen her heart; it gave me clarity as well. I spent the entire day thinking about Briggs and Leo. Yes, Leo too. Exploring my sexuality was definitely number one on my to do list. The first two things that I want to do: Briggs and Leo. 

Both! 

Hell, maybe even together.
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WALKING IN TO the fundraiser, I feel gorgeous. The plum-colored backless dress was an immediate confidence booster. I know I look sexy. Sarah keeps pointing out men who are ogling me. I’m enjoying the attention. I crave the attention. My self-esteem is out of whack and going haywire. One minute, I feel gorgeous, carefree, ready to take on the world; the next minute, I doubt myself, hate myself, and don’t know where I’m going in life. Maybe these are typical emotions for a victim of infidelity. I just don’t know. I don’t know anyone who ever experienced this before. I make a mental note to hit some book stores back home about coping with lechery and getting over my feelings of inadequacy. I never thought I would be one to need “Self Help” books, but damn, I certainly need them. 

As we approach our table, Sarah stays back, forcing me to walk to the table alone. There’s a lone woman at our table, her back to me. I approach the table, not believing my eyes, hoping I’m not imagining things.

“Mom?” I choke, tears welling in my eyes. 

“Oh Janelle, I’m so sorry. I’m here. Marcus is a stupid, stupid man,” she soothes, holding me tightly, rubbing my back. I cling to her, sobbing into her shoulders, ruining my hair and makeup. 

“But how? How are you here? Why?” I can’t believe the one person that I need the most is right in front of me, holding me, protecting me. I never want to let her go.

“Jasper and Joz thought you could use your mom.” Oh God, they were right. They knew. Neither one came here either. They weren’t making me share her. “Jasper flew me in for the night. That boy has some serious money. We need his money,” she jokes, laughing and directing me to the chair. 

I sit down, staring at her. She’s beautiful. She looks younger, happier, so full of energy and life. Jesus, when did that happen? How did that happen? My mom hasn’t really been there for me since I was 20 years old. Now, when I need her the most, at 29, when my world is crumbling around me, and I’m making bad decision after bad decision, here she is. I can’t stop the floodgates of tears that are soaking my face and dress. 

“Janelle, I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you.” My mom shakes her head, putting her hand on mine and squeezing it lightly. “I know this is tough for you, but you’re a rock honey. You’re going to get through this.” She seems so sure, not wavering at all. 

“Mom, I just… I just don’t know what to do.” I feel my lip quiver and my tears spilling out again. “I feel like such a fool—such a failure.” I put my head in my hands. She rubs my back, like she used to do when I was child home from school with the flu.

“That’s ridiculous!” she exclaims. Turning her head, she says, “You must be Sarah.” Sarah approaches the table, gives my back a quick pat, and sits on the other side of me. 

“Yes, Mrs. Garrity, Jasper’s told me so much about you and your husband. It’s wonderful to finally meet you.”

Sarah leans over me and shakes my mom’s hand. Did Jasper really talk about my mom to her? How close are they? I wonder if I can convince her to marry my brother. Sarah would be perfect for him—all except for the whole lesbian thing. Damn.

“Call me Sue. Jasper exaggerates, but it’s nice to finally put a face to the name.” My mother takes a sip of her wine, and asks us if we want a drink. My mom knows all about Sarah, too? How often are my mom and brother communicating? I thought that we only talked to them once a month. Hmmm, someone’s holding out on me. 

“I’m on it. You two catch up.” Sarah gets up and says, “Janelle, martini?”

“Not tonight; just a glass of white wine please.” I can’t drink like I did last night. If I keep this business up, I’ll be in AA in no time. I can’t wallow in alcohol for the rest of my life. 

“Did you girls have fun last night?” my mom questions. I’m not about to answer her truthfully. How can I tell my mom that we got loaded up and then made out in my hotel bed? Hell, in her newfound euphoric state, she’d probably be proud of me. Is it possible that the world isn’t judging me as harshly as I’m judging myself?

“Yes, Wicked was amazing.” I rave about the show and Nobu until Sarah returns with our glasses of wine. 

“Sarah, I cannot believe you got this girl to try sushi. She never tries anything new,” my mom casually announces.

“I know, I’m going to work on her trying new things and opening up a little more,” Sarah says mischievously, holding up her glass, and then adds, “To new beginnings.”

We clink our glasses and sip our wine. I can’t believe my mother flew all the way to New York to be with me. I haven’t felt so loved in… in… well… ever. This night is truly magnificent. Writing the check, Jasper’s check, to the March of Dimes feels more than philanthropic; it feels therapeutic. How can I sit around feeling sorry for myself when real suffering, human suffering exists in the world? 

My mother talked a little bit about the children in the orphanage and the connections she was making with them and the breakthroughs they were having. My parents really were remarkable. Nearing 60 and she seemed younger than I had ever known her. Growing up didn’t have to be synonymous with growing old. I could learn from this mess without making myself old, angry, and bitter, without hating and mistrusting men. If my parents could start over, then I could certainly start over at 29.

“Men aren’t the problem Janelle. Marcus was the problem; he isn’t every man,” my mom explains. 

She’s right. I know that. My mom continues, “Marcus was never the man for you. You were never yourself with him. He grounded you. He was like an anchor; you couldn’t fly with him.” Wow, just last night I said that I needed to “defy gravity” and my mom is now saying the same thing. She wants me to fly. Moms just know what to say and how to say it to make it count. 

Going on, she says, “You latched on to Marcus when your dad and I left, so you’d have someone, the wrong someone, but someone nonetheless. You basically went straight from that adorable boy from high school to that ass.” 

She shakes her head disapprovingly. “Janelle, it’s important for women to date, learn what they really want in man, or a woman.” She glances from Sarah to me. She really must have talked to Jasper about Sarah—unless my mom has the keenest “gay-dar” on the planet.

“Amen,” Sarah concurs. “I read once that the average woman sleeps with seven to ten men in her lifetime. So how many is it, Janelle?” she asks, innocently. I redden immediately. This is not a topic that I’ll ever talk to my mother about.

My mom laughs, “Janelle would like us to believe that it was only Marcus, but we knew she slept with her high school boyfriend.” She grabs my hand and squeezes it affectionately. “They weren’t as sneaky as they thought.” Smiling and shaking her head, appearing entirely amused, she stands up to excuse herself. As she walks away, I realize that I’ve never felt like an adult around my mom, but tonight I’m starting to feel like it for the first time in my life. How can a 29-year-old woman still feel like a child around her parents? 

“Is she right, only two?” Sarah asks, incredulously.

“Well, I mean, I’ve fooled around with guys, frat boys in college, hooking up and crap, but if we’re talking sex-sex, like penetration, then yeah. Two,” I admit. “There was Todd in high school and Marcus.” 

Suddenly, I feel embarrassed, humiliated by my innocence. I can’t figure myself out. Sometimes I’m proud of my innocence and naiveté; other times, I’m embarrassed by my lack of experience and knowledge. 

Cracking up, Sarah squeals, “I’m a lesbian, and I’ve slept with more men than you have.” She’s laughing and pushing against me. Apparently, Sarah slept with her high school boyfriend and a few guys in college before she met Vivian and realized that she wanted something completely different. 

“Shut up, that’s just because you were searching for something else,” I shove her back. “Something those boys didn’t have.” I tease. 

“No, because I don’t have your crazy hang-ups about sex and what’s right and what’s wrong.” She’s dead on. Man, if I ever get her and Char together, they’ll gang up on me and kill me with all their “Janelle-rightness.” 

“I don’t have—” I try to argue.

“Really, then why aren’t you fucking the shit out of Briggs and Leo?” Holy shit. How does she even know about them? She and Jasper must be BFFs; this is nuts. I always try to get him to talk to me, open up to me, share with me, but it never happens. Sarah has been back in town for six months, and she knows everything about all of us. It’s just nuts.

“I’m not going to—” I really don’t know what to say or how to defend myself. 

“Supposedly, the sexual tension and body language when they’re around you is intense.” I can’t believe Jasper of all people picked up on that and talked about it with Sarah, no less. My world really is out of whack. “Hey, I went to school with both of them. Briggs is a hot piece of ass. Leo was a geek, can’t believe you want ride that.” She says, scrunching up her nose. 

“Leo isn’t like that at all; he’s smart, funny, and extremely good-looking.” I feel overly compelled to defend him, to make sure she doesn’t think poorly of him.

“Running to his rescue, are you?” Standing up to leave when she sees my mother approach, she whispers, “Get on them—both. You owe it to yourself.” Walking around the table to hug my mother, she announces, “I’m going circulate the room. You two catch up.” 

My mom and I decide that we’ll cut out early and spend some quality time together. I explain to Sarah that I’ll just meet her in the lobby the next morning for a quick breakfast, before flying home. I’m nowhere near ready to go back home and face reality again. I like playing pretend in New York City. Maybe I’ll just quit my job and get a waitressing job at Nobu to afford my new Wicked-crack addiction. I like the sound of that. 

My mom and I walk around Times Square and end up sitting on a bench in Rockefeller Center, people-watching, one of our favorite pastimes together. Or used to be.

“I just don’t enjoy judging people anymore,” she isn’t looking at me, but looking at all the people walking by, as if she’s finally seeing them as humans, not as punch lines. “There are so many more important things in life. Never realized it before,” she confesses, shaking her head. “I wish I could go back in time and re-raise you kids; I failed you in so many ways.” My mom’s so pensive and remorseful, looking forlorn. I hate seeing her with regret, beating herself up. 

“Mom, you’re kidding, right? You guys were great parents… are great parents.” I hate that she thinks otherwise. Granted, she did leave me nine years ago. However, I’m beginning to come to terms with it. Beginning.

“You kids had a nice, privileged life. But, I should’ve been introducing you to more, other cultures, other lifestyles, teaching you acceptance, showing you the world.” She brushes the pieces of my hair that fell from my side pony-tail away from my face. “If I’d shown you more, you wouldn’t have married the first idiot who proposed.” She shakes her head and grabs my hand.

“Janelle, look at me,” she lifts my chin. “You deserve someone perfect. You deserve someone who finishes your puzzle and without him, you’re just another misplaced game, lost and worthless.” I’ve never seen her so serious, never heard her speak with such wisdom before. “Joz has that with Rick. I have it with your dad. You never had that with Marcus.” She’s staring at me, waiting. 

“I know. I think I always knew.” I admit, crying. “It just hurts. It hurts to be so wrong about someone.”

“It hurts, hurts badly, but it won’t kill you.” My mom takes a deep breath, searching for courage, searching for the words. After a long pause and a courageous sigh, she says, “Your dad cheated on me when we were first married.” 

Holy bomb-dropper! 

What? No way. That can’t be true. I stare at her in disbelief. I’ve never heard anything about this before. 

“Mom, are you kidding—”

“Just let me get this out. It hurt, hurt worse than having a baby, having three babies, because emotional hurt is more excruciatingly painful than physical pain.” She stops, gets up, and stands. She faces me, putting her hands on my shoulders. “I thought my world ended. But your dad, he was, Hell, he is my world, the love of my life. What he did broke my heart, but it didn’t break us.” 

I don’t remember a time when my mom was so forthcoming, so filled with raw honesty. “But mom, didn’t you feel like a failure forgiving a man who cheated on you?” My father does not seem like an adulterer. His world revolves around my mom. Maybe it hasn’t always been that way. They obviously have a story, a story that maybe I don’t know all the parts to. 

She smiles and shakes her head, “Forgiving him didn’t make me weak. My pain and anger were making me weak,” she admits, smiling faintly, her eyes becoming distant. “But I knew I had to forgive him. I loved him,” she says, her face lighting up. 

She looks like a teenager, talking about her new boyfriend. Then, her face falls again, shaking her head, “But with you and Marcus, it’s different,” she says softly. “You don’t have to, don’t need to.” She puts both of her hands on my face, forcing me to look at her again, “The main difference is, I knew I’d grow old with your dad, you’ve never felt that for Marcus. Your dad was worthy of forgiveness, Marcus isn’t—never will be.” She seems so sure of herself, of her words.

We both know she’s right. I’m not toying with the idea of forgiving him; that’s absurd. He doesn’t deserve forgiveness. He didn’t even ask for my forgiveness. Marcus certainly isn’t the missing piece to the puzzle of my life. Truthfully, we hardly fit together at all. I clung to him when my parents left, and let’s face it, he really wasn’t all that supportive then either. Funny how my mom called it “missing a puzzle piece.” I love doing puzzles. I always begged Marcus to join me and help me finish one. He never did. Literally and metaphorically, he never finishes my puzzles. 

My mother and I take a cab back to our hotel, sit in the lobby on a comfy couch, and talk into the wee hours of the night. I never felt closer to her, and yet, she lives thousands of miles away now. It’s strange how much maturation and experience change a person, creating growth and strength. My mom is stronger and more enlightened than I’ve ever known her to be. I always wanted to be like her (up until she left), because all little girls basically want to be like their mom. 

When she packed up and left, I dropped that notion, but now? Now, I know exactly why I want to be like her. She’s smart, forgiving (when deserving), tolerant, giving, courageous, helpful, and there for me when I need her the most. Although I hate that she’ll fly back to my father in New Guinea the next day, I’m no longer bitter or angry for her decision or desire to do so. 
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WHEN I CRAWL into my bed, I can’t believe how peaceful I feel. Sometimes, a mother’s support and wisdom is all anyone ever needs. Just as I’m getting comfortable, I realize that I hadn’t gotten my phone out of my purse all day or night, hadn’t looked at it once. That has got to be some sort of record for me. I lie in bed trying to decide if I really need to get up, get it out, check it, and plug it in to the charger. The bed is so cozy and relaxing, getting up seems inane. But, I haven’t checked Facebook all day or my calls or messages. I roll over and decide to just forget it, something to look forward to in the morning. I lie there, thinking about last night, thinking about my mom, but mainly thinking about how I need to get up and get my phone. Damn. I am so technology’s bitch. 

Char and Jocelyn both sent me messages. Jocelyn left a worried message, saying that since she hadn’t heard from me she was forced to call the airline and check on my flight. Then, she left another message more pissed off, because Sarah had sent a text to Jasper saying that they landed safely and things were going well. Did Jocelyn know Sarah too? What was going on? Was I really that wrapped up in my life with Marcus that my family had been existing without me? I needed to make a point to spend more time with them, being more present in their lives. My family was too important, too integral to avoid creating memories with them. 

Briggs texted me four times. I like that he was thinking about me, enough to text me four times in a row. I feel my ego boost, if that’s even possible.

I open his texts:

 

BRIGGS: Crazy how ice can be so hot.

 

BRIGGS: What? You dont think that oxymoron is ironic?

 

BRIGGS: Really? Im throwing ur words at ya and no response?

 

BRIGGS: Janelle, call me. Whats going on? 

 

It’s 4:40 a.m. I can’t possibly call him. So, I send him a quick text: 

 

JANELLE: Easy Briggs, someone might think you’re worrying about her. It was a busy day. Crazy, but this is the first time I’ve even looked at my phone in over 24 hours. New personal record. 

 

I decide to text Char and Joz too; I don’t want them any more pissed off at me. I send a group text, telling them that I’m fine and looking forward to seeing them soon. I also send Char another private text saying that I one-upped her and would tell her all about it later. I rather like that I did something Char’s never done, like hooking up with a girl, even though it was quite minimal. It’s something to brag about and rub in her face.

My cell dings.

 

BRIGGS: I was buggin’ baby, thinking you ditched me for some New Yorker. 

 

Normally, I hate generic terms of endearment, but with Briggs, they work, which in turn make them work for me. He can call me “baby” anytime. 

 

JANELLE: I tried, but nobody was interested. What’re you doing up? 

 

He doesn’t strike me as the type of person who wakes up every time a text comes in.

I’ve slept next to him. He sleeps like a rock. 

 

BRIGGS: Been tryin but I was worried about you. Ur on my mind. 

 

Well huh, I didn’t see that coming. He’s losing sleep, because he hasn’t heard from me? 

I know that shouldn’t make me happy, crazy happy, but it does. I like that he’s been thinking about me. I want him to think about me.

 

JANELLE: What were you thinking about, Briggs? 

 

I know what I’m doing, but I want to egg him on. I want to hear his thoughts, this fantasies, especially if they’re about me.

 

BRIGGS: Are we really going to go there? 

 

I like his caution, but I’m not looking for careful treading right now. 

 

JANELLE: Yes Briggs, we’re really going to go there, only if you think you can find the words and handle it: the heat, the phone, and whatever else you may need to “handle.” 

 

It certainly pays off being an English teacher, having such a grasp of the English language, using words and wordplay to my advantage. 

 

BRIGGS: Janelle, I can handle it, just like I’m going to handle you tomorrow night. And yes, tomorrow night. This waitin shits over. You want me to be slow, whack slow, Im going to take it so long; youre gonna wish you never taught me such restraint. I wont stop til youve reached three orgasms. At least. Then, Im going fuck you harder and hotter than any man has ever done before. 

 

It amazes me how much I still want him even without the use of that damn apostrophe that I normally feel so strongly about. If I have to choose between punctuation and Briggs, then I am choosing Briggs and the apostrophe can fuck right off. Incidentally, this must be what my students call “sexting,” because it feels as hot as the real thing.

 

JANELLE: Well Mr. Alexander, I’m going to hold you to those promises, but I’m going to need a little more description and details in your texts. I’d like to know exactly what you have planned for me tomorrow night. Don’t just tell me, show me, use specific language, please. 

 

He piques my curiosity, among with many other things. I’ll never fall asleep now without a little help, without some sort of release. He can get me going from zero to 100 in just a few sentences, well fragments. 

 

BRIGGS: Baby, that aint happening. Sorry to disappoint. I want you so hot, so wet, and ready when I see you. You better not touch one inch of that sexy body tonight. I want you ready to explode, dying to fuck me, begging to have me. 

 

What? He isn’t going to talk dirty to me, so I can finger myself silly? That sucks.

 

JANELLE: Hey Buddy, who’s calling the shots here? Maybe tomorrow night is just going to be a pipe dream for you. 

 

I can type whatever the Hell I want, but he and I both know the truth. There isn’t going to be any more foreplay, no more fooling around. It’s time for some hot, heavy deep-dicking. 

 

BRIGGS: Im calling the shots now. You had your turn. Youre gonna be beggin for my pipe. 

 

I already am, Briggs. I already am. 

 

JANELLE: Ha! That was funny. When did you get to be such a good, detailed writer and when did you get witty? I don’t remember that in class. 

 

He really is full of surprises, really and truly is. 

 

BRIGGS: There are many secrets you don’t know about me. Cant wait to show you though. I do like when youre callin the shots. So hot. I got a little fantasy involving you, a ruler, and me being a very bad boy. Another time though. Think of me. See you tomorrow sexy. 

 

It’s so unlike me, but I can really get used to being referred to as “sexy” and “baby.” I guess when nobody refers to you with any sort of endearment, you start to really want it, miss it, need it. I really need and want much of what Briggs is offering up. Phew… it’s going to be a long time until tomorrow night. I make a mental note to keep my hands away from myself. I’m saving it all up for him, just like he instructed 

 

JANELLE: Goodnight Briggs. Think of me. I’m lonely in this big bed all by myself wearing just a teeny-tiny hot pink thong. All alone. 

 

Take that! Truthfully, I have on mismatched pajamas. The shirt’s an old concert t-shirt of some band that Char used to dig. The bottoms are Brutus Buckeye flannels. But, I can always pretend… 

 

BRIGGS: Fuck 

 

Fuck is right, and I can’t wait. For real this time. 
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AFTER SAYING “GOODBYE,” to my mom, Sarah and I grabbed a quick breakfast before heading to the airport. Sarah had funny stories to relay about the night before. A few men started chatting her up, getting her drinks all night long. After being pretty tipsy, she broke the news to them that they weren’t getting anywhere with her for obvious reasons. Sarah was shocked that they didn’t just pack up and look elsewhere. Instead, they laughed, talked, and drank more, ending up at a Gentlemen’s club, aka strip club, where they paid dollar after dollar, watching Sarah get lap dances from various women. The men, from Austin, Texas, told her to look them up if she’s ever in the Lonestar state. They all exchanged numbers, and parted ways. 

Sarah can make friends anywhere, quickly. I admire that about her, but more importantly cherish it about her. I’m glad to have her as a friend. At least it isn’t wrong or frowned upon to befriend former students.

On the flight home, nearing our destination, Sarah asks, “What’s going on? You’ve had a shit-eating grin all morning. Spill.” I tell her all about my texts with Briggs and our plan for the night.

“Yes! You’ve got to call me tomorrow. Details, lots of them.” I laugh and tell her that I can’t understand why she’d want details of straight sex. “Sex is sex. The stories are always hot. Don’t you ever read or watch girl-on-girl porn?” 

“Uh no! I don’t watch porn. Women don’t do that. Do they?,” I ask, innocently. 

“Man Janelle, MISS GARRITY,” she says with sarcastic emphasis. “You have so much to learn.” 
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JUST AS I’M about to pour myself a glass of wine and maybe gather up a few hors d’oeuvres in case Briggs needs some energy for the night, there’s a knock at the door. I yell, “It’s open,” and Briggs waltzes in. I turn to wave at him, as I open the refrigerator, getting the cheese cubes I sliced earlier. 

“Baby, it’s been too long since I’ve seen that face and touched that body.” He walks straight over to me, wraps his arms around me, and pulls me hard against him. His body’s solid, warm, and I can’t wait to explore every inch of it.

“Briggs, my hands are full.” I warn, as he pushes me against the open fridge, a cheese-tray in one hand and my other hand on the door. His body’s strong and firm against my back. His breath’s warm on the back of my neck. Brushing my hair away from my neck, he kisses my lower neck and shoulder, working his way toward my ears. 

I moan at his touch. The front of my body presses against the refrigerator shelf as his hands eagerly caress and explore the flesh of my breasts. The cold sensation of the shelves and the heat from Briggs’ hands and body heats me up even more. I shove the tray back into the fridge and put my hand between us, reaching to touch him, to feel him. Just as I wanted, he’s hard and ready. I purr when I feel him, loving that just seconds of being in a room with me creates such a desire in him. 

“I can’t wait another second,” his gravely whisper sounds in my ear, licking along my ear’s edge. His breath’s hot; the air in the fridge is chilly and crisp. Still reaching around me, he slips his hands into my jeans, without even unbuttoning them, finding the center of my desire. 

“You’re so fucking sexy… so wet… so hot,” he growls into my ear. Briggs’ fingers circle my clit in soft featherlike motions. I push back against him, needing him to hold me for support. He slips one finger in to me, then another. I mewl and wiggle at his touch. 

“Oh God… Briggs… yes,” I whimper as he returns to my clit again, circulating around the hardened nub. He moves his fingers, manipulating me faster. Slipping another finger back inside of me, I whine in protest, not wanting him to prolong this any further. I want release, need it. Briggs chuckles, removing his finger, dipping it in to my mouth. I lick and suck his finger, emulating the motions of sucking his penis. Tasting myself on his fingers turns me on even more. I need this man. Sensing my desire, he dips his tongue into my ear.

“Don’t hold back Janelle,” he commands as he finds my clit again, massaging it faster with abandon. I moan. Briggs’ breathy voice sounds in my ear. “Come on baby, I have to fuck you.” 

I can’t take it any longer. I brace myself against him, rotating and pushing my hips harder against his hands, as I cry out with a fast, intense orgasm. He holds me as I catch my breath and regain my balance and composure. Kissing my neck, and sucking flesh into his mouth, he says, “You’re amazing.” 

I lie limply against him, and pant a satisfied, “You’re not so bad yourself.”

“I’m not even close to being done with you yet,” he adds. He turns me around, and kisses me passionately. With his mouth on mine, he lifts me up, and I wrap my legs around his waist. Our mouths explore each other’s lips, tongues, necks, and chests. 

Briggs lowers me down on the kitchen counter and stands back, admiring me, taking me in as I sit awaiting his next move. “Raise your arms,” he demands. I eagerly and readily comply. With one swift motion, my shirt’s off and his hands are on my breasts. Smiling, he compliments, “Nice bra.” 

Online last week, I searched all over the internet until I found a teacher-related bra and panty set. And teacher-related it was. It’s white with red apples all over it, inside the apples are yellow A+ signs. Perfect for this little lesson.

“I’m glad you like it. I may have had you in mind when I bought it.” I lick my lips and stare into his crystal blue eyes as I unhook the small red apple clasp, opening my bra, exposing my breasts to him. 

“Like it a lot,” he replies as he kneads the flesh of my breasts. Taking a nipple into his mouth and sucking it lightly, I heave my chest toward him, offering him more of myself. I hold his head against my chest, enjoying the sensation of his mouth on me. He moves to the other breast, still rolling the bud of my other nipple between his large fingers. 

Putting my hands on the bottom hem of his shirt, I remove it. I can stare at his body’s perfection for days. I kiss his chest, running my nails along his stomach and abs. Kissing my path back up to his mouth, I find his lips and our tongues meet again. The feel of his hard body and powerful chest against my breasts and hard nipples begins to send me over the edge. “Oh Briggs, I want you.” There’s no turning back now. 

“Lie back,” he commands. I acquiesce. Briggs unbuttons my jeans with one hand, as the other continues to explore my nipples and breasts. Moving slowly, he unzips my jeans, staring into my eyes. Just watching him, knowing what is to come, takes my breath away. Just the anticipation alone dampens me even more. Briggs takes my pants down. I lift my hips to move the process along. “So eager, I like that,” he says, his eyes smoldering with desire. 

I feel his fingers hook on the waistband of my underwear. I hold my breath, lifting my hips again as he strips me completely on my kitchen counter. Exposed, vulnerable, and totally immersed in desire, I lie back on the counter waiting for Briggs to take me. He spreads my legs further apart, opening them. 

“Your pants? Aren’t you taking them off?” I question.

Smiling, he explains, “Not yet, I promised you three orgasms, two more to go, baby.” 

Kissing my thighs and tenderly biting the flesh of my legs, I feel the heat intensify between my legs. He uses his fingers to open me further, rubbing the hardening nub of my clit with his thumb, before lightly flicking it with his tongue.

“Briggs… I can’t… I don’t know. I’m ready now.” I whine in protest. I want him inside of me, deep inside of me. I need him. 

He blows on the very center of my desire and then licks it again, before saying, “A promise is a promise and you’re not begging yet.” Putting his mouth on me again, his tongue moves faster and harder. His tongue circles and moves lower, finding the opening, penetrating the opening. His tongue dips further in at the same time as his finger strokes my clit again. He simultaneously rubs my button as his tongue moves in and out of me. It’s the most amazing sensation of pleasure, forbidden pleasure, pleasure I cannot deny myself. 

“Don’t stop… Briggs… Oh God.” I hold him against me securely in place, running my nails over his head and neck. He switches his hands, his tongue back on my clit, while two of his fingers delve deeper inside of me.”

Yes, that’s it.” I urge. I raise my hips off the counter; he removes his fingers from inside of me. Using both of his hands, he lifts me up, pulling me closer to his mouth, his hands holding my butt and hips. My legs dangle easily and smoothly over his shoulders. This is everything. It’s hot, so hot. Marcus has never… 

“Briiiiiiiiiggs,” I cry as my body quakes and spasms. My body shakes from the inside out. I wrap my legs around his head, holding him in place until I lie motionless and limp, while he holds me up. Lowering me back on the counter and crawling up on top of it, he kisses my body as he makes his way back up to me. He kisses me deeply. I taste myself on him again, so intimate and so sensual. 

Panting, I hold his head in my hands, staring at his face, “That’s two.” I kiss him again. “No more.” 

“Yes more… lots more,” he argues, kissing my neck and collarbone. He grinds against me, still wearing his jeans. He’s hard, so big, the material of his jeans, the seam of his pants are rubbing against me. I can’t bear it. I’m sore and sensitive, too tired to go again.

“No… no… no… no. Wait… wait… wait,” I plead. “It’s too… ahhh… sensitive… stop.” The sensitivity of more stimulation is unbearable. I can’t let him touch me there again. He lifts off of me, and moves to my side, trailing his fingers from my neck to my navel. Briggs nuzzles my neck and ear. 

“Relax, you just have to let me tread lightly; we can get you back there. I read about it,” he smirks proudly.

I laugh, shaking my head at him. “You read about it? Really? When did you become so studious?” I joke, kissing his neck.

“When the extra credit became so rewarding,” he jokes, as his fingers reach between my legs again. 

“Briggs… it’s too…” I warn as his fingers slowly and lightly diddle my clit again. “Too… too… oh wow… gooood.” I purr when he gently brushes over my center again. There’s no way I can have three orgasms like this, never before have I even had two in a row. Just then Sarah words ring in my ear. You can go all night and into the next day.

Briggs touches me, caresses me, then he looks directly at me and says, “You need to come again baby. You have to know how bad I want you… have to be inside you.” He kisses me deeply, while his fingers are buried inside of me.

“I just don’t know. I don’t think I can.” I whine, breathing hard, while moving my hips, gyrating them to his touch. 

“Yes you can. You want me, don’t you?” he questions. I nod, staring at him. “Do you? Tell me; tell me you want me. Tell me you want to fuck me.” he goads me.

“Yes Briggs, I want you,” I can hardly talk. My breathing’s so short. He moves his fingers faster, harder. “I do, yes Briggs, I want to fuck you.” As soon as the words leave my mouth, my entire body jerks, releasing the most powerful orgasm I’ve ever experienced. My toes curl, legs stiffen, and my nails dig into his arms as I try to get his hand out from between my legs. 

“Thank God,” he exclaims as he leaps off the counter. His jeans are off in two seconds flat. I sit up, watching him. I reach for his boxers, but not before he grabs his own waistband and pulls them down. His penis is straining, so hard, so big. I want him. I reach for him. 

“Nuh-uh, don’t touch. I’m afraid, I’ll… you know… I’ve never waited this long before,” he admits. I back up, putting my hands up. 

Suddenly feeling self-conscious, I say, “Briggs, do you have, ummm…” It’s always such an awkward question, but yet so necessary.

“Oh shit, yeah, right here,” he says, bending to reach for his jeans. The muscles in his back ripple. I touch his back. He lets me rub his back, tickle his spine with my nail before standing back up. He throws a handful of condoms on the counter.

Giggling, I say, “Big plans tonight?” He nods, smiling. Carefully, I open the condom for him, handing it to him. He slides it over his penis. What a shame to cover it up. 

Moving in closer, he lifts my chin to force me to look into his eyes; they’re burning with desire, with want. My breath catches. He growls and kisses me hungrily, devouring me. My arms wrap around his neck, my legs around his waist, pulling him closer to me, urging him into me.

He continues to kiss my neck and rub my back, massaging me with his strong, powerful hands. I want him inside. He’s still holding back. “Briggs.” I want him.

He looks at me, stands back a bit, and shakes his head. “Not yet, you still haven’t said it,” he explains as he leans in and tongues my ear, breathing into my ear. 

At first, I don’t understand what he means. I look at him, confused and totally turned on. Then, realizing what he wants, what he means, I eagerly cave and say, “Please, there I said it!” Briggs sighs, relieved, and pounces on me, kissing my neck and chest. 

“Please, Briggs, I’m begging you!” I scream, surrendering. He chuckles, pulling me closer and lifting me up. With one swift motion, he’s deep inside of me. I wasn’t sure if I could handle him, take him the whole way in, but I’m so wet, so incredibly wet and turned on; he slides right in, tightly and snugly, but all the way in, further than any man has ever been. He doesn’t move; he waits until I adjust to his size, his girth, his body. 

Briggs moves. I follow his lead. He rocks his hips against me. I meet his every thrust. I want this. Wrapped around him, with him buried deep inside of me, nothing else matters. This is exactly where I want to be—what I want to be doing. I open my eyes slowly. The most beautiful blue eyes are staring back at me, staring at me with such awe and desire. I can’t take my eyes away from his. We stare at each other, moving rhythmically together. I have never had sex like this, so raw, so passionate, so real. 

Briggs thrusts faster and harder. I nod at him, encouraging him to move even faster. He does. He lifts me off the counter, holding me. He turns us around, putting my back against the fridge. He pumps and pushes harder. Then, with one breathy word, “Janelle,” he releases intensely, holding me and pumping into me. We stand together, wrapped around one another, while he settles down. Still holding me, not moving, still inside of me, he kisses me and says, “Do you think I could redo this assignment? I didn’t do so well.”

I groan as he slowly slips out of me, and breathing hard, I say, “I don’t know. It was okay. You do need a little more practice.” 

Still holding me, he carries me to the couch and lies me down. He leans over, kisses me, and says that he’ll be right back. As he walks back toward the bathroom, I watch how confidently and cockily he walks. Even naked, he’s so self-assured. With that body though, who wouldn’t be? Briggs looks good enough to eat, from the front, from the back, from every damn angle I have ever seen him in. Delicious. Man, I’m hungry. He wore me out.

Lying there, I wait, wait for the guilt to flood over me. I wait. Nothing happens, I feel, well, happy. Satisfied, extremely satisfied. And tired. I grab the blanket from the top of the couch and snuggle up. Smiling happily, I doze off, and next thing I know, he’s lifting me, still covered in the blanket, off the couch. He takes me back to the bedroom, lies me on the bed, and tells me to hold on a second. 

Still naked, he leaves my room, rushing back into the living room. I get up, go into the restroom to freshen up, and when I return, he has a whole spread of food on the bed waiting for me. He got the cheese tray, crackers, a bottle of wine, one glass, and a can of beer. “Hungry?” he asks. 

“You read my mind,” I say, climbing into the bed, sliding in next to him. We sit propped up against the headboard, drinking and eating cheese and crackers. We sit silently for a while, when he says, “There’s this new Mexican restaurant in Cleveland, want to go Friday night? It’s just outside of town. No one will see us.” He feeds a cheese cube to me. “They say the margaritas are strong. I want to get you crazy drunk and take advantage of you.”

Uhhh… what? I can’t go on dates with him—in public. I haven’t even filed for my disillusionment yet. I’m not about to start dating, a former student, especially. Sleep with him, get high levels of satisfaction from him? Absolutely. But a date? I don’t think so. 

Stalling, I take a sip of wine, and finally reply, “It’s not taking advantage of someone if she’s a willing participant.” I smile, nudging against him. “Let’s skip the drive to Cleveland, skip the dinner, and stay here, get drunk on our own, and see where crazy drunkenness takes us.” 

Studying me, he says, “So you don’t want me to take you out? You just want to stay here?” 

“Why go anywhere, when everything we want is right here?” I joke while I reach under the blanket and stroke his penis. 

“Janelle, why don’t you want to go out with me?” He looks serious, hurt even, which is not my intention at all. 

“It’s not that. I’m not…” I stammer. I don’t know what to say. “I’m still married, haven’t filed for my disillusionment. I really shouldn’t be dating right now.”

Briggs doesn’t say anything for a while. “Alright, I get that. Makes sense. So, I’m just going to be your little boy-toy secret then?” he says, smiling, pretty proud of himself. 

“Think you can handle that?” I ask innocently. He responds by rolling over on me and kissing me deeply. 

Breaking the kiss and looking at me with a serious gaze, “At this point, I would take whatever you’re giving.” He kisses me again at the same time his phone’s alarm goes off. “Shit… yeah… hey… can I turn on the TV, you have cable, right?” he asks, while searching for my remote.

I hand him the remote, “Sure, but… uhhh… what’s up?” 

“ESPN is running a story on me. I taped it, but I kind of want to see it too. That’s okay, right?” He looks at me hopefully. It’s cute, like I need to give him permission to watch an ESPN special about himself. 

“Of course Briggs, I want to watch too,” I say, taking the remote from him and turning the television to ESPN. “It’s not every day that a girl gets to go to bed with a sports star,” I respond. Then realizing my absurdity, I say, “Well yeah, girls go to bed with celebrity athletes all the time. I’m a dime a dozen.” 

Hitting pause on the remote, he takes my head in his hands, kisses my forehead, and counters, “No way are you a dime a dozen, Janelle Garrity; you are one of a kind.” He kisses me deeply, taking my breath away. Damn. 

After I quickly clean up the food and get back in bed, Briggs unpauses the show. It’s strange watching the same man who’s in my bed, stroking my hair and back, being interviewed on TV right in front of me. The interview and story are fantastic; his story is tragic. But, he’s a warrior, fighting his way back to stardom without needing to get knocked around by 300-pound football players to do it. I’m so proud of him, awed by him. And to think, he was my student… is my lover. Pride floods me as I drift off to sleep, with Briggs Alexander, ESPN golden-boy stroking my hair and rubbing my back.
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THE NEXT MORNING, we’re awakened by Briggs’ phone going off. “Doesn’t the battery on that thing ever die?” I ask as I get up to go to the bathroom. 

“I charged it right before I came here last night,” he explains, picking up his phone. “What up?” he says to the caller. “Awww fuck, that’s right; they’re in my car.” He holds the phone and yells through the door, “Janelle, what’s the address here?” 

Sticking my head out the door, “Ummm, why?” I ask. 

“Vince, remember my buddy Vince? He needs to get his golf clubs out of the back of my car.” He looks at me strangely, explaining the situation.

Shit. I had Vince in study hall, not as an official student, but I was not a fan of him back then. I don’t want him to know about us, about what we’ve been doing. If they’re friends though, then he probably already knows. 

Reluctantly, I give him the address and jump in to take a quick shower. I’m just rinsing the conditioner out of my hair when I hear the door open. Smiling, I say, “What took you so long?” 

“Just giving you some time before I came in here and had my way with you,” he confesses. His mouth is minty fresh.

“Did you use my toothbrush?” I question. I would freak the shit out if he did. There are just some things that I do not share.

Lathering up his hands, he says, “You think I didn’t pay attention in school, ever, don’t you?” He begins rubbing his soapy hands all over my chest, massaging the bubbles into my breasts as water rinses them immediately off. “I’d never use your toothbrush. You take your own sheets and towels to hotels. You’d kill me if used your toothbrush. I used my finger,” he says, before kissing me deeply.

For some reason, the fact that he even remembered I’m a “germ-a-phobe” turns me on and makes me want him even more. I lather up my own hands, and with sudsy palms, I begin stroking him. His penis is rock hard. I pump him faster, cupping his testicles with my other hand, massaging the flesh. He groans, squeezes my nipples slightly, and puts his face back into the stream of water beating down on us. He looks incredible: turned on, hard, and wet. I stroke faster, and he grabs my hand, pulling it away from him. 

“Not yet,” he says as he turns me toward the water, the water beating down on my breasts and face. He kisses my neck, my shoulders, and raises my arms up around his neck. He slides his penis down my ass crack, between my legs. He isn’t inside of me, but his length is long enough to rub my clit. I spread my legs for easier stimulation. This whole position is new to me; his penis strokes against me over and over again. I lean a bit forward, bracing myself against the wall, the sensation is electrifying. 

“Put your legs a little closer together,” he orders. As I do, he moans and pumps between my legs faster. 

“Briggs, my God, this is so good,” I swoon, pushing back and forth with him. He pulls my leg up, exposing me, and opening me even more. His penis rubs harder and hotter onto my clit as the water beats down on us. “Briggs, I’m going to—”

“I know, baby, come on, me too,” he pants in my ear. We move faster, and together, simultaneously, we explode in climax, releasing hard. We collapse against the wall, trying to catch our breath. 

Washing his hair and massaging his scalp, I say, “So… uhhh… where’d you learn that little trick?” Not only have I never had, whatever that was, crack sex, I’ve never even heard of it. 

Cracking up, he says, “That? Man, I’ve been doing that since seventh grade.” He turns to rinse his hair in the water. 

“What? What the Hell? Seventh grade? Who does that in seventh grade?” I shriek. 

“It was tough convincing chicks to have sex in junior high, so this was the compromise. They could keep their ‘V’ card, and I could get off,” he explains to me. 

“And them? Did they get off, Briggs?” I scold him.

“Hell, back then, I didn’t even know a girl could get off,” he laughs, wrapping his arms around me. “And anyway, that little ‘trick’ as you called it hasn’t worked for me in years. You just get me so fucking hot that anything sets me off.” Briggs turns off the water, grabs a towel, and wraps us both in it. 

Holding me in the towel, he says, “I didn’t know how fucking great it could be watching a woman come. You are the sexiest woman I’ve ever known.” His compliments floor me. This is a man who could have any woman he wants and for some unknown reason, he’s naked sharing a towel with me. It’s perplexing to say the least. 
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BRIGGS AND I are sitting outside when Vince finally rolls up. He looks as shady as he did when I had him study hall. I didn’t trust him then, and I don’t trust him now. 

“Miss Garrity,” he nods at me, apparently too good or too cocky to actually use a real greeting. “What up Briggs? You’re here early. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you spent the night here,” he laughs and puts his hand in the air, expecting a high-five from Briggs. Ignoring his hand, Briggs gets up and hands him his keys.

“The clubs are in the back,” he says, walking with Vince to the car.

Vince yells over his shoulder loudly enough so I can hear, “And I do know better, because I stopped at your apartment last night dude, and you weren’t there.” He turns around, faces me, and makes a crass humping gesture. Oh my God, not good, not good at all.

Briggs grabs him by the back of his shirt, shoves him toward the car, and snarls, “Just get the clubs and go, man… and grow the fuck up.” 

After Vince gets the golf clubs and leaves, Briggs walks back toward me, and apologizes, “I’m sorry; he really is a good guy, harmless really.”

Sitting down on bottom step, he leans back against me. I rub his shoulders, kiss his ear, and reply, “Not so much… he really is a fucking schmuck.” Briggs laughs, taking hold of one my hands, and kisses the back of my hand. 

“Yeah, maybe you’re right,” he agrees, easily. 
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ONCE I CLEANED the pool house, went to the grocery story, and tried to write my Madonna musical for a while, I decided I needed a break. Lying on a raft in the middle of the pool reading a book, I’m entirely oblivious to the world around me. I’m quite certain that I’ve died and gone to Heaven. It’s the first time all summer that I’m experiencing the euphoria and relaxation of summer vacation. Maybe four orgasms in twelve hours does that to a woman. I don’t know, but I do know that I’m beyond peaceful and complacent. 

Beginning to doze off, a book resting on my stomach, I hear, “I hope you have sunscreen on.” Startling me, causing me to jump up, I fall off the raft, splashing thoroughly into the water. 

Resurfacing, I yell, “Leo Cling, you son of a…” Soaking wet, I exit the pool with my book dripping wet. “Are you some kind of sunblock bounty hunter?” I grumble. “Christ, are you getting kickbacks from Coppertone or Banana Boat or something?

“Oh shit, I didn’t mean to ruin your book. My bad,” he apologizes, grabbing the book from me and staring to dry it off.

“Really? Really? You’re more concerned with my chick-lit novel than if I’m alright,” I question him, feigning annoyance and anger. “Oh wait, that’s right, you’re a chick-lit closet case.”

Smile fading, dimples disappearing, he says, “Closet case? That’s real nice, make fun of the virgin, he has to be gay if he isn’t screwing everything with legs.” He turns to walk away.

Shit. I was only kidding. “Leo! Wait,” I yell after him. “I was just playing, no seriously, wait.” I feel horribly, by no means did I want to offend him or hurt him. 

Turning around laughing, he says, “Gotcha, we’re even… and for the record, I’m not a chick-lit closet case. I read my smutty romances proudly and openly.” 

“We are not even—not even close,” I argue, “you ruined my book. It was just getting good too.” Pouting, I sit down on the chaise and try to salvage my book. Useless. 

“Yeah, looks like a riveting one,” he jokes. It is good. Granted, it’s the third time I’ve read it, but it’s still good. I can’t argue that Chelsea Handler books are all that literary, but they crack me up. I enjoy every single one of them, laughing my ass off the entire time. 

“Oh, I’m sure. You teaching that author in your class these days?” he asks, sarcastically.

“Yes Leo, I’m now teaching Chelsea Handler’s art of sarcasm and satire. Turns out, this fall, you’re my first guest speaker.” He chuckles, sitting down next to me. “Shouldn’t you be at work?” I ask, faking annoyance. 

“Our offices are closed today and tomorrow for some company golf tournament,” he explains. 

“Why didn’t you go?” I ask. He should be embracing this just-out-of-college bachelorhood.

“Since I’ m new, I missed the sign up. All the teams were formed already,” he shrugs, not seeming to care. “I didn’t want sit around all day in a golf cart in the heat, drinking when they don’t really know me yet.” Leo has a point. It’s good for new employees to be a little reserved at first. But soon, he’ll need to loosen up and start making some work friends. “I don’t know. I may stop by tomorrow.”

“I think you should go for sure; make some friends,” I urge, smiling at him. He’s so good looking, now. I still can’t wrap my brain around the fact that he’s single. 

“Miss Garrity, can I ask you something?” He suddenly seems very serious. “What do you think sounds more like me, a big lake and lots of land, or a wooded area with a lot of wildlife and privacy?” 

What a strange question! Certainly not a question I’d predict. “Before I answer that,” I say, “Can you please start calling me ‘Janelle?’ You’re not in my class anymore.” 

He blushes, dimples bigger than ever, and says, “I could never call you ‘Janelle’ and feel comfortable with it.” 

After some coaxing and convincing, he agrees to give “Janelle” a shot, but I’m not all that confident he’ll actually be able to use it. “Well Leo, I guess I can see you in both. You’re pretty reserved and quiet, like a man who would live out in the woods, outdoorsy,” I explain. “But, I can also see you married with kids, playing in the lake, ice skating in the winter, big picnics with baseball teams out on the land.” 

“That’s the problem,” he whines petulantly. “I want both, but can only afford one.” 

Ahhh, he’s deciding between two houses. Leo told me the first day he stopped over that he was looking for a house to buy. I can’t believe he’s so young, but still ready to purchase a home. He really has his shit together. When I was his age, five years ago, I was drowning in credit card debt and student loans. I wouldn’t have survived if Jasper hadn’t taken over and bailed Marcus and me out of credit card debt. 

“When you’re in each house, which one feels like home, which one can you visualize yourself in more?” I ask, trying to help him solve his dilemma.

“Both, seriously both. I can’t decide.” He’s truly torn. Deciding between two equally perfect things, so different, but still perfect in every way, is a tortuous and grueling task. “Well thanks anyway Miss Garrity, I’d better get back to work; your brother is going to think I am a total slacker.” 

He stands up to leave. I shield the sun from my eyes to look at him. He’s always standing in the sunlight, with a halo of rays surrounding him. Angelic. How is this guy single? I never wonder why Briggs is single; he just never comes across as a one-woman man. Briggs’ bachelorhood is by choice; I’m certain of that. Leo, well Leo, needs to find the right woman, the forever woman. 

“Hey Leo, it’s ‘Janelle,’ remember?” I laugh, putting in my earbuds and lying back on the chaise. I wave and close my eyes, smiling. 

“Hey Janelle,” he calls, emphasizing my name. I look up again, and take out one earbud, waiting. “Sunscreen, remember?” he admonishes and tosses the tube to me. I laugh, grab it, and use a little on my face and chest before reclining back down. 

I stay out in the sun for a little over an hour before deciding to go inside for a bite to eat. I still have plenty of time before Briggs is due back over. There is time to kill. As I start up the walk to the front of the house, Leo stops and asks if I want to go check out the two houses with him once he finishes up.

Leo hits my soft spot. Touring houses is up there on my list of favorite things to do. I love imagining what it can become and determining how to make a house a home. I run in and shower quickly, not wanting to make him wait, happy that I already enjoyed quite a lengthy shower that morning. Braiding two fishtails braids down my back and slipping into my favorite one-piece teal romper, I’m ready to go. The sun pinked my cheeks, which is the best thing about summer, not wearing makeup other than a little mascara. 

Walking out the door, Leo’s waiting on the porch for me. Leo’s not the ladies’ man, so to speak, but the way he looks at me at me right now, I question his overall degree of innocence. Suddenly, I feel self-conscious, nervous, and very flushed. Secret, hidden places are twitching. Twitching, I tell you. I look at my cell phone. I have three hours until Briggs arrives. 180 minutes. 180 long minutes. 

“Miss Garrity, uhhh, Janelle,” Leo stands, staring at me with a look of appraisal. “You may never want to wear that… that… thing either in front of your students.” He blushes, shaking his head. 

“Leo, first of all, I would never wear shorts and a tank top romper to school,” I explain. “Secondly, why? What’s wrong with it? It covers everything. Not short, not revealing, what?” I ask, spinning around, trying to figure out his reasoning. 

Not taking his eyes off my legs, “Uhhh, that’s easy; you look… look… ummm… great… hot in it,” he says, approvingly with a raspy voice. 

Well, well, well, looks like Leo is noticing. I wasn’t even trying to make him notice. Hmmm, very interesting, very very interesting.
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DRIVING BACK FROM looking at the houses, I say, “You’ve got big problems, big problems.” 

“I know! This sucks. How can I decide?” he wonders, more to himself than to me. 

“I don’t know, Leo, just keep stopping back, weigh the pros and cons,” I answer. The houses are both perfect, a perfect fit for him. 

“I don’t see the cons,” he whines, banging his head back on the headrest. He’s adorable. He’s so mature, so manly, but he has these childish tendencies that are charming and sweet. However, he’s 100% right; I don’t see the cons either. Choosing one is going to be very difficult, impossible really. But he has to make a choice; he can’t have two houses. People don’t really have two houses. 
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THE FIRST HOUSE, a cabin in the woods, looks like a modern-day Thoreau hideaway. It’s simple, but serene and quiet. Everything’s rustic, raw, with untouched wood. The whole house has secret cubbies and hidden little rooms. The stairway is small, hidden off the kitchen; one will have to go through an unassuming doorway to find it. One bedroom is small, loft-like with low ceilings, mysterious; the only way to it is a ladder up the hallway wall. I can picture two little boys sharing it, telling ghost stories at night, hidden under blankets with flashlights. Another bedroom, close to the master bedroom, is narrow, and long, with vaulted ceilings and small cubbies and cutouts. Immediately, I envisioned a pink canopy bed in the corner, a built-in a window seat full of stuffed animals and baby dolls. It’s perfect for a little girl’s make-believe castle, a pretend world of fairies and princesses. The master bedroom is simple, efficient, nothing to oooh and ahhh over. But the master bath has a double-sized old-fashioned footed bathtub, sitting in the middle of the bathroom, begging to be filled with water and bubbles for hours of soaking and reading. Yeah, I would read in it. 

The outside is heavily wooded, with trails leading every which way, waiting to be explored. There are two decks off the back and side of the cabin, at two separate levels. A small staircase curves, joining the two decks. The decks aren’t enormous, but big enough for a family to eat their dinner overlooking the woods, hoping to see wildlife run and frolic by. I can just picture hammocks set up between the wooden pillars, and rocking chairs haphazardly placed about the decks. 

The previous family must have had children, because off the highest point of the deck is a zipline, for kids, maybe even adults, to soar from the top deck to one of the trails in the woods. Leo and I were both dying to do it, but we questioned its overall safety. He promised that if he purchased the cabin, he’d safely secure the zipline, and I could be the second person to zip through his woods.

“Why, can’t I go first, selfish?” I asked him, pouting, hoping to get my way.

“I’m not selfish. If you think I’d send you down that thing without testing its durability first, then you’re nuts,” he explained, looking at me with concern. “I could never sit back and watch you get hurt.” 

Leo says things like that without weighing the magnitude of what he’s saying. He’s so serious about caring for people, but fun-loving and witty at the same time. I’ve never met anyone like him before. He intrigues me. With Briggs, what you see is what you get, but he can also surprise you at times too. With Leo, everything is a total mystery, but he’s so secure and stable too. They’re paradoxes that I can’t quite understand. 

The second house, the lake house, is on acres of land with a lake in the far back corner of the property. This house screams friends, families, get-togethers. Pulling down the long drive back toward the house and lake, I could picture large picnics with entire soccer team families playing all throughout the land. The previous family didn’t take any of their outdoor recreational equipment with them, leaving paddle boats, a canoe, a playset, a trampoline, and four picnic tables for the new owners to enjoy. Walking back along the lake, it felt like vacation, an escape from reality. 

The inside of the house is new, open, airy, spacious, floor to ceiling windows throughout. It’s a home to be proud of, to invite friends over, proving your financial status in life. The countertops are granite, white crown molding topped the edge of each wall, and the ceramic tiled floors are immaculate and flawless. The bedrooms and closets are large and open, but the master bedroom is breath-taking. The entire back wall of the bedroom is glass, revealing a magnificent view of the lake and property. French doors lead out to a small deck, overlooking the lake. The bedroom is like an oasis, a getaway from kids and guests when a couple craves a timeout. 

I don’t know how Leo will ever choose between the two houses, seems like a daunting, grueling chore. How can he choose, when each one is entirely perfect on its own, but so dissimilar from the other? What one house lacks, the other possesses, and vice versa. 

“Leo, I’m thinking you’re just going to have to flip a coin.” There really is no other way to decide. He can’t buy them both, which triggers a thought, “So uhhh, when you said that you wanted to buy a house, I figured that meant some little starter house in the projects. How’re you going to pay for this?” It’s a nosy question, but these houses are gorgeous. When Marc and I were house hunting, he and I couldn’t have come close to this price range. I’m just curious. Curious and nosy. Hell, just nosy.

“I’ve got some money stashed away, saved for a rainy day,” he says.

“Some money? Leo, this isn’t a ‘rainy day.’ Those houses are for like a monsoon that breeds with a tsunami,” I shriek. “Those houses are gorgeous. So tell me, did you rob a bank? Sell crack in college?” I joke.

“Well, you know me, anything for a buck,” he shoots back, smiling. “Nah, not so much. I pretty much saved every penny I’ve ever made and then, when my grandma died, she left a large chunk of her savings to my sister and me.” 

Listening, I realized that when Leo speaks of his family, he always gets a little sappy, but remorseful too. I’m going to need a little more information on that someday. “So now I’ve got money and a decision to make.” 

And what a decision it is. Two perfect but very different houses.

Something doesn’t add up. “If you’ve got all this money, then why in the Hell are you doing Jasper’s yard?” I ask, utterly confused. “Why aren’t you enjoying your summer and hanging out with your new work friends?” I know Jasper isn’t paying him all that much; Jasper is a tight-ass. Leo’s an accountant. He obviously doesn’t need this weekend landscaping gig.

He looks away, then into the review mirror, avoiding my gaze. He’s dead silent for a bit, then says, “Let’s just say I love working outside and the company’s pretty nice.” 

Huh? I don’t follow, “What company? Garrity Advertising?” I ask, clueless.

He shakes his head, dropping his eyes from the road and sighing, “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?” I look at him dumbly, still not understanding. “You… Miss… you Janelle, I like coming over to see you, to talk and hang out.” Leo takes his eyes off the road and looks at me, awaiting my reaction to this revelation. 

I look away, immediately, not responding to him, embarrassed by his confession. But why? I’m not afraid to admit to myself that I want him. I even hoped that he saw something in me. So now, why am I so uncomfortable with his admission? Thinking about it, fantasizing, well that’s one thing; Leo just made something that I have been trying to keep in the forbidden to something possible, a reality, an actual possibility. It’s suddenly getting very hot.

“Ice cream!” I squeal, thankful for the distraction. “Pull over, let’s get ice cream.” Leo turns the car into the ice cream shop’s parking lot. The place is packed; summer nights’ heat brings people out of the woodwork. 

Leo and I stand in line, discussing our many options. Luckily, things aren’t uncomfortable between us. It’s strange like that with Leo; he’ll make these statements and then act as if they never really came out of his mouth. It’s a puzzling, yet endearing quality. Normally, when I reveal too much or lay everything out on the table, I’m mortified after and want to crawl immediately into a hole and die a slow a painful death. 

Beginning to eat our sundaes, we decide to sit on the back picnic table at the far corner of the parking lot. I pick up my cherry, disgusted, about to throw it out, when Leo grabs my wrist, and scolds, “Don’t even think about it.” 

“What? This cherry here? You want it?” I tease, trying to release his grip. He’s too strong for me. He holds my wrist, bringing my hand to his mouth, cherry dangling. He sticks his tongue out, pulling my wrist closer to him. Finally, I unexpectedly give up my restraint at the same time he pulls harder, forcing me to punch him in the mouth, smashing the cherry all over his face. 

“Holy shit,” he groans, holding his mouth.

“Oh my God, Leo, I’m so sorry.” I apologize profusely, trying to wipe his face. 

“It’s fine really,” he says, taking the napkins from me to wipe off his face. “But let’s be perfectly clear on this, we’re even now.” I don’t know if it’s the heat, his dimples, his confession, or his strength, but I am truly beginning to melt. Still feeling horribly, I tell him I’ll be right back and run around front to the counter, while he waits at the picnic table.

Returning, I dangle a cherry between my thumb and forefinger, donning the best guilty puppy-dog face I can muster. With my lip out, I ask, “Am I forgiven?” He nods, his eyes blazing. I feed him the cherry; his tongue darts out, grasping the cherry and my thumb simultaneously. He sucks both into his mouth. I gasp as my eyes widen, and my knees weaken. He sucks softly on my finger, not taking his eyes from mine.

Frozen, not moving, staring at him, he inches closer to me at the same time we hear, “Miss Garrity!” Startled and guilty, I turn. 

Vince! 

Vince is closing in on us, shaking his head, disapprovingly. “Well now, Miss Garrity seems like you’re just getting all around this summer, huh?”

The creep. 

“Hey Vince, do you know Leo Cling? I think you graduated together.” I say, casually, regaining my composure.

Leo stands up, offering his hand. Vince just nods, and says, “Yeah, didn’t I fuck with you a few times in high school?” Vince laughs, looking every bit the smug asshole that he is. 

Leo just sits right back down, not phased at all by Vince. I roll my eyes, and turn away from him. Vince walks around to stand between Leo and me, separating us. “So Miss Garrity, it’s good to see you so soon again.” He looks at me with raised eyebrows, and an all-knowing look. Shrugging his shoulders and shaking his head, Vince finally walks away. Calling over his shoulder, he adds, “It’s good to see that you’re still trying to touch so many students’ lives.” 

Groaning, I tell Leo that I’m ready to go back home. We’re still about fifteen minutes from my brother’s house. Of all people to run into! Vince is a loud mouth, sneaky bastard. Isn’t he supposed to be golfing anyway? He’d stopped by the house earlier today to get his clubs from Briggs. How can Briggs be friends with him? 

Briggs. 

Oh God, Vince is going to tell Briggs that I was here with Leo. But what does that matter? That’s okay, right? We said we weren’t “dating,” didn’t we? Well, we aren’t. I can hang out with whomever I choose. Why is whomever I choose these days always former students? 

Hot, sexy, mouth-watering students? 

This doesn’t have to be as big of a deal as I’m making it out to be. I toured houses with a former student, offered my advice. We stopped for ice cream, at my request, on the ride home. No more, no less. Briggs has to know Vince is a douche. I can truly convince Briggs that Vince doesn’t know what he saw, if he saw anything at all. I’m making too much out of this—worrying over nothing. Briggs won’t be at my house for another hours. I have time to figure this out. 
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LEO’S QUIET ON the way home. I welcome the silence. We listen to the Best of Howard, only talking when we want to comment on the show. Nearing Jasper’s house, Leo finally says, “Janelle, I had fun today. Thanks for going with me and for trying to help me decide.” I love his sincerity and sweet nature. I wonder what would’ve happened if Vince hadn’t shown up. Guess that answer is best unknown. 

Looking down at my phone, I didn’t realized we’d pulled into the drive until Leo asks, “Hey what’s Briggs Alexander doing here?” 

Holy fuck! No no no no, this cannot be happening. 

“Hmmm, I’m not sure. I guess we’ll find out,” I respond with a barely audible whisper. I get out of the car and start down the drive. Walking slowly toward Briggs, Leo joins me at my side, walking a little closer to me than normal. This is not good, not good at all. 

Leo walks up to Briggs, shakes his hand, and says, “Briggs, hey man, that special on ESPN last night was sweet. Congrats, dude.” 

Leo thumps his back, looks at me and says, “Did you see the show, Jan… Miss Garrity?” Briggs catches Leo’s stumble with my name, glances at him quickly, but then his gaze, his burning hurtful gaze stays mainly on me. 

Oh fuck! 

Oh fuckity-fuck-fuck-fuck! 

With his blazing crystal blue eyes still pinned only on me, Briggs says, “Yeah MISS GARRITY, did you see my show last night?” He’s mad. He’s hurt. I’m speechless. “Or maybe you’d like to see the picture one of my buddies just sent me?” he asks, accusingly. Oh my God, Vince took a picture of us. How in the world could I have thought any of this was a good idea? 

“Yeah Briggs, I caught the show,” I say, guilty, searching for redemption in Briggs’ icy blue eyes. “Leo, why don’t you gather up your yard stuff, and I’ll be right with you?” 

What am I going to say to either one of them? Leo senses something’s off, he looks from Briggs to me, and then back to Briggs, curiously. Leo shrugs and walks away slowly, glancing back at us every few steps.

I walk closer to Briggs, lowering my voice, “Briggs, this is not what you think…” He cuts me off.

“Come on, look at it,” he says, showing me the picture. “That dude’s sucking your damn finger—the same finger that—”. Briggs runs his hands over his head and rolls his eyes. Finally, he sighs, and says, “Hey, I get it. Don’t even worry about it… it’s cool.” He starts walking away. I stop him.

“Briggs wait, what? What do you get?” I grab his arm, turning him to face me, questioning him. 

Briggs stops. His eyes softens. He pushes a stray strand of my hair behind my ear, and says, “I get it. You do want to date, you just don’t want to date me.” 

His eyes drop. He pulls his hand away, turns, and leaves. I can’t speak. That is exactly how all this looks to him. I just spent all night screwing the shit out of him and then tell him that I don’t want to date anyone. Then, he sees a picture of me out with another student with my thumb in his mouth, eating ice cream. How else would this look to Briggs? 

Fuck. 

Getting ready to go after him, Leo comes up next to me and says, “What was that all about?” I can’t deal with him too.

“Nothing really; he’s got something going on with Garrity Advertising,” I lie. I hate lying to Leo, but the last thing he needs is to be embroiled in this mess with Briggs. 

“Man, I’ll tell you what, that guy surprised the Hell out of me,” Leo marvels excitedly. “After that surfing accident, I thought he’d just fuck up his life, never go anywhere,” he explains, shaking his head in disbelief. “But he’s on the fast track now. That ESPN special made him out to be a king.” Leo’s awed by Briggs’ comeback and success. It is inspiring. Briggs is an amazing man. He’s so tenacious, so confident, and God, so sexy. Oh shit. What did I do?

I explain to Leo that I have some things to take care of and that I’ll see him next time he’s over. He’s reluctant to leave, waiting to say something. We both know that we have unfinished business between us. But now, I know maybe that business needs to remain unfinished. I’m not sly or courageous enough to attempt, Hell, to even think about juggling two men at once. I’ll leave that trick to Char. 

Char! She’ll know how to handle this. 

After Leo leaves, I call Char and tell her everything. “Holy Fuck! That’s way too much information to process.” She in full freak out mode on the phone. “Janelle, we need a catch up day, soon. But first, get that hot piece of ass back to your house and make him forgive you.” 

I want to, but I’m not certain what to do. Needing help, I ask, “But what, what can I do?”

“Do what girls have been doing forever, tease the shit out of him, make him want you. He’ll come back.” She wishes me well and hangs up. I realize that, but how? She was of no help. What can I do or say that will make him come running back, wanting me again? Then it hits me, I know exactly what I have to do. 
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WHILE I WAS in New York, Jocelyn, Rick, and Dave, cleared my junk out of my house and stored it in Jasper’s giant storage room. I went to the storage area and sifted through all the boxes, discovering all sorts of things that I needed. Finally, I hit pay dirt, finding exactly what I needed. If this doesn’t work, then nothing is going to get Briggs Alexander back to me, back in my bed where I enjoy every inch of him. I send him a text, inviting him over. 

His response takes a lot longer that I expected. 

 

BRIGGS: Sorry got plans. 

 

Damn, I hate that I hurt him, pissed him off. That was never my intention. I’m in over my head; this is unchartered territory for me.

Alright, if this doesn’t work, then I’ll be the laughingstock of the town, because he’ll have the proof right in the palm of his hands. I slip out of my teal romper, shuck off my strapless bra and thong, and shimmy into the infamous baby costume. Realizing that my hair is still braided, I giggle, knowing that braids are the final touch. I only zip up the costume to the top of my stomach, barely covering my breasts, which are spilling out of the opening. Lying back on my couch, hating myself for stooping to such ridiculous levels, I snap a picture of myself. 

Attaching the picture, I tap out a text.

 

JANELLE: Are you sure you can’t stop by for just a few minutes?

 

I hit send and wait. A minute goes by, no response. Five minutes goes by, no response. After fifteen minutes, I decide to throw in the towel. I lost. Without a response blowing up my phone, I realize that my baby costume picture is probably all over Facebook and Twitter already—traveling the cyber world through Instagram and Snapchat. I’m going to be one of those people whose life gets ruined due to inappropriate texts, pictures, and sexting. I always warn my freshman girls about it, hoping to get through to them. Now, I’m no better, no wiser than a 14-year-old girl, complete with the pig tail braids and baby costume for proof. At least I didn’t make some dumb sign with my fingers and a ridiculous duck face. 

Rejected, I slink back to my bedroom. Standing in the full-length mirror about to unzip the pajamas, I hear, “Don’t you dare; that’s my job.” I turn around, Briggs is standing in the doorway of my bedroom. I walk over to him, wrap my arms around him and kiss him hungrily. His mouth overtakes mine, ravenously, like neither of us have tasted the other in years. We tightly hold one other, pressing our bodies together as one.

“Briggs,” with a raspy growl, “we need to talk,” I announce.

“Now?”

I nod, leading him back to the living room, away from the bed. I need to talk to him before anything goes any further, before either of us gets hurt. He sits on the couch. I sit in a chair across the room, the ultimate tease, distance between us.

“I’m sorry about today—wait, let me finish,” I say, shushing him when he starts to interrupt me. “I hate what you saw, what Vince sent you, but there is nothing going on between Leo Cling and me.” I explain. He shifts on the couch; his body language is saying that he doesn’t believe me for one second. “Briggs, look at me. This can’t be about anything other than sex and fun.” I explain, needing him to understand me. “It just can’t be. You have to be on board with the way things are now.”

“Janelle…” he says, trying to stop me.

“I’m not kidding around here,” I stand up, pacing the floor. “I don’t know what I’m doing; I’m so messed up right now. I know that I want you, want you so badly, all the time.” He smiles, starting to come toward me. I hold up my hand, stopping him. “But I’m not ready for anything more than that. I can’t handle it.” I hope that he understands.

“We can take it slow,” he argues, still trying to reach me.

“No… no slow… just sex and fun,” I plead.

He grabs my hand, “We can figure this—”

Walking out of his reach, I argue, “No, I need you to agree to these terms, a purely sexual relationship, no other expectations.” I sound like such a whore, like the roles are reversed. But how can I possibly jump into a relationship with him; my disillusionment papers aren’t even drafted. This is the only way this can work. The only way we can keep doing this. 

Chuckling, he says, “You want me to agree to make love…” 

Cutting him off, I say, “Sex, only sex.” 

“You want me to agree to have sex with you, no strings attached, whenever we both want it?” Laughing, he says, triumphantly, “Did I just win the lottery? Yes, I accept your proposal, gladly accept your proposal.”

“I mean it Briggs, none of this ‘take me out’ stuff, worrying about other guys, bullshit,” I clarify. “I’m not looking for anything, with anyone—just hot crazy sex with the hottest, sexiest black man I’ve ever seen.” I start walking toward him, stopping just out of his reach.

“I got it, I got it,” he cheers. “Now, can I please take that ridiculous thing off of you and make my teenage fantasies come true?” Briggs begs.

Holding on to the zipper and slowly, teasingly, unzipping it slightly, I tempt, “You mean, this costume? You want to unzip it?” He takes a step closer, breathing harder. 

“Garrity, you have no idea what you do to me,” he responds. “There isn’t a woman out there I’ve ever wanted more than you.” 

“Ohhh, Garrity, I like that. Now get over here and show me how much you want me,” I challenge. 

He’s on me in seconds. His hands are all over me, his mouth on mine. I gasp, relishing his taste, his exploration of my body. Taking a step back, his eyes devour my body, preying on every inch of the costume that he dreamed of removing. Anticipating what’s coming, my insides twitch, my stomach flutters. I have the starring role in many of his fantasies, his dirty, forbidden fantasies. That thought makes me hot, incredibly wet. Finally, he reaches up, takes ahold of the top of the zipper, looks into my eyes, and then stares back at the top of the zipper. He licks his lips and raises his brows, exhaling heavily, before he slowly begins unzipping the costume. He groans as each inch of my body comes more into his view. He works the zipper down slowly, enjoying the view, the reality of his fantasy coming true. Finally, he kneels on the floor, taking the zipper all the way down to my ankle.

I start to slip the pajamas off my shoulders, when he says, “Leave it,” he caresses my leg, running his hands back up my body. “I’d like you to keep it on for a while, please.” 

Breathing hard, I say, “I like your restraint, but let’s not hold out too long this time.” I lean over and whisper in his ear, sticking my tongue in his ear, sucking his earlobe into my mouth. I want him; this whole fantasy fulfillment is turning me on just as much as it is for him. I lift my foot, and place it between his legs, massaging his hard penis with the arch of my foot. He growls, grabbing my foot and pulling me down to him. I sit astride his lap, my breasts exposed and rubbing his chest. 

He cups both of my breasts in his hands and massages them, pressing them together, and strumming my rock hard nipples with his thumbs. I rub myself eagerly on his straining penis. This is not the time for prolonged foreplay. Taking a nipple into his mouth, he nibbles it softly. I moan, desire flooding through me. 

Reaching his hand into the bottoms of the costume, he touches the center of my desire. Slipping one finger into me, he grits, “You’re so wet; that’s so hot.” I rock against his fingers; his touch sends currents of pleasure through my entire body. His knuckle presses against my clit, applying pressure, he begins stroking it, quickly and expertly. I gasp, rocking hard against his hand. I want release. I want it now. He slips his pinkie inside of me, gently tickling the edges of the opening, while his knuckle continues to manipulate my hardened nub. Completely aroused and out of control with passion, I grab my breasts, tugging on my own nipples. The look of desire on his face sends me over the edge. I release violently. My body spasms as I grind harder and faster against his hand.

Briggs moves quickly, switching our positions with him on top. He lifts my foot and removes only one leg of the costume, leaving the rest in place. He pulls off his shirt; I coo with visual and sexual approval, licking my lips with hunger. He slips his running shorts down, and quickly slips a condom over his rigid penis. Crawling slowly up my body, his tongue travels up the exposed flesh. 

Darting his tongue out, mine meets his, sucking both of our tongues into my mouth. His body presses down on mine, my nipples tingle at the sensation of his hard pecs. He lifts my bare leg and holds it up to his mouth, licking my leg from my knee to the ankle, then places it over his shoulder. I whimper, so ready for what is to come. 

Briggs rests his penis at the brink of my opening. He slowly penetrates me, entering slightly until I’m able to take every inch of him in. He pauses, allowing me to adjust to the strain, stretching me, filling me. Slowly, he begins to move. I mirror his movements, rotating my hips with each thrust of his pelvis. He’s so hard, so big; my body molds to his, joining us. We rock together. He grabs my leg and bites on my calve, sucking the flesh into his mouth. He drives deeper into me, thrusting into me. I wrap my other leg around him, pushing him in further.

“Yes Briggs, harder,” I pant into his neck. “Feels so good, yeah, like that,” I say, encouraging him to go faster. We’re so in sync; our bodies working as one. Briggs leans his head down and flicks his tongue against my nipple, pulling it into his mouth. I bite into his shoulder as he rocks harder. 

“God Janelle, fuck,” he moans in to my ear. I feel his body jerk. His legs tense as he releases. Still pinning me beneath him, he licks my leg and rubs my foot, while coming down and recovering from his climax. 

Catching his breath, he leans down and kisses my nose, which clearly does not seem like a “sex only” gesture at all. Too cute, too intimate for “no strings attached,” I think. 

Wriggling beneath him and pushing him upward, I struggle to get him off. “So, I’ve got a plan,” I say, trying to sit up.

Understanding my goal, he kneels back, and yanks me to sitting position. Standing, I tell him that I’ll be right back. Before, I can walk out of the room, he grabs the costume, pulling it entirely off of my body. 

“Can I keep this?” he asks. I snatch it from him and throw it across the room.

“No, you can’t keep it, Mr. Sentimental.” I scold him. “This is purely sexual, remember?” I ask as I run back to the bathroom. When I return, I throw a blanket over me and smile when I see Briggs. He looks at home slouching on the couch, watching TV. Then I realize the problem—the major problem; he looks too at home. 

“So what’s your plan?” he asks as I sit down next to him, throwing a blanket over both of our nearly naked bodies. He pulls me closer, wrapping his arm around me. 

Removing his arm from around me, I say, “I think you do need some sort of test, a test of what you’ve learned and what you can do.” His eyes widen, flashing with desire. I punch him lightly, “Calm down, let me finish,” I say. I need to know that he isn’t hung up on me, that he isn’t developing feelings for me, because that’s just not in the grand scheme of things.

“Alright, I’m all ears. Shoot,” he says, waiting patiently for my new proposal. I don’t want to offend him or hurt him any more than I already have. But, I need to make sure that this is “just sex” for him too. We both have to be in the same place, the same emotional state.

After explaining my entire plan and reasoning he looks skeptical and says, “You want me to fuck your best friend?” I nod, apprehensively, waiting for his response. “No fucking way, that’s just messed up.” 

“Listen, I could say that you could just go mess around with some stranger, but how would I know if you actually did it?” I question. “If you screw Char, both of you will tell me about it. Plus, I’m sure she’d give me all the details, the pros and cons.” It seems like a perfect plan to me.

I continue, hoping that I’m not losing him. “So, we’d know if you actually learned anything these last few weeks. It’s win-win for everyone.” He’s staring at me with questioning eyes. “Char’s hot. You’re hot. And then I’d know that we’re not getting too far into things here. Everyone wins.” 

“Are you going be there? Watching… like a threesome?” he asks, hopefully, his eyes lighting up.

“God no! Gross,” I exclaim. “She’s my best friend; I don’t want to see that. I’ll be here, waiting to hear all about it, I guess.” 

I hadn’t thought about what I’d be doing, or where I’ll be doing it when I devised the plan. I just can’t have any more repeats of the jealous, hurt disaster that occurred out on my front lawn today. I’m not in this to hurt anyone, break anyone’s heart. I know firsthand all too well how badly it hurts being rejected and broken. I’m not about to do that to Briggs. The heart is not getting anywhere near this summer fun. 

After some deliberation, Briggs reluctantly agrees. Then, I call Char to ask if she’ll be willing to do me a huge, really huge favor. I go into the bedroom, while Briggs watches Sportscenter to explain the plan and the reasoning behind the plan. 

Laughing, she says that the plan is a way better favor than watering my plants when I go out of town. I knew she’d have no problem agreeing to sleep with Briggs for the greater good. Anything for mankind. She can do “no strings attached” with her hands tied behind her back—which from her stories is the way she likes it. 

Briggs and I fell asleep out on the couch together. We watched a replay of the interview ESPN aired on his story, the struggles and the successes. Lying together, cuddled under the blanket, we fell asleep. Waking up the next morning, I’m disappointed in myself for allowing him to spend the night again. The more time he and I spend together as a couple, the more we’ll become attached to the other. Watching him sleep, I decide that I’ll make him leave next time; this snuggling business is for couples. We aren’t a couple—will never be a couple. 
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I’M ABOUT TO wake Briggs, when there’s a knock at the front door, I yell, “Just a second,” from the living room and run back to get my robe, waking Briggs in the process. I throw on my robe, hoping that it’s just Char and not Jasper and Jocelyn. My brother and sister are already getting a little suspicious of the time Briggs spends at the pool house. They aren’t dumb; they can figure shit out. I just don’t want to explain it all. 

Coming out of the bedroom, I hear Briggs talking to someone. Praying that it’s Char, I tie my robe tightly around my waist and walk into the living room, stopping dead in my tracks. Both heads turn; two sets of eyes look back at me—one set with hurt and one set with anger.

“You’ve got company, MISS GARRITY,” Briggs states curtly, walking over to grab his pants and shirt from the crumpled mess on the floor. For the first time, I hate how he looks in those boxer briefs, so perfect, finely sculpted. Any onlooker would know that his body is just too impossible for any woman, especially me, to resist. Walking past me, Briggs says, “I’ll be gone in a minute, don’t let me interrupt.” Abruptly, he closes the bathroom door. I jump at the sound.

“Hey Leo,” I want to crawl in a hole, “What’s up?” 

What’s up? Really Janelle? I am turning into that 14-year-old girl. 

“Nah, nothing,” Leo stammers, not making eye contact with me. “Listen, I should go… sorry to… uhhh… bother…” His voice trails off as he scans the room, looking everywhere, but into my eyes. Nervously, he fidgets until his eyes stop and widen. I follow his stare, seeing the baby costume lying mockingly on the floor. 

Damn baby costume! I need to burn that fluffy pink fucker for sure. 

“Yeah, I’m just going to go—”

Cutting him off, I protest, “No wait, Leo stop!” He’s always walking away from me. “What… what do you need?”

Sighing, he says, “I just thought if you weren’t doing anything, that we might, I don’t know, take your nieces up to the zoo. No big deal. It was stupid thought.” He drops his head, refusing to look at me. “It’s probably for the best. I should get some work done out back and maybe stop by the golf tournament.” Leo has the day off. For the second day in a row, he could be at his work golf outing, and he’s with me, wanting to take my nieces to the zoo. Hello Janelle? 

“Leo, oh wow, that is so—” Briggs cuts me off, walking back into the room, wrapping an arm around my waist. My eyes widen. Then I squint a glare at him. I know exactly what he’s doing.

“Hey babe, I’ll see ya later,” he says, before kissing me roughly on the mouth, with Leo standing there staring in disbelief. I don’t kiss him back. I just stand there awkwardly and limply. “See you Leo,” he calls smugly, as he walks out the door, leaving us alone in my living room.

Leo doesn’t say anything. He turns and walks out the door and down the path to the shed. I slump down on the loveseat, trying to figure out what the Hell just happened and how I could possibly have let it happen. The look of hurt on Leo’s face was gut-wrenching. And Briggs, the nerve of him! He can be so arrogant and bombastic, which unfortunately is part of his charm. I decide that later, when Leo calms down, I ‘ll go out and explain it all to him. 

I feel like a caged lion sitting inside, spying on Leo working in the yard. I just don’t want him to leave without hearing an explanation first. I spend the afternoon going from room to room, peaking out the window, checking to make sure he didn’t leave or wasn’t about to leave. I even make a pitcher of sweet tea, fill two glasses with ice, and pour the tea over the ice. I squeeze in some lemon and stir the contents. Sweet tea seems like a good peace offering. I still don’t know what I feel so guilty for; I didn’t lead him on, didn’t take advantage of him, didn’t do anything. But still, I feel terribly. 

Finally, when I see him walking to the shed with his equipment, I grab the glasses of tea and meet him out on the path. “Hey Leo, I made some sweet tea,” I call, handing him the glass. 

Skeptically, he looks at me, taking the glass, “Thanks Miss Garrity,” he says. Back to Miss Garrity? I can’t keep any of this straight anymore. I don’t know who the Hell I am or who I’m supposed to be. Miss Garrity? Mrs. Flowers? Janelle? Whore Extraordinaire! That seems like it’s got a nice ring to it. 

Leo downs the iced tea in two large gulps, and hands me the empty glass. “It was good, thanks,” he says, politely, as he brushes past me, entering the shed. 

“Wait up,” I yell, following him into the shed. “Can we talk? I’d like to explain—”

“I really can’t. I have to get going,” he says brusquely, walking out the door and down the path before I can catch up with him.

“That’s just great Leo,” I yell after him. “Walk away! You’re getting good at that. Always walking away.” 

He stops, turning around slowly and menacingly, “Are you kidding me? I walk away?” He keeps walking closer to me, not taking his eyes off of mine. “What? What do you want me to say?”

I have no idea. 

But yes… I do know. Fuck it. 

“The truth Leo, whatever that may be. Stop walking away. Man up.” I probably shouldn’t have thrown in the “man up,” because he looks like I just slapped him across the face. The hurt is evident in his eyes. 

“The truth?” he scoffs, shaking his head. “You… you… of all people are going to tell me that I should be honest? Whatever.” He glares at me and turns away in disgust.

He’s right. I haven’t been honest with him. Just yesterday, I told him that Briggs was doing something for Garrity Advertising. “Okay Leo,” I cave. “You’re right. I haven’t been truthful,” I yell, so he can still hear me. He slows, but doesn’t stop or turn around.

I catch up with him and circle around to face him. “You want the truth, fine,” I relent, throwing my arms up. “The night I walked in on Marcus and Lauren, I went to some bar and saw Briggs there.” Leo doesn’t move, doesn’t take his gaze from me. He’s waiting, waiting for more—more knowledge that he doesn’t really want. “Alright, since then… we’ve… I don’t know what else you want me to say.”

Stopping me, he says, “Miss Garrity, you don’t owe me an explanation. You’re a grown woman. Do whatever… or whomever… you want.” He moves to walk around me. I block his path.

“That’s it? That’s all you want to say—nothing else?” I challenge.

“What’s to say?” he asks, looking defeated. “It’s Briggs, Briggs Fucking Alexander; there’s no point.” He shrugs.

“No point in what?” I need more than that.

Rolling his eyes, letting out his breath, he finally admits, “Competing, I’m not even going to try.” He gets around me, passing me quickly. “See you around, Miss Garrity.”

Catching up to him, blocking his exit once again, I corner him and challenge, “Competing for what Leo? Tell me… just say it.” I can’t understand why he just won’t lay it all out on the line. 

Shaking his head at me and furling his brow, he says, “Nah, I’m good. It’s not worth it anyway.” Ouch. Holy dagger to the heart and bomb to the ego.

I step back, feeling the strike of the words “not worth it” against my self-esteem. Against my heart. I let him go, watch him walk away. Leo Cling just told me that I wasn’t “worth it.” The truth floods through me. I’m not worth it. Marcus knows it. I guess I’ve always known it too. But now, I just had one of my most intelligent students confirm it. I’m just not worth it. I feel weak, sick to my stomach. I lumber into the pool house and collapse on the couch, sobbing uncontrollably. I cry into the pillow until my head aches and my eyes burn, until my throat feels scratchy and my energy diminishes. Then, I cry even more, falling into a heavy, sound sleep.
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WHEN I FINALLY wake up, it’s dark outside. I’m drained, groggy, and sore. I fill the bathtub, pour a glass of wine, grab a new book, and slip into the tub. The pressure from the jets are therapeutic on my neck and back. I let the stress of the day’s events stream out of me. Sipping the wine, I decide that Leo’s right in many ways, but he has no right to speak to me as such. Leo may have this image of me that didn’t quite add up, but that doesn’t mean that I’m unworthy. The next time I see him, he’ll know exactly how I feel.

After I finish my bath and dry my hair, I pull on a bra, a thong, old flannel pajama bottoms and a hoodie. Even though the evening temperature is still in the mid-80s, I’ve got a chill to me. Maybe it’s the cold shoulder, but I can’t seem to get warm enough. I pour another glass of wine and check my phone. I missed a few calls from Char and one from Briggs. I’ll call them both back tomorrow. I just want to drink my wine, read a book, and wallow in self-pity. 

As I’m rinsing out the glass of wine, there’s a faint, hesitant knock at the door. I knew Briggs would drop by sometime soon, but I’m not really in the mood. I wait, weighing my options. I don’t want a night of nonstop sex and acrobatics, nor do I want to “talk” about things. I want to sleep, to rest, and to forget this day. But if I don’t answer it, he’ll get all offended and needy the next time I see him. I’m not too interested in dealing with that either. This “dating around” business is grueling work. There’s another knock, louder and more insistent this time. 

“I’m coming, hold on,” I yell, walking to the door, relieved that I actually did put a bra on earlier. I’m starting to believe that this place is open all hours, ready for visitors 24-hours a day. Expecting to see Char or Briggs, since I hadn’t called either of them back, I open the door, shocked as shit to see Leo standing on my porch, winded and disheveled. 

I start o talk, but he cuts me off, holding up his finger at me, indicating that I wait. “Don’t say anything,” he orders. I move back, motioning for him to come in. He walks past me and turns to look at me. “You are so worth it, more worth it than anyone else in this world.” He closes the space between us. “If Briggs wants a fight, then he’s got it, because I can’t just walk away without trying,” he declares. He stands there staring at me, anticipating my next move or words.

Surprising us both, I ask, “Competition for what? What is it that you think you want—think you can compete for?”

He lowers his head; his shoulders slump, “Why do you do this? You know what I want.”

“Leo, you have so much, everything a woman wants,” I explain. “But if you don’t have the confidence, the guts to go get it, to take it when you want it, then you’ll never get it… And I think we both know exactly what you want.” 

Leo takes two steps, pressing his body against me, and wraps his arms around me. “You Janelle, I want you.” He stands still, holding me, staring into my eyes, and searching my face for my response.

“Then take me Leo, take me right now,” I plead, my voice catching with each word.

His sigh of relief is gratifying. Thank God this man wants me. His rejection earlier was shattering to say the least. It’s remarkable to know that I’m worth it, worth the fight. He bends in to kiss me, pauses momentarily and says, “It’s always been you.” Then, he kisses me. His kiss is tender, soft, and so intimate. For a moment, I just lose myself in the kiss, feeling our bodies touching, our lips meeting, and our tongues mingling. I can taste his want, his desire, and feel his heart pound against my chest. 

Leo pulls away from me, breaking our kiss, and looks at me with such awe and fascination, my knees weaken. My breath catches when he takes my hand and says, “I want you; I want to make love to you in your bed.” I nod, leading the way to my room. When we get to my bedroom, he stops and pulls me back to look at him. Leo lifts my hand to his lips and kisses the back of my hand. Then, he opens my hand, kissing my palm. I watch in amazement as this man, this shy, awkward man, begins his soft, sensual seduction.

Dropping my hand, he places his hands on the waistband of my hoodie and waits for my consent. I grabs his hands and explain, “It’s whatever you want. Take whatever you desire; this is your night to explore and experiment.” His throat growls as he presses against me and kisses me with an urgency and a hunger. My lips welcome the assault, allowing him free access to every part of me. 

“Anything?” he questions again.

“Anything,” I confirm. His hands are back on the waistband of my hoodie. He slowly begins pulling it up, watching as every inch of my flesh comes into view. His eyes widen and then hood when the lace of my bra peeks out under the material of the sweatshirt. Leo’s eyes close and open slowly when my breasts come into view. Then with one final swoop, the sweatshirt’s off, and I stand before Leo Cling, my former nerdy student, in nothing but my PJ bottoms, underwear, and bra. 

“Will you take them off?” he asks. “I want watch, please.” 

Standing back, he takes off his own shirt. His upper body and arm muscles are defined, so strong and firm. His abs are hard and edged. The sexy “V” at his waist is more prominent than I’ve ever seen on any man before—even in magazines. His shorts hang loosely on his hips. Clearly, the female population is out of their minds to pass up this man. 

I hook my thumbs in to my pajama bottoms, meeting his gaze with my own. I moisten my lips, watching his chest rise and fall with each breath he takes. I wiggled my hips as I slide my bottoms over my hips and down my thighs. I let them fall the rest of the way to the ground and kick them in his direction. He catches them and tosses them to the side. 

“Now what, Leo?” I ask, waiting for his instructions.

He motions for me to come to him. I comply. He kisses my neck. His hands palm my breasts, squeezing them together as his tongue trails along my cleavage. “This is… everything… everything I’ve ever dreamed about. You’re so sexy,” he admits, groaning as one arm reaches around to unhook the clasp of my bra. Thinking I would have to help him, I begin to let go of his neck when my bra slackens around my body. He unhooked it with one hand, while the other explored underneath the material of my bra. My nipples harden with each touch. Leo’s a little more talented than I gave him credit for. 

I step back, out of his reach again, and let the bra slide to the floor. I’m overly eager to be his guinea pig, to let him explore me for the first time. Walking toward me, he puts his hands on both sides of my thong and waits again, “May I?”

“I said, ‘anything’ Leo.” is my only response.

Yanking the material with each hand outwardly, Leo tears the thong completely off me. I marvel at his force, feeling an intense heat surge through me. I’m wet, dripping with desire and need. Turning me around, he pulls me against his chest while kissing my neck and rocking from side to side as he does so. Leo’s hips move against my naked body as he maneuvers his erection into the crack of my backside. His little dance has me spinning inside.

Leo’s hands knead my breasts, tugging lightly on my nipples. He places my nipples between his fingers and rolls the hard buds around his thumb. When he squeezes them a little forcefully, I whimper. He releases them quickly and then continues this manipulation, repeating his routine: force, remove, soft, and repeat. Each time he does so, my nipples harden and grow further. I raise my arms and hook my hands behind Leo’s neck, pulling his head toward me. I move and crane my neck to kiss him; his tongue greets mine. I want to turn to kiss him deeply, but I feel his hand travelling down my abdomen, and I want him to touch me, touch me there, to feel how wet he makes me. His fingers discover my opening. He twirls his fingers around inside me lightly, carefully. Then, he eases his finger out, only to slide it back in. His movements are slow and deliberate. He moves two fingers inside of me and begins rocking against me, forcing me to rock with him—against his hand. Each time he thrusts me forward, his hand pushes me back. I’m completely in his control, under his spell; my hips bow to his every command. Leo kisses my neck, and asks if I’m ready.

“For what?” 

Leo circles around to face me again, his fingers still probing and exploring the whole time. Suddenly, Leo curls the two fingers inside of me forward, against the front of the small sensitive spot inside me. I release uncontrollably, losing strength and balance in my legs. He holds me against him, continuing to stroke the spot, while I flood his hand. 

Not able to catch my breath, “Wha… wha… Oh my God, what was that?” I ask, breathy and stunned.

His dimpled smile flashes with arrogance as he proudly announces, “G-spot.”

Holy fuck, I’ve never experienced an orgasm without clitoral stimulation before. Amazing. Ground-fucking-breakingly awesome actually. Wow. Leo Cling is right; he knows how to please a woman, and thank the Lord, I am that woman. Still supporting me, Leo shifts and lifts me up, carrying me to the bed. Lying me down, he strips his shorts off, wearing only gray boxer briefs. The tantalizing “V” begs for touch, calling to be licked and worshipped. 

I want to please him, want to give him the same pleasure he just gave me. I roll over and kiss him, running my hands along his chest and stomach, feeling every ridge of his muscled body. Taking my hand, he says, “No, don’t.” My face must reveal my confusion, because he explains, “I’m already going to be pretty fast. Let’s not add to it. I want to feel this for more than nine or 10 seconds.” 

I giggle, loving his honesty. “Something tells me Leo that you’re not going to be a one and out kind of guy,” I reply. Kissing me again, I can feel his desire. He rebuffs me when I try to pull him on top of me. Trying to roll on top of him, he resists again. We continue kissing, tasting each other’s necks, chests, and mouths, not leaving one spot unchartered.

Finally, he says, “I want to try something. I think it’ll make it last longer. I won’t be able to get in too far.” I nod my approval, agreeing to whatever it is he wants to try. “Are you on the pill?” he inquires. I nod again, shoving away the thought that I was supposed to go off of it this summer in hopes of getting pregnant. Smiling, Leo places small light kisses on my face. “I mean, you know, it’s my first time, but I can wear a condom if you don’t trust me.” 

I stop, feeling sadness wash over me, as guilt burns my heart. Sitting up, I say, “I trust you, Leo, but maybe you should.” He looks at me with confusion and concern. “It’s just that… I… I… don’t trust Marcus.” I hate that I’m the reason that this wonderful man needs protection—that he needs to protect himself from me. I certainly don’t deserve his trust, his praise, him. His virginity is special; why should I get it? I’m not that special.

Looking at me, he says, “Stop. Whatever you’re thinking, stop.” I snap out of my reverie and meet his gaze, guiltily. “I’ve wanted this longer than you could ever imagine,” he says, kissing me before getting out of bed. He gets his shorts, turns his back to me, and removes his boxers. His back is so big, so broad, but his waist is slim and tight. I crawl across the bed, kneeling up to reach his shoulders. I run my fingers up his back, dragging my nails back down his spine. I feel him shiver. 

“Hold up! It’s not like I put these on every day,” he laughs, realizing he’s taking a little longer than expected. “I guess this is one thing I didn’t study.” I laugh, lying back on the bed waiting for him to finish.

Leo turns to face me before getting back in the bed. Holy shit. He’s huge, crazy huge. Not as big as… as… but huge nonetheless. I must looked shocked, because he smiles and says, “I know, right?” He’s adorable, nodding and beaming with pride. He smiles and laughs and then unexpectedly kisses my cheek and forehead. 

“Very impressive, Leo, very.” I chuckle, clapping and nodding. This is actually fun. Sex has never been fun for me—until very recently. This is all very new to me, new and exciting. 

He faces me and holds me close to him, kissing me hungrily. We lie down, facing each other, our arms wrapped around one another, kissing and tasting. Leo moves my leg and hooks it up over his hip, rolling closer to me. I can feel his erection at my opening, ready to penetrate. 

“If we stay like this, and go slow, then I think I might be able to hold out a little bit,” he explains. Wrapping my leg tighter around his waist, I pull him even closer, urging him in. He eases past the opening, moving in further. I gasp as he enters me, rocking my hips to meet him. He pushes further and moans with pleasure, which turns me on even more. “Better than I’d ever imagined,” he marvels, shaking his head and kissing me passionately.

“Leo, I love those sounds you’re making.”

“Then, keep listening, because I doubt I’m going to be able to keep this very quiet,” he moans in my ear. 

I let Leo take the lead and meet his rhythm. The sensation is thrilling, slow and intimate. He watches my face with every movement we make; his smile fades as the intensity grows. We work together faster, thrusting against each other. His breathing increases as he picks up the speed. He tightens his arms around me, securing me tightly to him as he calls my name. I feel his muscles tense and his breath catches as he lets go with euphoric pleasure. 

Holding me, he says, “I never imagined—”

“Imagined what?” I question, staring at his face, his concentration.

“That my first time would be more extraordinary than anything I’ve ever experienced in my life before,” he confesses. I don’t know how to respond to such honesty. I kiss him lightly, lying my head down on his chest, feeling content and secure. 

I feel connected to him, comfortable with him. It has been a long day, filled with drama and heartache. But then, in one moment, all things disappeared. Leo’s an incredible lover, filled with such passion. When he slips out of the bed, I watch him walk to the bathroom. Leo’s a mystery, an anomaly, always surprising me. But Briggs, Briggs is incredibly hot and confident, totally arousing. These two are the perfect combination of a man. 

When Leo reenters the room, he notices my waning energy, and asks if I want him to go. With my eyes heavy and sleep quickly approaching, I shake my head, and whisper, “Stay.” Leo crawls in behind me and wraps his body around mine. I’m too tired, too spent, to protest the intimacy when he rubs my arms, tickling me lightly. The sensation is soothing and comforting. I drift off to sleep, with thoughts of both Leo and Briggs. 
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AT SOME POINT in the night, my body awakens before my head follows suit. I’m keenly aware of the hot, increasing pleasure between my legs. I moan, spreading my legs further apart, welcoming the fingers that are delicately messaging and probing my sex. 

“Keep your eyes closed, stay in dreamland,” Leo’s breathy whisper is hardly audible. I moan my acquiescence, minutely moving my hips. Leo kisses my stomach, trailing down toward my navel. He circles his finger around my bellybutton, dipping his tongue lightly in. I moan again, keeping my eyes closed, drifting in euphoria. I yearn for his hands and mouth on me. He hasn’t yet tasted the center of my womanhood, but I’m already burning with desire for that moment.

Slipping his fingers into me, he whispers, “I can’t believe I can make you so wet.” His sincerity and disbelief send shivers of passion throughout my body. My nipples harden; my insides twitch. 

“So wet,” I gasp quietly. He moves lower between my legs, his tongue following his body’s lead. Still penetrating me with his fingers, he lightly flicks my clit, causing my body to chill and my center to warm. “Ohhh,” I coo.

Taking my cue, Leo tastes me more, using his tongue to explore every inch of my womanhood, the center of my sex. He increases the pace, moving his tongue in light circles around my clit, and dipping it inside me every so often. The exploration is thorough and sensual. With his mouth still on me, tasting me, Leo senses my impending release and sucks my clit harder into his mouth. At the same time, he inserts his pinkie finger just past the opening edge of my anus. I moan with pleasure, with pain, with disbelief. No man has ever touched me there. The sensation is extraordinary, so forbidden, so pleasurable, so perfect. 

“Relax,” he whispers, his voice raspy with desire. I release my tension, my muscles relaxing. Leo inserts his finger a little further, while his tongue explores me.

“Leo, please,” I can’t hold out any longer. He increases the pressure and pace, and I explode in climax. Simultaneously, my hands tangle around his hair as I grind into his face and mouth. My sexual prowess awakens, and I have to have him. Pulling his hair, I force him back up to my head, my mouth. I kiss him hungrily with abandon. I roll out from under him and sit astride his naked body. I chuckle when I realize he’d already put on a condom. 

“Am I really that easy?” I joke, feigning anger.

“Just hoping,” he admits, leaning up to kiss me again. I return the kiss, but force him back down. I run my fingers down his chest, twirling them around the small amount of hair that surrounds his nipples. I tweak his nipples, waiting for them to harden; then I lick his nipple, pulling it into my mouth. He moans loudly and runs his hands along my breasts. His thumb rolls over my bud. 

I don’t want to wait any longer, can’t wait any long. I position myself at the tip of his penis, waiting for his approval. He moans, shifting his hips, pushing his penis to meet me. I slide down on him, filling myself with his manhood. Sitting upright, I’m in complete control. He reaches up and massaged my breasts, and growls, “You’re so beautiful,” I feel the muscles within me squeeze their approval. Leo groans as I ride him. 

His thrusts meet my own, as I grind and roll down onto him, lifting and lowering myself on his penis. “Lean back a little,” he orders. I reach behind me, and hold onto his shins just below his knees. “Do you feel that?” he asks. I nod, rocking harder on him. His erection is rubbing the inside front wall of me, stroking that sensitive spot expertly with his penis. 

“Oh God Leo,” I scream, my breathing increasing; my pace quickening. 

“Let go, honey, don’t hold back,” he say as his fingers find my clit at the same time his penis thrusts against my G-spot. 

“Ohhh Leo, Yeeesss,” I cry, quaking and exploding on his penis at the exact time I feel him finish too. I feel him release as my muscles milk every drop of him into the condom. I collapse down on top of him. His arms wrap around me, holding me against him. Our breathing is in pace. My lids are heavy. I’m done, completely spent. Sensing my exhaustion, he maneuvers my body off and to the side of him, still holding me tightly. Leo strokes my hair and back until I fall asleep, securely in his arms. 
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THE NEXT MORNING, I roll over, reaching for Leo. He’s not there. Disappointed, I sit up and can’t believe my eyes. Leo covered the bed in an assortment of flowers from Jasper’s yard. There are flowers everywhere, a rainbow of colors. I can’t believe I slept through the entire ordeal. These two men are wearing me out. I hear movement in the living room, so I call to him.

Leo comes in with Smoothies and strawberries, and says, “I really didn’t know what kind of breakfast food you liked.” His sheepish dimpled grin gives me instant goose bumps. 

“Awww Leo, that’s so sweet,” I say, biting into the strawberry he offers me . “You really didn’t have to do all this,” I say, indicating the breakfast and flowers. 

Chuckling, he says, “I regretted it after I put all the flowers around you.” I give him a questioning look, coupled with a hint of disappointment. Clarifying himself, he explains, “Oh believe me, you deserve it, really deserve it. I just thought you looked too much like Rue lying there surrounded in flowers.” I lose it, laughing so hard my stomach hurts and my eyes tear.

“Seriously Leo, we have got to get you a Dan Brown or David Baldacci book, STAT.” I squeal with laughter. He crawls onto the bed and kisses me. 

“You’re beautiful in the morning, especially giggling,” he compliments. Leo sits back on his heels, staring at me. My stomach flutters. “I wish I could stay here all day in this bed with you, but I have to run some quick errands and get more mulch and fertilizer.” Disappointment floods me, but then he promises, “I’ll be back later this afternoon. I’ll stop in, if you’re home.” 

I nod, not really wanting him to leave. He makes me feel wanted, desirable. Worthy. Reluctantly, I get up to walk him to the door, and there are two packages on my porch. One is labeled: OPEN ME FIRST. The other one is labeled: OPEN ME 30 MINUTES LATER—AFTER GIVING IT SOME THOUGHT. They don’t have an address or a return label. Someone dropped them off. 

Leo looks at me, questioningly. I shrug my shoulders and start to open the first one. There’s no other note, no indication of who may have sent it. The instructions are typed. Once I open the first box, I’m more perplexed than before I even opened it. Inside the box are three very strange items: an old Pinocchio puppet that no longer is a marionette, but lays limp, not connected to anything at all, a hallowed out guitar, missing strings, and tuning knobs, and the third is a tennis racket with the twine all cut out of the middle. The contents are almost spooky, broken and battered. Leo seems worried. I feel queasy. I have no idea what this could mean. Is this some cryptic message from Marcus? One of my students playing a prank? Vince? 

Pointing at the other one, “I think you should open it now,” he says, concern in his eyes. “Or just let me.” 

I know he’s right, so I slowly begin to open the box. Worry on his face, Leo takes the box from me and rips it open quickly. Inside, there is a brand new Pinocchio puppet, attached to his marionette handles, a gorgeous brand new acoustic guitar, and a top of the line tennis racket. Thoroughly baffled now, I shrug my shoulders and shake my head. 

“Are you sure you don’t know who would send all this or what it means?” Leo asks me for the hundredth time. Leo and I sat discussing the boxes for over an hour, trying to determine their meaning.

“Leo, you have things to do today. You should get going. I’m fine, really,” I beg. He’s so worried about me, concerned that there’s more to this display than meets the eye, that he hasn’t even attempted to leave and get busy with his day. 

As I walk him to the door, there’s a knock at the front door. A delivery man holding a long white box with a red ribbon around it stands on the porch. Someone sent me a dozen yellow roses. “Who’re they from?” I wonder aloud. 

“Is there a card?” Leo questions, insecurity increasing.

I find the card, and turn away from Leo to read the message. I smile at the words, my heart speeding up. 

The card reads: I hope you got the riddle. Things are always better with “strings attached.” Always, Briggs. 

I didn’t realize that Leo had come up behind me until I hear him sigh.

I spin to face him. His eyes are distant. A sad smile splays on his face as he shakes his head, and says, “It’s going to be a harder fight than I thought.” He kisses my forehead, and strokes the back of my hand. “I’ll see you later, Janelle.” He walks out the door, pulling it quietly behind him. 

I can’t believe Leo covered me in flowers, and Briggs sent me a dozen roses with a box of brand new gifts. Cute, creative gifts. Who knew he had it in him? I would peg Leo as a hopeless romantic, but not Briggs. The softer side of Briggs is so warm, charming, irresistibly adorable. It’s unexpected and surprising. But the strong, forceful side of Leo is hot, sexy, and totally irresistible, which is also unexpected and surprising. What are these two men doing to me? How can anyone choose between them? I need to distance myself from them again, at least try to take the intimacy out of the sex. With Briggs, it can be animalistic and rough, but with Leo, I wouldn’t even have a clue as to how to take the intimacy out of sex with him. Everything about him is intimate and sensitive. I have got to find a way though, because I certainly don’t want to stop sleeping with him, with either of them, really. 

“Strings attached!” How cute is that? 
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JASPER AND I go on a late afternoon run as my “thank you gift” to him for the New York trip. He’s been relentlessly bugging me about working out more… well working out at all. I throw him a bone and run a few miles with him—without someone chasing us, I might add. Once I’m winded, cramped, and watching my life flash before my eyes in slow-motion vignettes, I breathe out in barely a gasp that I’m heading back. 

Jasper simply smirks, and says, “Whatever Loser, I’m going six more.” Fuck him and his six more. The only six I’m about to do is six-feet under if I don’t sit down soon.

Running—well nearly crawling—up to the house, I notice a car in the drive, and to my dismay, Vince, Briggs’ jit-bag friend, is sitting on the hood of his car. What the fuck is he doing here? Hopefully, he’s dropping off something for Briggs. 

Leery and cautious, I approach his car. “Hey Vince,” I even hate the feel of his name on my lips. It tastes bitter, sour, vomit-inducing. “What’s up?”

Getting off the hood of the car, he looks me up and down, eyeing me like prey. I suddenly feel very uncomfortable and ill at ease. I hope that Jasper’s six miles will be lightning fast. Vince saunters up to me, taking slow deliberate strides. “Nothing really, just thought I’d stop by and maybe see what all the fuss is about.” 

Stepping back, regaining my personal space, I question, “Fuss, what fuss?”

“You’ve got my boy Briggs all fucked up. You’re like his poison, can’t seem get enough of your ‘apple’ pie,” he says, chuckling at his stupid joke. Vince leans in closer, taking a strand of my hair and twirling it around his finger. He chuckles, a snide and eerie sound. “I thought maybe you’d let me see what Briggs and that fag, Leo, are all hyped up about.” He runs his finger around the edge of my sports bra. 

Slapping his hand away and walking backward, I roar with vehemence, “Vince, what the fuck is wrong with you? Get the Hell off my property.” I’m raging with anger and fear, screaming.

He accosts me, putting his hand over my mouth, silencing me. “Listen here bitch, I will fucking ruin you so fast, you won’t know black from white. You better shut your goddamn mouth.” 

Vince grabs my neck, tightening his grip around my throat. He bites my earlobe as I shriek in pain, trying to squirm out of his clutches. His fast, panting breaths are hot on my neck. I use every ounce of strength I have and elbow him in the ribs with a force I didn’t know I possessed. His grasp on me releases slightly, but just enough for me to break free and run into my house, locking the door. 

I run to the window and pull the curtains. As I peek through the crack in the blind, I see him punch the hood of his car, swearing loudly. Finally, he gets in his car and speeds backward out of the driveway.

What the fuck was that all about? Terrified, I call Char, with terrified abandon, screaming “Armageddon” over and over in the phone. Within in ten minutes, Char and I are sitting on the couch, replaying the incident word by word, second by second. Char begs me to call Briggs and let him know what his ass-face friend just did, but I’m even too terrified to do that. Vince knows where I live. Causing friction between them will only anger him more. Char plans to cut off his balls and feed them to him for dinner. She’s raging, ready to kill him. My heart races with fear. 

A few hours later, Sarah texts me, saying that needs to stop by. Since I want her to meet Char, I welcome the distraction. I’m glad that she’ll be over shortly, because I need a little help in the “calming down” category. 

Even though I’m expecting her the knock at the door makes me jump, startling and spooking me. Char gets up and looks to see Sarah and Leo both on the porch. They pulled into the drive at the same time. When Char lets them in, they both look nervous and upset. I can sense their trepidation.

“What’s going on?” I ask, looking from one to the other. Leo pulls me into his arms, and kisses the top of my head, obviously ignoring the looks from Sarah and Char. “Seriously, guys, what’s up?” I ask, releasing myself from his embrace.

“Janelle,” Sarah starts, “Are you friends with Vince Bentley on Facebook? Do you follow him on Twitter?” Her question immediately terrifies me. Why is she bringing that fuck-tart up now of all times? I defer to Char. I can’t speak.

Char screams, “Why? Why? Tell me! What the fuck did that bastard do?” She’s standing, screaming in Sarah’s face. I pull her back, because she can seriously be scary at times. 

“Ummm,” Sarah stammers, looking to Leo for help.

“Janelle…” 

“What Leo? Tell me,” I plead, holding his shirt for support. 

Leo hands me his phone. His Twitter is up, and I crumble when I read the words:

 

Janelle Garrity plays favorites in the classroom & BEDROOM just ask her former student boy toys. #Couldntmakethegrade.

 

“Facebook, show me Facebook,” I yell. Nobody moves. “Show me the fucking Facebook post.” They look from one to the other, all three afraid to move. Finally, Sarah steps forward, reluctantly offering me her phone.

Right there, for all the world to see is the picture Vince sent to Briggs with the caption: 

 

From British Lit to Sex Ed, this teacher does it all, and I mean all.

 

My finger is in Leo’s mouth. A look of passion and desire clearly depicted on both of our faces. 

“I’m ruined,” I say, crumpling to the floor. All three slump down next to me, consoling me. When there’s a pounding on the door, Char and Leo both bolt to get it, to protect me from whatever may be on the other side. 

The second they open the door, Briggs barges through, “Where is she?” he asks, looking around the room. Seeing me, he drops to the floor, wrapping his arms around me. “Fuck Janelle, I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.” I cry into his shoulder, not caring that three other sets of eyes are on us. He holds me, rocking me slowly. Briggs just keeps repeating, “I’m going to fix this,” and “I’ll fucking kill him,” alternating the two phrases over and over again—like a mantra, a promise, a vow to everyone within earshot. 

Char relays the story to all of them about what occurred earlier with Vince. Leo and Sarah are shocked and disgusted. Briggs leaps up. He’s raging, heading straight for the door, screaming, “That mother fucker is dead.”

Leo restrains Briggs, forcing him back onto the couch. Briggs is ready to kill Vince. Sarah and I can’t believe that little Leo Cling has the strength and courage to hold Briggs back. He certainly isn’t a little boy anymore. Crew team. Wow, it works miracles. 

Once Briggs calms down, Leo confronts him, “Relax man, beating the shit out of that fucker is only going to fuel his fire. Who knows what he’ll do next?” Leo pauses and looks over at us. “We need to think this through, do nothing irrational, especially something that would make you look guilty, Janelle.” I nod, knowing that he’s right—the voice of rational reason. 

Briggs counters, “I want him to know he can’t fuck with her, nobody fucks with my…” he stops, realizing all eyes are on him. His what? Leo’s shoulders slump. Briggs, backpedals and finishes, “Nobody fucks with my teacher.” 

I laugh, nearly uncontrollably. It’s what I do when I’m uncomfortable and awkwardly the center of attention. Char throws a pillow at me, trying to shut me up. I just bury my head in the pillow and cry, cry for my mistakes, cry for my future, and cry for all the hearts that I’m breaking—especially my own. 

Char takes over, “Leo’s right. We just can’t go kill him. Believe me Briggs, I want to do exactly that. Fucker deserves it.” Sarah agrees with Char and Leo. Briggs knows he’s outnumbered and calms a bit. Based on his body language, we can all tell he isn’t happy. None of us are.

Leo seems uncomfortable, completely out of sorts with himself, with the company, and the environment. “Janelle, I’m going to get going. Call me if you need anything.” He looks so sad, so sorry for all that has transpired. I start to get up. He puts up his hand, “Don’t get up, I’ll call you later,” he says. Sarah and Char walk him out, leaving Briggs and me alone. 

“So, what all did you tell him, Briggs?” I ask. Did he tell Vince all about our “lessons,” our intimate secrets, secrets I already told Char? How can I be mad? I opened my mouth to Char, Hell to Sarah and Leo too. As much as I want to blame Briggs, I know it really isn’t his fault. 

“I swear, nothing really,” he says. “That first night when I saw you at Last Stop, he went with me to get your car. That night, I told him about dancing with you, but nothing else.” Resting his head in his hands and then rubbing his head, he groans, “But then, that morning he stopped over to get his clubs, he must’ve… Shit, this is all my fault.” 

“Briggs, this is just as much my fault as anyone’s,” I explain. I pull his hands away from his face, “Look at me, it takes two…” I look away, embarrassed. The truth hurts. Everyone knows that. “Vince didn’t post anything that wasn’t true.” I shake my head, hating myself for having to make this confession.

“So, you and Leo?” 

I nod slowly, feeling guilty. He drops his head, shoulders slumping. “Yeah, I know, ‘No Strings Attached’ right?”

“A lot of good that did me,” I joke, sarcastically and remorsefully. 

Char and Sarah come back in, both of them eyeing us suspiciously. Char decides that she’s hungry and wants pizza and beer. “Lots of it,” she emphasizes. 

Sarah and Briggs both jump on the order. They’re starving, too. Why do personal tragedies always turn in to a social gathering around food? I don’t know, nor do I care. I’m just thankful I have people to get through this with and as always, pizza and beer sound great, just another reason to drown out my woes. 

Since Sarah has two free pizza coupons for pickup only, she offers to run to get beer and pick up the pizza, needing to stop by the ATM on the way. Char and Briggs both volunteer to go with her, waving them off, she says it isn’t necessary. She makes us all laugh by claiming that she was a big girl and not some “dumb chick who has to travel in packs.” Char high-fives her. I can tell that Char already digs Sarah. Sarah’s so likeable. I can’t imagine anyone not taking to her.

As she’s leaving, Sarah picks up the guitar sitting by the kitchen table, “Briggs, I didn’t know you still played…” she reveals.

He laughs, “Nah, not really much anymore, just when I have a lot on my mind,” he adds. For the first time since I’ve ever known Briggs, he looks shy and insecure. 

“You play the guitar?” I ask, incredulously.

“Does he play? He’s fucking awesome,” Sarah announces. “We took lessons at the same place. I took violin; he took guitar. His timeslot was right before mine.” Briggs grins, bashfully, his shoulders hunch. Briggs Alexander is being modest? No way! “You should hear him. I always thought he was better at guitar than football.” She laughs and waves as she leaves to get the pizza. 

That shakes him out of it, “Hey! That’s not true,” he blurts. “Football was my thing, my only thing. My parents said that I had to put as much time into music as I did into football,” he admits, defending himself. How is it that I know nothing about my students and thought I knew everything? “I had to take lessons once a week for eight suck-ass years.”

“You took lessons for eight years?” I can’t believe this. “So take the guitar for yourself, start playing again.” I grab the guitar, forcing it into his hands.

“I never quit playing. I have three guitars at home,” he confesses. He hands the guitar back to me, “I just figured that if we ever got, I don’t know, like bored, I could teach you some time.” His smile is slight, unsure.

“You bought her a guitar?” Char is shocked. “So you could teach her?” Briggs nods. I can tell that she’s going to continue to grill him, making him more uncomfortable than he already is.

“Yeah Char,” I say, giving her the “shut the fuck up” look. Defeated, she plops down on the chair, waving me off. “That was the plan. Are you planning to teach me to be a ventriloquist too? Tennis?” I ask, sardonically. 

He grins, shaking his head, “Nah, I suck at tennis. You’d probably beat me. And the puppet, that was just to be funny.” Now, it’s funny. Then, it was creepy and spooky… until the roses came.

Char’s eyeing us again. She and I definitely need some alone girl time. She can’t be kept in the dark too long, otherwise, she’ll find another way to get answers to her questions. Char can pry things out of people better than anyone I’ve ever met. She should’ve gone into the FBI, CIA, or something like that, been someone who intimidates the fuck out of someone until disclosure occurs. She always gets her answers.

Briggs, Char, and I sat in the living room discussing what my next plan of action would be regarding Vince and his slanderous posts on Twitter and Facebook. Damn social networks. Char thought that professionally I should just ignore it, but slash his tires for revenge. Briggs didn’t know what to think or say about my career, but thought that I should let him beat Vince to a bloody, gory pulp. It’s evident that these two aren’t going to be much help, other than by cheering me up and taking my mind off things. 

Jasper and Jocelyn will be my best bets for advice, and maybe my school union representative, if it comes to that. It’ll come to that. The school will find out. They monitor all that social media bullshit. They have ways of finding out everything. I just know it—can feel it. 

Leo. Leo will probably have an idea of what to do, too. He’s intelligent and level-headed. Me? What do I want to do? Crawl in a hole and die, wish the whole thing away. Yeah, then I can fly away on a purple unicorn named Osborne with fairies flying out my butt… 

Strangely, I become keenly aware of the situation, mainly the scene and seating situation. Here I am in a total state of personal panic and possible career ruin, and I’m sitting alone in my house with my best friend and my… my… what did Vince call him? My boy-toy. Char’s sprawled out on the double-sized chair, and I’m snuggled up on the floor, with my head in Briggs’ lap. This looks entirely too intimate, like he’s my boyfriend, there to comfort me with my best friend in my time of need. This certainly isn’t at all an example of “No Strings Attached.”

“So guys, we don’t have much time until Sarah gets back,” I start. They both look at me quizzically. “We need to plan your rendezvous,” I conspire. When they still look perplexed, I clarify, “Your hookup, fooling around for me. Let’s set it up now.” I want them to get on board with this, see how important this is to me. “Char, what do you have going on tomorrow night?” I ask.

Fumbling for words and looking at me like I lost my mind, she stalls, “Tomorrow? Ummm… tomorrow night?” She looks at Briggs. He’s speechless and stunned.

“Yes tomorrow night, Sunday night, day after today,” I say, getting exasperated. They both already agreed that they were in. Why are they acting so surprised now? “Do you have time to… to… you know… fuck Briggs?” 

Briggs lets out a gasp, covering his face with his hands, shaking his head in disbelief. Suddenly, he says, “Janelle, I don’t think…” 

I cut him off, “You better not think! You just DO,” I explain, emphasizing the DO. “Do you want to come over here, hang out with me, and…” looking at Char, I pause, and say, “Do me?” Char bursts out in laughter. He just drops his head in defeat.

“Nelle, so you’re saying, he can’t shtupp you again, until he’s shtupped me?” she clarifies. I look at both of them. They look at each other. The room fills with an awkward, unchartered air. Neither of them speak.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying, but I was saying it in English—not Yiddish,” I say, trying to lighten the situation “Briggs,” he looks at me with disbelief, “No Strings Attached, remember?” He maneuvers his legs out from underneath me and stands. 

“Can we talk about this in the other room?” he whispers to me.

Annoyed, I yell, “No! That’s the point. This is fun, casual sex. You need to prove to me that this is just two people having fun, nothing more.” Char gets up to leave the room, and I snarl, “Sit down, don’t move.” She slumps back down on the chair, rolling her eyes. 

I sit there waiting, waiting for someone to say something. When they don’t, I say, “You both have slept with strangers for just plain, old sex before. Why is this any different? Why can’t you do it for me? For my sanity, my sense of peace?” 

I don’t understand why they’re making so much out of this. Char has slept with maybe hundreds of men. Briggs, I’m sure has been around too. They’re both good-looking people with crazy sex-drives. Why is this such a big deal? 

Finally, Char says, “Yeah, that’s fine. If you’re serious, then 6:00 tomorrow night is fine with me.” Good. Great. Isn’t that easy?

I look over at Briggs, hopefully and expectantly. Still staring at both of us, he finally nod and agrees, “Tomorrow’s fine. Come by my place. I’ll text you the address.” Am I imagining things or do they both look sad and defeated? Char and Briggs love sex. Why wouldn’t they love sex together? I can’t understand why they look so distraught by the idea. No Strings Attached.
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AFTER SARAH RETURNED with the pizza and beer, the four of us spent the rest of the evening, eating drinking, and just hanging out. It was a good time, but I just couldn’t seem to shake the uneasy feeling that I’m minutes from losing my job, just as I lost my husband. My world’s falling apart, bit by bit, and I can’t do a damn thing to stop it. 

Just when the beer and pizza run out completely, I get a text from Leo, asking if he can stop by. I look at Briggs, lying on my floor, feet away from me, and tell Leo that it’s not a good idea. Guilt overwhelms me. There will be no way I can juggle both of these guys. It just isn’t in me. 

Around midnight, Char and Sarah decide they want more to drink, and take off together to a nearby bar. I’m not surprised at all that they hit it off so well. I doubt either one has ever met anyone more fun and carefree. Part of me lamented for introducing them to each other. I’ll be the odd man out soon enough, once they realize that they are more exciting and daring than I am.

After they left, Briggs asked me if I wanted him to go. I didn’t. I wanted him to stay, but I was torn, because I wasn’t in the mood for sex at all. I just wanted his company, someone to stay with me. It was a rough, troubling day. 

I explain that to him. He smiles and leads me to my bedroom. Upon entering my room, he sees the flowers Leo had strewn about. I brace myself for the fight, the accusations, and verbal battle. 

Briggs just ignores them and walks to my bed. Ending the silence, he says, “I’ll gladly hold you while you sleep.” He pulls the blankets back as I slip into the bed. Taking off his jeans and shirt, he crawls in behind me, wrapping his arms around me. Quietly in my ear, he whispers, “That’s some stiff competition,” chuckling nervously. 

Rolling over to face him, I kiss him softly on the lips. “I’m sorry. I know this contradicts what I want. I just can’t bear to be alone right now,” I explain, hoping he’ll understand and not call me out on it. I know I’m giving him mixed messages. And now, he’s lying in a bed with me that’s covered in flowers that some other man put there—after a night of passionate love-making. How much longer will either of them tolerate this? They are being nice now, because Vince broadcast my affairs all over two social networks. But soon, soon, someone will want answers, want decisions made. 

Briggs pushes my hair back, and strokes my cheek with his finger, “I understand. I’m not holding you to anything. I’ll take all the time I can get, with or without sex.” He kisses my cheek and snuggles into my neck. Comforted, I suddenly feel very tired and fall asleep quickly. 

I have a fitful night of dreams, tossing and turning. 

In one dream, I dream that I’m Robert Frost and each road I take leads me to Vince, but it isn’t really Vince. He transforms into a rabid angry dog that won’t let me go down the road. I’m terrified and try to run back, but there are two more forks in the road. I choose a path and rabid, Vince-dog is there again. I wake up in a sweat, shaking. Briggs is wrapped tightly around me, sound asleep. I relish his protection and go back to sleep. 

In another dream, I’m in my classroom teaching, when a masked gunman enters the room and tells me that I have to choose one student, just one, and he’s going to shoot him. I tell the gunman to choose me, but he says that it has to be a student, only one student. If I don’t choose, then he’ll kill all of my students and then kill me. So, I choose a small, quiet boy in the back of the room. Right before the gunman shoots the little boy, he takes off his mask. It’s Vince. The last thing I hear or see is the boy screaming. The boy has Briggs’ blue eyes and Leo’s dimples. I wake up screaming, soaked in sweat. Briggs holds me, attempting to console me. My heart’s racing. I’m terrified. Briggs gets up to get water for me, but I pull him back to bed. I’m too frightened to be left alone for even a second. 

Briggs stays awake, rubbing my back until I fall back to sleep. When I wake up the next morning, he’s gone. He collected all the flowers and put them on the counter in a blender full of water. 

He left me a note that reads: 

 

BRIGGS: You were finally sleeping good so I didn’t wake you. Talk later 

 

I immediately text him and thank him for staying the night and taking care of me. I also thank him for not destroying my flowers. I type a smiley face, hoping he doesn’t get mad. Then, I group text him and Char, reminding them of their 6:00 date. Since it’s a group text, Char takes the opportunity to make me laugh, attaching a picture of three people in an inexplicable sex act. She asks if I want to make it a three-way? I graciously decline, but tell them both that I want details, explicit details. 

Briggs texts us both and says that he would bite the bullet and stop by later to show me everything he’s planning with Char. He also asks Char if she can get that picture blown up and bring it to him later that night. She’s offended and tells him that he doesn’t need a visual to get turned on when she’s around, she’ll handle it expertly on her own. I know Char is just being funny, her usual vulgar and flirtatious self, but that last text sends a twinge of jealousy through me. I know I’m not being rational or fair, but I know that forcing Briggs to realize that this isn’t a real connection will be the only way I can continue this casual sex thing. 
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JOCELYN AND I meet for breakfast. Being the perfect big sister, she has printouts of stories of women who married their former students. School districts tried to fire these teachers, but they couldn’t find anything in their teaching contracts that would justify grounds for termination. Apparently, there is nothing unethical about beginning a relationship with a former student, as long as he/she is no longer a student and is over the age of 18. Jocelyn’s perfectly at ease with the whole situation, completely convinced that my job will not on the line. However, she knows that it will take some time for my reputation to recover from this slander. I hate that my name is being dragged through the mud by a student, a creepy-ass student, who manhandled me and threatened me in my own driveway. Why is that allowed? 

Joz and I decide that retail therapy is the only anecdote for my woes. Sensing that there is something else on my mind, she probes me for answers. Finally, I cave and tell her about Char’s date with Briggs. She looks at me with disgust and annoyance, and says, “You’re the dumbest person on the whole freaking planet. I cannot believe we have the same DNA.”

When I ask her why and what makes her say so, she simply says, “I can’t even talk to you. You’re so stupid.” She knows everything about Briggs and Leo, well mostly everything. Some things are not meant for Jocelyn’s prude-like ears. She won’t talk to me anymore about either of them once I tell her about Char and Briggs. Won’t hear of one more thing—no compliments, no stories, nothing. She’s officially done with me and my stupidity. Those were her words exactly.

Rick meets Jocelyn and me at the pool house with the kids. They are all staying to swim and cook out. Jasper brought hamburgers down to grill. It’s nice to spend the day with my family. Nobody speaks of the Tweet or Facebook post. We have a nice family day, swimming and playing in the water. Kids can really take your mind off things. You don’t have time to dwell and feel sorry for yourself. They can really keep you distracted. 

Just as the burgers are ready, the girls squeal and run to the pool’s gate. Leo’s standing at the pool’s gate. Each girl grabs ahold of his hand, dragging him to the pool deck. He smiles at everyone and says, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were having a cookout today.” He looks apologetic and tries to tell the girls that he can’t stay. 

Jasper waves him over, offering him a beer and a burger, and urging him to hang out for a bit. Leo attempts to decline, but Jocelyn is already handing him a plate with a burger, chips, and macaroni salad piled high on it at the same time that Rick cracks him open a beer. Leo smiles, and thanks them, mouthing, “I’m sorry” to me. 

I laugh, and say, “No, I’m sorry… you’ll see soon enough.” 

We spend the entire afternoon talking, drinking, and playing in the pool. Leo fits in well with my family, too well. It’s almost as if he’s always been here, been a part of us. Leo’s at home with everyone—comfortable in a family setting.

At one point, my niece, Kara, called him “Uncle Leo.” When he explained that he was just a friend, she told him that he was more fun and more of an “uncle” than Jasper. Jasper gave them each fifty bucks to never say that again. 

Rich and happy, the girls plunge back into the pool, ruining their brothers’ game of water basketball. My nephews convince their dad, Jasper, and Leo to play basketball with them while the girls pretend to be cheerleaders, jumping off the diving board and sidewall whenever anyone scores. Joz and I just sit with our feet in the water, on the steps, talking.

“I don’t envy you,” she admits, honestly.

“About what? Marcus? My job? What?” I ask, knowing it could be an infinite number of possibilities at this point. 

Slapping me, she says, “You know what. Having to choose one.” Our legs are getting hot. She splashes water onto our thighs. “I don’t know how you’re going do it.”

“I’m not. We’re just having fun. I made that clear from the start,” I explain, trying to convince her, and maybe convince myself too. 

She gives me her infamous “all-knowing Jocelyn” look, and says, “We’ll see.” 

It took Rick and Jocelyn what seemed like an eternity to round up all their kids. Every time they got one out of the water and drying off, another would jump back into the pool. It was hilarious watching the fiasco that was now my sister’s life, a fiasco that she loved and couldn’t imagine any other way. Once they finally left, Leo told Jasper that we’d clean up and put all the recreational toys away. Jasper was out the gate, before Leo could say it twice or thank him for the burgers. Jasper loved to escape routine household chores. 

“Let’s swim for a little bit,” he urges, taking my hand and leading me toward the pool. I’m hot and feeling a little sticky from sitting in the sun so long with Joz. I don’t protest at all. I love the water. I don’t swim much when Joz is around. She isn’t a big fan. Diving under the water, I come up closer than I intend to Leo, but do not regret it at all.

Smiling, I put my hair back, off my face, and look at him. He’s so cute, so freaking adorable. No other word can accurately describe him. He’s adorable. His dimples just soften the mood, make people happier when he’s around. 

“Janelle, you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” He wraps his arms around me and kisses me softly, running his wet hands down my soaked arms. He lifts me up, and I wrap my arms around his neck and float my legs around his waist. 

Kissing in the water is so sensual, so romantic. His thumb glides over my nipple; it hardens at his touch. Leo slides his hand into my the top of my bikini, making me hot, hot in the wet, cold water, but paradoxically sending shivers down my back and arms. 

The shivers trigger my conscience. I can’t do this stuff. We’ve already spent the day as a couple—well almost. Making out and fooling around in the water is just too intimate, especially because I just love it so much.

“Whoa… whoa… alright buddy,” I stop him, feeling guilty since his erection is already probing at the material of my bikini bottoms. “I think your hormones are a little out of whack.” I say, laughing, turning everything into a joke. I don’t want to get into an argument about who’s feeling what and what those feelings are. I just want to have fun and forget about Vince and his attempts to ruin my relationships and my career. Oh yeah, and forget about my Hellish marriage that is about to end. 

“Hormones? I doubt that. I know beautiful when I see it,” he responds, kissing me lightly on the lips, lingering only for a second. “But if you just want to swim, I can respect that.” 

Why do his little statements like that turn me on so much? His agreeability makes him so easy to be around and so irresistible. I do want him, want him badly. Actually, I want him to take me right here on the steps of the pool, bent over the railing, but I feel too guilty sleeping with him again, especially right after those social media posts. And while Briggs is out with Char. 

I can’t have sex with Leo when I basically forced Briggs to sleep with someone else. Could I? Shit. I don’t know the rules to this “playing the field” or “whoring around” business. Basically, I keep turning the tables and changing the rules to my own game. How can anyone win when nobody really knows the rules? All I know is that when one of them is around, all I want to do is rip off his clothes and have my way with him, and unfortunately, it doesn’t really matter which one it is. I want them equally. 

Leo and I continue to swim and play around in the pool for a while, keeping the kissing and caressing at a minimum. But yeah, a little can’t hurt, right? When he asks if he can take me to dinner the next night, I tell him that I don’t think that’s such a good idea with everything going on. Understanding, Leo nods and shrugs his shoulders, defeated. I hate that it seems like I’m disappointing him. But I am disappointing him. Disappointing myself too. I just can’t understand why if I want something, someone, I can’t just have him… or them. Granted, technically, I am still married. But that marriage means squat to me now. 
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AFTER LEO LEAVES, I decide that I’ll just turn in early, get a good night’s sleep and just forget about everything. It’s 7:30 on a Saturday night in the summer, and I’m going to bed. It’s pretty evident that my life is in shambles. Just as I pull on a pair of old sports shorts and a t-shirt, my phone dings. It’s a text from Char. She’s supposed to be at Briggs’ at 6:00. Are they already done? 

Reluctantly, with my hand shaking inexplicably, I open the message. It’s a picture of Char sitting on Briggs’ lap that reads:

 

CHARLENE: Just got here. Nice place. Let the good times roll. 

 

All at once, my stomach falls and my heart aches. Fuck. They’re really going to do this. I set this up, so I can’t be upset. I taught Briggs all the tricks that he needs to make her happy, satiated, and feel so incredibly wonderful. This will be great, great for both of them. 

My Char and my… my… Fuck! 

No way! 

Over my goddamn dead body. 

I grab my keys, run out the door, and jump in my car. Briggs’ address is listed on his Facebook page, but I’m blocked. We aren’t even friends on Facebook, but yet we have sex like it’s our job. What the Hell am I doing? I’m freaking out about Briggs sleeping with my best friend, and we aren’t even stupid social network friends. What the heck! Who does this? But, I can’t let it happen. Briggs cannot sleep with Char. He’s mine! She can’t have him. 

Briggs better not touch her. Char better not get within one foot of him… Holy Hell, what did I do? I call Sarah and ask her to look it up for me and text me with it. Asking no questions, she says, “No problem,” and hangs up.

I know what area of the city he lives in, so I drive in that direction, hoping Sarah’s text will come soon. Finally, the phone dings, and I have his address. Thank God. He lives closer than I thought. I’m only five minutes away. Hopefully not five minutes too late. Oh God Char, don’t do it! I decide to call her. 

No answer. Fuck. 

I swallow my pride and call Briggs. 

No answer either. 

Mother Fuck a Cat! 

I know I’m being irrational, but I can’t stop myself. I can’t allow them to… Oh God. What have I done? Does this mean that I want more with Briggs, want more than just the whole “”No Strings Attached” boundaries I originally set? Hell, I don’t know what it means. I just know that I don’t want them to fuck for whatever dumbass reason I gave them in the first place. 

Arriving at his apartment complex, I see Char’s car. My stomach lurches. I forced them into this. She’s going to screw Briggs Alexander, because she is my best friend, and I asked her to do so. Briggs will sleep with Char, because she’s, well Char, and I asked him to. They’re doing this for me. I run up the steps to his apartment, putting my ear to the door. 

“Take that, bitch!” is all I hear before I swinging the door open, causing each of them to jump a foot out of their chairs.

There they are, my best friend and my lover, sitting in separate black leather recliners, remotes in hand, playing Madden 13. Apparently, Briggs is winning, but not by much. Char smiles when she sees me, my face reddening more and more by the second. 

Char stands up, hands me the remote, and gloats, “What took you so long?”

Not understanding, I look from her to him, trying to figure everything out. Char waltzes over to Briggs, kisses his head lightly and says, “I told you so. Good luck, buddy,” and starts to walk away. Before she leaves, she calls, “And stud, you owe me fifty bucks.” 

Briggs calls after her, “Actually a hundred if you count the first round of Madden, too.” 

Briggs gets up, turns off his TV, walks over, and picks me up, kissing me deeply. Walking with me in his arms, Briggs never breaks the kiss. It’s sensual and erotic. As he finally lies me down on his bed, he scolds, “I’d never sleep with your best friend, Janelle. I can’t sleep with anyone else. You’re all I want.” He climbs on top of me, kissing me with purpose.

Pushing him off, I say, “Are you fucking kidding me?” He sits back, stunned, hurt.

“What? I’m sorry, I just can’t…” he stammers.

Cutting him off, I say, “A fucking waterbed Briggs? Seriously? Are you a pimp from 1982?” I ask laughing and pulling him back on top of me as we sink into the squishy, wavy waterbed from 1982.

“I can be, if that’s your thing.” He kisses me again, taking my shirt and shorts off with our lips only breaking apart for a second. Our tongues dance around inside our mouths. You can’t tell where one tongue stops and one starts. Briggs’ hands explore my chest, reaching under my shirt to touch my breasts, rubbing my nipples. He tugs lightly, making me realize how much I really want him. I’m so ready for him. 

Briggs did not touch Char! I could not be happier. 

Finally breaking the kiss, lying in his arms, wearing only a bra and underwear, he humbly asks, “So, you decided then?” 

“Decided what?” I don’t know what he means.

“You’re not seeing Cling anymore, are you?” He looks so hopeful, so alive.

I can’t answer him. He just looks at me, waiting, confused and pained. “Briggs, I just… I don’t…” I don’t know what to say to him. I know I’m not going to lie to him anymore. 

Or to Leo. 

It’s just not fair. 

It feels like an eternity with him staring at me, hurt and disappointed. Gaining strength, he sits up, straightens out his back, and chokes on the words, “I think… I think you better go, Miss Garrity.” 

God damn it. Every time he uses “Miss Garrity,” it feels like a knife stabs me in the back—or the heart. I used to love the sound of a student saying, “Miss Garrity.” It made me feel so important, but now, hearing him say it only makes me feel worthless. 

I know there is nothing left to say to him. Nothing can be said anymore. I throw on my shirt and shorts, grab my keys, and leave. I sit in my car for a while, hoping he’ll come down, take me back upstairs, and not make me choose. It doesn’t happen.

In the car on the drive home from Briggs’ apartment, I break down. I sob for my broken marriage, cry for my tainted reputation, and bawl harder for losing Briggs, causing him such pain. Pulling into my drive, I see Leo sitting on the porch, waiting for me. When I get close to him, he looks upset. 

“Leo, what’s wrong?” I ask.

“I came back tonight to check on you. You seemed so distracted,” he explains. “I wanted to make sure you were okay, since you wanted to be alone tonight.” He stares at me, waiting for me to finish, to answer his unanswered questions. “Where’d you go, Janelle?” 

I don’t respond. I don’t answer his question, his blatant accusation. I just stare at him, silently pleading with him to not make me give him the answer he doesn’t want. Can this really be happening right now with him, too? 

“You said you were going to go to bed early, but you didn’t. Did you? So, where did you go?” 

“I went…” I start, terrified of the truth, scared to lie to him again.

“Wait! Don’t answer that. I don’t want know.” He stands up and starts walking to his car.

“Leo! What’re you doing?” I ask, running back to him.

“What I always do,” he explains, “Walking away.” 

Trying to stop him, I say, “But Leo, you don’t understand…” 

He cuts me off, “You don’t understand. I can’t do this. I can’t share you. I won’t share you.”

But he isn’t sharing me. Briggs just kicked me out. I need to tell him, to explain. I want to tell him that it’s over with Briggs. Briggs doesn’t want me, doesn’t want to share me, and won’t play by my rules. Would Leo still want me if he knew Briggs no longer did either? 

I stand there, frozen, not knowing what to do, what to say. I say nothing. He walks away, not looking back, shoulders slumped, head down. I hurt him again. I watch Leo get in his car and drive off, finally realizing that it’s probably for the best. A teacher has no business crossing those lines with her students, current students or former students. It’s unethical. It’s wrong. I know the truth. I’ve accepted it for what it is. 

I sit down on my porch and bawl my eyes out, crying for all that I lost, for all the pain I caused. When I can barely keep my eyes open and my head up, I go into the pool house, walk back to my bed, and crawl into it. I pretty much sleep the entire next day. I stay holed up in my room, sleeping, crying and barely eating for the next week. Maybe Romeo and I are more alike than I thought. It’s comforting to hide away in my room, trying to forget my pain. So much has changed. So much still hurts. 
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IT’S BEEN OVER a week since I heard from Leo or Briggs. They both just completely cut me out of their lives. I know in my heart that it’s for the best, but it doesn’t make it hurt any less. Char, Sarah, and Jocelyn have tried all week to cheer me up, convince me to meet them for lunches, dinners, or drinks. I just can’t bear it. Char thinks that I should call Briggs and convince him that I made my choice and that it’s him. 

Jocelyn wants me to get Leo back and forget about Briggs. Sarah wants me to date them both and have a Hell of time doing so. I’m learning that Sarah is more “Char” than Char actually is. They all have their opinions, but their opinions don’t matter. Leo and Briggs are done with me, as they should’ve been a long time ago. 

Reluctantly, I agree to meet Char for a liquid lunch at a Mexican Tequilaria for her Golden Birthday; she’s 30 on June 30th. It takes everything in my power to actually get up, get showered, and look presentable for a lunch out. Finally, when I think that I’ve covered my puffy eyes and dark circles well enough, I lock the pool house and walk down the path to my car. I stop abruptly in my tracks, stunned, as Leo and Briggs both pull into my driveway—one right after the other. Leo gets out first and waits patiently for Briggs. Leo’s waiting for Briggs? That doesn’t make a lick of sense. 

I stand motionless, catching my breath and wondering why they’re here. They approach me at the same time. Leo gives me a quick hug. Then Briggs follows his lead. I eye them quizzically, trying to figure out what the deal is. 

Leo breaks the silence, “Janelle, I can’t stop thinking about you,” he confesses. “Every minute of every day, you’re on mind,” he stops and glances over at Briggs. 

“Me too, I’ve tried to forget you, hook up with other chicks, but it just doesn’t work,” he explains. “Everything I do, I want to do with you.” Briggs’ voice is raspy—his blue eyes sparkling. 

Looking from one to the other, not understanding, I admit, “I don’t get it. What? What’s this all about?”

Apparently, Leo went over to Briggs’ apartment, asking him to step aside, give me up. Leo gave Briggs a list of reasons why he believed he was better for me than Briggs was. I cannot possibly fathom how he mustered up enough courage to do such a thing and plead his case to Briggs. To Leo’s surprise, Briggs explained that not only had it been a week since he’d seen me , but that he hadn’t even talked to me. Leo admitted that he hadn’t either. Neither man could believe that they both dumped me on the same night and that neither of them really wanted to do so in the first place. 

Immediately, both Briggs and Leo wanted to call me, set everything straight. But Leo convinced Briggs that if they did that, then that would bring them right back to the same place they were a week ago, fighting like Hell over me. Briggs admitted that fighting with Leo over me was better than not having me at all. They finally came to a truce, an agreement.

“So, if you’ll agree, then we’d both like to start seeing you again,” Leo offers, “under your terms, your conditions.”

“No strings attached, if that’s what you want,” Briggs adds. “We won’t bug you. We won’t even bitch about which one of us you want.” They look at each other and nod, trying to convince me, and maybe even themselves.

“But the deal is: you have to make a decision on July 31st.” Leo states. “We both get this entire month to prove to you that we’re the one for you. Well, that I’m the one for you, anyway,” he laughs, his dimpled grin making me melt. 

“They Hell you are,” Briggs shoves him with his shoulder. They both laugh, looking at me for approval. Briggs and Leo are being funny and cute, funny and cute together. Now, that’s new. 

“Is this a joke?” I ask. “You’re telling me that you two, the two of you, won’t be at each other’s throats all month trying to kill the other?” There is no way this could work.

“I know it sounds crazy,” Briggs says, “but sharing you is better than not being with you at all.” 

“I think I can make you happy, but to be honest…” Leo pauses, taking a deep breath, “I think Alexander could too,” They both just look at the ground, nodding their agreement. Finally Leo continues, “It’s ultimately your decision to make.” 

Wow, that all took courage and maturation. Leo understands that Briggs has qualities that can satisfy me and make me blissful, just as much as he possesses those same qualities. Leo can see the truth and the tough decision that I’m facing. 

I stand there in disbelief. Is there any way that these two guys can agree to something like this? Can I agree to this? There’s no mistaking it; I miss them. I miss them both, terribly. I’ve been thinking about one or the other nonstop for the past week, never one more than the other. 

“But Janelle, we get to do our magic, pull out all the stops to win you over,” Briggs explains. “That means we get to take you out, date you in public. You have to be okay with that.” Leo nods in agreement. 

Finally, after standing there looking at the two most gorgeous men on Earth, propositioning me into dating both of them for a month, I agree. They smile, high-five each other, while I shake my head, staring at them incredulously.

“Leo’s going to make a schedule,” Briggs adds. “We have to follow certain boundaries, not try to kill the other’s mojo.” 

A schedule? They’re making a schedule of when they can and cannot see me? Is this the most bizarre setup in history? Either way, I don’t care. I’ll take it. Sign me up and notarize the document. I’m in.

I miss them. There’s no denying it any longer, I have real, true feelings for Briggs Alexander AND Leo Cling. Maybe the next month will help me decide, because everyone is right. Sooner or later, I’m going to have to decide. I’m just thankful that it’s later—rather than sooner. I’m not ready yet.

Leo says that they have to get going, because neither of them are scheduled for June 30th. Shit. I need to meet Char for her birthday lunch anyway. This little bit of news will be the lickable icing on her 30th birthday cake. 

As they start to leave, Leo stops, winks at me and says, “May the odds be ever in my favor.” I laugh, my heart melting a little more. 

“Cute Trinkett, very cute,” I say, giggling.

Pissed, Briggs counters, “That shit’s not right; inside jokes? That’s not fair.” I laugh and kiss him quickly as Leo looks away. “Damn that’s right,” Briggs boasts. “I can do inside jokes too, Cling. Hey Janelle, what time is it?” he asks.

Confused, I look at my phone, and say, “1:25.”

Smiling broadly, Briggs says, “… and michigan still sucks! Bam!” Briggs is laughing. I laugh with him. Leo just looks at us and shakes his head. I kiss Leo quickly too. 

Watching us with envious and angry eyes, “That sucks more than a filthy Wolverine,” Briggs whines. 

At that moment, three local news vans pull into my driveway. Reporters come at us with full force. A blond, overly made-up woman in an ugly olive-colored suit, sticks a microphone in my face and says, “Mrs. Flowers? Mrs. Flowers, what do you say to the allegations made against you?”

Leo and Briggs stand protectively on either side of me. Confused and terrified, I question, “What allegations?” 

Can this be about Vince and his posts? Would the local news team get involved, because I slept with former students? 

The reporter sighs, rolling her eyes and says, “Mrs. Flowers, your ex-husband, Marcus Flowers, claims that he left you, because you’ve been sleeping with your underage students for years.” 

My jaw drops. My knees weakens. Leo and Briggs hold me up. My only thought before I faint is, “It’s going to be a long summer.” 
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Dear Readers (Hopefully, there are a few of you out there):

When I set out to write a dirty book (ssshhh), I read a guidelines list of all the things that I should and shouldn’t do. One of the big rules that kept popping up was that I shouldn’t include any form of pop culture, because it “dated” your book, ruining it for the reader. I took out all references that would give away my time period of writing. I tried, I really tried, but I just couldn’t do it. This former teacher, wife, and mother of four is a pop culture junkie. I love love love when movies, books, and television shows allude to other ones. Will and Grace always alludes to pop culture; everything now refers back to the Golden Girls or Harry Potter, so why couldn’t I? Let’s be honest, do you really think that writer of the Dos and Don’ts list is pulling in the bank roll that JK Rowling is? I don’t. I decided that I was going to forget that Dos and Don’ts list and do whatever the heck I wanted. Hopefully, I didn’t just destroy my book, turning readers off altogether. Not only am I keeping the pop culture references in, but I’m also going to explain why each one deserved a spot or some praise in my book. 

Thanks for reading my book! I am honored that you took the time to read Schooled. I hope you were amused, interested, and a little titillated as well. 

Sincerely,

Deena Bright
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Dear my former students:

Let me start by saying that I just adore you, not, absolutely not, in the way that Janelle adores Briggs and Leo. Give me a break, by the end of the school day, the last thing I want is some adolescent boy hanging around for further tutelage. I DO want to take a moment to thank you for sharing your lives with me, trusting me, and brightening the MAJORITY of my days. Let’s face it. I like writing. I like reading. But here’s the raw truth: reading and writing are not my passion. Shocking, I know. People, their lives, their stories, hardships, successes, and humor, are my passion. I have always loved being surrounded by friends, by students, and by strangers. You guys are a part of me. 

My sister has always told me that I’m too invested in my students’ lives. Well, that’s why I love teaching. You give me purpose and worth. You were my first “kids” before I had kids. I cried when you dropped the ball at the playoff game. I beamed with pride when you were crowned Homecoming queen and then when you married the man of your dreams. I held you and cried with you when your dad died. I wrote letters of character for you when you were expelled for marijuana possession. I especially love that you are my children’s nanny, loving them almost as much as I do. The list goes on… I’d do anything for all of you; you guys know who you are. My kids. 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: Yeah, so I quit my teaching job since the district tried to fire me. But as for my students, I will always adore you and keep a special place in my heart for you. If you ever need anything, then you know where to find me. 

 

Dear J. F. Lawton (Writer of Pretty Woman):

I remember it vividly, my friend’s parents dropped us off at the mall to see a movie, and she and I wanted to see some other flick, but it was sold out. We didn’t know anything about any of the other movies. We decided that we’d go ahead and see Pretty Woman, not knowing anything about it. This was before the big push to actually card people at the movie theater; we were only 16 at the time. 

The movie opened that day. The theater was sparse; nobody was there. My friend and I loved the movie. The next weekend, we saw it again. The theater was packed. Apparently, everyone heard how truly wonderful it was and wanted to jump on the bandwagon. Thank God for that bandwagon, eh? The one-liners in Pretty Woman made it what it was—perfect. 

My favorite line in the movie is when Kit is explaining to Vivian that “Cinder-fucking-rella” made it from rags to riches. Love it. Nice work Lawton! 

 

Dear Robert Mark Kamen (Writer of Karate Kid):

I was in love with Ralph Macchio; I honestly had a scrapbook filled with pictures of him. Therefore, I went into your movie, already loving it, but ended up loving it for more than just Ralph. What a great movie! It was clever and creative how all the “tasks” taught him the right form, cute twist. Thank you for sharing it with us. Bonsai! 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: What in the world was up with the remake of Karate Kid. Alright geniuses, listen up. The little boy was adorable, a great little actor. Was he a Smith kid? You know, I’m going to have to Google that, right? Now this is the important part, so pay attention, you cannot, I repeat cannot, cater to a young audience and expect little kids to read subtitles for two straight hours. I have pretty smart young boys, who read well-above grade level, but they couldn’t keep up. That was some seriously poor planning. I spent the entire movie answering the question, “What did that say?”

 

Dear “The One-Armed White Bitch” (Bethany Hamilton/Soul Surfer):

By no means do I think that you’re a bitch. On the contrary, you are truly amazing, an inspiration. I “use” your story in my classroom. Being a high school teacher, I encounter many student-athletes who injure themselves, ending their athletic careers. I incorporate your story for inspiration, hoping to give my students some of the courage you possess. You are remarkable. Thank you for sharing your story with us, bravely and honestly.

Add on for the rewrite of the book: Guess what? I never saw your movie until last summer. Holy Mary Mother of God, that was some scary-ass shit. Honey, I am so sorry that you had to endure that. Guess what else, I still have never SEEN the movie. The boys watch it in the van while I drive. I can just hear it and just the audio of the movie alone shatters me to a sobbing mess. You poor thing. You are amazing. (My sons think the girl who plays you is hot, too.) 

 

Dear Nationwide Insurance (“Life comes at you fast.”):

I’m not afraid to admit it, I have cried watching your commercial. When that little boy is suddenly a grown man in the car seat, I just lose it. You are so right. It goes by so fast, “life comes at you fast.” 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: I have to admit, I wish “Life would come at me at little faster.” Holy Godiva, my 4-year-old’s bitchy phase needs to be put in fast-forward. 

 

Dear ESPN:

Dudes, you are killing me. For a long time, I thought that an orgasm had to be followed by Sportscenter. It wasn’t until recently, during a power outage, that I actually experienced a complete orgasm that didn’t end with the opening music from Sportscenter. I do however have two sons and a husband that think the world, life, revolves around you. I suppose if your channel, heck channels, keep my sons off the crack pipe, then I am grateful for you. But what do you think about throwing in a chick flick movie, like Steel Magnolias, every now and then? Any chance?

Add on for the rewrite of the book: God, it just keeps getting worse. It’s ESPN all day, every day in my house—unless the 4-year-old gets to watch, God forbid, an episode or two of that damn Caillou.

 

Dear Keurig:

I’m sorry; I don’t drink hot liquid. Sorry, it grosses me out. The thought of swallowing hot fluid just gives me the heebie jeebies; soup included. (Yes, that is very sad for my husband; I never swallow anything warm.) However, you’re doing something right. People are raving about you. The teachers in my building even got together and bought one to “get through the day.” Nice work, thank you for making my colleagues’ jobs more tolerable. Sorry, I burned you to a crisp in the book.

 

Dear I-hop:

Lately, I am OVERLY into you. I love the Healthy and Fit pancakes—delicious. My kids are thrilled, because we have been frequenting your establishment quite a bit lately. They love the whole “breakfast for dinner” thing. With that said, is there any way you could add some banana batter to the Healthy and Fit pancakes? If you add bananas, then I’ll probably need to be physically removed from the premises. Just saying… 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: Actually, I’ve been doing the whole “no carbs” thing lately, so I haven’t gotten to experience those scrumptious pancakes in a long time. 

 

Dear Apple and iPhone creators:

You complete me. Enough said. 

 

Dear William Shakespeare:

Dude, you’re dead! Why am I still talking about you? You died hundreds of years ago. You didn’t cure Cancer, free slaves, or anything. Why do you matter? I don’t get it. I know it is an aberration for an English teacher to loathe Shakespeare, but listen closely, there are a bunch of us who do! No kidding! I mean A Mid Summer Night’s Dream is a damn good play, easy to read, easy to understand. You obviously had it in you, but then what happened with the other junk? And another thing, Romeo and Juliet knew each other for like 48 hours before wanting to die for the other. Seriously? I’ve been married for 12 years and I’m not even certain that I’d take a bullet for my husband. That’s just ridiculous. And, Romeo was in love with some other chick at the start of the play. I’d vow chastity too if that pansy-ass kid wanted in my pants! 

You’re probably wondering why you got into my book then, right? Truthfully? I’m not sure. I teach English; I’m stuck with you, for what feels like eternity. You just won’t go away. 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: Holy shit Shakespeare, guess what? I’m going to write the PREQUEL for Romeo and Juliet. I’m going to write the story as to why the Montagues and Capulets have been warring all these years. I bet Lady M. and Lord C. had a thing… 

 

Dear Jim Tressel:

I adore you. I forgive whatever acts the BCS have nailed you with. The BCS is jank anyway. Nobody likes them. Every year one of my students wants to do a research paper on why the BCS rating system should be changed. Everyone still loves you. You’re totally adorable, completely approachable, and surprisingly witty and funny. I am proud of what you did for and with my Buckeyes. I spent many years watching and wondering what was going on with John Cooper. Good guy, not a great coach. Thanks for coming in and making me a proud Buckeye Alumna again. 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: The University of Akron is dumb. You should’ve gotten the job as their president. Youngstown is lucky. 

 

Dear Starbucks:

Before reading your letter of praise, please refer back to Keurig’s letter. I’m sorry, but hot liquid doesn’t do it for me. In the winter, I do hit the drive-through and get the Unsalted Hot Chocolate every so often. It’s pretty good; I do let it cool before drinking it though. Coffee tastes like my husband’s butt. Don’t ask. But in the summer, oh Starbucks, that Vanilla Bean Frappuccino is an important part of my life. I even like to dunk the Vanilla Biscotti into the Vanilla Bean Frapp. Scrumptious. 

I do have to say, I’m never going to get on board with your sizing. I don’t want to learn another language to order a milkshake. I order the small, medium, or large, only to be corrected by the drive-through BARISTA! Seriously, barista? I’m in the Midwest here. Anyway, you obviously know more than I do. I teach in one classroom all day long; you’re on every corner throughout the freaking country. I digress. You’re better than me! Keep up the good work, and I’ll continue to allow my fictitious characters to worship you.

Add on for the rewrite of the book: Starbucks, you did it. I’m a huge fan now. I cannot get enough of the Passion Tea Lemonade Sweetened with extra ice. It’s my summer juice. 

 

Dear William Bickley and Michael Warren (the creators/writers of Family Matters):

I’d do Stephan in a heartbeat. Beautiful specimen of manhood. I’m glad y’all created that transformation chamber. I also liked that crazy girl that played Steve Urkel’s girlfriend, Myra. She was a great character. 

Now, here’s what really bothers me. Did you think your viewers were idiots? The Winslow family was larger, with more members, during that first season. Where did those people go? You cannot do that to people; we need clarification. Granted, it was MUCH BETTER without those additions. You should have included some sort of voiceover after the opening theme song, saying something like “Due to the boring creation of asinine characters, we cut them from the show. Hope you like it better now.” We’d truly appreciate stuff like that. Remember Happy Days? Did you not learn anything from the elimination of “Chuck,” Ritchie and Joanie’s older brother. Where the Hell did he go? People don’t like that crap without an explanation. Am I right? I liked your show though. Stephan could enter my chamber any day. 

 

Dear Pearl Jam:

I’m sorry; I’ve never listened to your music. I’m not all that into music. My college roommate was totally, head over heels in love with you. One night, she actually tried to come up with a way to move to Seattle, Washington, so she could meet Eddie Vedder and marry him. I didn’t even know who she was talking about. She was convinced that she could make him fall in love with her. Granted, we may have been a little “out of it,” but hey, she was determined. 

 

Dear McDonald’s:

The 300 calorie Egg McMuffin is the start of many of my mornings. I wake up happy, knowing that I’m going to consume it shortly. It truly is a wonderful start to my days, keeping me full and satisfied until my 42-minute lunch break. Ahhh, the joys of teaching. Please never discontinue the Egg McMuffin; it would ruin my life.

Add on for the rewrite of the book: Well look at you, the Egg White Delight has even less calories. You go, Ronnie McDonnie! 

 

Dear Sophocles (Writer of Oedipus Rex and Antigone):

I suppose I like you a little more than Shakespeare, but you’re still old and dead. I don’t like that. But dude, you’ve got issues. Jacosta was Oedipus’ mom, and they had four kids together. That is some messed up crap. And to think, I was worried people would condemn me for writing about an adult teacher sleeping with adult students. I think I like you better than Willy, because you’re an olden day Jerry Springer episode. That’s pretty cool. Well, rest peacefully.

Add on for the rewrite of the book: Well Sophocles, I was worried that people would condemn me for writing Schooled. Oh Hell did they condemn me! I wonder, you wrote a play about a woman who sleeps with her son, unknowingly. Did people try to tar and feather you for incest? Did they accuse you of sleeping with your mom? Fiction. Fiction. Learn the definition people!

 

Dear Disney Productions and Writers/Animators for The Little Mermaid:

I love that Flounder. What an adorable little fella! I put my nieces in Ariel bathing suits, because every time I think of Ariel, I am reminded of my junior year of high school. That year, my best guy friend, (completely platonic relationship, to my dismay) seriously wouldn’t date anyone, because she wasn’t “as hot as Ariel.” He was so in love with your cartoon depiction of a gorgeous mermaid that it ruined him for all of us: living, breathing, and willing young adolescent females. All he talked about that year was “Ariel this, Ariel that.” So yeah, thanks for that. 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: Dudes, Frozen, nice job! 

 

Dear Catherine Johnson (Writer/creator of Mamma Mia! the musical):

Great musical! You should be proud of yourself. I thoroughly enjoyed it, even though my butt barely fit in the seats in the theater in Vegas. Seriously, like the Mandalay Bay doesn’t have enough money to extend their theater seating. I sat down, and was like “Mamma mia! I’m neva gonna leave here.” Normally, something like that would ruin a show for me, but I kept with it and still enjoyed it while my ass molded to the seats. Hey Mandalay Bay, how about a free stay next time I’m in Vegas? Say this coming October? You kind of owe it to me and my big ass to make up for it. 

 

Dear Billy Joel and Twyla Tharp (Writer and Choreographer of Movin’ Out):

Billy, like my main character, I don’t listen to music. It bores me. You however have always been the exception. I love your music, your voice, everything. You’re wonderful. I’ve seen you in concert six times, once front row. The last time I saw you in concert, I was 9-months pregnant. You can park your piano in my house any time, if ya know what I’m saying. Twyla, I’m jealous of you; I want to work with Billy. Your choreography was phenomenal though. Loved it. 

 

Dear Madonna Louise Ciccone:

Madonna, you, unlike William Shakespeare, are timeless. Granted, I probably stopped really listening to music when you were at your peak, but that never made me stop loving your Immaculate Collection. I think that you really should consider having someone write a musical that coordinates with your songs. Maybe you could talk to Stephen Schwartz, Winnie Holzman, or Catherine Johnson; they seem to know their crap. Or Hell, you could even take a risk, go out on limb, and say have me, Deena Bright, write it for you. I know I’ve never written a musical and am “Like A Virgin,” but I think I could do it justice and “Justify My Love” for you. All kidding aside, you are a great artist, singer, and performer. I am planning to attend your concert in Ohio this winter; I’m very much looking forward to it. You’re my favorite “Material Girl.”

Add on for the rewrite of the book: I went to that concert in Cleveland. Madonna, lady, we have got to talk. I am 41-years-old with four freaking kids. When my ticket says that a concert is going to begin at 8:00 p.m., I expect that concert to begin around that time. Coming on stage well after 10:00 p.m. is unacceptable and downright rude. Not only did I have to pay extra for a babysitter for the night, but I also had to drive home an hour away after the concert. My husband’s contacts only hold up for so long in the night hours. By midnight, he can’t see jack shit. So, I had to drive! 

Also, I scrapped the idea of writing a Madonna musical—not because I don’t think there should be one. Your concert is a musical. It’s a show in itself. I could never do it justice.

 

Dear Justin Bieber:

I’m sorry; I don’t know anything about you. I think you’re adorable, and so is that Selena girl you date (dated?). I know my sons’ little girlfriends and even my freshman female students are infatuated with you, so I figured that I’d use you as my heartthrob icon. I hope that is flattering to you. Since I don’t hear a bunch of rumors and crap about you, then you must be a pretty good kid. Nice work Bieber parents. Stay cool, make smart decisions, and don’t become a douche-y jitbag. 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: Dude, it’s been two years. What in the world happened? Come on kid, pull it together. There’s still time to get your life back on track. You can have fun and enjoy your young single years, but jeez, make some smarter decisions.

 

Dear Howard Stern:

I love you. Long story short, I used to have to commute from Northeast Ohio to Columbus, Ohio for classes at Ohio State, due to personal reasons. I usually spent the beginning of my drive, wiping my tears from crying. Then, I’d turn on the radio, and you’d get me out of my funk. That was 20 years ago. I appreciate you and how you handle certain people and situations. You’re funny, witty, and sexy. I miss Artie terribly. I have always wanted to tell you that you were remarkably impressive when you stayed on the radio, broadcasting information on the morning of 9/11. Truly wonderful! Thanks for being on the radio for me. Keep doing what you’re doing, screw the rest of the critics.

Add on for the rewrite of the book: Oh my God, I guess you talked about me! I didn’t get to hear it, but so many people told me about it. Apparently, Robin read you the story from the Huffington Post about my school trying to fire me for writing Schooled. I cannot believe I was “kind of” on your show. Dream come true! 

 

Dear Stephenie Meyer (Writer of the Twilight Series and The Host): 

You did what writers have been wanting to do for years now; you brought back reading, a love of reading. My students worship you and carry around your books. As you can see from the criticism in my book, there are parts of your story that I cannot agree with or relate to, but the bottom line is that you got my students interested in reading; something I have been struggling with and trying to do for years. Kudos to you! 

I always said though that I needed to say something to you if I ever got the opportunity to do so. I guess this is my only chance. You have fans! Lots of them! Why are you leaving us (yes me) hanging? Poor Wanda has been with Ian in the dessert forever now. What is going on? I need to know. I loved The Host. The sexual tension in it is extraordinary. I want to be the meat in an Ian-Jared sandwich! 

 

Dear E.L. James (Writer of the Fifty Shades of Grey trilogy):

I don’t know how you did it, but you did it. You made sex seem less taboo and forbidden for some of these frigid bitches of America. People are talking, opening up, and even wanting more. I read Fifty Shades on vacation, and I need to say that you made my husband and I very happy. My husband thanks you. We are forever in your debt. It was A Hundred Shades of Wow vacation for me! 

 

Dear Suzanne Collins (Writer of the Hunger Games series):

You are a remarkable writer. The Hunger Games is an incredible book, complete with literary superiority and thought. From page 24 on, I cried throughout the book. I empathized with the characters, fearing for their lives. I knew about half-way through the book that I wanted to teach the novel to my freshmen. By the end of the book, I had all of the paperwork filled out, approved, and an order placed for 125 books. The following year, each student read the book, cover-to-cover, and did extremely well on the test. It was fascinating to watch students in this day and age so engaged and enthralled in a book. You should be proud of yourself; I am inspired and awed by you.

On a similar note, could you write an erotica series, featuring Katniss and Cinna, ensuring that Lenny Kravitz and Jennifer Lawrence star in the roles? The scene in the movie right before Katniss gets sucked up that pipe has loads of sexual tension. I think it could be a beautiful skin flick. Also, since I convinced my school to purchase 125 copies of your book, could you purchase 125 copies of Schooled? Fair is fair.

Again, you are remarkable. Thank you for your art and talent.

 

Dear Kathryn Stockett (Writer of The Help):

I loved The Help; I recommended it to every one of my friends and even to my serious reading students. I wanted to share it with everyone. I describe it as the perfect book. It has the perfect amount of humor, love, friendship, sadness, and history, never going overboard on one theme. I loved it. Granted, I would love to change the end and have Aibileen steal Mae-Mobley and run to New York with Miss Skeeter, but hey, that’s just me. My heart broke for both of them. I like a happy, feel-good ending. That is the chick-lit lover in me. I could only dream of being a writer with your depth and wit.

 

Dear Robert De Niro (Owner of Nobu Restaurant):

Hey Robert De Niro, I’m talking to you! Yeah, I’m talking to you. I’ve never been to your restaurant, but I plan to see what all the celebrity hype is about someday. Howard Stern likes nothing and he likes your restaurant. It must be worth it. I’ll be in some time in the future.

 

Dear Stephen Schwartz and Winnie Holzman (Writers and creators of the musical Wicked):

I truly cannot express my awe of Wicked. When I returned from New York City, I talked of very little other than the musical. It was the most superb theater event I’ve ever witnessed. Going in to the theater, I wasn’t all that thrilled, because I was never a Wizard of Oz fan. I never really thought it was that great. Now, I cannot wait to introduce the Wizard of Oz to my children, so that I can one day take them to New York to see Wicked. The creativity and writing is beyond anything I’ve ever witnessed; it was clever and full of surprises and intelligent humor. 

In my senior English class, I always choose literature that we can analyze two sides of each story. I need Wicked to be a movie, so we can watch it and analyze how the story changes and evolves, granting empathy to characters one didn’t deem worthy. Actually, I wish I were watching it right now. Additionally, the beach towel that I bought at the musical is by far the greatest beach towel on the planet. It is bigger, softer, and cozier than any other beach towel I’ve ever owned. Seriously, great beach towel, great show, just all around great. I mean business when I sing the praises of Wicked. 

 

Dear Jim Jacobs and Warren Casey (Writers and creators of the musical Grease):

I love you; I’ve always loved you. I spent my childhood years wanting to be Sandy in that final scene, not realizing she changed who she was to fit the ideals of a man, but I wanted to be her. Who didn’t? I even directed Grease when I was the high school musical director. It turned out pretty well, if I do say so myself. In my adult years, I realize that I really want to be Rizzo and sing “There are Worse Things.” What a great song! Also, my husband and I karaoke to “Summer Nights” whenever there’s an opportunity. We are awful, horrific really. Thank you for being an important part of my childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. Grease is the word.

 

Dear March of Dimes:

I hate that you exist. Meaning, I hate that you HAVE to exist. I hate that so many babies and their families need your help; it’s truly heartbreaking. I wish I could take away all the pain for those little babies, vanishing the fear and suffering for their parents too. I watched my friend crumble as her baby suffered and died. It was the most horrific thing I’ve ever witnessed. I commend you for your work. Thank you for what you do. 

 

Dear Steve Abrams (Owner of Magnolia Bakery):

Yeah, you’ve got some damn good cupcakes. Delicious, worth every penny, and the excruciatingly long wait. However, the banana cream pie is even better, TO DIE FOR. It’s a good thing you aren’t located in Northeast Ohio. I’d have to live in your bakery, which would be horrendous for my health and girth. I’ll see you next time I’m in New York. 

 

Dear my totally-in love-lesbian friends:

I am sorry that you have a TOUGH road ahead of you; the general public is ignorant and intolerant. Don’t give up. There will be happiness at the end of the rainbow. Get it? Rainbow! Thank you for helping with the lesbian sex knowledge. I appreciate your help and honesty. May each state wake up and realize that two people, despite what they’re packing (or not packing) between their legs have the opportunity to get married. Love is love. 

 

Dear Chelsea Handler:

You rock my life. I started reading your books shortly after having a baby, and damn, did I need that. I think you cured my post-partum depression with full out belly bouncing laughter. Your books are amazing. You are the “funny” I want to be. My girlfriends and I saw you in Cleveland—hilarious. I often thought that I could be the comedienne you are, if I were tall, blonde, thin, and sexy. Yes, mark that down, I called you thin. Thank you for the laughs. 

 

Dear Henry David Thoreau:

I like you. I love what you stand for, olden-day tree hugger! Although, I believe in your “Simplify, Simplify,” I am so not that person. I have totally sold out and love the luxuries in life. I’m sorry. But, I do enjoy teaching your works to my students. Even though, I am a materialistic mess, maybe I can convince my students not to be. Can we call it even?

 

Dear Dan Brown:

When I read your books, I feel really smart. While reading Angels and Demons, I got so scared that I actually hid my book under my bed, away from me for six weeks. Finally, I got it back out and finished it. That dirt part was crazy scary. You must do a ton of research. The only research I did for my book was to ask my daughter how many characters were allowed in a Twitter post. Dare to dream… 

 

Dear David Baldacci:

I’m sorry to admit this, but I’ve never read anything from you. However, I needed to give you a shout out, because you are my husband’s favorite author. If you read above, I cannot handle scary or suspenseful material. My husband said that I should probably steer clear of your books. I’m sorry. 

 

Dear Cosmopolitan Magazine:

You were my 20s. Without you, my husband wouldn’t be married to the ever-horny vixen that he is today. You taught me a lot. Just recently, I got another subscription, and was disappointed that I may have “outgrown” you. I think you are for the 20-somethings, teaching them to be experimental, but safe. I loved you; I think you are an important magazine for young women to read and explore. Thank you. My husband thanks you. 

 

Dear Facebook and Twitter:

Facebook, I may be a little addicted to you. I love posting the crazy things my kids do and say; I love showing anyone who will look pictures of my family. I really think I could be a spokeswoman for Facebook. I still cannot believe that there are still people, people I actually know, who don’t have an account. Stupid asses. I would like to recommend a “dislike” button. That would make me uber happy. 

Twitter, I don’t have an account. I am not that technologically savvy. Actually, I think I do have one, but I’m not really sure what to do with it. How do I get people to “follow” me? Where am I going? It’s probably something that I should have, considering I have a book to advertise and all now. I’ll ask my students to help me. They do all that junk for me. Oh wait! They cannot know about my dirty book. Ah, forget it. 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: I also write books as Angelisa Stone “She” has a Twitter account. Follow me if you desire. @Angelisaauthor

 

Dear Alcoholics Anonymous (AA):

I’m sorry I only referred to you as a joke. You are no joke, but yet a very important organization, changing and bettering lives every day. Please keep up the good work, helping individuals stay sober. For any readers interested, you can visit the Alcoholics Anonymous website for local listings and meeting locations. Telephone directories will assist you in finding a local chapter near you. If you think you should probably go, then you probably should. Just saying… 

 

Dear Robert Frost:

My favorite poem to teach by you is “Stopping By Woods On a Snowy Evening.” I did a whole lesson on imagery with it. It was pretty cool. If you were, you know, alive, I think you’d have liked it. My second favorite is “Fire and Ice,” but neither fit into my book/dream scene. Therefore, I went with your most popular, making it seem like I just do what everyone else does. And you know those two roads, the ones in the woods? I wouldn’t have taken either of them. I would never be alone in the woods. Too scary, and plus, the woods have creepy scurrying things. Maybe, I’ll write a “Frost” poem about choosing between two flavors of ice cream—now that is something I often struggle with. 

 

Dear michigan:

Here’s a secret, I don’t hate you. Actually, I don’t hate you at all. Without you, where would the fun be in the rivalry? Being an Ohio State alumna, I enjoy the “smack talk” with michigan fans, but I understand the importance of our relationship. Mid-November every year wouldn’t be what it is today without y’all up north. Looking forward to seeing you again soon, and until then, GO BUCKS! mICHIGAN SUCKS! 
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This book is dedicated to all educators, who are changing lives and making a difference in children’s lives each and every day. The work may be hard and oftentimes feel thankless, but so many of those kids and adolescents need you, need someone to believe in them. You are making the world a better place.
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This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

In case you missed it the first time:

 

 

This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

 

 

And in case you have no freaking idea what that even means:

 

According to Webster’s New Dictionary:

 

fic tion(fik shon) n. 1. an imaginary statement, story, etc. 2. literary narratives, collectively, with imaginary characters or events, specif. novels and short stories. 

 

In case you cannot understand what that means either, then (1.) you’re an idiot. (2.) you shouldn’t be reading this book.

 

Bottom line:

This book IS FAKE, not real, like totally made up. Do you think J. K. Rowling rides around on a broom chasing a golden ball that flies? Did Stephen King have a possessed car that killed people? No, they did not. FICTION! 

 

Now, that we have all that cleared up and taken care of, let’s get on with The Final Lesson Plan. 
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DRIVING TO HIS apartment, my stomach is in knots. I’ve made my decision, a decision that took nearly two months to make. The bottom line is: I fell in love. I wasn’t supposed to, but I did. I fell in love. Unfortunately, I fell in love with both Briggs and Leo. Head over heels, googly-eyed, take my breath away love with both of them. Sounds cliché, I know, but I did. Sadly enough, I couldn’t choose both of them; I had to make a decision. Like Sophie’s Choice. Holy Hell, not that hard, but hard nonetheless. I made the decision; it was crazy hard, heart-breakingly hard. Gut-wrenchingly hard. 

Today is the day. I’m going to tell him that it’s him. I love him, and I already cannot imagine my life without him. I think he’s going to be shocked. After all that we’ve been through, he doesn’t think he stands a chance, shouldn’t stand a chance. Granted, he screwed up a few times this past month, making me question if he could really be the man that I need him to be, could really take care of me and love me like I deserve to be loved, especially after all of the heartache I’ve endured. It’s him though. I think I always knew it was him. I was just too afraid to admit it. I’m not sure people think we’re right for one another, but this time, with him, I feel it. This is the real deal. This time, I’m thinking forever. 

I put my car into park, get out slowly, and walk up the steps to his place, noticing how hot the handrail is in the late July sun. It burns my hand, like I’m getting too close to the fire. Icarus. No, not Icarus, this is not going to turn out badly; this is not going to crash in a fiery spiral downfall. I’m not afraid anymore. Let it burn me. I’m strong enough now to handle anything, endure physical and emotional pain, both, and still come out on top. That much I know for sure now. 

I take a deep breath and knock, hoping he’s awake. There’s no answer. I knock again, a little louder with urgency this time. After waiting a few minutes, I hear footsteps. My heart flutters as I hear the approach, and I immediately think back to how much we’ve been through this summer, this past month. The door opens and… 






 

Like seriously, did you really think I was going to tell you on page one who Janelle chooses? Give me a fucking break? Where’s the fun in that? How long did it take Dallas to reveal who shot Jr? What about Desperate Housewives? Every season Desperate Housewives started with some new scandalous murder/secret. We, viewers, had to wait until freaking May to find out. 

I was certainly not going to say, “Hey guess what? She chose _______________ (fill in your desired name)” and then go into some other story. 

The story is why she chooses whom she chooses. Don’t you want to know why she’s where she is or what went on over the past month? God, you people and your need for immediate gratification is so annoying, freaktastically annoying. Crimony. No wonder vibrators sell like hotcakes. Nobody wants to wait for anything these days, even when the wait is titillating and exciting. Geez! 
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EXACTLY ONE MONTH ago, I woke up a happily married, but sexually frustrated, woman with a budding career as a well-respected and dedicated high school English teacher. That was one month ago. Today, I am hiding under the covers, pillow tightly braced against my head, terrified to face the day. My soon-to-be ex husband ruined me. Broke me when he betrayed me. So, I slept with one of my students. Two of my students, if we’re really counting, but who’s wasting their time counting? Albeit, former students, they’re adults now. They were college-educated adults, perfectly legal, when I reached the highest levels of sexual passion and climax with them, a level that I didn’t even know existed. The escapades happened one at a time of course—never together—to my newfound sexually experimental dismay. Then to add to my misery, my husband, the man I vowed to love until “death do us part,” slandered me all over town, ruining any and all dignity and respect I’d ever earned. 

One month. 

Everything changed in one month. 

I heard the door to the pool house open. I stopped caring if people walked in and out. They did so whether I wanted them to or not. I’d been staying in my brother’s pool house since the night I walked in on my husband banging the Hell out of his skanky, big-boobed, no-brained secretary in our marital bed. I groaned and rolled over as I heard footsteps walking toward my bedroom. I didn’t know who was about to enter my room. At this rate, it could be any number of people. My first guesses were Char, my best friend, or Jocelyn, my older sister. 

“You have to get up, sooner or later,” my older brother stated, pulling the blankets off me. Hmmm, he would have been guess number six. See, with all this chaos in my life, all of my instincts are out of whack. At least it wasn’t the National Enquirer ready to do some expose on the horny teacher who likes to screw her students. 

But hey, it was still early. 

“No, I don’t,” I groaned, rolling over, nestling further under the pillow. “Go away, Jasper.”

“Janelle, my lawyer has some ideas he wants to run by you,” he explained, plopping down on the bed next to me. “He’s coming over on a Sunday, Janelle. It’s important.” 

Jasper isn’t the most sensitive and warm person on the planet, but he’s certainly been helpful and caring since Marcus screwed Lauren and then destroyed me on local television. Jasper has “savior syndrome.” He’s always at his best fixing things for people, finding solutions to their problems. Let’s hope he can find a way to fix this shit, because I was in no mood to handle any of it. 

Jasper and his lawyer, Gavin Greenwick, spent all evening last night going over files and files of paperwork. Meanwhile, while they were buried in documents, Char, Jocelyn, and my newest friend, Sarah were plotting against Marcus, figuring out a way to bring him down. Briggs and Leo were there too, teetering between the “Kill Marcus Planning,” and the “Save Janelle Planning.” Briggs spent more time planning Marcus’ demise, while Leo spent his time with Jasper and Gavin.

Briggs Alexander, golden boy athlete, was my student seven years ago, but now it would be more appropriate to call him my… my… lover. Leo Cling was also a student of mine that same year; Leo was the typical overachieving scholar, who also happens to be sharing my bed. So yeah, my husband screwed his secretary, screwed over my reputation, so I in turn screwed former students. Fair is fair, I suppose. Things were not going exactly as I planned them when I got married and started working as a high school teacher. Actually, things were exactly as I planned—up until one month ago. 

One month.

Jasper shook my leg, forcing me to respond. “Fine, I call him later,” I relented. 

“It’s 8:15. He’s coming by here shortly,” Jasper informed me. “You should probably jump in the shower now.” He patted my back a few times and got up to leave. “Nelle, it’s going be okay. I’ll make sure of it.” 

“Hold it!” I yelled, finally focusing on my brother “Holy fuck. Did you get your eyebrows done when you got your hair cut?” Jasper was infamous for his unibrow. Jocelyn and I had been begging him for years to let us pluck it, but he’d adamantly refused. “Where’s my phone? This is so going on Instagram.”

“Shut up, Janelle! You’re not taking a picture of me,” he said, rolling his eyes. I could finally tell he rolled his eyes, because I could actually see his eyes since the burly little caterpillars weren’t covering them any longer. I’d have to send a thank you note to his stylist for curing what ailed me. “Take a shower; you stink,” he added before walking away.

Watching Jasper leave, I wondered what my life would be like without my brother and sister. They’d always been there for me, especially when my parents up and left, following their dreams. And now, now when I was certain that my entire life was in shambles, and I’d never be able to show my face in town again, Joz and Jasper were right by my side, trying to fix it all. I wish I could just fast-forward the month and get past all of this chaos. It hurts my head and my heart. This was going to be the summer that Marcus and I started trying to get pregnant. I was going to spend the summer resting and writing a musical, following my dreams. But things changed. I guess people have to be ready for some major life changes at times. I never really handled change well, but now, I guess I’d have to learn. Vicissitudes were a common part of life.

In the shower, my mind kept wandering back to the surprise visit from Briggs and Leo yesterday. I’d been blindsided and ultimately swept off my feet by their overwhelming desire to be with me, so much that they agreed to share me. Share me? My heart fluttered at the thought that those two perfect men could actually want me, let alone share me. Granted, it seemed strange. If a man wanted a woman, then he shouldn’t allow anyone else near her, should never agree to that. Never. Christian Grey would never allow that. 

But, they said that not having me wasn’t an option. They’d rather forfeit time with me, share me, than ever be completely without me. Wow. The truth was I missed them, and I hated being without them too. Both of them. I’d actually felt a moment of happiness, hope for the future, when they told me that I didn’t have to give them up—not yet anyway. I had a moment of complete happiness—until the television reporters arrived.

Apparently, after that fake-faced bitchy newshound told our entire town that Marcus informed them that I’d been sleeping with underage boys, I passed out, like full-out, eyes rolling back, knees buckling, body slumping to the ground like a rag doll, pass out. Leo caught me; Briggs went after the reporters. Jasper was pulling in at the same time this went down, and didn’t know what was going on. After gauging Briggs’ anger and seeing Leo tending to me, Jasper jumped out of the car, spewing words like, “private property, slander, media abuse, and lawyer.” 

Between Briggs’s brawn and Jasper’s brain, those reporters didn’t stand a chance and made a mass exodus away from our house. Despite being out, I knew the story, inside and out, I’d only heard it three times. I listened as Jasper told Jocelyn, Briggs told Char, and Leo told Sarah. All my forces knew. They spent the night trying to strategize a game plan against the media, against Marcus, and against anything else evil that may come my way. They were all my little army of Janelle warriors, fighting for my happiness and well-being. While they planned their warfare, I sat on the couch sipping wine, wondering what the fuck happened to my life. 

After showering and drying my hair, I was straightening it when Gavin Greenwick, attorney at law, showed up. Jasper must’ve seen him arrive, because he came in shortly thereafter. Gavin reminded me of Professor Flitwick from Harry Potter. Actually, I was pretty sure that he was Professor Flitwick; his name was even Greenwick. Too close not to be suspicious. I think he is a lawyer by day and a Hogwarts Charms teacher by night. The more wine I drank last night, the more I referred to him as “Professor Greenwick.” Leo was the only one in the room who smiled. He caught my reference. Everyone else just thought I was drunk, which I was. 

I loved that about Leo. He got me. What I really loved about Leo was Leo. What I loved about Briggs was Briggs. They were so different. Thinking about them, I knew a way I could be cheered up and get out of this “my career is over” funk, and they were both coming over later. Thank God. Whatever plans Gavin Greenwick had to squelch these rumors were fine by me, because my mind was on much different, much hotter plans. It was crazy-strange how my career hung in the balance, but yet, I still couldn’t get my mind and ummm other body parts away from Leo and Briggs. 

I basically just wanted this mess to go away. I didn’t want to fix it, deal with it, or anything. I just wanted to pretend it didn’t exist. Jasper knew that was my typical coping mechanism with life’s challenges and disasters. However, he and Gavin forced my attention back to them and back to the problem at hand. I needed to make a statement, a public statement no less, saying that I have never, ever, engaged in any type of inappropriate behavior with a student. 

Current student, that is. 

Underage student, that is. 

I needed to call my superintendent and my union representative before they came to me. I had to be proactive now, fighting off the evils before they came looking for me. 

Damn Vince. 

Damn Marcus. 

If Marcus hadn’t slept with Lauren… 

If Vince hadn’t seen Leo sucking my finger… 

If… If… If Professor Greenwick could put a memory charm on everyone, then everything would be perfect. 

Professor Greenwick was pretty certain that since this was all hearsay that my career would not be in jeopardy, but he promised Jasper that he’d make sure I was safe from public ridicule and legal charges. I wondered how much money Jasper paid him, because Professor was awfully willing to do whatever Jasper asked. Hell, he’d dropped everything yesterday on a moment’s notice to be at the pool house. On a Saturday, no less. My brother must have him on an awfully steep retainer. Jasper was rolling in cash. I’d love to know what he was really worth. 

Once I agreed, more like swore, to make the necessary phone calls, Professor and Jasper decided to leave me alone to handle the correspondences without them hovering. It took quite a bit of convincing, but they left, deciding to have an early lunch to discuss matters involving Garrity Advertising. 

When they left, I did exactly what I really planned to do. I laid on the couch and watched back-to-back episodes of Charmed on TNT and three straight episodes of The New Adventures of the Old Christine on Lifetime, proving yet again that I’m in fact a master of procrastination, a topnotch skilled staller. 

As I was settling in for a Desperate Housewives trifecta with half a gallon of cookies-n-cream ice cream, my cell phone rang, startling me. Looking down, my heart stopped, seeing the number of my high school in the display window. Damn, I should’ve called them first. And I didn’t even get one bite of my ice cream. This day sucked. I hit the button, answering the phone. 

Here we go.

After hanging up, I called Jasper and told him that I was meeting with my principal, the superintendent, and a union representative at 3:00 p.m.—on a Sunday. A Sunday during the summer? This couldn’t be, could not be, good at all. School officials didn’t work during the summer, let alone on Sundays. Holy Godiva, I was going to lose my job, and lose it today. 

Fuck. 

On a Sunday, no less. I guess that’s pretty appropriate for an adulterer. Sins must be acknowledged on the Sabbath. Oh my God, my life is over.

Jasper said he’d call Gavin, and they’d meet me in the front parking lot at 2:30 p.m. God, I hoped the Professor could get me out of this, saving my career and reputation. I immediately called Jocelyn, begging her to come over, help me get ready, and calm my ass down. She was always the voice of reason and could talk me down off the ledge. I needed her, badly. 
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JASPER AND GAVIN were waiting for me when I pulled into the lot. My stomach was doing a number on me. Jasper hugged me and asked if I was doing okay. I nodded, not convincing him or myself at all for that matter. 

“Nelle, we’ve got this. You’re going to be fine.” Jasper encouraged.

He was starting to sound like a broken record. Did people still say that these days? I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t know what to replace that thought with. “Man, he sounded like an iPod stuck on repeat?” Nah, it just didn’t have the same ring to it. Gavin, the professor, interrupted my outdated lingo analysis, bringing me back to my depressing doom.

“Just don’t answer any questions unless I give you the okay,” he explained, looking at his notes. “If they’re on a witch hunt, then they can twist anything around.” His words made my stomach lurch. I hoped I could get through this without having to run to the bathroom. 

Gavin, Jasper, and I started to walk in, when my union representative, Tim Reinbrecht, pulled in. We waited for him. He was a good teacher, who hated the administration, the parents, politicians, and basically the general public. The only people he tolerated and actually liked were a handful of other teachers and his students. 

His students adored him and looked up to him. Being in this mess, he was a bittersweet ally to have on my side. He was loud, crass, hysterical, and basically loathed by the administration, which he prided himself on. Contrastingly though, when it came to a protecting a teacher or standing up for his students, he was a superhero, never backing down. I was afraid they hated him too much to side with him, but I was also afraid to not have him in my corner. 

“Janelle Flowers, teacher extraordinaire, I never thought I’d be here for you,” he said, hugging me quickly. Despite his rugged and volatile demeanor, he was a teddy bear of a man, snuggly and warm. Thankfully, he could be vicious when necessary. 

“So, you’re shtupping some students, eh?” he laughed, shaking his head, “How fucking stupid are these people? Just look at you, hot as fuck, no 17-year-old could please a woman like—” 

Cutting him off, angrily, “I’m Janelle’s brother, Jasper, this is her attorney, Gavin Greenwick,” he said, offering his hand with a scornful look on his face. Despite our similar upbringing, Jasper got rich and turned to the other side. He was no longer an advocate of unions or anything unions represented. I was impressed he even offered his hand. In Jasper’s eyes, Tim represented everything that was wrong with modern society. 

Chuckling, Tim shook Jasper’s hand, and said, “You came armed, unnecessary, but fuck it, alright let’s do this.” 

“Tim,” I said, “What do mean, unnecessary?”

“Hell,” he said, “they can’t do anything to you. They’ve no proof. It’s all shit-talk.” 

Tim motioned me toward the door, “Unless you made a video sucking off the lacrosse team, I think you’re good.” I turned five shades of crimson, shaking my head in embarrassment. I heard Jasper groan. He never could handle hearing me talk or refer to anything sexual in nature. He’d forever be my protective older brother. 

Gavin and Tim explained that since there was no actual evidence that I was pretty safe. It was just a matter of “he said, she said.” Tim said that I’d probably have to write my version of the situation involving Marcus, explaining just how this mess snowballed. 

Under no circumstances, Tim decided and Gavin agreed, was I to tell the administration about my summer flings with Briggs and Leo. They were former students, but were consenting adults. My affairs with them were of no concern or relevance to this situation. However, if they knew about Briggs and Leo, then I was not to lie, but not offer up any other information either. I didn’t quite understand how Leo and Briggs weren’t pertinent to the case. Yes, I’d been sleeping with them, but not when they were kids. I felt that omitting that information would be lying, making me appear guilty if it ever came out.

Pausing before opening the door, Tim, my union rep, said, “You’re a great teacher, beloved, you’ve done nothing wrong.” 

“I just have one question first,” I said. Everyone turned to me, awaiting my inquiry. “Jasper, do you have gel in your hair?” Again, he rolled his eyes at me, shoved me through the doorway, and walked into the building. I heard the Professor and Tim snicker at my incredible ability to embarrass my brother—even in extreme situations. 
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“THAT’S IT?” CHAR asked incredulously. “You’re not getting fired?” 

Char and I met at a local bar after she showed some potential buyers a house they couldn’t and wouldn’t ever buy. She hated those clients and always needed a drink (or five, but who’s counting?) after dealing with them. 

“Yep, that’s it.” I explained. 

I was so relieved that I didn’t have to lie or omit anything either. My principal knew everything about Leo and Briggs. She was completely informed and totally annoyed with the people who blew this out of proportion, interrupting her summer months. She did say that by law she’d have to look into matters, and speak one-on-one with Vince and Marcus. I gave her their cell phone numbers and addresses. At one point, my superintendent rolled his eyes, said that he didn’t have time for such absurd matters, and walked out. I got the vibe that my principal and the superintendent didn’t always see eye-to-eye on certain issues. She was more annoyed with him than either of them was with me. I couldn’t believe it. I was in the clear.

“I can’t believe your school is letting you fuck… do… I mean do your students,” Char squealed. “I’m going back to school to be a teacher for sure. I’d drop my panties for a few of those high school guys any day.”

“You’re fucking unbelievable, Char,” I said, sipping my margarita. “They’re not letting me have sex with students, you asshole.” Char loved when I called her, and other girls, assholes. It always made her laugh. 

“Sucks. Damn educational system takes the fun out of everything,” she whined.

“That is unless you’re teaching how fun things can be in the bedroom; those are some hot-ass lessons.” I teased. 

“Right, as long as you meet the state standards,” she joked. “And yeah, speaking of those boys, what eager beaver eater are you going to choose?” she asked, reminding me of how vulgar she could be… like I could ever forget. 

Nearly choking on my drink, “Did you just call my… my… boyfriends ‘eager beaver eaters’, really?” I asked. Char just lost it, laughing uncontrollably.

“Did you just call them ‘your boyfriends,’ as in plural?” She could barely get the words out, laughing harder. “You’re one lucky-ass whore… dang it… I mean lucky-butt whore.” 

Eyeing her suspiciously, “I learned from the best,” I countered, and we clinked our glasses and downed our drinks. With that, we ordered another round and some nachos. I needed my energy if both guys were coming over later to discuss our contract. God damn it, it had been way too long since either one of those “eager beaver eaters” were anywhere near where I needed them and wanted them to be. If my prayers were answered, there’d be a lot more going on than just contract negotiations. 
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AFTER LUNCH, CHAR and I went shopping for a sexy little number to wear for the evening with Briggs and Leo. Every time I tried on clothes, Char sat in the dressing room inspecting and rating each item that I put on. It always made me a little uncomfortable. I have zero notions or inclinations of exhibitionism. There was no escaping her though; modesty and privacy were not words she coveted or cherished. 

“That bra makes your tits… boobs… I mean boobs… look great,” she complimented, making me feel very self-conscious and on display.

“Alright bitch, what gives?” I asked, needing to get to the bottom of this. 

“Huh? What do you mean?” 

“That is the third fucking time you’ve corrected yourself when you swore. What’s with the new saintly diction?” I asked.

“Nothing, just trying to be a little more ladylike and less vulgar,” she explained.

“What the fuck ever. Seriously, what’s going on?” I asked.

“Nothing. Really. With real estate in the shitter… toilet… with real estate in the toilet… I need to make sure I’m as polished and professional as I can be,” she said as she took her shirt off. Putting on one of the shirts I’d just tried on, she said, “I’d kill for a rack like yours though. You look great in everything.”

“Oh please, I can’t wear cute little tight t-shirts like you do, because these things are always vying to escape and kill someone,” I laughed, pushing my boobs together like weapons of mass destruction. Okay, maybe I wasn’t all that modest. Char brought out the “bad girl” in me.

“Those babies could kill someone,” she stared at me, shaking her head in disbelief. “Mine, they just hide inside and hope it’s not some nuclear holocaust,” she lamented. Char always complained about her chest size. On a good day, usually the second week of the month, she was a full B-cup. Her B-cup was the espresso cup to my double venti. Christ. 

Char’s gorgeous, like drop-dead, I-want-to kill-her-in-her-sleep, gorgeous. She was by far the hottest girl in our sorority, but according to her, her flat chest was her biggest flaw. I didn’t think that she lacked anything; everything was in proportion. Char had long, naturally blond hair, the type of hair that people pay hundreds of dollars to emulate, but never even come close to imitating. She’s a little taller than the average girl with a tiny waist, sculpted thighs, calves, and arms, and a tight stomach. Char certainly wasn’t hurting in the beauty department. I think our popularity in college was primarily due to her, but we also complemented each other well. If guys weren’t into the tall blonde girl, then they often steered toward me, the small brunette. We had the market covered. 

“Speaking of which, how much more do you need to save?” I asked. “You’ve got to be getting close now.” Ever since I met Char, she’d been contemplating getting a boob job. Two years ago, she started an “I just want to wear a strapless shirt” fund for her breast augmentation surgery. If she saved the way she’d originally planned, Char would be having surgery by the end of October. 

“Ummm, I’m not sure. I think we should use that money and go on a cruise,” she stated, flooring the fuck out of me.

“What? You’re giving up your dream ta tas for all-you-can-eat shrimp cocktail and adorably-folded towels? I’m dumbfounded,” I joked.

“You underestimate the love one could have for a folded swan,” she swooned. “I don’t know; I’m just over the big-boobed craze.”

“Alright Char, whatever you say… whatever you say.” I knew this was just her fear talking again. She’d be back to dropping money in her Victoria’s Secret box again, dreaming of the Double Ds. There was no way, my crazy Char was throwing in the titties for a folded up terrycloth turtle. 
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I PUT ON my new sundress before Leo and Briggs showed up. Char insisted that I needed something short and flowy, but crazy sexy. I bought a dress at the little boutique where she always bought her “out on the town” clothes. I was surprised that not every item in the store didn’t scream “come fuck me.” Char picked a red dress for me that sweetly whispered “you could do some hot things to me tonight if you’re nice.” 

It was an understated sexy red dress that tied around the neck, dipped low in the back, and hit about mid-thigh. She was right; it was the perfect dress. Char always made me wear red, claiming that red was my color with my dark hair and tanned skin. I preferred purple, but she thought guys associated anything purple with Barney. Guys aren’t hot for Barney, she’d say. Who could argue with that logic? 

Char was pushing hard-core for Briggs. She believed that he had everything I needed. Personally, I think she just wanted me to have him, because she knew with the girlfriend code, she never could now. Char was hoping for a vicarious rendezvous with Briggs, since the last one ended with a head-to-head video game battle with my interruption bringing even the fun of Xbox to a screeching halt. She nearly salivates at the mention of his name. I loved her for not jumping on the chance to jump on him. She really was a true and loyal friend.

At any mention of Leo’s name, she’d roll her eyes and wave her hand at me, as if he was not of any concern. Sarah, my newest friend, was pulling for Leo. Sarah was taken by Leo’s nerdy-boy-gone-stud transformation. Sarah was a bleeding-heart, always cheering for the underdog. In this case though, neither Briggs, nor Leo, was the underdog. Both brought quite a bit to the game, a game that was more than fun to play. And, I couldn’t wait to go all in tonight either. 

When I heard the knock, my skin tingled. I’d waited long enough. I opened the door, and Briggs was on me in a second. His mouth hungrily sought mine, devouring me. I had no desire to hold back, no feeling of restraint. I wanted him, needed him. I wrapped my arms around his neck, and he lifted me up. My legs wrapped eagerly around his waist; I could feel his erection straining against his shorts. I loved that he was hard on arrival. (HOA—way better than DOA) That was hot. Too hot. Wow. I rubbed myself on him, feeling the friction and heat between my legs.

“Fuck, I missed you,” he groaned into my mouth. “Goddamn.” Our breathing and desire increased. All the worry and frustration of the last few days were gone. All that mattered was that he was here with me, ready. And oh so freaking hot. 

Briggs nearly threw me on the couch. The look in his icy blue eyes made me squirm. I wanted him. There was no denying that. After our lessons last month, I knew what he had to offer, and it was an offer worth taking. He took off his shirt and started walking toward me, never taking his eyes from mine.

“Jesus Christ,” Leo said through gritted teeth. “I can’t be three minutes late, for fuck’s sake?” Leo picked up Briggs’ shirt, handed it to him, patted his stomach, and said, “Looking a little soft, McConaughey, might want to lay off the junk food.” The shirtless McConaughey reference made me explode with laughter, only pissing off Briggs more. 

Briggs snatched his shirt back and put it on, “Fuck off Cling, soft my ass.”

“Janelle, really?” Leo walked over to the couch and sat down on the coffee table. “I don’t expect much from that barbarian, but really? Do you have no restraint?”

“Don’t ‘Janelle really’ me,” I argued. “Neither of you have touched me in ten… very long days.” 

Man, Leo looked good. He must’ve taken his mom and grandma to brunch earlier; something he does on the first Sunday of every month. He knew I was a sucker for the preppy, frat boy look. His clothes were his ammunition today. I loved a well-dressed man. His tan polo shirt looked incredible with this sun-kissed skin. I was surprised at how tan he looked, knowing that he probably doused himself in a gallon of sunscreen every time he encountered daylight. And Briggs, he knew that his eyes were my weakness. He’d deliberately worn a light blue shirt to accentuate my kryptonite. I just knew it. These two were playing hardball. Damn.

Leo grabbed my hand and said, “Trust me, these last ten days have been torture, but I promise, I’ll make every last minute up to you soon.” He kissed my hand, and my breath caught. I licked my lips. He sighed, leaning closer to me, and I sat up, meeting him. 

“What the fuck,” Briggs said. “This shit ain’t gonna work. I’m gonna flatten Loverboy Leo over here,” he threatened, pushing Leo back. 

Leo stood up, squaring off, staring Briggs right in his gorgeous, panty-creaming eyes. They were eye-to-eye, like two animals fighting over their prey. Me? I still couldn’t fathom that Leo Cling was as tall and as cut as Briggs Alexander. It was truly amazing. Amazing to see the eighth and ninth wonders of the world standing in my pool house, both wanting me. 

I walked between them when Leo whined like a schoolboy, “Seriously Janelle, he said ‘ain’t,’ isn’t that some sort of deal-breaker for you?” 

“Awww what’s the matter Cling, don’t think you’re man enough to win this?” Briggs goaded him. 

“Alright you two,” I said, staying between them, pushing them apart, letting my hands wander down their chests and past their stomachs. Both men began to react at my slight touch, causing my insides to warm and stir. God, I missed them. “Are you two going be able to handle this?” I asked, continuing to physically assault them with my hands as each hand traveled below their waistbands. 

They both nodded. Leo backed away, probably uncertain of where this may go. Briggs didn’t budge, but stared at me straight in the eyes. My legs wobbled. I wanted him. I was done waiting. Don’t get me wrong, Leo was a remarkable and talented lover, but I needed the ruggedness and urgency that Briggs brought to the bedroom, the counter, the couch, the floor. He could definitely bring it—anywhere he fucking wanted.

“So, who’s going to be on the schedule for tomorrow?” I asked. The question spurned another series of arguments and ridicule, this time without the testosterone showboating. 

The three of us finally made it to the table where we could sit down and pound out a schedule and contract. This was going to be one fun summer. We finally started making some leeway, discussing the rules and expectations of the summer. I amended the previous day’s rule. I would still allow them to take me on dates and “do their wooing magic,” but all dates needed to be outside of our local vicinity. I was not about to give anyone anything more to gossip and speculate about. After Vince blasted me on every social network site and Marcus told the local television stations that I’d been sleeping with my underage students, I figured that it would be in everyone’s best interest to ensure that there was a change of venue for our outside dating. 

After a few terms were negotiated, Briggs and Leo hit yet another stalemate. Crossing his arms obstinately, Briggs said, “Sorry, not my problem.” Briggs was not being agreeable at all, not giving in.

“Janelle, can you help me here?” Leo asked, desperate to continue with the contract.

“Uh… no… y’all are on your own,” I said, throwing my hands up in surrender, rocking on two legs of the chair. “I don’t even know why you guys wanted me here.” 

They wanted me here as a mediator, referee, hell, as a witness when one finally killed the other. They argued over every last point and detail in this so-called amicable contract they wanted to draft. The bottom line: these two were never going to get along or make it easy for the other. 

“Briggs, now listen,” Leo spoke to him like he was a toddler, and everyone knows you can’t reason with a toddler. “You have to give me all day Saturday and all day Sunday, it’s only fair…” 

Briggs cut him off, “The Hell I do,” he stood up, getting in Leo’s face. “It’s not my problem you work when we don’t.” 

Briggs wanted Saturdays, willing to give Leo Fridays and Sundays; Leo wanted both weekend days since Briggs and I were home, not working all day long throughout the summer. Leo wanted long, lazy afternoons with me too.

“Guys, can we just get this done? I feel like I’m a 10-year-old little girl witnessing her parents’ custody battle,” I whined, standing up. Leo grabbed me by the waist, and pulled me over to his lap. I giggled, missing his touch, his playfulness. He nuzzled into my neck, making me giggle again. I hadn’t touched either of these gorgeous men in almost two weeks. I missed them. Every inch of my body missed them.

“Oh I seriously don’t fucking think so,” Briggs gritted through his teeth. “Nobody touches her until this contract is done. You said so yourself Cling.” I sighed, got up and went into the kitchen. These two were killing me, frustrating the Hell out of me. 

Leo told Briggs to go fuck himself and went to the bathroom. Through these “negotiations,” I kept seeing such a strong, forceful, masculine side to Leo. When he spoke to Briggs, he was rough, intimidating, and so controlled. It was hot. The second Leo left the room, Briggs was all over me. His mouth was on mine, his tongue exploring my mouth. It was obvious that we were trying to finish what we’d started earlier. I pulled him tighter, pressing our bodies closer together, relishing the heat, the tension, the want.

“Are you freaking kidding me?” Leo questioned, walking back into the room. “Now I can’t even take a piss?” Leo fumed, hopping up on the counter. I sighed, angry, frustrated, and horny as all get out.

“You’re the dumbass who left me alone with her,” Briggs countered. 

They started bickering back and forth, something they were getting very good at. I stepped out of the kitchen and walked into my bedroom, while they argued. Neither noticed my absence. Briggs and Leo continued to bicker at one another, never coming close to a truce, a resolution. The argument was heating up. 

“Hey guys… guys… Hello?” 

They finally looked over at me, standing in the hallway in a black strapless bra, black thong, with black garters and thigh highs. Their mouths dropped, silence filled the room. 

“Get the contract done,” I forcefully instructed. “Put someone, either of you, on it for tomorrow morning at 8:00 a.m.” 

I unhooked my bra, letting it fall straight to the ground. I loved the look on both of their faces. They wanted me, proving that this was just as frustrating and as hard for them too. 

I started to walk away. “Oh and another thing,” I added. “I’ll be in my room with my door locked, thinking about BOTH of you.” I was definitely getting to them. Their eyes blazed with lust. “Let yourselves out when you’re done… and for Christ’s sake, get the fucking contract done.” 
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I DID NOT sleep well at all last night. As soon as I went to my room and started to take matters into my “own hands,” I heard Leo and Briggs leave the pool house. Apparently, they couldn’t concentrate on their matters while I was concentrating on my own self-love. 

When they were about to leave, Briggs yelled through the door, “Take it easy in there, I’ve got big plans for you this week.” As he walked away, I heard Leo’s reply.

“Really? She said it wasn’t all that big… said she doubted you were really even black.” Then he added loudly, “Goodnight Janelle, sweet dreams.” 

With that, I heard some ruffling and a few choice words, at which time, I turned up the music on my iHome and continued with myself. Normally, I sleep rather well after enjoying myself a bit, but last night, nope. I tossed and turned, worrying about Marcus and Vince, and hoping the school could really back me on all that occurred. My mind kept inevitably wandering back to Leo and Briggs. I knew that I couldn’t date two guys for the rest of my life, or screw two different guys for eternity. I’d have to choose sooner or later. I knew I had to choose. But, I also knew that I certainly wasn’t going to “Kelly Taylor” them.

Man, Kelly fucking Taylor pissed me the fuck off. Still, to this day, she made my goddamn blood boil. All she had to do was choose between Dylan McKay and Brandon Walsh. How hard was that? Pretty nice spot to be in, if you asked me. (Kind of like the spot I was in right now.) Of course Dylan was the hotter one, probably better in bed, but he was a loose cannon. You couldn’t count on him. Brandon was going places; you could see a future with him. But what did she do? I remember it vividly; can still see it as plain as day as she’s standing on the sidewalk looking at both of them. Kelly dumbass Taylor looks at them and says, “Me, I choose me.” What the fuck was that? Bitch. No wonder she turned to cocaine and got burned up in the fire. Whore. 

After thinking about Kelly and her stupidity, I had to watch a few 90210 episodes on my boxed DVD set, so I could seethe and focus more on her turmoil than my own. I finally fell asleep on the couch, but woke up when the sunlight was pouring in through the skylight. I tried to just go back to my bedroom and enjoy the room-darkening shades (best invention ever). However, I still couldn’t fall back to sleep.

I put my swimsuit on and ended up swimming a few laps, took a shower, and cleaned the pool house. Jocelyn’s antics were rubbing off on me. She cleaned when she was stressed out or riddled with a distempered mind. I knew that Briggs was due at my house at 9:00 a.m., and I was more than ready and willing to see him. I couldn’t get him (or Leo) off my mind. I wondered what they ended up with last night. Both of them texted me many times throughout night. The texts were pretty telling.

 

 

TEXTS FROM BRIGGS:

 

Dudes a winey pansy-ass

 

Dont ya think Leo looks like a giraffe

 

He sighs alot Sighing is gay.

 

I want you so bad. Why am I with him when I can be doing hot things to you in that pool house of yours

 

 

TEXTS FROM LEO:

 

Ain’t

 

Irregardless

 

Careerful

 

Superblatude

 

I’m listing all the words he uses. Not only do I not know what they mean, I don’t know what words he THINKS he’s trying to use. 

Why does he put everything into a football reference? I’m going to start using crew terms to fuck with him.

 

 

TEXTS FROM BRIGGS:

 

Dude just told me his cock was swinging. WTF? I don’t need to know that shit

 

He might be gay, bi maybe. You need to dump his scrawny ass.

 

 

TEXTS FROM LEO:

 

Hahaha I just told him that I needed to be the coxswain in these negotiations to steer the contract in the right direction. He looked like I asked him for sex. Oh this just got a lot more fun.

 

Janelle, you are way too smart for him. Your five-year-old nieces are too smart for him. How are they, anyway? 

 

So based on the texts, I’m certain they got along swimmingly. I’m glad Leo couldn’t see all the misspellings in Briggs’ texts. He would lose it. However, Char would’ve loved to have been at that table egging them on. I’m glad they left. It’s frustrating as Hell looking at two men you want immensely and can’t have, because a contract needs drafted prior to any physical activity. That was taking the fun out of the whole thing. 

I decided to make some Belgium waffles for Briggs, figuring he might need his stamina to keep up with me today. Just as I was unplugging the waffle iron and the waffles were warming on low in the oven, the long-awaited knock sounded. Thank the Lord! I probably shouldn’t say that, the Lord would not like what I had planned for Briggs today, being “technically” still married to someone else and all. I’ll just thank my lucky stars instead.

When I opened the door, I was surprised to find Briggs and Leo both standing there. Leo was holding my beta fish in a fishbowl, while Briggs was struggling one-handedly with Gatsby, my St. Bernard. Dumbfounded, I stood there speechless. I’d been fighting with Marcus for the past month to get my dog and fish back. 

When Char and I had gone to get my stuff, my dog and fish were conveniently not there. Marcus claimed that he was using them as collateral or a “deposit” until I paid him back for the Keurig and ping-pong table. He figured that since Char was going to be with me when I got my stuff that it was quite probable that she’d put me up to some despicable act or acts. (Guess he hadn’t figured it out yet that his own toothbrush took a quick tour of Char’s Hershey highway.)

Marcus took the fish and dog to Lauren’s before I got there. I was pissed when I discovered them gone, which was why I so willingly agreed to “heat up” the driveway and max out his credit card. Oh man, that was epic. 

Finally, I tried to find my words, “How did you… when…?” 

I couldn’t believe they’d gotten them back for me. “Thank you. Oh my God, thank you.” I hugged Gatsby as if my life depended upon it. I missed that great big lug so much. As he was slobbering all over my face, clothes, and body, I noticed Briggs’ hand. “Briggs, what happened to your hand?” I screeched, staring at the bandages.

“Let’s just say your ex wasn’t too fond of us breaking into his house while he was home and stealing his pets,” Briggs replied. 

“Holy Smokers, you broke into my house?” I asked, looking at them in utter disbelief. “How’d you get in? Marcus has a gun. He could’ve killed you!” I started to panic, worrying about how Marcus may retaliate.

“Leo jimmied the lock… like a common criminal… still won’t tell me how he knows how to do that,” Briggs said, looking at Leo skeptically. “Anyway, Marcus was bare-assed in the kitchen… with that skank,” he said, dropping his eyes from mine, focusing on Gatsby instead. 

“Yeah, he grabbed a knife from the butcher block, but Briggs laughed at him and knocked it out of his hand, but he ended up cutting his own hand in the process… dumbass,” Leo explained, shaking his head, eyeing Briggs’ hand.

“So Leo restrained him, while I got the dog and that fish,” Briggs continued. “That bitch kept screaming some shit about her phone being in the car and not being able to find that douchebag’s pants to get his phone.” 

Briggs was laughing, and playing with Gatsby, and then, finally said, “They couldn’t call the cops. We were out before they knew it.” 

“Oh my God, you guys are my heroes. You saved my babies,” I squealed, snuggling Gatsby closer to me.

Briggs looked pretty proud of himself, and then added, “Right before we left, I punched Marcus in the face with my other hand, which I know… I know… it was a ‘dick move’ since Leo was holding him back, but I just couldn’t help myself.”

“Marcus came running out, once he found his underwear, threatening to press breaking and entering and assault charges, but we just left.” Leo put the fish down and pulled a small container of food out of his pocket, dropping two small flakes into the bowl. “There you go Atticus.”

“Oh yeah, why’d you name your fish ‘abacus.’ It’s kind of a silly name for a fish.” Briggs said.

“It’s ‘Atticus,’ not ‘abacus,’ you ass,” Leo said, rolling his eyes at Briggs.

“Well, that ain’t much better,” Briggs countered.

Interrupting and standing between them, I said, “Briggs, it’s ‘Atticus Fish,’ named after the dad in To Kill a Mockingbird,” I clarified. 

“Never read it,” he said, shrugging his shoulders.

“Have you ever read anything?” Leo provoked.

“I read the four million dollar contract ESPN gave me,” Briggs responded, puffing out his chest like a proud peacock. 

“No you didn’t; you hired someone to do that for you,” Leo said. Turning to me and looking frustrated, he said, “Janelle, the guy doesn’t know who ‘Atticus Finch’ is. He probably doesn’t even know why you named your dog ‘Gatsby’ either.”

“The fuck I don’t, after Leonardo Di Caprio in that movie,” he said. “But, that dog looks a lot older than…” 

Cutting him off before Leo could gain any more ammunition to shoot at him, I kissed Briggs and said, “Briggs, thank you so much for getting Gatsby and Atticus, and risking your life for me.” He wrapped his arms around me, and I kissed him again. 

Reluctantly, I pulled away a millisecond before I heard Leo’s annoyed sigh. “But what I don’t understand is, how did you two team up and go do this? Based on the texts I was getting, things weren’t going too smoothly,” I questioned. 

Basically, the more beer they consumed at the bar while drafting the contract, the more “guy-like” they became. They were arguing incessantly, and then Leo said that all the fighting wasn’t getting them anywhere. Apparently, Briggs said that he was just pissed off at everything and wanted to “fuck with someone.” Leo remembered how hurt and lonely I’d been without Gatsby and Atticus and casually stated that they could go “fuck with Marcus” and get my pets back. Briggs was on the plan in a second. 

Evidently, they could get along when they had a common goal or enemy. After they picked up Taco Bell and brought Gatsby and Atticus back to Briggs’ apartment, they played Xbox and figured out the contract as civilly as possible. Leo added that he’d beaten Briggs in Madden four times before Briggs threw the controller at the TV and challenged him to a real football game in the grass out back. Leo declined, naturally. Briggs called him a “pussy.” And that was it. Leo met up with Briggs this morning to help bring over the fish and dog and to show Briggs the contract he’d typed up, making sure that Briggs wouldn’t freak his shit with the rules and expectations. 

“Leo! What time did you go to bed? Don’t you have to work today?” I asked, wrapping my arms around him, nestling my head into his chest. He smelled de-fucking-licious. I wanted to lick him from the “nave to the chops.” Really? Again, I’m quoting Shakespeare? What. The. Fuck? I guess my students brought out the teacher in me. 

“I do. Didn’t sleep. Had a lot on my mind. I’m going to go in to the office here in a bit, though,” Leo replied, kissing my forehead and holding me tighter. “I’m going to get my work done quickly today and crash early tonight. I’ve got a big date with a gorgeous, intelligent woman tomorrow.” 

“Mmm… and I can’t wait,” I said, breathing in his scent again, knowing that Briggs wouldn’t let us stay wrapped around each other too much longer.

Almost on cue, but missing the mark that I figured he’d hit, Briggs said, “Mmm… did you make these?”

I’d forgotten all about the waffles. Apparently, Briggs liked them. He already had one in his mouth as he buttered another one on his plate. It was rather cute watching him butter a waffle one-handed, while his hand was bandaged up, knowing that the injury was from chivalry.

“Oh yeah, Leo, stay and eat before work, okay?” I didn’t have to ask him twice. He was right next to Briggs putting powdered sugar and syrup on his waffle, while also eating a cold one. There’s just something extremely sexy and animalistic about a hungry man, which in turn made me hungry for something completely different, but very animalistic. 

“Janelle, how do you like your pancakes?” Leo inquired, putting a whole waffle on the plate for me.

“I got this,” Briggs said, taking the plate from Leo.

“The Hell you do. Just keep eating barbarian,” Leo argued, tugging the plate back from him.

Briggs used enough force, winning the tugging match with the plate, but the waffle flew off and onto the floor. “Nice job asshole,” Briggs said to Leo. Getting a new waffle, he said, “She likes warm syrup and powdered sugar, no butter, right Babe?” 

“That’s right,” I said, shocked that he remembered what I said about waffles versus pancakes that night we went to I-hop. Waffles are spectacular with powdered sugar and syrup; pancakes must have whipped cream and syrup. Otherwise, they’re not even worth it. 

“Oh… and boys, make sure you clean up the kitchen when you’re done,” I said, walking to the island to get my breakfast. “I’m going to eat my waffle and read over this contract that you two made up.” 

Briggs and Leo sat together pretty amicably, scarfing down their breakfast and reading the newspaper. Not surprisingly, they didn’t argue over the newspaper. Leo read the front page and business section. Briggs was glued to the sports page. Would it be so wrong if we just all three lived here like this? Why couldn’t we figure out a way for both of them to be with me forever? I certainly couldn’t see myself giving up either one of them. Briggs lit up a room. Everything was more enjoyable and light when he was around. He was fun, but warm and protective. His chiseled, sculpted beauty could keep me hanging on for eternity. I loved watching how his muscles strained to break free from his tight-fitting t-shirts. It was a battle that everyone won. His bedroom antics were paramount now that I’d tutored the Hell out of him. A couple of times. 

However, Leo was warm and secure too—with an equally perfected build. His muscles were defined and hard, protective, a place to call home. Leo was reserved in nature, but the bedroom opened him up to adventures that I’d only ever read about in the books that I’d kept in my nightstand for those nights that Marcus couldn’t (or wouldn’t) perform. I wouldn’t have survived my marriage for as long as I did without the fictitious Sinners, or Gideon and Kellan to keep me going at night. There was just something about Leo that screamed, “sanctuary.” Leo was a safe haven from the ills of life, the woes of everything wrong with the world. When I was with Leo, nothing seemed out of whack or problematic. 

I took a bite of my waffle, dripping syrup down my chin. I quickly looked over toward Leo and Briggs. They were both engrossed in their newspaper sections, completely oblivious to me and my Mrs. Butterworth-covered face, or to the fact that they were co-existing quite cohesively. Smiling, I wiped my chin, wishing I could persuade them both that one month to choose the rest of my life wouldn’t be enough, couldn’t be enough. I needed to find a way to get to Labor Day with the two men who would be “working” me all summer long if I could help it. 

Glancing down, I laughed at the title of the contract, knowing that Briggs wouldn’t have come up with the title. Intelligence and wit were sexy. Leo was sexy. Of course, Briggs was the one staying today to entertain me, but Leo was the one on my mind. Women were ridiculous. We always want what we can’t have. I’m surprised Eve took as long as she did to get her hands and mouth on that red juicy apple. Knowing that I was forbidden to feast on its deliciousness would have had me salivating for it from the very second I saw that tree. 

Refocusing, I started to read the contract, noticing the post-it notes throughout the document. Leo was remarkable. He’d posted little notes of his thoughts throughout the entire contract. He was so damn adorable. The things I wanted to do to him right now… 

 

 

THE CONTRACT

(I wouldn’t agree to this for just anyone.)

It Could Be the Best of Times

Or the Worst of Times

(The choice is yours.)

 

Contract written for: 

Janelle Lynn Garrity (I’m hereby officially dropping the “Flowers.”)

 

Date: 

The month of July (I’d do it forever if I had to.)

 

Participants: 

Leon Briar Cling (Briar was my mom’s maiden name.)

Briggs Alexander (I don’t care to know his middle name.)

 

Reason for contract: 

Beauty cannot choose between the two beasts.

 

Rules agreed upon by Beast #1 and Beast #2 (reluctantly and angrily)

1. Ms. Garrity may only see each participant two times a week. 

—no surprise visits will be allowed by either participant. (Sucks for Briggs that he forgot that I do your brother’s landscaping.)

—Ms. Garrity can request an additional day with a participant if she deems it necessary. (I just want to spend all summer with you in my arms.)

—Ms. Garrity may only be “seduced” by participants on one day of the week. (The number of times on that day was never negotiated. I could go all day, 10 times a day if you want me to.)

—Ms. Garrity is rightfully permitted to reject a participant from any and all sexual activity.(You can tell Briggs, “No,” the entire month if you want.)

—Ms. Garrity is permitted to seduce the participants if she is unsatisfied with the amount of activity that is transpiring.

 

2. A “date” with Ms. Garrity cannot exceed a 15-hour time span.

 

3. All public “dates” and “outings” must take place outside a 60-mile radius from Ms. Garrity’s school district as not to further tarnish or besmirch her reputation.

—Dates can take place in Ms. Garrity’s pool house.

—Dates can take place in Briggs’ apartment. (His apartment is a college boy’s dream pad. He’s so juvenile.) 

—Dates can take place at Leo’s house.

 

4. Both participants have agreed to share Ms. Garrity on the Fourth of July. Ms. Garrity will spend the afternoon of the Fourth with Leo and the evening of the Fourth with Briggs. 

 

5. Ms. Garrity may void the contract at any time throughout the month if she deems it necessary. (And kick Briggs to the curb and run away with me.)

 

6. Ms. Garrity has the final say of the contact. She may add, omit, or edit any aspect of the contract.

 

________________

Janelle Lynn Garrity 

 

________________

Briggs Alexander 

 

________________

Leo Cling 

 

 

The contract was so Leo, formal and professional, sprinkled with humor and wit. Damn, I could use a little Leo-loving about now. I read through the rest of the dates and times that I was “scheduled” to be with each of them and could feel myself start to heat up. This was really going to happen, and I couldn’t be happier or more than willing to participate.

I noticed their signatures at the bottom. “Alright, you two, do you both really agree to these terms?” I asked, before signing my name. As I dotted the i on “Garrity,” I felt arms surround my waist. I knew immediately that it was Briggs. I could tell his scent anywhere. 

“But wait, what do we do with this contact now?” I asked.

“Who cares? Give it to him; he’ll do some shit with it,” Briggs said. Nuzzling, my neck and with a throaty groan, he said, “Cling, don’t let the door hit you in the ass. Your job here is done.” 

Leo walked to the front of me. It was strangely exciting to have Briggs nibbling my ear while I stared directly into Leo’s eyes. When in the world did I become so sexually insatiable? 

Grimacing, Leo said, “I’d at least like to say goodbye to you… privately.” Leo reached for my hand, but Briggs batted it out of the way. 

“Contract. Talk to her all you want tomorrow. She’s off limits today,” Briggs said, pissing me off and making me feel like his merchandise.

“Whoa… whoa… hold on a damn second,” I said, pulling free from Briggs’ embrace. “I can speak for myself Briggs Alexander! Don’t even begin to think about me as your ‘property.’ I’m not someone or something you can control… or worse yet, own,” I said, as my temperature began to rise. “Leo is a guest in this house, my house, and I will say goodbye to my guest.” 

Briggs dropped his head, nodding his assent. “You’re right. My bad,” he apologized, averting his eyes from mine.

“Now, go clean up the kitchen while I walk Leo out,” I commanded spitefully, loving when the bitch inside of me reared her ugly head. 

“I’ll help him… I ate too,” Leo said, looking pitifully remorseful. 

“No… you’ve been here long enough,” I argued. “Come on… I’ll walk you out. He can do it all by himself.” 

Saying “goodbye” to Leo was a little painful, not because I wanted him to stay and Briggs to leave. I was quite happy with the day’s arrangement. I just hated seeing the look on Leo’s face when he got into his car. He looked at the pool house like it was a demon that was going to ruin his life. Leaning in, I kissed him goodbye, and I told him that I was looking forward to seeing him the next day. Leo just dropped his head and nodded. 

“Leo, you’re okay with this, right?” I asked, wondering if he was lying to me, or worse, lying to himself.

Shrugging and still looking at the pool house, he said, “If I were starving and there was only one piece of bread, I would rather eat half of it, than not get any of it.” 

Leo never looked back at me as he started his car and drove off. I watched as his car sped down the road, and I wondered if even I could handle this. I’d never attempted anything this risqué or scandalous in my life. I knew many people who “dated around” and even “slept around,” but did I have the chutzpah and heart to juggle two men, two completely wonderful and perfect men, at once? 

Walking in to the pool house, I started thinking about Marcus and Lauren. I hated that he fucked her and fucked me for so long (as well as so many other skanky whores). But if I was being honest with myself, the hardest person to be honest with, wasn’t I just as wrong for stringing both of these guys along? Granted Briggs and Leo both claimed to be on board and completely “okay” with this arrangement, but were any of us really “okay” with this plan? I wanted to be carefree and nonchalant about this situation. I wanted to just enjoy my summer and my men. I had the perfect setup, but something in my gut was screaming that nothing is ever perfect, but is flawed and tarnished if you look closely enough. 

I opened the door to the pool house, and the kitchen was immaculate. Briggs was leaning over the kitchen table, Clorox-wiping the syrup from where I sat and ate my waffles. His muscles flexed as he stretched further over the table, and his ass tightened as he did so. I looked closely and nothing, not a god damn thing, looked flawed or tarnished. I felt things twitch. Man, I loved when things twitched. It truly meant that my femininity was dying to be touched, titillated, tongued, and fondled. And Holy Godiva, it was.

Unlike most people, I could vividly, without a shadow of a doubt, remember when I felt that first tingle, that first twitch. Jocelyn was in college, and I was younger, a sophomore in high school. My sister had her boyfriend over one night to watch television. My parents were out of town for my dad’s high school reunion. I’d heard moaning coming from the living room. (Before you get all grossed out, I didn’t walk in on Jocelyn having sex, watch her do it, and like it. Oh for God’s sake, get your head out of the incestuous gutter.) 

Anyway, I crept into the living room and saw Jocelyn and her boyfriend watching porn. To be 100% honest, it was Cinemax, just a little soft porn for the gentle-hearted porn addict. To this day, it still cracks me up. I tease her about it all the time. Joz and her boyfriend were truly just watching the skin flick. Jocelyn was sitting on the loveseat. Deck was sitting in the recliner with a blanket over his lap. She was laughing and making comments, obviously not getting into the action at all. At the time, I didn’t realize that Deck was probably whacking himself into oblivion. Actually, it wasn’t until years later when Jocelyn and I recounted this story to Rick and Marcus one drunken night that Marc and Rick pointed out what now seemed so obvious. Deck yanked his tank while watching porn with his high school girlfriend sitting across the room from him.

As I stood there watching snippets of the man on the television screen pleasuring a beautiful blonde woman with his mouth, for the first time ever in my life, I felt my female parts awaken. I do consider it my first lady boner. My stuff twitched, tingled a bit, and I knew then exactly what it meant to get excited and yes, I’ll say it, feel “horny.” I went back to my bedroom, replaying the scene over and over again in my head. Truthfully, the images wouldn’t stop. I allowed my hands to explore and caress parts of my body that they hadn’t ventured ever before. And wouldn’t you know it? I learned first hand (yes the pun was intended) what a bona fide, real deal, toe-curling orgasm was. 

Looking at Briggs, watching him bend over my table, flexing those muscles brought all sorts of images to my mind, clear, vivid, and extremely hot images. I was once again reminded of my little lady boner. I wanted this man. I was not about to deny myself such carnal and immediate euphoria. Why would I? Briggs was in my kitchen, ready, willing, and so incredibly hot. I cleared my throat, alerting him to my arrival.

“I knew you were there. I can see your reflection in the refrigerator,” he said, continuing to scrub the table. Damn, that must be the cleanest that table has ever been. Laughing, he added, “You looked so captivated, I figured I wouldn’t stop.” He stood up slowly and turned around, smirking confidently. “Why Miss Garrity, do you like what you see?”

Oh Hell, he had me, my mouth dried up, and I whet my lips, nodding my approval. 

“Didn’t you just eat Janelle? Why do you suddenly look so hungry?” he said, teasingly, walking toward me. “Is there something more you’re a little hungry for—”

Briggs never finished his tempting and teasing little seduction. I leapt into his arms, wrapping my legs around his waist, careful to not bump or hurt his hand. “Briggs shut the fuck up and fuck me like the dirty little whore that I am,” I berated, kissing him hungrily. As he started walking toward the couch, I pulled my lips from his, “No, not on the couch… on that very clean kitchen table,” I said, biting his ear and sucking his earlobe. Briggs was a fast-learner and didn’t need to be told twice. He laid me down on the table and tore my pajamas bottoms off of me.

“Damn, I’m starving,” Briggs growled, shoving my legs apart, roughly, aggressively. With my legs on either side of the table, sprawled out before him, I felt wanton and provocative, testing the limits of my inhibitions. Briggs sat down on the chair, scooting the chair in closer to me. “Looks like I’m having lunch early today.”

Kissing his way up my thighs, he held my legs further apart, stretching my muscles and my limits. He ran the back of his finger up the material of my panties and stroked it back down. “They’re wet,” he said, “but not wet enough.” 

Briggs leaned his mouth in and his tongue darted out, licking the silk of my underwear. “Take them off,” I begged. 

“No, I’m going to tease the shit out of you and make you remember all month who gives it to you good,” he states, full of confidence and cockiness.

“Nooo, please, I’m ready, you don’t have anything else to prove—”

Briggs yanked my underwear, forcing it into the crack of my ass, causing me to whimper in pleasurable pain and desire. His mouth closed down on my mound, licking and kissing and nibbling me through my underwear, mixing my dampness with his saliva. I loved and hated the sensation. I wanted to feel his tongue on my flesh, wanted him to make me release with the feel of his tongue on me. But, I loved feeling the frustration and the yearning. I loved being kept on the edge, but I also really wanted to soar right over it. 

Using his fingers again, he dipped them quickly inside the leg of my underwear. Just skimming the flesh of my bud, he denied me of my release, reminding me of what he could do with just a flick of his tongue or a tap of his fingers. His tongue ventured to the edge of my underwear. I squirmed, trying to get him to shift them off or to the side. Briggs chuckled against me, sending vibrations through the material. 

“Patience, Teach,” he ordered, pulling me forcefully against his mouth, the friction of my underwear teasing the crack of my ass. “I’ve got all day. I need to take my time and double check my work.”

“Your work is outstanding, young man,” I groaned, sitting up. “I’m done, teaching. It’s time to start doing.” I peeled off my shirt, exposing my braless chest. “Are you ready to do me, Briggs?”

Briggs lifted his hips and freed himself from his athletic shorts, just shoving them right below his hips. Reaching into his sock, he produced a condom and ripped it open easily. Sliding the latex down his penis, he stared only at me, his blue eyes blazing with lust. 

Grabbing my legs and shifting my panties to the side again, Briggs pulled me to the edge of the table right down onto him, penetrating me fully in one swift motion.

“Ahhh, that’s it,” I cried, reveling in how much he filled me—not leaving anything void of him. He pulled my underwear, teasing my butt with the fabric. “That is so good,” I cooed, twisting my hips and rolling myself around on him. 

Briggs stopped me, taking my face in his hands and looking into my eyes. “Baby, I want you to ride me… use me… take me for your pleasure. I want to watch as you come hard on my dick. I want to feel it all.”

“Talk to me like that Briggs and it isn’t going to take much,” I whimpered, feeling him thrust deeper into me. 

“Ohhh, my teacher likes it dirty,” Briggs growled, “good to know—good to know.” 

“Stop talking and start fucking,” I commanded, placing my hands on the chair behind his shoulders. I lifted my hips and rocked harder on top of him, feeling his penis tapping and teasing against the center of my desire. I rolled myself around on him as he worked my hips with his hands, shoving me harder and faster onto him. 

I reached back, placing my hands on the table behind me, allowing me to ride and fall on him. Briggs palmed my breasts, massaging them and tugging on my nipples. “Come on baby, work it for me,” Briggs urged. “Fuck me.”

“Oh my… yes…” 

“Yeah? You like that? You like when I fuck you, You like riding my dick?” he groaned

I felt my orgasm filling me, coming from inside, traveling through my veins, my nerves, every ounce of my being. I rocked faster, screaming his name as I released. Panting, I dropped my head on his shoulder, recovering. “Jesus Briggs, you are… you are…”

“Fucking awesome, I know ,” he said, lifting me up, and placing me on the table. Standing, he ordered “Turn over,” and helped me flip over. Briggs ripped my underwear down, and spread my legs, entering me from behind. 

Spent, I laid my cheek against the table and let him take me, fill me, and own me. With his hands on my hips, he thrust into me, rapidly and fully. With one hand, he pulled my hair, forcing my head back. I turned my head, needing to feel his tongue against mine, exploring my mouth. 

I felt his hand tighten in my hair and his grip on my hips strengthen. I knew he was close. I rocked against him, wiggling my hips faster. “Fuck me Briggs, fuck me hard.” That was all it took. He plowed into me, harder, faster and deeper.

“Jesus Janelle,” he moaned with each thrust until he quaked with release and slumped down on top of me. 

“Nice work, stud,” I complimented, panting and catching my breath.

“Let’s never go longer than ten days again. I thought I was going to rip you apart,” he groaned against the back of my neck, kissing my ear lightly. 

“Deal,” I agreed, giggling.

“Hey, I want to say something else,” he said, sliding out of me and hiking up his shorts before sitting down in front of me. I flipped over and sat up in front of him. “But first, I have to… to…” he said, nodding toward the bathroom.

“Gotcha, go ahead.”
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“UHHH JANELLE, WHAT in the world?” Briggs asked, coming back into the room.

“Well, it’s like this, I had to crawl under the table to get my t-shirt, but you really wore me out… so… so…” 

“So you just stayed there?” he laughed, crawling under the table with me. “It’s like a fort. I dig forts.” 

I nod, laughing at his playfulness. “So what did you want to tell me?” I asked as he crawled up next to me, kissing my neck.

“I just wanted to tell you that I really respect you and think you’re an amazing woman,” Briggs admitted, brushing my hair off my face.

“Okayyy… ummm… thank you. I appreciate that,” I responded, looking at him in confusion. 

“I know I sound like a pussy, but I don’t want you to think that I’m just fucking you for a hot piece of ass,” Briggs confessed. “What we just did there was… was…” 

“Was incredible Briggs. You have nothing to worry about. That’s how I wanted it—hot and hard. Don’t apologize for giving me what I wanted,” I confirmed. “For a long time, I’ve kept my fantasies a secret. I’ve held back. I don’t want to do that any longer. It’s my time now.”

“Thank God, you are… just… perfect,” he said, rolling me on top of him. “I hit the damn jackpot.” 

“I was just thinking the same thing,” I admitted. I laid my head on his chest, inhaling his manly scent and marveling at the ripples and edges of his muscles. I trailed my fingers along the paths of his definition, taking in every curve and dip . 

Lying under the kitchen table with my head on Briggs’ chest, I felt at peace, comfortable, and at home. “Briggs, tell me about your first time,” I said, still running my fingernail along this smooth, hard chest, relishing in the beauty of his skin.

“First time for what?” he asked sleepily, as he absently curled a strand of my hair around his finger.

“The first time you played football.” He looked at me baffled. “You ass, the first time you had sex… duh,” I responded, pounding his chest in mock exasperation.

“It was nothing like this; I’ll tell you that right now,” he said, kissing the top of my head.

“But what was it like?”

“I don’t know… like… like… sex,” he said.

Realizing I wasn’t getting anywhere, but still wanting more knowledge, I changed the question. “Alright, who was it with? Where were you?” I asked, probing him more for answers.

“I don’t know. How am I supposed to know that?” he asked, as he rolled onto his side to face me. 

“You don’t know who the first person you had sex with was?” I asked, incredulously.

“Not really,” he said. “I mean, I fooled around with a lot of chicks in middle school and ninth grade, but I’m not sure which one actually let me tap it the first time.” 

I got the feeling that I was not going to like the way the rest of this interrogation was going to go, but yet I couldn’t stop myself from going there. I knew that ignorance was bliss, but after Marcus, I was done being in the dark about anything. I wanted light shed on everything that I couldn’t see, even if it meant knowing the agonizing truth. Ignorance was bliss, but knowledge was power.

“Briggs… ummm… how many girls have you ‘tapped’ as you so eloquently put it?” I asked, closing my eyes as I waited for the number.

“Fuck if I know,” he said.

Crawling out from under the table to sit upright and put my shirt back on, I said, “Uhhh… you’re going need to do a little better than that.” 

“What do you mean? I have no clue. What about you?” he asked.

“Me?” I asked, slipping my shirt on over my head. I suddenly felt entirely too exposed, too vulnerable. “Let’s see… oh yeah… FOUR!”

“So six, counting Cling and me,” he said, snidely.

“No Briggs… four… and that does count both of you.”

“Bullshit! You’re telling me that all those years at Ohio State… while you were in a sorority… that you didn’t sleep around?”

“Yes Briggs, that’s what I’m telling you. I fooled around and did some stuff, but only Marcus got to ‘tap’ this,” I responded angrily and sardonically. “And before that… my high school boyfriend.” 

I couldn’t be in the same room with him. The pool house suddenly seemed very small. I walked out to the back patio and attempted to slam the sliding glass door. Sliding glass doors don’t really slam, and you tend to look like an asshole when you try to slam them. The door bounced right back open just as Briggs approached the door, making it seem like it opened just to let him out. 

Looking at the door, then at me, he smirked, raised his hands in triumph, and said, “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” 

I turned away, so he couldn’t see my smile. It was hard to be mad at him. Usually I loathed cockiness and such blatant arrogance, but with Briggs, it was charming and essentially irresistible. “Briggs… I…” Truthfully, I really wasn’t sure what I wanted to say.

“Janelle, you don’t want the number,” he said as he turned me around to look at him. “You also don’t want to know that I probably know more names of NASCAR drivers, which I don’t follow at all, than I do of all the girls I’ve slept with.” I dropped my head, not wanting to look at him while he told me these details.

“Briggs, I don’t know if I can—”

“Stop,” he said, covering my lips with his finger. “I know that this is not what you were hoping for, but it’s who I was.” Pulling me toward him, he said, “Was… but I’m not that guy any more. I haven’t been that guy for exactly one month and two days.”

“I know you’ve only been with me lately, but—”

“No Janelle, it’s not just that,” he said as he sat down on the chaise. He pulled me down onto the chair and snuggled me back against him as his legs enveloped me, holding me tightly into place. With his breath in my hair, he whispered, “I’m not going back either, Janelle. If I lose this, lose you, I don’t want to be that guy any more. You taught me what something real feels like.”

I didn’t know how to respond; this profession of his feelings reminded me that this wasn’t a game. This wasn’t “just for fun.” Someone was going to get hurt. I hated that I was going to be the source of someone’s pain. I thrived on making people happy, not destroying them. I was usually the one who got destroyed. 

Briggs continued, “Janelle, if I could grab a DeLorean, pull a McFly, and go back in time, I’d wait… Oh God, I’d wait… I wouldn’t touch one single girl until you came along.” He trailed his fingers up and down my bare arms, giving me chills on a scorching hot summer day. “People always say that such and such or so and so didn’t matter, and I never understood what that meant. I used to believe all things, all people, mattered,” he admitted. 

Briggs started kissing my neck, giving my chills chills. Not wearing a bra wasn’t helping the goose bumps that were beginning to overtake my entire body. Then softly he whispered in my ear with his scratchy, sultry voice, “All that matters to me anymore… is you.” 

Briggs and I spent the afternoon out on the patio, talking and really getting to know one another beyond the bedroom. I hadn’t realized how little I knew about him, the man. There was a part of me who still couldn’t separate him from the bombastic and charming football player who wouldn’t do a lick of schoolwork to the college-educated, career-driven man who centered his life around his future ESPN career. Oh… and who loved to lick his way through any type of work or situation. It was true. I was indisputably the luckiest and most fulfilled woman on the planet. 

Briggs admitted to having some problems with his younger brother, Tate. Tate was only a sophomore, but was proving to be better in sports than Briggs ever was. However, Tate was choosing some seriously wrong paths in life. Neither Briggs, nor his parents, could seem to get through to him. I knew of Tate, but I’d never had him in class or any of the study mods I monitored. Rumor around school was he was a punk-ass, druggie thug. Teachers complained at length about him, wishing that Tate was in anyone else’s class but theirs. 

Honestly, I remembered a time when I’d wished Briggs weren’t in my class either, but I hadn’t really known him at all. It was one of those things that I saw his name on the roster at the beginning of the year and groaned even at the thought of having to deal with an athletic megalomaniac. I figured that since Briggs was the hot-shot Buckeye-bound running back that I was going to have to work extra hard, overtime, and then some, just to get him to that stage on graduation day. Briggs wanted to do everything, as long as it didn’t involve schoolwork or homework. 

After his surfing accident and Ohio State athletics were no longer part of Briggs’ future, he’d shut down a lot. The cocky, self-assured Briggs Alexander turned mopey, sulky, and oftentimes belligerent, but never to me. He’d never treated me disrespectfully, but I’d heard his name spat with contempt on a number of occasions. However, with Briggs, he was just downright adorable. He could charm the pants off of anyone, me included… obviously. 

Tate didn’t have that “Je n’ai sais quoi” that Briggs had. Ultimately, he was just as cocky, maybe even more so than Briggs. Likeable, he was not. He used the “Briggs’ little brother” to his advantage, but saw to it that nobody compared or equated him to Briggs. Tate was making a name for himself, one that didn’t include him hiding in his older brother’s shadow. He was doing his damnedest to ensure that his name, his talents, his reputation extinguished his brother’s shining star, while blemishing the “Alexander name” in the process. 

I felt guilty, because I didn’t admit to Briggs what I knew, or had heard about Tate around school from other staff members and from my students. When seniors talked and took the time to gossip about the antics of a sophomore guy, then typically the material being stated was never complimentary or flattering. I basically just let Briggs rant about his brother, but endearingly beneath his rage, I could tell that Briggs was genuinely worried about his brother’s future and choices. 

The Briggs who spent the day with me was not like the Briggs I knew seven years ago, nor was he really like the Briggs I’d known all last month. He was honest, funny, romantic, and completely and totally doting. We swam for a bit. I was worried about his hand, but he didn’t seem to mind at all. The cut wasn’t too deep. Briggs said that the chlorine stung at first, but he was man enough to deal with it. And my God, was he man enough.

Briggs didn’t have swim trunks; he opted to just swim in his boxer briefs. I was surprised that he didn’t just whip those off too, proud of his manhood and all. When I asked him about it, he looked at me and simply said, “This is your brother’s pool. That’d be some disrespectful shit.” I even tried a little seduction number in the hot tub, but he didn’t think it would be right to fool around in Jasper’s hot tub either. When had he gotten these newfound morals? When I mentioned that every time we had fooled around it was in Jasper’s pool house, it stumped him, so he picked me up and took me dripping wet and squealing back to my bedroom to make up for all the averted advances. 

While we were in my bed, Briggs heard my stomach gurgle. We hadn’t eaten since the waffles, and it was well past dinnertime. We’d taken a considerably long nap after the third time. “Girl, we need to fatten you up, get some meat on these delicious bones.” 

“Oh God, this past month, all I’ve done is eat and drink. Fattening up is the very last thing I need. I don’t know what it is, but every summer, I gain weight,” I admitted. 

“Alright, you stay here all naked in this bed, and I’ll go get us some food,” he offered. 

“I don’t have much. There’s nothing in the fridge or freezer,” I replied.

“Shit, I don’t cook. I don’t expect you to either. I’m going on a food run,” he said. “I’ll be back in a bit. Don’t get dressed.” 

Briggs put his shorts on without his boxers since they were still drying out on the patio. I loved watching him pull his shorts up over his bare ass, reminding me what was all mine for the entire month. The muscles in his back flexed as he pulled his shirt over his head. When he turned around, he leaned down on the bed and kissed my stomach, and said, “I’ll feed you in a few.” Then, he kissed my lips with his own hunger and purpose. “Leaving is such a pitiful sorrow.” 

Laughing, I said, “What?”

“Leaving is such a pitiful sorrow, you know, Romeo and Juliet,” he said, staring at me strangely.

“Ummm… no… it’s not… whatever… forget it,” he was just too damn cute to correct. “Briggs, you’re wonderful, thanks for going to get us food. What’re you going to get, anyway?” I asked. 

“It’s a surprise, but stay as naked and as beautiful as you are now,” he said before he kissed my forehead and left. 

Leaving is such a pitiful sorrow? Who could possibly think that, “Leaving is such a pitiful sorrow” could be the right words? I mean, I guess it made sense, but it’s the farthest thing from poetic expression. It really was extremely sexy to me when a man could talk about literature and found pleasure in reading. It was cute that Briggs tried to allude to literature, but I was pretty certain that we’d both benefit more if he stuck strictly to football references. 

After Briggs left, I jumped in the shower to wash the chlorine out of my hair and clean up after three very hot sessions of the Briggs machine. Fuck. Did I just call him the “Briggs Machine?” I was definitely going to need to confess that one to Char. Whenever we said or even thought something beyond cheesy, we reported back to each other. Admittedly, it was more often my admittance than hers. Her cheese factor was a lot less than mine. Fucking Briggs machine? How cheesy was that? Accurate, but lame nonetheless.

To think that one month ago he couldn’t tell the difference between a clit and peach pit, a G-spot or a tater tot. It was a amazing how far he’d come—and how much he’d come. Bedroom Briggs used to be beyond below average. After one month of hardcore tutoring and teaching, Briggs became the overachieving learner that I always knew he could be. 

After my shower, I put my hair in a side braid that wrapped around to the left side of my shoulder. Briggs mentioned once that he liked Char’s when she wore it like that. The night that they were supposed to have a “no strings attached” kind of night to be exact. Thankfully, they both knew what I wanted a lot more than I did. They didn’t touch one another, but did have a few heated games of Madden before I barged in to his apartment like a crazy, scorned lover. 

One thing that did happen that night was the Briggs Fan Club was officially created. Char became his biggest advocate. If I allowed her to, she’d get a shirt that said, “Screw Edward and Jacob! Team Briggs!” and wear it in front of Leo at all given times. Char claimed that she had no problem with Leo, but would have a problem if I ended up with him. 

Those kinds of statements scared me. I didn’t listen to her when she trumpeted her warnings about Marcus and look where that got me. Where did that get me? Oh yeah, sexual paradise. Marcus was the stepping-stone to the two most perfect men ever. I guess I could thank Marcus for being the rotten path that led me to the land of lust and satisfaction. Between Briggs and Leo both, they awakened a desire in me that I'd never known before. I prayed that it never went dormant again. For the first time, I felt alive, sexually and sensually.

I decided to listen to Briggs and not get dressed, but I did pull on a pair of boy short panties that said “MUCK FICHIGAN” on the butt in scarlet and grey. I knew Briggs would enjoy the visual and the joke. I was lying on my stomach reading my eReader when Briggs got back. I heard him chuckle before he said, “I don’t know if I want to spank that ass or devour it.” 

“You could do both,” I said as I started to roll over.

“Don’t move, stay like that,” Briggs commanded. “Do you have a scarf or something like that? I’m going to blindfold you.” 

“Oh Christian, you bad boy,” I said, giggling.

“Who the fuck is Christian?” he said, anger invading his voice.

Sitting up, I started laughing, “Briggs, you really do need to get out from under your sports-infested rock and do a little reading now and then,” I admonished. Topless, I got up and grabbed him a scarf from my closet. 

“Christian is a character… in a book. He likes it rough and tends to tie up and blindfold his chicks.” 

“You read shit like that?” he asked, staring at me in awe.

“You know it… over… and over… again,” I teased, watching him squirm. 

“Damn girl, you keep this up, and neither of us is going to be able to walk out of here tomorrow,” he said, adjusting himself. “We’ve already broken the contract… three times today. I’m all for a fourth.” Briggs sat me back down on the bed and blindfolded me. “We’re going to play a little game. I’m going feed you and surprise you with different tastes and foods.”

“Mmm, sounds yummy, but lose the shirt. Fair is fair,” I moaned, licking my lips in exaggerated hunger and desire. Laughing, Briggs kissed me, and I felt him get back up off the bed. I heard his footsteps as he left the room. 

I couldn’t help but think how much my life had changed in the last month. If I had to be honest, deep down honest with myself, then I would have to admit that Marcus and I hadn’t laughed together in ages. Just today alone, I probably smiled more with Briggs than I had in the last year with Marcus. Sometimes, I wanted to figure out a way to punch myself in the face. I was so blind and inexplicably dumb dumb dumb. 

I heard ruffling. I assumed it was a bag from a fast food restaurant. I felt him sit down on the bed as I sank and shifted a little closer to him as he did so. “Okay baby, open up,” he commanded. I opened my mouth as he placed a French fry in my mouth. “Now guess…” 

“Guess what?” I asked, not understanding my role in this game, but wanting more fries, preferably with some catsup. “It’s a French fry.”

“Yes, but from where?” he inquired.

“Ummm… I don’t know. McDonald’s?” I guessed.

“No way… these are not McDonald’s. Try again,” he said. “I’ll put some catsup on it this time.” 

And that is pretty much how my “dinner” went. I ate French fries from four different restaurants. I had bites of three different types of cheeseburgers, three different kinds of chicken nuggets, and sipped three separate Diet Cokes. 

Briggs made the game enjoyable and tantalizing. Sometimes, I was instructed to take the fry from his mouth. He lined up three chicken nuggets on his chest, and since I was blindfolded, he gave me instructions on where to find each strategically placed nugget. However, the route he gave me in my blindfolded state wasn’t a direct and easy route. It was fun and silly, carefree. He turned something ordinary into something extraordinary and fun. 

But the best was when Briggs gave me my dessert. I bit down on a scrumptious Ho-Ho, but then I was surprised at the second bite. He’d given me another Ho-Ho, or so I thought. I actually couldn’t tell the difference between a Hostess Ho-Ho and a Little Debbie Swiss Cake Roll. I never knew a buffet of fast food and gas station takeout could be so memorable and delicious. 

Typically, a “date” or “dinner out” with Marcus consisted of some steakhouse and an action-adventure movie. The meal was usually spent with Marcus texting “a client from work,” while he nodded and “uh-huhhhed” through conversations with me. Let me tell you, I was swooning by the time we would get home, just begging for him to rip my clothes off me and take me on the kitchen floor. 

Or… Marcus would go to his computer and look up sports scores while I went off to my bedroom to read whatever erotic electronic book I’d recently downloaded with one click. Eventually, I’d end up clicking and flicking other things—all on my own.

It was a no-brainer. I would take on-the-bed, fast food games with Briggs any day over what Marcus and I used to consider a marital date. “What’re you thinking about?” Briggs asked, as I laid back on the bed, completely stuffed with fried food and grease and loving every fat-filled second of it. 

“Marcus,” I admitted, truthfully.

“Oh,” he sounded disappointed. I took off my blindfold as he got off the bed to clean up the various bags and wrappers that littered the bed. 

“Briggs stop,” I said. “That can wait. Please… sit down.” I reached for his hand, which he took reluctantly. I kissed him when he was close enough to reach. “I was thinking that this was the best date that I have had in over two years.” I wrapped my arms around him and laid my head down on his chest. “I’d much rather spend a night alone with you eating junk food than spend one more second with that jackass. That’s what I was thinking about.”

Smugly smiling, “Woman, you’re going be the death of me,” he said as he rolled me over and pinned me beneath him.” He kissed me deeply and then trailed his way down my neck and chest. He stopped and slowly looked up at me. “I’m not a pussy or anything, but I swear to God, whenever you say his name or Cling’s name, my heart stops. And… I feel… I feel… like… I can’t breathe.” 

At that moment, my phone began to vibrate. I planned to ignore it, but immediately after mine vibrated, Briggs’ began to hum as well. We exchanged glances, and Briggs leaned over the bed and retrieved both of our phones from the floor. Handing me my phone, and looking at his text, Briggs grumbled, “Fucker.”

“What?” I asked, as I looked down at the text on my phone from Leo.

 

LEO: Hey Beautiful. Your 15-hour sentence is up. You can send him home now.

 

I looked at the clock and did some feeble mental math, and realized that it had been exactly 15 hours since Leo left the pool house. According to the rules, I was only granted 15 hours alone with each man on any given occasion. As much as I thought it was cute that Leo sent the text, it also made me feel horribly for him. I hoped he hadn’t sat around watching the clock just waiting for the time when he knew that Briggs and I were no longer together.

With growing curiosity, I asked, “What does your text say?” Briggs handed me his phone, and I gave him mine to read as well. Leo wasn’t as kind to Briggs.

 

LEO: Tick Tock barbarian. Go home. 15 hours. She doesn’t want you there anyway. 

 

Briggs handed my phone back to me and said, “You know, we could just tell him that I left already, and I could sleep right here with you in my arms all night long,” I groaned, because just the thought of that made me already miss him. Almost on cue, our phones buzzed again.

My text from Leo:

 

LEO: And Janelle, please don’t lie to me. Always be honest with me, even if the truth is going to hurt me, destroy me.

 

Briggs’ text from Leo.

 

LEO: Don’t fucking lie to me either, asshole. 

 

“Well, he obviously likes one of us better than the other,” Briggs joked as he got up from the bed. He picked up the rest of the trash and walked in to the kitchen.

I threw on a shirt and followed him out of the bedroom. “So, you’re leaving? Just like that?” I asked.

He walked over, wrapped his arms around me, and said, “Janelle, believe me, it’s killing me. But he’s right. We made a deal. It’s only fair.”

“But… I’m not ready for you to leave,” I whined. 

“Babe, listen to me, if you want to call him and cancel this whole contract right now, then be my guest,” he said, nodding down toward my phone. “Tell Cling that you’re done. Tell him you made your decision,” he said, wrapping his arms around me and burying his face in my hair. Inhaling deeply, he whispered in my ear, “I’ll take you back into that bedroom this very second and show every single inch of your gorgeous body just how happy I am.” 

I looked at him. There was such hope and excitement in his blue eyes. Before I could answer, he kissed me again with such passion and want, with a promise of what could be ours. Briggs’ kisses took my breath away and always left me wanting more, needing more, begging for more. Breaking apart, I dropped my head, and said, “Briggs… I…” 

“Shhhh,” he said, covering my lips, “I know… fuck… I know.” He loosened his grip, dropped his hands from my waist, and shook his head. Shaking himself quickly, he grabbed the trash bag out of the container, tied the ends together, and started for the door. “I’ll take this out. I’ll see you the day after tomorrow, babe.” And he walked out, leaving me alone in my pool house, with a heavy, leaden heart. 

No sooner had the door slammed behind him that I heard his muffled voice outside, “Are you fucking kidding me?”

I opened the door just in time to hear Leo say, “Hasn’t rained in three days. Jasper’s paying me to landscape… got to move the sprinklers.” 

“We said no drop ins, and you know it,” Briggs accused, dropping the trash bag and standing toe-to-toe with Leo. “How long you been out here? Do you get your rocks off watching, Cling? Is that your thing?”

“Watch it Alexander, I’ve about had it with your shit,” Leo demanded, pushing Briggs away from him. “Stop treating Janelle like some piece of meat. All you ever talk about is fucking her.” 

I knew I had to stop them or they were going to kill each other. But truthfully, they were so fucking hot. I just wanted to be the meat in an Alexander-Cling sandwich for the rest of my ever-loving life. Seriously, I could rip my clothes off right now, beckon them both into the pool house, and pounce on both of them and every single one of my archived, “save it for later” fantasies would come to fruition. 

Sighing, I said, “Back away from each other… now.” When neither of them moved, I yelled a little louder, with more force than I ever even yelled at my students with. “I said NOW.” They both took a few steps backward and looked at me like kids with their hands in a cookie jar. “You guys promised. You both said you could handle this.” 

“Hey, I’m just doing my job,” Leo said as he bent over to pick up the sprinkler, grinning sheepishly at me, as his dimples begged for forgiveness. 

“Leo, you know damn well that could’ve waited until tomorrow morning,” I scolded as he dropped his head and shrugged his shoulders. “You’re coming tomorrow for Jasper’s picnic, right?”

Leo nodded and smiled at me. “I wouldn’t miss—”

“Picnic? As in family picnic?” Briggs asked, looking at me with an accusatory stare.

“Yeah dickhead, I’m coming here tomorrow to spend the day with Janelle’s family and celebrate the Fourth,” Leo said. 

Shoving Leo back with my shoulder and glaring at him, I said, “We have a Fourth of July picnic on the third every year to get the festivities rolling.” 

“That’s great, Janelle; that’s real great,” Briggs said, as he picked up the bag of trash off the ground, shoved past Leo, and began walking toward the trashcan again. Stopping, but not turning around to look at me, he asked, “You didn’t think that maybe I’d want to come hang out with your family, too?” 

“Janelle had nothing to do with it,” Leo answered, before I could say anything. “Joz mentioned it the other day to me when we were all at the pool house after the reporters left and all that crap, so don’t get all pissed off at her,” Leo replied, trying to get me off the hook. 

Slowly, Briggs turned around with shocked anger written all over his face. “Joz? You call Janelle’s sister ‘Joz’ now? Well Cling, looks like you’re making yourself right at home, aren’t you?” Briggs threw the bag in the can and started toward his car. 

“Briggs!!” I yelled, running after him “Wait! Wait a second.”

Leo grabbed my arm, “Let him go. He’s a big boy.” 

“No… I’m not going to treat him this way. And you… since when do you act like this?” I asked, not waiting for his answer. 

I caught up with Briggs and stepped in front of him before he got into his car. “You are not leaving like this,” I said, placing my hands on his chest to stop him from going any further. He wouldn’t make eye contact with me. “Look at me,” I commanded. Briggs looked around for a second, then finally stopped and looked me in the eye. 

“What?” he said, acting like an admonished adolescent.

“I had a wonderful day with you, Briggs,” I explained. He shrugged and looked away. “I wouldn’t change one thing about anything we did or anything we talked about. But most importantly, I wouldn’t change who I spent my day with.” 

Finally, he looked at me, and grinned. His grin wasn’t the cocksure bombastic smirk that I was used to, but more of an insecure, grateful smile. Shaking his head, he said, “Janelle, don’t you get it?”

“Get what?” I asked, really not certain of where this was going.

“I know how this all turns out. I’ve seen this game played a thousand times before,” he said.

“What game? What do you mean?” I asked, tracing my hands up and down his arms, trying to coax his thoughts out of him.

“The smart, gorgeous white girl wants to dabble and play around with the black guy, but in the end… in the end… she always settles down with the pretty boy white guy.” 

I dropped my hands from his arms. Staring at him, I couldn’t wrap my brain around how he could say that to me after the day we’d spent together, the memories and moments we’d just created. 

“Jesus Christ Briggs, do you think that’s what this is about?” I asked, shocked at his revelation. “You think I’m fulfilling some fantasy, some forbidden fun, before I throw you out with the rest of the garbage?” 

He didn’t respond; his icy blue eyes pierced through me. He just shrugged his one shoulder blow-off and looked away. Not letting him off the hook that easily, I said, “Well that’s just fucking great. I’m so glad you think so highly of me, Briggs Alexander #34 football star. Just add my name to the rest of your whores.” 

I turned away from him, livid, livid with him, and livid with myself for believing that Briggs was any different than the rest of the fucking male population. I guess he was making it quite easy for me to make my decision. But then again, Leo wasn’t making me swoon lately either. Fuck them. Fuck them both.

I walked back to the pool house, storming past Leo, ignoring his plea to stop. I’d had it with both of them and their childish behavior; this was clearly not going to work out. According to that bullshit contract, I had veto power, and I could certainly make the entire stupid thing null and void. The fucking fuckers.

I walked in to the pool house and slammed the door behind me, with an extremely loud and audible “UUUUGGGGHHHH!” Realizing that the whole outdoor exchange took place with me in just a t-shirt and underwear, I went back to my room to grab some shorts. As I was putting my shorts on, I heard the pool house door open. I slammed my bedroom door, locked it, and plopped down on my bed without even bothering to find out who came in. 

Seconds later, there was a light tap on the door. I didn’t flinch. There was another tap, followed by Leo’s voice. “Janelle, it’s… it’s… us.” I still didn’t move. “Please open the door. I want… we want to talk to you.”

“Janelle, I’m sorry,” Briggs said. “I never should’ve said that, hurt you like that.” I sat there on the bed wondering what to do when my phone rang. I answered Jasper’s call and talked with him for a few minutes.

When I hung up with Jasper, I opened the door and said, “Briggs, Jasper wants you to stop by his house when I’m done bitching at you.” I glared at them. I didn’t know what Jasper wanted with Briggs, and at this point, I didn’t care. This was one clusterfuck of a dumbass mess. I walked over to the chair and plopped down on it with exaggerated exasperation. 

“Alright assholes… what? So talk… what do you want?”

“Janelle—”

“Babe—”

They both started simultaneously. I rolled my eyes knowing where this was going to lead. Then, Briggs surprised us all, “Leo, man, I’m sorry, but could I go first; I said some shitty stuff out there that I need to apologize for?” 

Leo looked at him strangely, and nodded his “Go ahead.” 

Briggs walked over and kneeled down on the floor in front of me with his hands up, revealing to Leo and I both that he wasn’t going to touch me. “Janelle, I’m sorry. I never should’ve said that. You’re not like that. I know that.” He sat back on his heels and ran his hands over his head, letting out a deep sigh, glancing quickly over at Leo. “I’ve just… I’ve just never felt like this. One way or another, I usually get what I want, and it doesn’t seem like it’s going to happen this time around.”

“Briggs, I don’t—”

“Let me finish, Babe,” he said, grabbing my hands. “I don’t lose well. When I feel defeat coming on, I tend to play a little dirty. That ain’t fair. Not to you and not even to him,” he said, nodding toward Leo. “Dude’s a good guy, but that doesn’t mean I want lose or forfeit to him.” 

Leo walked over and sat on the couch cushion closest to us, “Man, I get it. How am I supposed to compete with Briggs Alexander, All-American football legend and… ESPN superstar?” Briggs turned and looked at him and shook his head. “But I think I see the problem. We keep fighting each other instead of trying to make Janelle fall for one of us. But if we keep this shit up, then she’s going to kick us both to the curb,” Leo explained. Briggs nodded. 

Finally responding, I asked, “How do you know I haven’t already quit your sorry asses?” 

Leo smiled his dimply grin, and said, “You’re sitting here listening to us and not calling the cops. Plus, I can tell that you’re not just fucking around with me. I can feel it.” He reached across the couch and grabbed my hand. He traced the back of my hand with his finger, “But… but… I can also tell that you’re not just fucking around with him either.” 

Briggs and I exchanged glances and then looked back at Leo. He continued, “That’s the thing; I can tell. I can see it. You’re into BOTH of us. The problem is you’re so worried about hurting one of us that you don’t realize that when you hurt me… or hurt him… it’s going to hurt you too.” 

Leo was right. Leo was 100% accurate, and we all three knew it. This was not going to end well. “Leo… Briggs… I don’t know what to say,” I explained. “If you want me to choose right here, right now… well… I can’t.” 

I looked at both of them. Still holding Leo’s hand, I pulled him over next to Briggs. They were both kneeling on the floor in front of me as I sat in the chair staring down at them. I couldn’t give one of them up and watch him walk out the door. I just couldn’t. “If you make me choose… like now… then I would just say ‘neither,’ and we’d all move on from there.” 

Holy Fuck, I was Kelly Taylor. After all of these years, it finally hit me; Kelly Taylor was a goddamn genius. It was way better to give myself pain and suffering instead of giving it to one of them. Shit, who knew that Aaron Spelling was such a freaking relationship guru? The things you can learn from just one little zip code… 

“Nah, that’s not what I’m saying—at all,” Leo said. “If it’s not going to be me, then I don’t want you to choose right now either. I’m not ready to let go just yet.”

“Me either,” Briggs finally piped in. “But this shit’s a serious mess.”

“You’re right. So Briggs, we have to stop fighting each other, and just start fighting… fighting for her.” Leo said rationally and intelligently. “We need to put our energy in to making her realize who she really wants… not keep showing her what jackasses we are.” 

Briggs and I laughed. Did that mean that these two were going to try to get along? Well, I couldn’t wait to see how that played out. That would be the answer to my prayers. Well, if we’re being honest, the answer to my prayers would be that both of them just agreed to walk me right back to my bedroom right now and show me just how well they really could get along. But, I knew that wasn’t going to happen. I had to admit, the idea of a threesome had never, not once in my life, ever crossed my mind. It was crazy what these two did to my imagination and sexual prowess. Ha! And Char didn’t think I had a sex drive or prowess. As of late, I might be able to teach her a thing or two. 

“That’s a good plan, but we need to keep the rules, too. We need some sort of equal playing field,” Briggs replied. 

“Oh agreed… plus, you’re time’s up tonight anyway, and I’ll see her tomorrow,” Leo boasted smugly. 

“Son of a…” Briggs started, but I stopped him.

“Right. But if memory serves me correctly Leo Cling, you’re out of jurisdiction, infringing upon the signed code of conduct. And Briggs and I still have a ‘goodbye’ to complete,” I explained as I stood up and pulled Leo up with me. 

I walked Leo to the door, and opened it. “Good night, Mr. Cling. I will see you tomorrow.” He leaned over to kiss me, but I pulled my head back. “No sir, you will wait your turn.” He growled and dropped his head in defeat. Then I added, “I know Hon; parting is such pitiful sorrow.” Leo’s head shot back up, and he looked at me questioningly. I just motioned him to the door as he walked out to his car.

After closing the door behind me, I said, “Now Mr. Alexander, I think you owe me a ‘goodbye,’ one that ensures I remember you until the next time I see your gorgeous body and sexy blue eyes.” Briggs got up from the floor and walked over to me.

“I’m up for that challenge. By the way… are you using me for me eyes?” he teased. “Do they give you ‘visual pleasure,’ Miss Garrity?”

“Oh yes they do. Can you give me any other type of pleasure, young man?” I asked. Briggs wrapped his arms around me and lifted me up. I wrapped my legs around his waist as he braced me against the door. His tongue explored my mouth with hunger and desire. I could feel his want and matched it with my own. 

After the deepest, most passionate kiss, our lips parted, and he leaned his forehead against mine. “Man, parting is such sweet sorrow,” he said and winked at me as he put me back down.

“Hey, I thought—”

“Oh, you thought right. Absolutely right. I could tell that I fucked it up by your expression,” he explained. “When I got in the car to pick up the food, I looked it up. Why didn’t you just tell me I was a dumbass?” 

“I didn’t want—”

“I know,” he said. “You didn’t want to hurt my feelings. Let’s hope that you’re thinking that way by the end of the month too.”
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I WAS ALREADY slathered in sunscreen, basking in the sunlight on a double-sized raft, sipping a margarita when Char showed up for the cookout. “Hey skank, you took the good raft,” she said as she took off her cover-up and flip-flops.

“You need to get here pretty early to beat me to this thing. I’d trade my future first-born to never again be without this aqua-gift from God,” I replied, putting my drink back down in the built-in cup holder. It really was the greatest raft ever, the Mercedes of water relaxation. 

“Do you have makeup on?” I asked shading my eyes from the sun.

“No,” Char said, looking away from me.

“Yes, you do! Since when do you wear makeup to a pool party?” I inquired. 

Char hated girls who wore makeup to go swimming. Char loved the water, just as I did. She always fucked with our sorority sisters who refused to get their hair wet, splashing them and shoving them in the water. Char hated the chicks who insisted on sitting beside the pool in full makeup and jewelry with their hair styled to perfection. 

One spring break, Char coined the term “pool jewelry,” claiming that all they did was accessorize the appearance of the pool. She even had one of those obnoxious vacation t-shirts airbrushed with the saying “Pool Jewelry = Frigid Skanks.” I was the only one who got the joke, but that was good enough for her. Char wore that shirt all week—even after she spilled her strawberry daiquiri on it.

“Alright whore, spill it,” I said. “Where’d you sleep last night?” 

“Nowhere! I was home all night long,” she argued.

“No chance, you obviously just made your walk of shame straight here instead of stopping home first,” I said. “Who was he?” 

Char studied my face for a long time before saying, “Just some guy from Lavery’s… and I did stop at home. Thank you very much. Look, I have my suit on.” 

Lavery’s was Char’s favorite “after-work to unwind” bar. Understanding that she had no intentions of seeing him again, I just nodded and said, “Before you get in the water, the margarita pitcher is in the cooler. Be careful when you open it. It’s just balancing in there without a lid.” 

Char poured herself a margarita and found the crappy raft in the shed. As she eased herself into the water, she asked, “How’d it go with the African-American God? Were you able to walk today?” 

“Oh, make no mistake about it, I was on my knees thanking that particular God much of the day,” I joked, tapping my glass with hers. “Char, he is a gift straight from Heaven, you have no idea.”

“Jesus, stop! I’m not sure I can hear all this without my lady parts exploding with jaded jealousy,” she said, laughing. “But really, don’t even think about stopping. Tell me everything, every last saucy detail.”

I began telling Char pretty much every detail of the day before. I left virtually nothing out. Char and I told each other everything, so I didn’t feel uncomfortable going into explicit detail about every single sexy thing that happened. As I relayed the events, needing to embellish nothing since it was all so sublime in the first place, our rafts had floated down to the deep end of the pool, facing away from the gate. Neither of us realized that we had company until we heard a clearing of a throat. Turning around, to my dismay, I was staring into the rather pained and torn face of Leo Cling. 

“Hey Leo,” I sputtered, hating myself for the descriptions he must have endured. “What’s up?” 

“Not so much, where do you want these?” he asked, indicating bags of chips and a case of beer. 

“I’ll take them, just give me a sec to get over there,” I said, trying to paddle my way to the shallow end. 

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll just put the beer in that cooler and leave the chips on the table,” he said, walking over to the cooler. “It’ll only take a minute. Then, I have to move the sprinklers again,” he replied, turning his back on me.

Staring at him, I didn’t know what to say. It was obvious that he’d heard every detail of yesterday’s events. Leo was already mad and hurt, and he hadn’t been here longer than 10 minutes. This was a mess, and it was getting messier by the minute.

“Well, it looks like Leo doesn’t like hearing about how good Briggs is in bed. So, go on… keep talking,” Char said. 

“Stop it! I hate that he heard that,” I admitted. “It makes me feel awful, Char.”

“The sooner he catches on that he is no match for Briggs Alexander, the sooner the world will be back to normal,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Like Leo has anything on Briggs.”

“At least I have someone on my side,” came the voice behind us. Turning around, Char and I both gasped at the sight of Briggs in his Nautica teal blue swim trunks, shirtless, with a towel slung loosely around his neck.

“I’m going to need to get one of those bells on the pool’s gate,” I muttered under my breath and rolled off the raft, submerging myself under the water. Staying under until my lungs wouldn’t let me stay hidden any longer, I resurfaced, gasping for air.

“Nice try Nelle, Briggs is still here,” Char whispered. “Looking incredibly hot,” she announced louder, whistling. Briggs gave her a little spin and twirled his towel over his head, gyrating his hips in full male stripper style. 

“Cool down buddy,” I said, splashing him as I did so.

Leo came back from the house, scowling at Briggs. “What the fuck? Did we not just have this discussion?” 

“Whoa! Whoa! Don’t blame me; this is not a drop-in,” Briggs explained.

“Briggs, don’t lie! I did not invite you. You know we promised to play by the rules,” I said, exiting the pool in case I needed to bodily stop them from killing each other.

“And I sure as fuck didn’t invite you,” Leo added.

“I did,” Jasper said, carrying a platter of raw steaks, burgers, and hot dogs. “Last time I checked, this was my house.” He put the meats down on the table near the grill. Then, he shook Briggs’ hand and nodded cordially to Leo. “Briggs and I are working on getting Briggs’ ESPN show to let Garrrity Advertising handle all of his television promotions.”

“I put a call in to my agent and publicist this morning, but I think they’re out of touch until after the Fourth,” he explained. 

Catching on, I asked, “Is that what you wanted to talk to him about last night?”

“Yep,” Jasper said, lighting the grill. “Hey Leo, how much did you spend last week on the extra fertilizer and mulch? I still need to reimburse you.”

“Don’t worry about it, I had some leftover credit from when I made that first run to Home Depot,” Leo said.

“Alright, but let me know when you need more money. I don’t want you doing this shit for free just to get closer to Nelle,” Jasper said, chuckling. “Actually Nelle, you got any other guys up your sleeve? Your newfound boy toys are really starting to benefit me.”

“Come on Jasper, you’re being a dick. Shut the fuck up,” Char said coming out of the pool. All of our heads whipped around to stare at her. People didn’t talk to Jasper like that. Nobody talked to Jasper like that. Char especially didn’t talk to my brother like that—ever. 

“Ahhh… the best friend to the rescue. Isn’t that sweet?” Jasper said, opening the packages of meat. Briggs and Leo quickly grabbed a package and opened one as well. “Dudes, I’m not the one you have to convince. Ain’t no use in kissing my ass,” Jasper said, taking the meat from them. 

Char glared at Jasper and took her towel to the other end of the pool, laying it out over the chaise. 

Jasper took off his shirt, leaving just his swim trunks on. Briggs said, “Awesome tatt, man.”

I whipped my head back to see who Briggs was talking to. “Jasper! Are you fucking kidding me? You got a tattoo?” 

Jasper Garrity with a tattoo? 

If I weren’t seeing it, then I’d never believe it. It was high up on his arm, close to his shoulder. I didn’t know what it was exactly, some warrior looking symbol, but I had to admit, it looked cool—even on Jasper. 

“Yeah, pretty badass, eh?” he said, smirking proudly.

“It is. But why? Why in the world would you of all people get a tattoo?” I asked. 

“I don’t need to answer that,” he said, going back to the grill.

I didn’t know what the fuck I was supposed to do. Leo and Briggs were standing around like douche bags at a middle school dance. Char was pissed about some shit, pouting over on her towel. So, I did what any rational girl in her late twenties would do.

I screamed, “Last one in is a rotten egg.” Then I full out cannon-balled into the deep end, splashing Char with a slight spitting of water. Taking my cue, Briggs bounded down the side of the pool and jack-knifed into the deep end, soaking Char from top to bottom. As she got up, pitching a bitch-fit, Leo picked her up, threw her over his shoulder, and jumped into the pool. 

Once we were all in the pool, splashing and carrying on like children, we decided on a two-on-two chicken fight. I was shocked that Char mounted Leo immediately with ease. She smirked as she played with his hair, waiting for me to climb on top of Briggs. I was careful as I got on Briggs’ shoulders for fear of hurting his hand. When I told him so, he laughed and said, “I got a small cut on my hand. It ain’t shit compared to being knocked unconscious by a rock while surfing. I’m sure I’ll survive.” 

I nodded and kissed his hand, “Alright stud, let’s take them down.” 

Once atop of our bases, Char and I went at each other, trying desperately to dismount the other. Laughing uncontrollably, I pushed and pulled at her. Leo and Briggs were told not to shove each other, but to hold us tightly. I was very aware of Briggs’ strong hands grasping my thighs tightly and firmly. But I was more aware of Leo’s hands placed high on my best friend’s outer thighs, dangerously close to her hips and ass. Then, with all the force I could muster up, I yanked her down off of Leo, off my man. 

As soon as she resurfaced, I slid down Briggs’ back and swam over to Leo. “Race you,” I said, as I started off to swim toward the deeper part of the pool. 

Leo swam after me, staying close behind me. At the last few strokes, he swam next to me and touched the wall of the pool at the exact moment I did. “Well Mr. Cling, I would’ve thought you could swim faster than that,” I teased, knowing he could’ve rolled me up and smoked me in the swimming department. He’d told me before that swimming was a big part of his training for crew. I guess they figured that if the boat ever capsized they could either swim to victory or safety, either way, it was win-win. 

“Cling, I’ll race you,” Briggs said from the shallow end, sitting on the steps, next to Char. “100 bucks says that I’ll beat your ass.” 

Leo lifted his body out of the pool and sat on the edge of the deep end. “I’ll take that bet,” he agreed smiling, shaking his head. “I know how hard you work for that money, Alexander. I’ll be glad to take it… Oh right, you don’t work.” 

“You sound a little jealous. Tired of working so hard and not getting what you want?” Briggs goaded.

Jasper walked to the edge of the pool, and said, “Sorry Alexander, but my money’s on Leo.”

“What’s the bet?” Rick asked, as he, Jocelyn, my nieces, Carlee and Kara, and my nephews, Donovan and Darren, walked through the gate. What can I say? We’re an alliteration-loving family. 

They looked like the Brady Bunch on crack in Hawaii. They had more swimming paraphernalia, towels, bags, and covered dishes than the whole Brady clan had brought with them on the cursed Hawaiian getaway. It was tragic what parenting could turn a couple into. I remembered when Rick and Jocelyn went backpacking in Europe with one bag each. Looking at them now, it looked as if their bags had spawned bags, and they were only here for an afternoon. 

Jasper laughed and said, “Briggs and Leo are going to see who can swim faster. It’s quite the entertainment watching these two vie for Janelle’s attention. It’s like playground wars gone wild.” 

“100 bucks is too steep for our blood. Girls are going to dance camp next month,” Rick said, shaking his head, unloading all of the bags they’d brought with them.

“Briggs, I’ll put all 100 of my dollar bills on you,” Char said, wrapping her arm around his shoulder. 

What. The. Fuck? 

Was she trying to get me to rip her mother-loving fucking head off? I glared at her, and she looked away, grinning. My best friend was treading on very thin ice, so thin that I could see her face clearly as she was drowning beneath it. 

Jasper organized the race, specifying the boundaries and expectations. People couldn’t just have fun with Jasper around. Everything had to be official and legit. Looking at him shirtless in his swim trunks, sunglasses, and tattoo, I realized how strange he looked to me. Whenever Jasper wasn’t in a stiffly starched shirt and tie, I always thought he looked out of place, uncomfortable. He just wasn’t a laid-back, carefree guy. My brother definitely needed to relax a little more. 

Bottom line: Jasper needed to throw back a few cold ones and get laid by some skanky, slutty girl, who could make him forget his cuff links and Blackberry. Maybe he was starting to realize it too: hair products, unibrow removal, and a tattoo. Jasper Garrity was on the prowl. 

Briggs and Leo were in position, on either side of the diving board, ready for their cue to dive in. The rest of us were all facing them, standing by the steps in the shallow end. Then, Carlee, my four-year-old niece, who was sitting on the diving board between Leo and Briggs, said, “Hi Uncle Marcus.” 

A hush blanketed us, causing Briggs and Leo to stand upright while each of us turned around slowly, coming face-to-face with Marcus, my soon-to-be ex-husband, and his cunt rock of a slut, Lauren.

Jasper walked to meet them at the gate before they walked through. “What’re you doing here?” he asked, before Marcus could come any closer.

“I’m just here to talk to my wife, Jasper,” Marc responded. Lauren huffed, crossing her arms over her enormous chest. Reduction, my ass. 

I walked over to the gate, just as Marcus opened it and walked in. Jasper let him enter, but didn’t let him walk any further toward the pool. 

“Well… well… well… looks like my wife really is slumming it,” Marcus said, being the prick that he is. “Not only is she slumming… she’s getting her kicks at the preschool,” he said, laughing. I couldn’t understand how he had the audacity to say such things to Leo and Briggs, when it was quite obvious that they could pulverize him in ten seconds flat. He was such a narcissistic son-of-a-cocksucker. “How’re my sloppy seconds anyway, Alexander?” 

Within seconds, Leo and Briggs were on either side of us as Jasper began pushing Marcus back toward the gate. “Alright Marc, you’re done here,” Jasper said.

“Why the fuck are you even here, you limp dick bastard?” Char screamed coming around to face him. “Can’t you just leave her the fuck alone?” 

“I came here to make amends, but I wouldn’t expect you… you little pyro… to know anything about redemption,” he said.

“Redemption? Give me a fucking break. I’ll show you redemption… in Hell… you asshole,” Char was on fire. It was bad when she got like this, because she often couldn’t stop herself. 

“Char, hold up, hon,” I said. “Marcus, just leave. We’re having fun. The kids are here. Just stop,” I said, feeling Leo’s hand on my back as Briggs stepped forward, inching closer to Marcus.

“Listen, I have an offer… an offer that I think you all would like to hear,” he said. Looking around and eyeing each of us, he went on with his offer. “If you give me your half of the sale of our house, all of it, then I won’t press charges on your little heathens for breaking and entering,” he offered. I felt Leo’s hand flinch on my back. Continuing, he said, “And I’ll tell the news that this whole… whole… scandal was one big misunderstanding.”

Walking toward him, I said, “Let me get this straight, you want me to basically pay you… what… like 150 thousand dollars… to tell the truth?”

“And to save your fuck buddies from jail time.”

“What proof do you have of their so-called ‘breaking and entering,’ Marcus?” Char asked. 

“My word,” Marcus said. “And Lauren’s.”

“Whoren’s?” Char roared. “I don’t want to hear that fucking slut’s name.”

“Don’t call me a whore… or a slut,” Lauren whined. “Plus, Markie told me stories about you, Charlene.”

“I will cunt-punt you into the next time zone if you ever speak to me again,” Char threatened. “Get back, and shut the fuck up, or I swear to God, I will lose my shit all over your ugly ass.” Apparently, Char’s newfound desire to stop swearing was not going so well in a stressful environment. I chuckled audibly at the thought, bringing all eyes back to me.

“I’m not going to do that,” I said, shrugging him off. “You are not getting one more thing from me. If we have to go to court for the next decade, then so be it. I will hold litigation up for as long as necessary, but I’m not going to cave and give you anything you want… ever… again,” I said with certainty. 

I wasn’t angry. I wasn’t even feeling vindictive. I was just not going to stand for his bullshit and ultimatums any longer. “I’m sorry, but the Marcus Flowers show has finally ended,” I added.

“Jesus Christ Janelle, quit being so melodramatic,” he said. “You’re being a bitch. What? Are you cotton-stuffing? Is that what’s going on,” he said, dropping his eyes below my waist.

Char glanced at me, questioningly. Then said, “What the fuck does that even mean?”

“Well dear,” I said sarcastically. “You know how Marc just loves coining new phrases? Well, he decided that ‘on the rag’ wasn’t actually accurate since women don’t really wear pads any more.” Everyone looked at Marcus with contempt and disgust. “So, he thought a more appropriate term would be ‘cotton-stuffing.’ Isn’t he just dreamy?” I said, rolling my eyes.

“You’re a sick bastard,” Char said.

“I think it’s time for you to go now,” Jasper said. “It’s private property, and you are most-assuredly not welcome here.”

Just as Marcus was about to leave, Char piped in again, “Hey Janelle, you’re not, are you?” she asked. When I looked at her bewildered without answering, she clarified, “Cotton stuffing?” My eyes widened. I felt my cheeks heat up.

Everyone stopped and looked at her, wondering why on earth she’d bring that up. Continuing, she said, “Nah, you’re too lady like to answer that.” 

Char started looking around and walked over to Briggs, “Hey Briggs,” she said, running her hands up and down his arms. I felt my stomach twinge, watching her touch him. I also noticed that Lauren watched intently as Char’s hands traveled the length of Briggs’ arms. “You’ll tell me. Is Nelle cotton-stuffing right now?” I rolled my eyes at her obvious attempt to get under Marcus’ skin. Char was one devious, clever, and loyal fucking friend. 

Smiling and understanding, Briggs said, “No Ma’am, Janelle is most definitely not cotton-stuffing, right now.”

Grinning, Char nodded and walked over to Leo and began rubbing his back. Marcus eyed her angrily. Lauren almost unnoticeably licked her upper lip. “Leo, can you second that? Is Janelle cotton-stuffing?”

“Oh Char, no way… not even close,” he said, glancing at me with a dimpled smirk and a wink. I laughed, because I hadn’t been with Leo in over ten days, so he really wouldn’t know. However, he did know his role in Char’s little game. 

“Well Marcus, it seems like it’s only you… her husband… who doesn’t know. So take your cunt rock whore and get the fuck out of here,” she said, high-fiving Jocelyn who sat quietly by as this whole ordeal unraveled. Rick had taken the girls into the pool house to get their bathing suits on, while my nephews stayed back, near the picnic table. 

Marcus glared at me, then at Leo and Briggs, and walked out the gate. Lauren ran after him, only after glancing back at Leo and Briggs one more time. 

As he left, Char looked at me and said, “I don’t know what pisses me off more.” She marched over to the other cooler, grabbed five beers, and started handing the bottles out to everyone, shaking everyone from their incredulous, faraway stares. “That you married that son of a bitch or that he keeps coining the best terms that I can’t use, because that asshole came up with them.” 

“You always did love the word, jitbag. Hell, I still call people ‘jits.’ I like it,” I admitted. “Go ahead and use it.”

“But cotton-stuffing? It’s so fucking perfect. But I can’t start saying it, because he’s such a rat bastard,” she whined and chugged the rest of her beer. 

“Char, I think if you’re looking for new vocabulary terms, you should look beyond Marcus Flowers,” Jasper piped in, shaking his head. “I do agree with her though, Nelle. How in the Hell did you ever marry that douche?” 

“Lay off her guys. She’s obviously starting to improve her standards,” Jocelyn said, smiling. Briggs and Leo both dropped their heads shyly. Leave it to Joz to make them feel bashful with her coy, innocent-girl comments.

The rest of the afternoon went swimmingly well (pun intended). Leo, my nieces, Kara and Carlee, and I played countless games of Marco Polo and “Jump in if you love ____(fill in the blank)” game. 

Those girls could play that game for hours. Apparently, so could Leo. At one point, they were all lined up on the side of the pool, and Jocelyn sat up, put her book down, took off her sunglasses, and announced from her lounge chair, “Jump in if you love Janelle.” All three of them jumped in. Jocelyn smiled, nodded, and went right back to reading her book as Carlee, Kara, and Leo resurfaced from under the water.

Briggs spent the majority of the afternoon teaching Donovan and Darren all the ins and outs of football. My nephews were soccer players through and through, but they listened intently as Briggs taught them more than they ever wanted to know about football. Jasper and Rick listened to Briggs relay stories of famous athletes he was going to interview later in the fall. 

While we were cleaning up and bringing the dishes back into Jasper’s house, Jasper and Jocelyn pounced.

Almost simultaneously:

“Oh My God, who are you going to choose? They’re both perfect.” (from Jocelyn, obviously)

“What’re you going to do about your job and Marcus scheming to take all of your money?” (from Jasper)

Laughing, holding up my hands, “Whoa guys, hold on.” I walked over and hopped up on Jasper’s counter, noticing his grimace and eye roll as I did so. “I don’t know… and…,” I paused for a few moments before saying, “that’s my answer to all those questions.” 

I looked at them, hoping for some words of wisdom. Neither of them spoke. They just glanced back and forth at each other. Still glancing between my older siblings, I said, “Alright, looks like we’re good here, then.” As I started to jump down, Jasper stopped me.

Looking at me with seriousness and concern he said, “That’s probably the smartest thing you’ve ever said.” Joz and I just looked at him, wondering if he’d go on. 

When he didn’t, Jocelyn said, “What the heck is that supposed to mean Jasper? What are you, freaking Yoda?” I laughed, loving whenever the three of us could just spend a few moments together without the outside world closing in on us. 

“God, you guys are so dense,” he said with exasperation. “The man who has everything figured out is probably a fool. College examinations notwithstanding, it takes a very smart fella to say, ‘I don’t know the answer!” 

Nearly at the same time, Joz and I responded:

“Fella?” (Joz)

“Notwithstanding? What. The. Fuck?” (Obviously, me)

“Oh for God’s Sake,” Jasper said, shaking his head at us. “Have either of you ever read a book that did NOT involve an alpha male or a tatted up rocker? Christ! I’d expect more from you at least, Janelle. Joz, you’re off the hook. You got that whole bored-stay-at-home-horny-mom thing going on,” he complained. 

“Oh… so… it’s a quote from something. What?” I asked. I found myself rather well-read, but I didn’t typically fill my literary voids with books that used words like “notwithstanding” and “fella.” My pleasure reading used words like: muggle, safe word, imprint, tour bus, and even asshat. Fella? Notwithstanding? No thanks. I’d certainly find no sort of pleasure in those kinds of books.

“Inherit the Wind?” he replied.

Joz and I shrugged our shoulders. 

“It’s a play… by Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee. And before you even say it, not General Robert E. Lee… it’s a different one,” he said sarcastically.

“Well, I, for one, have never heard of either Robert E. Lee… or even Jerome Lawrence… or some dumb play,” Jocelyn said. “Janelle?”

“Nope,” I confirmed.

“It’s an allegory… about the Scopes Monkey Trial and the McCarthy… oh fuck it… just… just… fuck,” he said and stormed back outside. 

Jocelyn and I were still laughing when we walked outside, nearly straight into Char, carrying an armful of wet beach towels. Laughing, she said, “What’s got Jasper’s tightie-whities in a bunch?”

“The usual. Our combined inanity,” I said, putting my arm around Jocelyn as we both bowed to our coupled ignorance. 

“Damn, I wish I could’ve been there,” Char whined. 

“Best part,” Jocelyn said, “I read Inherit the Wind.”

“Shut up!” I exclaimed. “No way, did you really?”

“Yeah, had to read it in college,” she admitted smiling. “I even kind of liked it.

“That’s per-fucked,” I said. “I love fucking with Jasper.”

“Per-fucked?” Char asked.

“Abridged version of ‘fucking perfect.’ Duh,” I replied. Marcus and Char weren’t the only ones who could coin new words.

“No,” Char said, shaking her head. Joz was shaking her head too.

“Yes! It’s a great word,” I countered. They continued to disagree. Apparently, they were the only ones who could coin new acceptable words. Bastards. I thought it was “per-fucked.”
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ONCE THE POOL deck and yard were sufficiently cleaned to Jasper’s OCD-induced standards, everyone started leaving. I was surprised that Briggs bailed out as soon as the work ended. I assumed that he would try to prolong his stay, deterring me from being alone with Leo for a long period of time. I knew the clock was ticking on our “date,” so I was hoping that there wouldn’t be more fighting over who got to do what with whom. 

Briggs merely thanked Jasper, told my nephews to call him if they wanted to sit in on an Ohio State soccer practice, said goodbye to everyone, and kissed me innocently on the cheek before he left. 

Char sidled up next to me as I watched him leave and whispered, “If you’d get your head out of your ass, then you wouldn’t have to watch him walk away.” 

Almost on cue, Jocelyn came up on the other side of me, and said, “Or you could turn around and just look at that.” I turned just in time to see Leo with his arms stretched out on either side of him as my nieces did flips around his arms, as if his arms were monkey bars on a play set. Holy fuck. His arms were incredible: cut, ripped, and so strong. I’d never seen anyone use another human being as a jungle gym before. I’d certainly like to take a spin around those a few times. 

“Alright… I’ll give it to you. That’s fucking… I mean… really… really hot,” Char said, correcting her use of vulgarity. Apparently, she was back to speaking without profanity. “Do you think he’d let me take a spin?” she asked, as she hip-bumped me and walked to get the rest of her stuff. 

Once everyone (finally) left, Leo and I sat on the diving board, facing each other, with our legs dangling on either side of the board. We talked about my family. He seemed really smitten with my nieces and nephews. Leo hadn’t talked to Jasper much, most likely since Jasper and Briggs had so much to say to one another. But Jocelyn, she was as equally smitten with Leo as he was with her girls. Rick never said much to anyone. He just saw to it that Jocelyn stayed happy and not irritated. He was extremely good at it too. Jasper and I always raved about Rick’s patience and ability to calm my sister in any situation. He was her perfect fit. The missing piece to her nearly-finished puzzle, like my mom said. Marcus was definitely not the perfect fit to my puzzle. 

Was Briggs? 

What about Leo?

“Want to play strip or dare?” Leo asked, breaking my puzzle-piece reverie.

Readily agreeing to get naked with him, I questioned, “Sure. How do you play?”

“Easiest game ever,” Leo said, grinning, his dimples beckoning me. “You either strip, or I dare you to strip. It’s a win-win game. No losers.” 

Leaning over, I kissed him, and agreed, “Definitely a win. There are no losers here.” The kiss was soft, shy at first, but quickly Leo started gaining some momentum as his tongue urgently and hungrily explored my mouth. Our tongues seemed to want each other, seemed to have missed the touch and taste of each other. I broke from the kiss, starting to kiss and nibble his neck. 

“I think… I think…” Leo said, gasping for air. “We should change venues.” The diving board was a little cramped, but I liked it. I liked being outside, out in the open, not caring about the rest of the world. 

“Why Leo? Are you too shy to be out here?” I asked, teasing him as I traced a finger up and down his chiseled chest, marveling at how incredibly sexy his body was.

“No, but the board’s a little stiff. I’m… I’m… a lot… stiff. It’s uncomfortable,” he admitted. 

Giggling at his pun, I stood up, while his eyes traveled the length of my body. The pool was behind me, so I inched backward until I could feel the edge of the board. Untying my suit from around my neck, I let the top fall as I reached around to untie the back. “I believe I was dared to strip,” I teased. 

Once the suit was in my hand, I dangled it on his head, as he stared at me with a dark, intense look of want. I stood taller and reached my thumbs into the bottoms of my suit. “Now, do I strip twice or is it your turn to strip or dare? I’m not sure of the rules,” I asked, feigning innocence.

“The rules clearly state that if you win the first round, which you did, because I cannot compete with that kind of beauty,” he said appraising my body. “You get to go again. So, strip or dare, Janelle?” Leo asked in a throaty sexy voice. 

“Hmmm… dare?” I asked, playing with the edge of my bottoms and wiggling slightly, careful not to fall off the diving board.

“I dare you to strip,” Leo commanded in a voice that made me quiver and want him even more—if that was even possible. He sounded so forceful, so sure of himself. Holy Godiva, he was hot as Hell. Leo was toying with me, and I loved being a part of his game. Damn near loved the fuck out of it. 

Without hesitating, I shimmied my bottoms down and threw them on the side of the pool. I stood up and relished in the look on his face. I loved the way Leo looked at me. Nobody had ever looked at me the way he did. Leo reached for me. Without missing a beat, I completed my utmost polished back dive into the icy water. Once I resurfaced, I looked at the diving board. It was still bobbing and springing, but Leo was nowhere in sight. Seconds later his arms were wrapped tightly around me as he too resurfaced. Wrapping my legs around him, I realized his swim trunks were missing.

“What’re you? Fucking Superman? How’d you change that—” 

Leo’s lips cut me off in mid-sentence as his tongue continued to explore my mouth, neck, and chest. His hands began an exploration of their own. His fingers journeyed and traveled to places that reminded me of why I loved a well-read and highly studious man. After his fingers did more walking than the yellow pages, and I was as limp and weak as those pages inside, breathlessly, I said, “Let’s go… in… my house.” My legs were wrapped firmly around him for support as I felt his desire against me.

Kissing me again, holding me tightly, he groaned, and said, “I’m sorry. I can’t.” 

“Well, I get that you might have a bit of difficulty walking right now, but oh you can, you certainly can,” I said, tugging on his arm. “You have to let things settle and ummm… soften… a bit, but I’ll fix that right up once we get into my bedroom.” I walked up the steps to grab our towels. “Are you coming, Mr. Cling?” 

“Janelle,” Leo whimpered. “I’m serious. I can’t.” He reluctantly pulled himself from the water as I tossed a towel to him that he immediately wrapped around his dripping wet waist. 

“Alright hottie, start talking. What’s up?” I asked, slumping down on the chair, in no mood to get all serious and emotional right now.

“I have to go,” he admitted, walking over to retrieve his shorts from the bushes and then sitting down on a chair opposite me. 

“Say what?” I asked, standing back up. I was certain that I hadn’t heard him correctly. “You’re leaving? Now? On our only night together… in almost two weeks?”

“GOD! I know… don’t remind me,” he whined. “Come… sit,” he said, tapping the spot next to him on the chair. 

I sat down and immediately started talking, “Leo, I know this is hard, but I still don’t know what I want—” 

Leo covered my lips with his one finger, “Shhh doll, I’m still in this. You are seriously not getting rid of me that easily,” he said, kissing me tenderly. “But, I’ve already stayed longer than I should’ve… I’m sorry.” He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me closer to him as I laid my head down on his shoulder. “It’s just so hard to leave you.”

“Then don’t.” Seemed pretty simple to me.

“I have to. My sister’s flight got in three hours ago. I haven’t seen her two months. I promised my niece and nephew I’d watch a movie with them tonight,” he explained, looking remorseful. 

“Leo Cling! You did not have to come here today if you were missing time with your family. I know how much they mean to you,” I admonished. “I would’ve understood… completely.”

“I know… I know… it’s… it’s just that you mean a lot to me too,” he said.

I loved how openly he always spoke, never holding back his words, his emotions, his wants. Leo wasn’t like any other guy I had ever known. It was so refreshing, so real, and so pure. “Well, when will I see you next?” I asked.

“Tomorrow. You know we have plans tomorrow afternoon,” he reminded me.

“Oh no, you are not missing any more time with them to be with me,” I confirmed.

“Oh, I know that. You’re coming over. It’s time you met the Cling-a-lings,” he said grinning, making me melt with those irresistible dimples. 

“Cling-a-lings? Oh boy, what’re you getting me into?” I asked, chuckling.

“Oh doll, you ain’t seen nothing yet,” he joked, rolling his eyes. 

“Alright, I’m in. As long as you’re sure that your parents still don’t hate me for that Howard Stern thing?” I asked, worrying about what they thought of me, especially now with the media shit storm regarding my sordid affairs. 

“Nah, they’re over that. They’re more pissed off now at you for taking their only son’s virginity.”

“What? Are you fucking kidding me? There is no God damn way I am-”

“Kidding. Kidding. Kidding. I’m just screwing with you,” he said laughing and running his towel through his hair. “You should’ve seen the look on your face.”

“You know Cling, I’m older and wiser than you. You’re getting awfully cocky,” I said, glaring at him.

“I’m only cocky when I know what I want and when I’m sure I’m not giving up on it,” he said, winking at me as he stood up, pulling me up with him.

“Now Miss Garrity, I will see you tomorrow at 11:00 a.m. I’ll text you my address. Don’t wear something too sexy,” he said, kissing my forehead. “My dad’s a dirty old man.”

“No, he’s not. I’ve met him,” I argued.

“You’ve met him when he’s on his best behavior. A few beers tomorrow and that’s all out the window,” he admitted.

“Noted,” I said, exaggerating a check-marking gesture. 

Leo grabbed me and kissed me, making me groan. I did not want him to leave. I didn’t care that his sister was in town. Fuck her. I wanted him to fuck me. “Are you sure I cannot persuade you to stay?” I asked coyly, batting my eyelashes, as my hands traveled a very unladylike trail down his chest and waist. 

“You’re killing me, Smalls. I’ve got to go,” he said firmly and began backing away from me. “Aren’t you satisfied? I thought I took care of you in the pool,” he joked.

“Not even close… Bud,” I said in my best John Bender imitation.

Getting the reference and laughing, he said, “Hmmm… who knew Judd Nelson could be so hot?” he said.

“Molly Ringwald.”

“Touché Claire, Touché,” he said, nodding.

I walked Leo to his car, refusing to believe that he was really leaving. I pulled out all of my most feminine persuasion. I knew that I’d never be able to relay this story to Char or she’d go ballistic, claiming that Leo was gay or a pansy or a Mama’s boy. 

Hell, I was starting to question his actual interest in me. How could a man walk away from a night of hot, sweaty passion to hang out with his sister and her kids? Family. Fuck ‘em.

Women, we’re ridiculous. We want a man who values family and relationships, but we don’t want him to value them too much, especially over us. How could a man ever win if he has to try to figure out how a woman thinks? For God’s sake, we don’t know what we’re thinking most of the time. Or why we’re thinking it. Hell, we change our minds faster and more often than we change out of underwear during our cotton-stuffing weeks. How could guys possibly figure us out? Poor things. 

As Leo humbled me by actually backing out of the driveway and waving goodbye, he stopped, put down his window, and said, “Just so you know, every part of my body is calling me a ‘dickhead’ right now and trying to revolt against me.”

“Good, because so am I,” I said, leaning in the window to kiss him again. Then, he really did leave. Backed right out of my driveway and went to see his sister and her kids. 

Leo left me quite amorous, but I opted out of calling Briggs to come over to fill my void… voids… fill whatever he wanted. I went to bed crabby and frustrated, looking forward to seeing Leo the next day. I wanted him to feel as frustrated as I did, so I snapped a rather lewd and provocative picture of myself. It was pretty hot. I was even impressed to be honest. Granted, I took about nine of them until I was happy with the result, but he didn’t need to know that. I hit send feeling very vindictive and validated.

He sent a text immediately back:

 

LEO: Sweet dreams Janelle

 

I wasn’t happy with his standoffish attitude or with the fact that he left me tonight to hang out with his family. And now, now, not even a cute, witty, flirty comeback? No, this was not how things were going to roll. Apparently, Leo Cling and I were going to have our first fight as a “pseudo” couple. And believe me fella, it was not going to be pretty. 
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AFTER I GOT out of the shower, I moped on my bed, not having a clue as to what I should wear to meet the Clings. I should’ve cleared it with Char or Joz yesterday before they left, but I didn’t know about the plan until after they’d already gone. I knew Jocelyn was having the soccer team over for a Fourth of July family picnic, so I couldn’t call her. She’d be elbow-deep in potato salad and macaroni salad right about now. I knew better to call Char. She knew Leo stayed after the pool party, so she’d fish for details, details that I couldn’t provide, details that pissed me off. Nope, as far as my wardrobe went for the day, I was on my own. 

I tried on a grand total of eight different ensembles, reluctantly deciding on tan shorts and a white and gold peasant blouse, hating that I didn’t have anything red, white, and blue to wear. My tan shorts were the only shorts I owned that seemed to be a “parentally-acceptable” length for a family picnic. I let my hair air dry in waves and secured it back with my sunglasses. I rarely wore sunglasses for their intended, God-given purpose. Every pair I’d ever owned were bought for the sole fact of how good they looked on my head as a summer hair accessory. I slid on my gold gladiator sandals and was ready for my afternoon with the “Cling-a-lings.” 

As I was driving to the Clings, I slammed on my brakes, almost getting rear-ended by a pick-up truck, when I realized that I didn’t have anything with me. Fuck. Growing up sucked sometimes. I should have some side dish or appetizer or something! How could I be so God damn stupid? I should’ve made deviled eggs or potato salad or some dumb shit like that. 

Potato salad! 

Jocelyn! 

She’d have shit for me to bring. Score! Goal! 
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“NO NELLE, I’M not budging. You cannot have it,” Joz said, blocking me from her beautifully cut and sculpted watermelon fruit salad creation. “Take the deviled eggs. Take potato salad. Hell, you can even take my trifle or the Better-than-Sex Cake, but you’re not taking the watermelon.” 

I don’t know how in God’s name she did it. She sculpted a watermelon to look like half an American flag, carving out stars and stripes on the side of the melon. It was beautiful. It would make me look so good if I brought it. Where did Jocelyn find the time? She was a machine. Most mothers, especially mothers of four, did not pull themselves and things together as well as Joz did. Man, she was my hero. 

“Five Saturdays?” I offered.

“Nope,” she said, shaking her head.

“Seriously? I’m offering to babysit… at your house… five Saturdays in a row and you’re still saying, ‘No?’ Are you high?” I asked.

“It took me forever. No chance,” she said. 

“Five Saturdays and an entire weekend in August before the kids go back to school. They can even stay with me, so we won’t fuck up your house.” I upped the offer.

“Deal,” she said, smirking.

“Well that was fast,” I said. “Usually, you’re more stubborn and hold out for more than that.” 

“I was waiting for the weekend. It usually takes you longer to put it on the table,” she grinned.

As we were walking to my car, Rick stopped and asked, “Did you get us a free weekend?”

“Yep, in August. Book Vegas,” she said high-fiving him.

“Vegas? I want to go!” I exclaimed. 

“Sorry kid, you’ve got four kids now,” Rick said, taking the watermelon from me, and placing it in the back of my small SUV. “Jozzie, I’ll go get the other watermelon out now.”

“Other watermelon?” I asked, looking between the two of them.

“Oh yeah, didn’t I tell you? I made two. We’re going to have a lot of guests today,” she said giggling, as she put her arm around Rick.

“You guys are fuckers, you know that?” I bitched, getting into my car. 

“Fuckers who are going to Vegas,” Rick said, kissing Jocelyn’s cheek. 

“You’re welcome for the fruit salad,” Jocelyn yelled, as I backed out of the drive.

“Bonsai!” I screamed, flipping her off as I did so.

 

[image: ]

 

“MISS GARRITY, IT’S so nice to see you again,” Leo’s dad said, as I got out of the car.

“You too, Mr. Cling,” I said, shaking is hand, “but please, call me ‘Janelle.’ Thank you for having me today.”

“Lonnie, and it’s certainly our pleasure,” he said, taking the watermelon from me. “Well, look at this. Beautiful and talented. You’re a keeper.” 

I followed Leo’s dad around to the back of their house, a little disappointed that we couldn’t go through the house. It was magnificent. I knew Leo’s grandma, Lonnie’s mom, passed away and left them a lot of money, but apparently money wasn’t tight anywhere in the Cling household. The house was huge. The lawn was perfectly manicured. I wondered if they hired a professional or if Leo did this lawn too. Surely, he didn’t have time to maintain both yards, work full time at the accounting firm, and woo me in his spare time. Maybe that was what last night was all about. Leo was possibly spreading himself too thin, and I was the priority that mattered the least to him. Unacceptable. 

When Lonnie opened the gate, I gasped at the view before me. The Clings had the most beautiful backyard I’d ever seen. There were flowers and plants everywhere with a quaint gazebo in the back corner, covered in ivy and some type of stunning white flower that I’d never seen in bloom in Ohio before. Their back deck traveled the length of the house, but was created in soft curves, no straight-lined angles. The deck didn’t have rails and unsightly spindles, but was surrounded by steps that gradually made their way down to a gorgeous copper-colored stamped patio. There was a fire pit with cozy chairs in the middle of the patio, where everyone sat talking, unaware of our arrival. 

Two little kids were whacking a ball around through the rings on a croquet game, while Leo sat with his family, talking and laughing. Leo was telling a story animatedly, making everyone laugh. I recognized his mom. His other grandmother’s wheelchair and back were toward us, and another man, presumably his brother-in-law was laughing while texting at the same time. I didn’t see his sister, Megan. 

I was the most nervous about meeting her. I knew how much Leo valued her opinion and looked up to her. He’d written about her in his hero paper his senior year. He was awed by the fact that she’d gotten her college degree in three years and moved to Arizona to fulfill her dream of being a pharmacist. I knew it was important for Leo that Megan gave me her seal of approval.

“Look who I found,” Lonnie announced as all heads and eyes turned toward us. Leo jumped up immediately and came over to us. He kissed me on the cheek and grabbed the watermelon from his dad’s hands. 

Walking over to meet them, my stomach flipped. I didn’t realize how truly nervous I was. My mouth dried up, and I had to move my tongue around to get some moisture in my mouth. Otherwise, I was going to sound like a garble-mouthed moron. Something that I doubted the Clings would find very favorable. 

“Hey everyone, his is Janelle; Janelle, this is everyone,” he said, excitedly. His happiness caught me off guard. I wanted to be pissed at him for yesterday, but he was so genuinely joyful to introduce me to his family that I decided we’d only fight a little bit. But we were still fighting. Leo was not going to get off the hook that easily.

His mom got up and walked over to me, “Miss Garrity, it’s so good to see you again,” she said and hugged me. I was shocked by the embrace, but went with it. What could I do, smack her away? 

“Hi Mrs. Cling, your house is amazing,” I complimented. “And please, call me, ‘Janelle.”

“Only if you call me ‘Maeve,’ and thank you. We unfortunately just put a lot of work into it. Leo’ll show you around later,” she said. 

Unfortunately? I made a mental note to ask Leo about that later.

His brother-in-law walked over to me, offered his hand and said, “Cliff, good to meet you,” and went back to his phone. Charming guy. 

I walked around to the front of the wheelchair and said, “You must be Leo’s—”

“Sister,” Megan said, glaring up at me. I looked at Leo, eyes wide. He averted my gaze. Megan’s small body was under a thick blanket. Her head was covered in a pale yellow scarf. 

“Megan, this is Janelle. Janelle, this is my big sister, Megan,” Leo stated.

“Hi teach, by the look on your face, my little brother didn’t tell you that I’m dying, did he?”

“Megan!” yelled four voices (Leo, Lonnie, Maeve, and Cliff) from all around. 

“Well I am. It’s no big secret here,” she said matter-of-factly. 

But it was. Leo had never said one word to me about his sister being sick. Actually, he hadn’t said anything about her this past month at all, other than she was in Arizona still. However, every time his niece and nephew came up, he did get a faraway, saddened look on his face. Wow. I couldn’t believe he’d been dealing with all of this and never mentioned it to me. I felt like a total shit. Oh fuck, I’d tried to get him to stay with me yesterday when he could’ve been here with her, spending precious time with his only sibling. I was going to rot in Hell for sure. 

“Apparently you didn’t do your homework, Miss Garrity. Or is my brother just an extra-curricular activity for you?” she said, with venom in her voice. 

“Megan!” came all four of the voices again.

“I swear to God sis, I am going to wheel you into a closet and leave you there if you keep this up,” Leo warned.

“I can use my arms, you asshole. I’d wheel myself back out,” she said, looking at Leo.

“Not if I tie them to your chair. Stop being a bitch or I’m telling Avery and Austin that you’re taking them to Disney tomorrow and let you deal with the disappointment when they find out you’re not,” he teased.

“You wouldn’t!” she said, smiling.

“Try me. Hey Avery, Austin, I’ve got great news—”

“Okay, okay. You win. I’ll play nice… for now,” she said, eyeing me up and down. 

The kids came bounding over, armed with croquet sticks. “Hey guys, meet my friend, Janelle,” Leo said, kneeling down to talk to them. Avery was around 7 was my guess and Austin about 5. I hated myself for never bothering to ask him. Austin looked a lot like Leo and Megan; he had their dimples. Avery was a dark contrast to Austin, looking much like Cliff with her dark hair and eyes. 

“She’s pretty U-Lo,” Avery said. 

“Thank you,” I smiled.

“Yes, she is,” Leo agreed. “She calls me ‘U-lo,’ because she couldn’t say “Uncle Leo” when she was little,” he explained. 

“I can say ‘Uncle Leo,’ now though,” she said. “See.”

I laughed, nodding, “Yes, perfectly. You have beautiful hair, Avery.”

“Thanks, I use a brush,” she said as she ran back to the croquet game. 

“Want to see my penis?” Austin asked.

“Austin!” came the voices again.

“What? I just asked,” he said, shrugging and following his sister.

Chuckling, Megan said, “Can’t blame a kid for trying. You never know how young Janelle here is willing to go,” she said sardonically. 

“Megan!” came the voices again.

Holy mother fucking son of a cock sucking shit. How was I going to get through this? Megan already hated me. It wasn’t like I could stick up for myself. I’m sure that there was an extra hot and fiery place in Hell for someone who argued with a dying Cancer patient. But man, she was brutal. How was I expected to win her favor if she hated me on the spot? 

Just then, the cutest, tiniest little woman came bee-bopping out of the French doors onto the deck, carrying flutes of champion on a tray. She made walking seem effortless, like she was gliding through the air. This woman looked ancient, but was so full of vitality and life. She had to be Leo’s grandmother. This was exactly how he’d described her. I couldn’t believe that I misjudged before and thought that she was the woman in the wheelchair, as if I hadn’t been listening to him this past month. Well one thing was for sure, he certainly hadn’t said one word about Megan being sick. Leo had definitely not been honest and forthcoming with me. 

“Ahhh, you must be the beautiful Janelle Garrity,” she said, handing me a glass of champagne. “You’re even more lovely than Leon described,” she smiled at me. 

I could not get used to this “Leon” business. I kept going back to that dude on Roseanne who owned that loose meat sandwich shop with Jackie and Roseanne. Hot, sexy, men were certainly not named “Leon.” That would not be a name I could scream in the throes of passion. 

“Yes Mimi, this is Janelle,” Leo said, coming up beside me. “Janelle, this is my Mimi, Sofia Rose.” Leo took the tray from her and handed out the rest of the flutes to his family.

“It is so nice to meet you, Mrs.—” I started.

“No darling, you call me ‘Mimi’ or ‘Sofia.’ I haven’t been a ‘Mrs.’ in ages,” she explained. “I had a dog of a husband too—that prick had way too many places to bury his bone and forgot which one of those places filled his bowl.”

“Mimi!” came all the voices around me. 

“Don’t ‘Mimi’ me. Leon’s told me all about her dog. I can share my woes too,” she said, putting her little arm around me. “Right honey?”

I downed my champagne in one long chug-a-lug, and nodded my consent. 

“Mimi, let’s let Janelle sit down before we bombard her with anything more,” Leo said, directing me to the empty chair, farthest away from Megan. “She just got here, and I feel like she hasn’t had one second to breathe.” Leo handed me his glass and nodded for me to take it. 

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered under his breath. I downed that glass in seconds too, hoping he was the only one who noticed. 

“I want to propose a toast,” Mimi announced. “Lonnie, fill Leon and Janelle’s glasses, so it’s a proper toast.” Apparently, I wasn’t quite so discreet. We all waited as Leo’s dad ran back into the kitchen to grab another bottle of champagne. I glanced at my watch, realizing that I had only been there for 18 minutes. Holy Mary Mother of God, it was going to be one long-ass afternoon.

After all the glasses were filled back up, Leo’s grandmother began to speak, “I’m an old lady, but I know love when I see it. Cliff, thank you for taking care of my granddaughter when she needed someone to hold her and protect her. You love her more than I ever thought you could,” she said, taking a breath and wiping her eyes. “To be honest, I thought you were a self-centered donkey’s ass—”

“Mimi!” came all the voices again.

“Hear me out, but what I’ve witnessed with you and Megan and how you’ve taken care of her these past two years, reminded me that even an ass can be judged wrong. You’re a good guy. Meg’s lucky to have you,” she explained. She looked around and then continued, “Megan, baby girl, death is making you bitchy, but I also think that’s what’s keeping you so strong. You amaze me little one. You’re a fighter. Thank God you’re a fighter, because our lives are so much better with you in it,” she said, as tears streamed down her cheeks. “Look around at all the love we have here… all of it centers around you, Honey. You keep fighting.” She paused for a moment, seeming to weigh her words. “But fight the right fight. Look at your brother, he loves you, but he so obviously loves someone else too. So shut your chemo-crap talking mouth and love what he loves, welcome what he loves. We’re all in this together,” she said, raising her glass. “To the good fight!” 

And that was really all it took. Mimi was the matriarch of that family and when she spoke, everyone listened as if the good Lord himself came down and gave a command to each and every one of those crazy Cling-a-lings. The afternoon went rather smoothly after the ice-breaking, brutally honest toast. 

All of us played a pretty intense game of croquet, girls against the boys. I was a little leery about being on a team with Megan, but she pretty much kept away from me and didn’t say anything rude or belittling. I sucked at the game. My knowledge of croquet didn’t go much beyond the movie Heathers. I was worried that Megan was going to pull a “Heather” and just knock my ball right down my throat at some point in the game. Therefore, I just kept my ball as far from hers as I could. We lost to the boys, which meant we had to carry all the dishes in from the patio and clean the kitchen. Megan loaded dishes onto her lap, so I offered to wheel her inside. The glare I received after my offer told me quite clearly that I would be wheeling her nowhere. 

Once inside, I began to run the water to pre-rinse the dishes. I unhooked my bracelet and put it on the counter, as not to get it wet. “Oh. My. God. You still have that? Still wear it?” Leo’s mom asked, excitedly. 

“This bracelet?” I asked, as I started rinsing the dishes. “I don’t wear it much, only when I wear gold. I’m usually a silver girl, but today, gold was on my shirt and shoes,” I explained. “My students got me this my first year teaching. They all put in money and bought this as a ‘thank you’ gift. It was so sweet.” 

“Your students,” she asked, “pooled their money and bought that for you?” 

“Yes, Leo was in that class,” I said. “It’s really the only gift I’ve ever gotten from my students. You don’t tend to get a lot of gifts from students when you teach high school seniors,” I lamented. “I was so excited though. It really does mean a lot to me.”

She smiled, nodding, “I’m sure it does, honey.” Then she grabbed a few dessert plates and desserts and went back out on the patio.

“You’re so fucking dumb,” Megan said from behind me.

I turned around and looked at her. “Me?” I asked.

“You’re the only other person in the room, Miss Garrity.” Megan spat at me. When she said my name, it was filled with disgust and hatred. 

“Okay, Megan, I get it. You don’t want me with your brother,” I said turning back around to the sink.

“Oh no, that’s not at all what I have a problem with,” she said. “My problem is that he’s tag-teaming with some other guy. How could you do that to him? My brother is the greatest guy in this world; to string him along is a fucking sin,” she argued. “Just cut him loose, let him get on with his life.” She started to back up, hitting the counter with her wheelchair.

“Let me—”

“Touch this chair, and I will snap your fingers in two,” she threatened. “He’s in love with you, you know that? And I’m not going be around when you break his heart. I won’t be there to help him pick up the pieces of his shattered heart,” she said, her voice cracking. 

“I’m not going to break his heart,” I said quietly, not able to look her in the eye as I said so. Could I really look a dying woman in the eyes and make that promise?

“Don’t you see how he looks at you? Has always looked at you? You don’t have that look,” she declared as she finally turned her chair and was able to get to the sliding glass door. “Oh and Miss Garrity, that bracelet that all your students bought you, that was our other grandmother’s. It was the only piece of jewelry she left to Leo,” she said, before she wheeled out the sliding glass door, leaving it open after she left. 

It was Teacher Appreciation Week my first year at my school. After school that Friday, I went to the restroom, and when I returned, there was a small gift-wrapped box on my desk with a thank you card. The card merely read, “Thank you for a great senior year. From: Your first set of seniors.” I opened the box and found a small, delicate gold bracelet with a four-leaf clover charm on it. 

On Monday, I asked my classes, and they all just said “You’re welcome.” 

I wore the bracelet so proudly for the rest of the year, thanking my students every day. I even threw them a pizza party to show my gratitude. Nobody ever said that they hadn’t chipped in to buy it. Granted, I never really fished for who the “organizer” of the gift was. I was just so touched by the gesture that I spent my days boasting about how kind and thoughtful my students were. Never, not once, had I thought the gift came from one specific student. I’d worn the bracelet one other time around Leo last month, and he never said a word. Not once. What the fuck? 

“Mmm, there you are,” Leo said, coming through the door that Megan left open. “They’re devouring that dessert out there. I came in to get you, so you didn’t miss out… But, you’re looking much tastier,” he said, wrapping his arms around my waist, nuzzling the back of my neck. I turned off the water and turned to face him, rubbing my wet hands up and down the back of his shirt to dry them.

“Leo, can we talk?” I asked.

Leo nodded and dropped his eyes. “I know. I’m sorry. I should’ve told you everything about Meg. I shouldn’t have let you find out this way,” he said, pulling me closer, resting his chin on the top of my head. “It was just so much easier not telling you. You never gave me that look of pity or sympathy that everyone seems to walk around with after they know you have a sister who’s dying from skin cancer.”

“Skin? She has skin cancer?” I asked incredulously, finally realizing why Leo was so freaking neurotic about sunscreen. 

“Yep, advanced stages of melanoma,” he admitted, shaking his head. “Do you know how many times when we were growing up that I watched her as she slathered up her body with baby oil or dark-tanning accelerator?” he asked. “If I would’ve known then—” 

I kissed him, cutting him off. Leo carried too much guilt and self-blame around. I couldn’t let him blame himself for his sister’s illness too. Leo Cling was a saint, beautiful inside and certainly out. 

“Hey you two, Mimi’s leaving,” Leo’s dad announced at the door. “Come say ‘goodbye,’ and Leon, help me carry some stuff to her car.”

“Sure dad,” Leo said as he led me to the door. “Janelle, I think it’s funny that my family also has a thing with alliteration—just like yours.” Jeez. Now, that was the mother of all subject changes. I guess we weren’t going to talk about the bracelet or Megan. They were off the table. Alliteration was on it. 

“Yeah, I thought we were bad with Janelle, Jasper, and Jocelyn, and then Jocelyn named her kids Darren and Donavan and Carlee and Kara,” I said giggling. “But y’all are pretty bad too with Lonnie and LeON and Avery and Austin,” I joked, as I emphasized his real name. “I still think we have you beat though.” 

Once Mimi was in the car and all of the leftovers were packed inside with her, Leo leaned in and kissed her goodbye. “I love you, Mimi,” he said before she backed out of the driveway. “That woman is going to outlive us all.” 

I couldn’t believe that less than five hours ago I was planning on fighting with Leo, because he wanted to spend time with his family. I needed to go to church, or confession, or help in some soup kitchen. My soul needed some serious cleansing, complete with bleach and ammonia. I sucked. Christ, what could Leo see in me? I was certainly not worthy of him. He was too pure and genuine for me. 

Leo and I spent the rest of my time there, playing yard games with Avery and Austin. Avery was a diva; Austin was an inappropriate trip. I kept thinking about how much fun Carlee and Kara would have with them if they ever got to meet them. Then, I felt sad as I realized that I didn’t know if I’d ever see them again. 

If Megan… 

Would they visit the area again without her? Would Leo’s family just visit them? Cliff’s family lived in Arizona, so he wouldn’t have a reason to come to Ohio. I felt terribly for the Clings, all of them. Glancing over at Megan, she stared at us, teary-eyed. Catching her eye, she wiped her cheeks and looked away. 

I didn’t know how to rectify this mess with his sister, but I also knew that if someone were stringing Jasper along, I’d roast her tits over an open flame on a tit-kabob without feeling an inkling of remorse. And I was Jasper’s younger sister. I know I’d feel much more protective if I were his older sister and knew I wouldn’t be around to see how the rest of it all panned out. The Megan and Janelle “Best Friends Forever” banners were obviously not going to be ordered any time soon.

When it was time for me to go, I stood up and started saying all of my “Thank Yous” and “Goodbyes.” Megan watched my every move as I hugged each of her kids and shook her husband’s hand. Leo’s mom and dad both hugged me and told me to stop over any time for dinner and drinks.

Just as I was about to approach her, Megan said, “It’s still early. We’re going to roast marshmallows and tell ghost stories around the fire. Sure you don’t want to stay?” 

I was surprised by her hospitality and pleasantries. “I’d love to, really I would, but I’ve—”

“Got other plans? Right, Briggs gets you at night,” she said, staring me down. “See you around Miss Garrity… or not.” Then, she wheeled herself up the ramp of the deck and into the house as all eyes watched her go.

Fan-fucking-tastic. 

Apparently, Leo told his family everything… everything. I couldn’t get out of there and into my car fast enough to dial Jocelyn’s number. She had no time to talk since the soccer soiree was still going strong. I couldn’t call Char. She’d just say that it was one more reason to dump Leo and focus only on Briggs, Briggs who was picking me up in exactly one hour to go to Cleveland to watch fireworks when all I really wanted to do was go straight to bed and sleep this horrific day away. 

How could Leo be so open and upfront with his family? Did my privacy, my feelings, mean nothing to him? Was I being selfish for wanting to keep him a secret, keep us a secret? I wish I had the luxury of calling my mom and talking to her about this. She’d know exactly what to say. But she was in some crazy country, giving to those less fortunate. I decided that I’d just wait and talk to Jocelyn tomorrow and focus on Briggs and the fireworks tonight.
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“BABE, IS EVERYTHING okay?” Briggs asked. “You’ve barely said two words since I picked you up.” 

We’d been in the car for nearly 45 minutes, almost to Cleveland, and he was right. I’d been distracted since he got to my house. I’d quickly changed when I’d gotten home, feeling sticky and sweaty in my peasant shirt and shorts. I was flattered when he whistled and clapped when he saw me in my red and white striped, sexy (not parentally-approved) sundress. Briggs always made me feel good about myself and relaxed me. But once we’d gotten into the car and started driving north, my mind wandered back to the day’s events and everything that had happened earlier with Megan and with the bracelet.

“I’m sorry. It’s just been a long day out in the sun all day,” I lied.

“Right. With Leo,” Briggs said with a hitch in his voice. “I guess I didn’t know he had it in him… to wear you out, I mean.” Briggs glanced over at me. I looked away, rolling my eyes. I certainly was in no mood for a jealous, territorial talk.

“We spent the day playing outside yard games with his whole family, Briggs,” I said, annoyed with his assumptions. “We had a grand total of 12 seconds alone together. And for your information, we had about 12 seconds of alone time yesterday too. So if you’re keeping score, and I know you are. It’s you 3 or 4; Leo nada,” I snapped. Then, I put my sunglasses over my eyes, something I never did, and reclined my chair all the way back in his car. I stayed that way for the rest of the ride.

I must have dozed off, because I startled when he touched my thigh, and said, “Babe, we’re here.” As I sat up, I realized we were at a marina with houseboats all around.

“Where’s ‘here,’ Briggs?” I asked, looking at all the boats.

“We’re taking a boat out on the lake to watch the fireworks,” he explained.

“You have a boat?” I asked. He’d never mentioned it before.

“Nah, I know a guy,” he stated.

“You know a guy with a boat? He just so happened to let you use it today?” I pried more.

“This dude’s been all over me to buy a boat. I’ve been thinking about it. We’re taking it for a test drive tonight,” he said. 

“Do you know how to drive a boat?” I asked.

“Do I know how to drive a boat?” he repeated, laughing.

“Do you?” I asked again.

“Nah, but it’ll be fun figuring it out,” he said, cracking up as he leaned over to kiss me on the cheek before getting out of his sleek black sports car.

Briggs’ “boat man” was one scary-ass piece of work. I wouldn’t buy a boat off of him, rent a boat from him, or take nautical instruction from him. But yet, we were doing just that. He was nearly impossible to understand. It took a lot of self-control from both of us to not lose it, laughing in his face as he ever-so-eloquently butchered the English language. 

Out on the water, before the fireworks started, I felt peaceful and serene, like the day and all the turmoil that accompanied it had vanished. There was something about being with Briggs that could calm even the stickiest situations. The night that I’d walked in on Lauren and Marcus would’ve been unbearable and downright freak-diculous if I hadn’t run into Briggs at the bar. It seemed like he always came along whenever my heart was about to shatter from the explosion of my deteriorating self-esteem. 

“Thank you,” I said, sipping my beer, looking out at the water. 

“For what?” he asked from the captain’s chair.

“For this. For bringing me out here,” I responded. “For everything.” 

“You know Janelle, I’m here,” he said. “I’m here for anything… not just sex and fun.”

I laughed. “What does that even mean?”

“It means I know you’ve got a lot on your mind,” he explained. “You can talk to me. I do have somewhat of a brain… and I’m a pretty good listener if I do say so myself.” He turned off the motor. “I am going to be a sports psychologist… on TV.”

Briggs walked to the back of the boat. I would call it the starboard, bow, or the aft, but I wouldn’t know what the fuck I was talking about. Leo would. He knew boats and boat anatomy. Does a boat have an anatomy? Probably not. Anyway, I digress. 

Briggs went to the back of the boat and retrieved the anchor from some hideaway compartment, heaving the anchor forcefully into the lake. Once the anchor hitched itself to the bottom of the lake, he climbed over the seats and sat next to me on the front of the boat. 

“Tell me what happened today,” he coaxed. “I know something went on with Cling at his house… just tell me. You’ve been a million miles away all night.”

Looking into his sincere blue eyes, I knew I could talk to him, tell him anything. I didn’t know where things where headed with Briggs Alexander and me, but I did know one thing: I trusted him and relied on him. Above all else, he was quickly and surely becoming a lot more than my friend. 

After I relayed the entire story to him, leaving nothing out, he sat for a while in total silence, staring at the water until he finally said, “That fucking blows. No one should have to deal with that shit. I don’t know what I’d do if anything ever happened to Tate.”

“I know… and he never mentioned it once,” I said. “I feel awful… about everything.”

“I can’t believe he got you that bracelet. I kind of remember that,” he said. “Man, Leo Cling’s got it bad for you, Janelle.” I nodded, resting my head on his shoulder, as he held me closer to him.

Briggs and I spent the rest of the time talking about Leo and his family, waiting for the fireworks to begin. I downed four very cold and refreshing beers as Briggs drank bottled water, not wanting to impair his very new boat-driving ability. Once the fireworks started, I was quite chilly and very buzzed, feeling much happier and lighter. 

Briggs laid a blanket down on the front of the boat and enveloped me in his arms as we watched the fireworks shoot out over the lake, illuminating the sky in beautiful hues of pink, red, purple, green, and blue. 

“My family has names for each type of firework,” he announced. “My dad named them one summer, and ever since then, we still call them the same thing.” 

“Alright, so what’s that called?” I asked, pointing at the sky.

“Easy, that’s a ‘Rain Down,’ because it looks like rain coming down,” he said with authority. His “rain down” firework always looked like a Weeping Willow tree to me. “That one was a ‘Sizzle McGhee,’ because it sizzles and swerves like a snake,” he smiled, watching my reaction. “And that one there—that’s a ‘Flashy Finnicum,’ because it flickers a bit before going out.” The rest of the night went on with Briggs clueing me in on every Alexander-named firework and with me getting into his names and even further into him. 

I would like to say that out of respect for Leo and Megan and for the bracelet that Leo gave me so long ago that I didn’t kiss Briggs all night. I would like to say that I didn’t touch him romantically or sexually. I would like to say that I didn’t make love to him on that boat, overlooking the lake with fireworks bursting over our heads. I would like to say that I had more self-control and respect for the day’s events than that. But, I couldn’t say that. I’d be lying. I would like to say that I did not fall completely in love with Briggs Alexander that night, but I would again be lying if I did. 
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JOCELYN AND I met for lunch, while Rick stayed home with the kids. He owed it to her since she hosted the soccer team party that he coached. He knew better than to even consider going into work on a day after she planned and handled a party of 50. Rick was smart enough to take Thursday and Friday as vacation days. Therefore, Jocelyn had time to meet for lunch and a quick pedicure. I used to make fun of their marriage, claiming that they were too boring and comfortable. However, they understand marriage, had it down to a well-oiled machine. They had the perfect amount of love, chemistry, respect, and honesty. I could’ve learned a lot from them if I would’ve known I should’ve been taking lessons. 

“Poor Leo,” Jocelyn said, shaking her head. “I cannot imagine what he must be going through.” Jocelyn had a bleeding heart. It bled for anyone or anything that suffered. I knew that once she heard about Megan that she’d have a hard time thinking about anything else for a while. “I’m going to send his mom some pastries and flowers,” she stated. “So sad.”

We talked endlessly through lunch and the pedicure about Leo, Megan, and the bracelet. “Well kid,” she said, “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes. You know one of these guys is going to get hurt and neither one deserves it.” 

“I know Joz. I know.” I said, agreeing with her for eleven-hundredth time. “Hypothetically speaking, what if I told you that I thought I was falling in love with Briggs?” I asked.

“I would tell you that you’re 50% accurate,” she stated.

“Huh? I don’t get it. What do you mean?” I asked, confused. “You think I’m only half falling in love with him?”

“No, I most certainly think that you’re in love with Briggs,” she declared. “But I think you’re in love with Leo, too.”

“But how? How can I possibly be in love with two guys at the same time—especially since my marriage hasn’t even ended yet? It’s impossible if it’s true love.” I said.

“I don’t think that’s true. I have four kids. I love them all. Who’s to say that a woman can’t be in love with two men at the same time?” she asked rhetorically. “I think it’s quite possible, because that’s exactly what’s happening.” 
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AFTER OUR LUNCH and pedicure, Jocelyn dropped me off at the pool house. I decided that I needed a little alone time, mindless alone time. I grabbed my book and went out to the pool. I got my favorite raft and floated out to the middle of the pool, only after I slathered my body in a Leo-approved, Megan-inspired, amount of sunscreen. 

Just as I was getting fully absorbed into the humorous prose of Lisa Lutz, I heard “Miss Garrity, can I talk to you?”

Looking up from my book, I could only make out a silhouette of a figure standing at the edge of the pool. Shading my eyes from the glare of the sun, I realized Vince was on my property, and nobody was home today, other than me.

“Vince. Get out!” I yelled, staying on my raft in the middle of the pool. He was fully clothed. I prayed that he wasn’t going to try anything with me again, especially if I was floating in the middle of the water. 

“Please. I’m sorry. I just want to talk,” he said, raising his hands in innocent surrender. “You can stay there. I’ll stand right here.”

“Vince what? What do you want?” I asked through gritted teeth, glaring at him. 

“I just want to talk, seriously, that’s it,” he said.

“So talk,” I said.

“Your ex came to see me. He offered me money,” he explained.

“Go on.”

“He said that if I told the school that you hit on me when I was still a student, he’d pay me 10 grand,” he admitted.

“And you said…” I urged him to continue.

“I told him to go fuck himself,” Vince stated proudly.

“Okay, so what? Why’re you here?” I asked. “Am I supposed to give you money now?” 

“No, Miss G., I don’t want your money,” Vince said, looking down at his feet. 

“Then what do you want, Vince?” 

“A favor.”

“You’re here, because you think I owe you some sort of favor for not lying?” I asked.

“Nah, I know you don’t owe me shit, but I was hoping you’d help me out,” he said.

“Help you with what?”

“Briggs. He won’t talk to me,” Vince said softly. “He was my best friend before I fucked up. He won’t listen to me. He’ll listen to you.”

“So you came here to see if I’d help you get back in Briggs’ good graces?” I couldn’t believe my ears. This guy sabotaged me on social media and now expected me to help him, bail him out of his spat with his friend. People were fucking ridiculous and so out of touch with reality. I couldn’t believe it. 

“Vince, go home. Figure this one out on your own. You got yourself into this mess. Figure your own way out,” I said, looking back down at my book.

“Yeah… right. Thanks anyway Miss Garrity,” he said, walking away. “I’m real sorry.”

I spent the rest of my night texting Briggs and Leo and watching television. Neither of them could believe that Vince had stopped over. Leo thought it was important that I forgave Vince and try to help Briggs to forgive him too. Briggs, on the other hand, told me to call the cops the next time Vince came anywhere near me or my house. I had a feeling the Briggs and Vince friendship was about as solid as the Megan and Janelle friendship.

Briggs was on “the schedule” for the next day, so I decided to just stay in for the night. Char had plans anyway, probably with her hookup from Lavery’s. Leo’s sister was still in town, and I wouldn’t see him until Saturday. Briggs wouldn’t tell me what our big plans were, but told me to dress comfortably, but bring something sexy. I had no idea what he had in store. I just knew that he was picking me up at 10:00 a.m. and that I wouldn’t be back home until around midnight or 1:00 a.m. The suspense was killing me.
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HEY, IT’S BRIGGS here. Reader, I’m talking to you. Are you listening? Cool, now you’re listening. I hate those fucking books that change narrators, and you never see it coming. I read one of those once, and I was all kinds of fucked up. 

Okay, so I didn’t really read it. I started to, and it sucked. It was a book. I ended up reading the Spark Notes and renting the movie. Fine, I didn’t read the Spark Notes either. Those things are just as long as the God damn book. 

I gotta say, I hate the way this author chick is making me look. She’s making me out to be some dumb asshole. Fuck her. I’m about to graduate from college for Fuck’s sake—from THE Ohio State University—do you know how hard it is to get in there these days? I’m not saying I got in with my high IQ and all that shit. But I am saying that I’m going to finish and graduate with a degree. People didn’t see that shit coming. I’m no fucking moron. 

So, I don’t like to read; who cares? So sue me. I just don’t want to sit around and read books about people doing shit that I should be doing. I want to be the one doing it—not reading about it. What’s wrong with that? I do play a lot of Madden and watch a lot of Duck Dynasty, but that doesn’t make me dumb. Just because Cling sits around and reads doesn’t make him a better guy than me, a better date, or more worthy of Janelle. I’ve got a lot to offer.

Anyway, this is my story, my turn to tell you about my date with Janelle. This is the one opportunity I get to make y’all realize that I’m the one for her. I really am. I’m going to start by saying that she looked as hot as shit. I could’ve fucked her right on her front lawn the second I saw her, but she was talking to Jasper when I pulled up. Man, that dude’s got some bank. He’s one of those guys that just by looking at him, you know he’s got money. I’m going to look like that someday. Soon actually. 

When Janelle got into the car, her shorts rode up on her thighs, and I could hardly concentrate on driving. She’s got the smoothest fucking legs; they feel like, I don’t know, soft. They’re always so shiny too, like she just rubbed lotion or oil on them or something. Well, I was staring so long at her legs and thinking about her thighs that I started to get hard and then swerved and almost hit some douchebag riding a bike. A fucking bike! Get a car, asshole.

“Briggs, are you okay?” she asked me. 

I was so embarrassed by the fact that I almost ran some dick over, I just said, “Yeah, I’m just horny.” Why the fuck would I say that? She just laughed like it was the most normal thing I could say. “Are you excited?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Yeah, but I don’t know where we’re going,” she said, looking over at me with her big green eyes and beautiful smile. 

Fuck, I was getting hard again. You guys don’t get it. This woman, this same woman has been getting me hard for years now. Do you have any idea how many nights I jacked off to her picture in the yearbook? Sometimes when I thought about the fact that she was seeing me, dating me, fucking me, whatever you call it, I had to remind myself that this wasn’t some high school boy fantasy and this was the real deal. I made a pact with myself that I was not going to fuck this up. I am not going to fuck this up. It’s my new mantra. Don’t fuck this up. Don’t fuck this up. Don’t fuck this up. 

“It’s a surprise. You picked the right clothes for it too,” I said, loving what she had on. She was wearing running shorts, tennis shoes, and a tight t-shirt that made her tits look incredible. She had all of her hair back in a ponytail. Janelle looked good enough to eat, and I planned to do just that. A couple times today. I love the whole athletic girl look. Chicks try so hard to look hot and sexy, but they’re really just the most fucking fuckable when they’re themselves. 

Just as I was about to get on the highway, my phone rang. I looked down. It was a call I needed to take, but one I necessarily didn’t want to take with Janelle in the car. I let it go to voicemail as my hands gripped the steering wheel harder, turning my knuckles white as I did so. Then, my phone alerted me to a text message and to another. 

“Aren’t you going to get that? Someone, other than me, obviously wants you,” she smiled teasingly at me. 

I looked at the messages, slowing down considerably. After reading the third one that came in, I said, “Sorry, we’ve got to detour.” I didn’t want to get Janelle into my personal shit, but I had to handle some stuff. 

I made an illegal U-turn, speeding up after the turn. “Briggs? What’s going on? Where are we going?” she asked, sitting up, looking around.

“To my house… I’ve got to take care of something,” I said, feeling the anger overtaking me. I was going to fucking kill my brother. 

We pulled up to my house. My parents were gone, out of town for the Fourth. I knew better than to think I could trust Tate alone for the day. I’d only been gone for 30 minutes. “Wait here,” I instructed, as I got out of the car, leaving it running to let her know that I wouldn’t be long.

I barged into the house and all eyes were on me. “Get the fuck out now!” I screamed, as five thug-ass guys bolted toward the door. Tate had pot and coke laid out on the coffee table with some sort of fucking scale and money everywhere. “Take your money with you!” I belted as I picked it up and threw it out the door. The losers all scrambled to get their money.

“Fuck you, Briggs,” Tate said, coming straight at me. I picked up as much shit as I could off the table and sprinted toward the bathroom, scaling right over the couch. I slammed and locked the door and started flushing everything I could find. 

As Tate was banging on the door, he repeated over and over, “You don’t control me. You can’t control me. I’ll fucking kill you, bro.” The screaming and banging went on the entire time I was shoving shit down the toilet.

Then, it was silent, which stopped me, making me wonder what he was doing. I flushed the last bit of what I’d grabbed and took a few breaths when I heard him say, “Hey Mrs. Flowers.” 

Flowers? 

Feeling my veins turn to ice, I opened the door and stared straight into the faces of Janelle Garrity and Tate Alexander. 

Then Tate continued, “So it is true, you like extra dark meat?” he asked, walking toward her. I could tell at that moment that he wasn’t just dealing, he was on something too. Mother fucker. He walked over to Janelle and circled her like prey, flipping her ponytail, like some jackass son-of-a- bitch. That was all it took.

I was on him in seconds, and his body was against the wall, with his throat in my hand. “Listen here you little fucker, I will fuck you up so badly, you’ll wish you’d never been born.” I threatened.

“Too late,” he gasped. “Way too late.”

“Briggs! Let him go,” Janelle yelled. “Let him go… RIGHT now!” I looked over at her. Her eyes were watery and pleading with me. I couldn’t resist her, couldn’t deny her anything. Releasing my grip on him, Tate shoved me back. 

I grabbed him again, but Janelle moved my hand. “Stop honey, don’t,” was all she said. I stepped back, letting him have room.

“Why the fuck did you bust in here?” Tate asked, glaring at me. “I just lost two grand, thanks to you.” 

“Tate, are you fucking serious?” I asked, not knowing the kid in front of me. What happened to that little kid that I used to play football with, the one who looked up to me, drew pictures of me? “If you need money, then you know—”

“I know; I know. Just ask big brother Briggs,” he said. “He’ll take care of it. He’s so great. He’ll fix it all. Well fuck that shit.”

“What the Hell is that supposed to me?” I asked, walking toward him. 

Then, Janelle came between us and said, “Briggs, will you please wait for me in the car. Tate, sit down on the couch.” Janelle placed her hand on my chest, her eyes pleading with me. “Please. Both of you… please!” I looked at Janelle, then at Tate. He shrugged and slumped down on the couch, putting his feet up on the coffee table, kicking his scale and pipe as he did so. 

“Janelle, I don’t think—”

“Doesn’t matter… go!” she instructed, pointing toward the door. 

After 30 minutes of Janelle being alone in my house with Tate, I started to get worried when I saw the door open. They both came out with smiles on their faces. Tate hugged Janelle. Then, she waved at him as she started back down the steps toward me. Tate watched her leave, staring at her every move. I wanted to walk right up there and pummel his face, but knew that she’d be pissed if I did. 

“What’d you say to him?” I asked, following her back to the car. 

“Not much. We just talked,” she said, getting in and buckling her seatbelt. “He’s a good kid.”

Tate Alexander was not a good kid. Everyone knew that. I knew that. My parents knew that; every teacher in the school knew that. When I told her so, Janelle smiled sadly at me, nodded, and said, “I think that’s the problem, Briggs.”

Man, was she good. Janelle Garrity was a bleeding-heart teacher through and through. If anyone could get through to Tate, it would be her. “So…? Are you really not going to tell me anything that went on in there?” I asked, probing her for answers. 

“There’s nothing really to tell. He’s a lost teenage boy, who’s very jealous of his superstar brother,” she said, looking at me intently. “This one’s a piece of cake—nothing I can’t handle.” 

“Janelle, I—”

“It’s fine Briggs. We’ve all got our shit,” she said, grabbing my hand. “Tate is going to be okay. I can guarantee that.” I squeezed her hand and kissed it. She was extraordinary. Here, I just wanted to beat the thug right out of him. Janelle planned on loving the thug out of him. We’d make a perfect pair. We fit together perfectly. 
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“WELL, WE’VE BEEN driving down 71 South for a while now,” she said, scooting closer to me. She smelled un-fucking-believable. “Are we going to Columbus?” 

“You’ll see,” I said, putting my arm around her, holding her closer to me. I never understood why guys want SUVs. They’re probably making up for small things in other places. I’m just saying, you never see black guys with SUVs. Our cars don’t need to be huge machines. We’ve got huge machines in other places. Plus, with a big SUV, you can’t hold your lady close while you drive. Couldn’t touch her; rub your hands up and down her bare arms. 

Shit. 

Getting hard again. 

I used to have a whole fucking lot of self-control. But with Janelle, she turned me into a pussy. 

As we pulled own Lane Avenue and passed a local bar, Janelle was on the edge of her seat, pointing things out to me. “Oh my God, I almost got arrested right there, but Char persuaded the cop to let us go,” she said, explaining how she got busted for underage drinking in the parking lot of the stadium. I didn’t ask what Char’s method of persuasion was. I’d been around Char enough to figure that one out on my own. 

When we entered the parking lot of the Woody Hayes Center, , Janelle looked at me incredulously, and said, “This really isn’t open to the public, Briggs.” The Buckeye football team practiced indoors at the Woody Hayes Center, and it was pretty much a sports shrine to all OSU football players.

“Let’s just say, I have some connections,” I said, before walking around to open the door for her. I do that shit. My mama would bitch-slap me if I didn’t open doors and shit like that for chicks… for girls. She’d slap me for calling girls, “chicks” too. 

I showed Janelle all around the Woody Hayes Center. She was as impressed with me and my connections as she was with the entire place. I felt like King of the World—or just of Columbus. Then after the tour, I said, “Okay Babe, let’s get sweaty.” 

Looking around and giggling, she said, “Here? Now?”

Laughing, I said, “I love how you think, Nelle, but we’re working out… like legit.” 

“What? We came to Columbus to exercise?” she asked, her face full of shocked disgust and disappointment.

“Well, it’s like this, one of the best dates we’ve had yet, started with yoga, because ‘you said so.’ This time, I say so,” I argued, pulling her close to me, looking into her green eyes. I knew that women loved my eyes. I could pretty much get what I wanted from a woman with my eyes. But Janelle had no idea how sexy and tempting her green eyes were.

“But we’ll get all gross,” she whined.

“Nothing those showers can’t cure… those big, empty showers,” I said, raising my eyebrows, then winking at her.

I’ve got to say—it was the worst, mother-fucking, most awful workout I’ve ever done. Usually when I work those machines and push my body to the limit, I feel great the entire time. This was the worst plan I’d ever had. It was hard to do the leg machines, sit-up incline, and abs machines with a fucking woody the whole time. Watching Janelle’s leg muscles as she spread her legs, pushing the machines in and out, caused so much pain and strain between my legs, I could’ve done her right there in the workout facility, not caring who the fuck watched. Then, when she laid down, using her arms and chest to lift the weights, her tits looked so God damn perky and hot. I physically could not take one more torturous second.

“Let’s go; we need to shower,” I commanded.

“I need to do one more rep, or I’m going to be uneven,” she countered.

“You’re fine,” I said, throwing her entire body over my shoulder as I carried her to the showers, while she squealed and beat on my back. 

Looking around and double-checking that nobody was around, I started the water. I stripped out of my clothes faster than I’ve ever undressed before. I grabbed a condom out of my wallet and put it on quicker than I’ve ever coated up my cock before. (By the way, you can wear condoms in showers and pools. Googled the fuck out of that shit before.)

Then, I pulled her into the water, fully clothed, peeling each layer of her dripping wet clothes off, slowly, enjoying the unwrapping of the sexiest woman I’d ever seen. 

Janelle kept trying to not get her hair wet, but I couldn’t stop myself from pushing her back into the water. Fuck, the look of the water streaming down her face and body, dripping tantalizingly over her shoulders and chest, just begging to be licked, made me strain in agony. I had to have her right then. I lifted her up as she wrapped her legs around my waist. I pinned her against the wall. I knew we didn’t have a lot of time before we needed to leave, but quite frankly, I didn’t need much time. I’d wanted her since the second she got into my car. 

Knowing I’d get her even hotter, I whispered in her ear, “You’re so fucking hot. Do you know how many men wish they were me right now?” 

“Oh God Briggs, does… does… the whole team shower in here,” she asked between breathy pants.

Confused, I just nodded and bent my knees, so she could sink further into me.

“Mmm,” she moaned, “so… every single one of them gets naked in here and showers after practices?”

Understanding, I thrust into her even more, “Yes they do, baby,” I whispered in her ear as her nails dug into my back, sending pain and pleasure right to my dick. “Every one of them.”

“Who Briggs? Name them!” she cried, desperately and savagely. 

Holding her against the wall with her soaking wet tits pressed against my chest, I pounded into her. With each trust, I growled a name of a player as she screamed my name, only my name, louder and louder. It was fucking incredible. She was on fire. Not only had she taught me everything I knew, but she also unleashed a goddess within herself. A gorgeous, sexually-charged goddess.

I knew her and her body. I understood how her body and mind worked and, thank God, I knew what it needed. Janelle was becoming an extension of me; if she wasn’t ready and turned on, then I wasn’t ready. My pleasure relied on her pleasure. I’d never known before how God damn incredible it was to watch a woman climax, to feel her body give totally into her own pleasure. But I did now, and I was certainly never going back.

 

[image: ]

 

IT WAS TOUGH convincing Janelle that she looked good enough to go out. Sometimes, I forgot how girly this woman could be. She was paranoid, believing that since she didn’t have more makeup, a blow dryer, and some straight thing for her hair that she couldn’t go out. She was wrong. Janelle did some braid shit to hair, wiped the smeared makeup off with a paper towel, and put on the sexy dress she brought, and she was smoking hot. Real smoking hot. Janelle knew she was good-looking and sexy. She was confident enough to know that, but what she didn’t know was that she didn’t have to try, didn’t have to work at it—at all. The woman didn’t have to do a damn thing to herself. I liked that. 

Janelle refused to go to one of the upscale restaurants I suggested in German Village. She was set on a sub shop on campus. “Briggs, you’ve never had the hot turkey sub there?” 

“I’ve never even heard of it,” I argued. “Don’t you want wine and steak?” 

“No! Hot. Turkey. Sub,” she stated with finality. “I swore that the next time I was in Columbus, I was getting one.” 

We got takeout from the sub shop. Janelle and I ate subs and drank pop on the rundown, outdoor deck of the sub shop. She was 100% right. The sandwich was incredible. I couldn’t believe I’d never tried it before—or heard of it. 

“Briggs, can I ask you something?” 

“Shoot.”

“Do you… ummm… think I’m slutty for what we did back there?” she asked, her face full of shame and remorse.

“Uhhh, fuck no! I think you’re hot as shit.”

“But, what you were saying… what we did… how we did it… don’t you think that—” 

“Janelle, stop! All I think is that I’m the luckiest guy in the world. I’m lucky that I found a woman who’s in charge of her own life and defining her sexuality by her own terms—getting exactly what she wants and how she wants it.”

Janelle started laughing her ass off. Pop came out her nose, spraying it everywhere—all over her sandwich and chips. “What the fuck? What’s so damn funny?” I asked.

“You! You’re smart. You’re smart and articulate, and sometimes, it shocks me. I’m sorry, but it does. I thought for sure that you were going to stop at ‘you’re hot as shit,’ but you kept going and… and… and just made me want you all over again.” Janelle wiped her face with her napkin and continued, “You never cease to amaze me, Briggs Alexander.”

We weren’t there much longer when a group of college kids came up, asking for my autograph. I ain’t going to lie; I eat that shit up. But, I didn’t want it to take away from my time with Janelle. I signed a few t-shirts and a notebook. Then when some sexy little number asked me to take a picture with her, I just shook my head and went back to the table.

“Briggs, you could’ve taken your picture with her,” Janelle said when I got back to the table. “I know that you’re the king shit around here. I wouldn’t have been mad.” 

“Nah, no need. She’d just post it all over Twitter and Instagram, and the rumors would start flying all over again,” I explained, as I grabbed our empty cups to go back in and get refills on our drinks. 

When I got back to the table, Janelle was staring off, obviously thinking pretty deeply about some shit. “What are you thinking about, now?” I asked, putting our full cups down and grabbing the second half of my new favorite sandwich. God, this shit was good. 

“You’re a celebrity around here. You need to play the game, Briggs,” she said. “You can’t let me stop you from furthering your name.” I started to interrupt her, but she cut me back off. “I’m serious. Briggs Alexander the ESPN star and Briggs Alexander the guy I’m dating are two different people. You have to play the part.” 

Janelle was being serious. She was incredible. Most women would’ve been jealous and territorial. Janelle could separate my professional life and personal life—even though it directly affected her. 

I wanted to take Janelle to my favorite bar on campus, turned out it was her favorite bar when she lived on campus too. I liked the bar, because there wasn’t a lot of loud music and drunk-ass losers falling all over the place. Usually, there was a DJ playing quiet alternative rock. You could sit and drink outside or sit inside. They had a few pool tables and a lot of open seating. 

Janelle said that she and Char liked it, because the bartenders always gave them free drinks. Fuck, I bet she ain’t never paid jackshit for a drink. She and Char together were dangerous. Thinking about those two in college still shocked me that she’d only slept with four people. If I would’ve known her in college, I would’ve died trying to get into her pants. 

After a few beers, I started feeling pretty good, pretty confident. I told Janelle that I had something for her in the car and that I’d be right back. I ran out to the car and got my guitar out of the trunk. I hadn’t played in a long time, but lately, I’d been wanting to start back up. I’m telling you, she was turning into me into a Nancy. I walked to the DJ stand and asked if I could have a microphone. He looked at me like I was fucking nuts, but then the manager came running over and told him that I could have whatever I wanted. Man, ESPN is the shit. A dude could get used to this.

Taking the microphone, I tapped it a few times until everyone was looking at me. Then some drunk dude yelled, “Hey that’s Briggs Alexandria.” Janelle looked up at me with a questioning look.

Some other guy corrected him and said, “It’s Alexander, you asshole.” 

I cleared my throat and said, “Hey dudes, I’m going to play this guitar and sing a little something here tonight.” The crowd went crazy. Janelle’s eyes widened. “I wanted to play something special for someone special here tonight.” Everyone started looking around, looking for whomever I was talking about. “Janelle Garrity, give them a wave.” She looked mortified, but proud at the same time. Janelle gave the audience a modest and embarrassed shake of the hand.

Now, I just needed to be able to pull this off. I’d never really sung and played for an audience before. I knew I needed to get them on my side, cheering for me, before I even started. Otherwise, I’d crash and burn like Goose and Maverick. 

“I went through her car and I-pod looking for music that she liked, but holy shit. Do you know what this girl has in her car and on her I-pod?” I asked, waiting for someone to respond. 

“What?” came the crowd, totally shocking me. I wasn’t even sure anyone would actually answer. Shit, I could eat this crap up.

“Air Supply,” I stated. The crowd roared with laughter. Some people looked at each other, not knowing who the fuck I was talking about, as they shouldn’t. Fucking Air Supply was around in the early damn 80s. 

“I’d never heard of them, this Air Supply, so I went home and YouTubed them,” I admitted, shaking my head. “You know what I found? They all fucking look like Richard Simmons and sing the saddest shit,” I said, making more people laugh. I had to admit. I could get into this attention. 

“So after I listened to the entire album a few times… Yes… a few times. Hey don’t judge. They really get you,” I said, pounding on my chest, indicating my heart. 

I winked at Janelle, and the girls in the crowd all groaned, making me smile. Holy fuck, this was such a high. “Anyway, I decided against Air Supply, thinking I’d like to keep my dick in place, and went with this song instead.” I turned my head only to Janelle and said, “It was the only one on your entire I-pod that I recognized… This girl needs a music makeover,” I joked. The crowd roared names of bands and artists that she should listen to. 

“Baby, if we’re gonna to be kicking this shit further, then I’m gonna need some hard core rap rolling in your car,” I said, gyrating my hips. The crowd went wild. She just shook her head, laughing .

“And, to be honest, I also knew that I could sing this one… and play it.” The crowd screamed and whistled, clapping like fans for a rock star. Pictures were being snapped left and right. I felt pretty damn cool—like a fucking rock star. 

“So bear with me, if I fuck it up,” I said as I began to strum the first few chords of Mr. Big’s “To Be With You.” A few people recognized the song right away and started cheering. I ended up singing the entire song twice, with the crowd singing along and videotaping my serenade to Janelle. She just sat glued to her seat, smiling and wiping her eyes. Janelle was a crier, a happy and sad crier. There were so many things I loved about her. Fuck, for the first time ever in my life, I was falling in love. 

Before I left the stage, I grabbed my guitar, and said into the microphone, “Janelle, I am the one who wants to be with you.” The crowd went nuts. Two guys grabbed her and brought her to the stage. I took her in my arms and kissed her, as flashes went off all around us. I picked her up and carried her and my guitar off the stage. 

The rest of the night, there was a crowd of people around us. Our night of romance was now everyone else’s business. I felt guilty, because I’d brought it on myself. Janelle didn’t seem pissed though. She just smiled at me and let me bask in the limelight. And like I said, we didn’t have to buy one damn drink. The place was packed, and we were the center of attention. 

I kept her close to me, with my hand on her thigh or my arm around her shoulder the rest of the night. I didn’t want her to think that anything was really going to take my attention from her. She was the reason I was there. She was the reason I wanted to be there. She was the reason for the entire night. None of these people mattered if Janelle Garrity wasn’t right next to me.

Before we left the bar and started our drive back up north, Janelle went to the bathroom. She was gone quite a while, which made me start to worry. I went to the entryway of the bathroom. Finally, she emerged with the rest of her make up smeared, wiping her eyes. “What’s wrong? What happened?” I asked, worried. 

Janelle had just left the table happy and came back out of the bathroom in tears. She only shook her head, and walked right past me. Now, I’m not some expert on chicks, but teary eyes and a head-shaking “No” meant that something was definitely up. Something big. 

Janelle was quiet most of the drive home. We hit Mansfield, the half-way point, and she was still staring out the window into the darkness. I’d tried talking to her, but she “uh huhhhed” and nodded whenever I said anything. I pulled off and bought us each a milkshake, remembering that girls love ice cream when they’re down. She took a few sips, then the cup just sat on the counsel getting warm and milky. Man, something happened in that bathroom. She was nearly giddy all night long until she went to the bathroom. Fuck that bathroom. I wondered if she got a text from Cling, something that hurt her, broke her heart. I’d fuck him up. I swear to God. 

When I pulled into the driveway, she unbuckled her seatbelt and immediately started getting out of the car, even before I turned the engine off. Then, as I was about to take the keys from the ignition, she said, “Thanks B, I had fun today.” And got out of the car.

B? When did she start calling me “B?” That’s it! Holy shit. I will burn that bathroom down. Son-of-a-bitch. 

I got out of the car and caught up to her as she unlocked the door to the pool house. “Whoa, slow down Babe, you have to tell me what’s wrong—”

“Briggs, nothing. It’s all good… I’m just tired. I’m not used to all that exercise,” she explained. 

This was not good at all. She never said, “It’s all good.” That’s what people fucking say when it’s all bad. That much I do know.

“Janelle… please,” I grabbed her hand, as she pulled it away, slowly, not angrily. But she definitely pulled it away—out of my grasp.

“It’s been a long day,” she said as she kissed my cheek. Cheek? Shit. “I’ll talk to you soon, Briggs. Goodnight.” And that was it. 

Janelle walked in the door and closed it behind her. What the fuck did I do? I stood on her porch and recapped the day. 1. Tate. She seemed like she was in her element “fixing” him. It couldn’t have pissed her off 12 hours later. 2. Working out. That was fun. It was sexy. She was sexy. We both obviously enjoyed ourselves. 3. Sub shop. It was so good. I wish I had another one. Focus. People took pictures. I signed autographs. Janelle was completely fine with it. At least that’s what she said. 4. Bar. She loved the song. We kissed a lot after the song. She held my hand, rubbed my neck, and seemed like she was totally into it—into me. 5. Bathroom. Janelle went to the bathroom. 6. After the bathroom. Janelle was upset, crying, and quiet. Something fucking happened in that bathroom. What could happen in a bathroom? Fuck that bathroom.

I decided against sleeping at my apartment. I figured that I better go check on Tate. I should’ve been sleeping there all week while my parents were out of town. I knew better than to leave that dickhead alone all week. He’s constantly screwing up his life. Tate’s just so thickheaded. I was never that stubborn. Shit, I should’ve stayed at home this summer. Why would I sublet an apartment if I was only going to be home for three months? That was stupid. I have one last quarter at Ohio State. I’ll be out on my own soon enough. The ESPN signing bonus was so incredible though. I couldn’t stop myself from blowing a lot of it. The car. New clothes. Giant-ass TV. I wanted my own place—even if was only for the summer. Dumbass. I should’ve stayed home and worked on Tate, kept on his ass until he started making the right choices. The kid’s got talent, charisma, and athleticism. More than I ever had. Since I couldn’t figure out what the shit was going on with Janelle, I was going to get to the bottom of Tate and why he constantly chose to fuck up his own life. 
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I WOKE UP early, feeling like a total jitbag for bailing on Briggs. My legs and arms were sore from working out, but I decided to revel in the feeling of progress. I ran three very slow, embarrassingly slow, miles. Then, I came back and swam a few laps, hoping to clear my mind and figure out what in the world I was going to do with my life. When I got back in from the pool, I had seven texts.

 

LEO: Sorry Janelle. Have to cancel today. See you tomorrow. Pick you up around 12:00. 

 

CHAR: What the FUCK! Just talked to Briggs! I’m on my way over. Bitch gonna kick ur ass. 

 

JOCELYN: Briggs’ song to you is plastered all over everything. He is so hot. Who’s it gonna be?

 

BRIGGS: Whatever I did yesterday, I’m sorry.

 

BRIGGS: Can I see you today? I know its Clings day, but need to see you.

 

BRIGGS: Babe cant think about anything but u

 

I responded to each of them.

 

JANELLE: No problem, see you tomorrow. Everything okay? (To Leo)

 

JANELLE: Don’t come over. I’m fine. Talk later? (To Char)

 

JANELLE: Fuck if I know! FUUUUCCCCKKK!!! (To Jocelyn)

 

JANELLE: We’re good Briggs. We’ll talk soon. (To Briggs obviously) 

 

I sat down to watch TV for a while, not knowing what I was going to do with my day since Leo cancelled on me, when there was a crazed, incessant knocking at my door. Lately, everyone had been barging in, so I didn’t know who could possibly be respectful and courteous enough to actually use proper unannounced drop-in etiquette, like knocking. Was there actually etiquette for someone who came by uninvited?

Opening the door, I was surprised and pleased to see Sarah. Sarah’s the best. Despite being a former student, she and I’d become rather close. I enjoyed her company, but mostly, I enjoyed her evolution. She was more evolved than anyone I’d ever met. Sarah was insightful, wise, and clearly more in touch with reality than the rest of the people I normally surrounded myself with. I hugged her immediately, telling her that she was just the remedy for my suck-assy day. Basically, Sarah was a sight for sore eyes. 

“I’m glad you’re happy to see me,” she confessed, “because I need help. Advice. Anything. I’m freaking the fuck out.” Okay, now this wasn’t her typical demeanor. Sarah was being so girly. 

“What’s going on? Sit down,” I said, directing her to the chair. 

“Can’t sit. Losing my mind here,” she said, pacing back and forth.

“What? You’re killing me,” I pleaded. “Tell me.”

“Vivian!” she said, referring to her ex-girlfriend, the love of her life, the girl who shattered her heart.

“Okay. Vivian. What about her?” I asked.

“She’s here. In town. She just called me. She’s staying at the Super 8 Motel,” she explained. “Evidently, she’s staying in town until I agree to see her… to talk to her.”

“That doesn’t seem so bad,” I claimed.

“It is! It’s bad. Real bad,” she cried.

“But why? Maybe she came to her senses… maybe she wants—”

“Me! What if she wants me?” she sat, slumping in the chair, covering her face with her hands.

“Well, that’d be good, right?” I asked. Vivian and Sarah broke up, because Vivian was too terrified to come out to her parents, to let the world know about their relationship. 

“I thought… but I don’t know,” she said. “I finally went out with Melissa, Jasper’s executive assistant.” I remembered that Jasper had wanted to fix Sarah up with Melissa. Sarah also worked for Jasper, but in a completely different division than Melissa. So according to Jasper, he was not breaking his own rule of “No Fraternizing Between Employees.” 

“Okay—” I urged her to go on.

“Well, we went out. A lot. I like her. I really like her,” she said.

“That’s good. Just be honest with Vivian—”

“I can’t be honest with Vivian… I can’t… because… because… I’m still in love with her,” Sarah admitted. 

And there you have it ladies and gentlemen. The proverbial love triangle strikes again. I thought that gay relationships were above the ridiculousness of straight relationships and all the turmoil that came with opposite sex love affairs. Guess I was wrong. Sarah was torn between Vivian and Melissa. I was torn between Briggs and Leo. And society had a problem with all of it. Fuckers. Racist, homophobic, closed-minded fuckers. 
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“HERE’S WHAT WE’RE going to do,” Char instructed. “Call Vivian, tell her to meet you at Open Minds tonight. We’ll all go.” Char loved being in charge, figuring everyone else’s life out, especially if it meant she was going to get to go out. 

Open Minds was the hippest gay bar in Cleveland. Char’d been dying to do something “gay” since I hooked up (a little) with Sarah. I knew she loved this excuse to go to Open Minds to open her mind and probably other things too, knowing her. The girl was crazy. Next month, she’d be begging to go to Liberal Liaisons, supposedly Cleveland’s only swingers’ club. Everyone should have a Char in her life, but you can’t take mine.

“But what if—”

“No. No. You’re not talking. You’re doing,” Char said, handing Sarah her iPhone from the coffee table.

“Now you… you’re going to tell Briggs about those bitches in the bathroom,” she commanded. “That was just fucking stupid to keep it from him—especially after he sang to you—sang!” 

“Yeah Janelle, that was stupid. Why didn’t you just tell him then?” Sarah asked. I was surprised that Sarah was defending Briggs, trying to get me to talk to him, confide in him. Sarah was clearly and permanently on Leo’s side. 

Reflecting back on it now, maybe I had screwed up. Why was life like that? Things always seemed murky and gray, but once you stepped back and truly looked at life, things became so much clearer, crystal clear actually. 

First of all, I should’ve told those cunt-rocks to fuck the fuck off, walked out of the bathroom, and relayed the entire story to Briggs, not leaving him in the dark. But I didn’t, I did what I did, and now my girls were pissed at me for it. Shocker there, they were always pissed when I made my own fucked up decisions. I guess I need to start shedding some light on what happened in that fucked up bathroom. 

I’d gone into the bathroom after having truly the best date I’d ever had in my life. Hands down, nothing had ever compared to my day and night with Briggs. It was perfection without being ostentatious and over the top. Briggs thought about what we’d like—not what a typical date should be. I liked that. I liked him. I more than liked him. 

When he sang to me, I knew for certain that I more than “more than liked” him. (You can take the teacher out of the high school, but you can’t take the “high school” out of the teacher.) My heart fluttered as he sang. I watched him strum the guitar and never realized how turned on I could be by watching someone finger the strings of an instrument. Sexually, I wanted him. Emotionally, I had to have him. I’d always liked that Mr. Big song, but once Briggs started singing “To Be With You,” it was like I was hearing the lyrics for the first time. Briggs was publicly pleading with me to choose him. When I kissed him on stage, I knew then that I could kiss those same lips for the rest of my life. Honestly, I didn’t think about Leo much throughout the day. 

When it was time to leave, I knew I wouldn’t last long without pouncing on him in the car—if we even made it to the car. I was “wearing my horns” as Char used to say. I decided to go to the bathroom to freshen up and get ready for round two for the day. I went to the restroom and when I came out of my stall, three college-aged girls were standing in front of the sink, blocking me from washing my hands. 

“Excuse me,” I said, trying to squeeze between them.

One of the girls moved closer to me, cutting me off, preventing me from getting to the sink. I realized then that their tactics were intentional and their behavior was for my benefit and my benefit only. 

I tried to conjure my “inner Char” and figure out what she’d do. I looked directly at the girl blocking me, puffed out my chest, and said, “May I please get to the sink to wash my hands?” Okay, so I was no Char. But didn’t everyone always say you should “kill them with kindness?”

“Awww fuck this,” one of the girls said. “Little white girl’s gonna be all polite and shit.”

The other girl said, “Bitch’s so puny, no meat on her,” and she actually poked my stomach. I tried to dodge her hand, but she still shoved her Lee Press-on fake nail into my ribs. 

I decided to just use the hand sanitizer I had in my purse, giving up on actually washing my hands. I knew when to pick my fights, and this was certainly not one I was going to come close to winning. I started to walk to the door, when the third girl stood right in front of me. 

“Who do you think you are walking away from us?” she asked. “Ya think you’re too good for us? Well, I got news for you, princess. You’re not woman enough for Briggs Alexander.”

“Yeah bitch, he’s gonna get sick of the little white girl and come back to where he belongs,” the first girl said, turning away from me and looking into the mirror. “And believe me, we’ll welcome him back in every way we can. We’ll all three welcome him. Because one skinny little white girl is certainly not gonna do it.” They all looked at me in disgust, focusing on the tears running down my cheeks.

“Oh look Lana, princess thought she had the fairy tale,” she said, laughing.

Lana (apparently) said, “Go find your white horse and your white prince, and stay the fuck out of our world. We got no room for you here.” All three of them high-fived as I walked out trying to hide the tears that were soaking my face. Briggs saw them anyway.

Maybe I’m naïve. Maybe I’m sheltered and guarded, but I didn’t think people cared about that stuff anymore. Who cared if I was white and Briggs was black? Weren’t we over all that racist bullshit? Wasn’t this the 21st century? Didn’t we as a society have more important things to worry about? 

When I mentioned all of this to Sarah and Char, they just laughed at me—not much differently than the girls in the bathroom did. Apparently, I’ve been living under a rose-colored rock, pretending that it rained rainbows, fairies, and Osborne unicorns. 

Sarah still had people who wouldn’t accept her, because she was gay. And now, now, I had to deal with people who refused to believe that white people and black people should be together. Char was right. We needed a girls’ night out. Badly. Open Minds was the perfect, per-fucked place for us.
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“ALRIGHT BITCH, WHAT are you doing?” Char asked.

I looked at her, smiled, and said, “Shots,” as I licked the strange guy’s neck, poured salt on his neck, and placed the lemon in his mouth. 

Char looked between the two of us, and then replied, “No, you’re not.” Then she licked his neck, did the shot, and sucked the lemon right out of his mouth. She looked at him and said, “Char. What’s your name?”

“Jenny,” she said smiling and winking at us. Holy fuck. He was a girl. Char smiled and pulled me away. I loved this place, so did she. Open Minds was definitely going to be our new favorite hang out. Jenny. That’s great. 

“Listen up. Focus.” Char instructed. “Are you focused?”

I nodded. Granted, I was focusing on both of the Chars standing in front of me, but I focused nonetheless. Getting drunk sure cured a lot of my problems. I should probably drink more often. I should consider making a reservation at the nearest AA meeting. Do they take reservations? I definitely want a seat closest to the cookies and juice. 

“Briggs is here,” she said.

“YAY! Where?” I could definitely use a little Briggs action right about now. 

And some cookies. 

Yes! Cookies and Briggs. 

Brookies. Oh yum.

“As much as I love how much your face just lit up, you should also know that Leo is here too.” 

Trying desperately to sober up, I said, “What? How?” I definitely needed to stop drinking. Alcohol surely wasn’t worth it. Cookies were worth it though. Chocolate chip cookies. Ohhh peanut butter cookies with chocolate chips in them.

Char shook my shoulders, forcing me to concentrate. “Okay that would be my fault. I texted Briggs and told him that a horny, drunk Janelle was looking way hot tonight,” she confessed. 

“I love that about you. You never wait around for me to pull my shit together. You always do it for me. You’re my own private shit compactor. Ewww… grossy… no… not a shit compactor.” I slurred, closing my eyes. 

Char continued, holding my face to keep me focused. “Well, apparently, Sarah had the same idea… but she texted Leo.” 

I looked around and started for the exit, but Char grabbed my arm. “You’re not going anywhere. There’s nowhere to go. I drove.” 

Shit. 

“Please just tell me that you have some cookies,” I begged. Char shook her head, confused and annoyed, and began leading the way to my cookie-less doom. “If you were any kind of friend, you’d have cookies for me, right now.” 

This was just perfect. Whenever Leo and Briggs were together, things got complicated. Complicateder—not a word—but I didn’t give two cookie fucks. I knew this was not going to go well. So yeah, complicateder than ever before.

I walked over to where everyone was standing, and tapped Briggs and Leo on the shoulders. Briggs wasted no time turning me around and embracing me. As he hugged me, he lifted me up, hiking my dress up in back. I could feel the air on my ass, not caring who saw or who cared. Briggs smelled so good—but not like cookies. 

Immediately, Leo pulled my dress back down and said, “Enough Alexander, this is not your night.”

Not letting me go, Briggs said, “You’re the dumb fuck who cancelled today. She’s free game.” Then, Briggs leaned down and kissed me softly on my lips. “Let’s dance.” But he does taste as good as cookies. 

Briggs led me to the dance floor just as the DJ started playing some hot rap song. Alcohol and rap were my biggest aphrodisiacs—even though I never knew or recognized any of the rap artists. Couple them with two hot guys, and I was pretty damn good to go. Briggs turned me around, facing me outward as he pulled me back against him. He wrapped his arms around me, nuzzling my neck and ears. My entire body was turning to Jello and heating up simultaneously. The music was getting to me. The lyrics were working their erotic magic, not to mention the eroticism that was up against me. I reached behind me, between us, to ensure that we were both feeling these incredible sensations. 

Getting into the music, I had my eyes closed as Briggs controlled our movements, grinding us together on the dance floor. I opened my eyes when I felt something cold on my lips. Surprised to see him in front of me, Leo offered me a chilled bottle of beer. I licked my lips and opened my mouth slightly as he held the bottle and allowed me to sip the beer. Leo watched me, not moving, not reacting to Briggs’ arms around me. Leo gave me another drink, and then took the beer and downed it in one long, drawn-out slug, never taking his eyes from mine. 

Leo moved in close to me, so close that I was pinned between both of them. Wondering where this could go, where it was going to go, I began to place my arms around his neck, when Leo leaned in and whispered, “I have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Leo kissed me softly on the lips with Briggs’ hands on my hips. Then, Leo left, leaving me… leaving me… incredibly sad. 

Briggs and I spent the rest of the night on the dance floor. The man could move, and could move well. No wonder he’d hooked up so much in college. It was impossible to be up against him, grinding with him, holding onto him, and not want to fuck the living daylights out of him. Twice now, he and I’d been on a dance floor, and I could barely keep myself from publicly mounting him. I was beginning to think I had some exhibitionist tendencies that I never knew I possessed before. 

Char, Sarah, Vivian, Briggs, and I closed the bar. It was no big surprise when we looked around and realized the lights were on, and people were sweeping and cleaning up. Char and I were no strangers to the phrase “don’t let the door hit you in the ass.” In college, if she wasn’t going home with someone, then she was fighting with someone to find out where the “after hours” party was. 

Char seemed to have an incredible night. Oddly, she was sober and hadn’t hooked up with anyone all night, male or female. I was actually shocked by how many straight men were at the bar. It really was an establishment for open minds, for people who didn’t give two ferocious fucks what anyone else was doing. A few guys approached her, slowly, I assumed trying to get a clearer picture of her sexual preference. But for the first time since I’d known Char, she wasn’t all over someone on the dance floor, making Cinemax look like a Disney film. She just danced with Vivian and Sarah most of the night. When it was obvious that they needed some alone time, Char sat at the bar, chatting up the drag queen bartender. 

Briggs wanted to take me home, but Char refused to let him, claiming that he’d already taken enough of our girls’ night, forgetting that he was only there at her initial request. When she told him that we still had a date with Denny’s, he begged to go along with us. Char again rebuffed his pleas. Char said that “Moons-over-my-Hammies” were a girls-only kind of thing. Briggs just stared at her and shrugged his shoulders. Even though she clearly wanted him gone, it didn’t stop her from shoving me into him to give him “a proper goodbye.” Char stopped at nothing to get her way. Char wanted me with Briggs, and she had no qualms about making that abundantly obvious to anyone around.
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“TELL ME THIS is some foul disgusting joke,” Vivian begged. 

“Nope, so wish it were,” I said, taking a bite out of my sandwich. “It was the first blow job I’d ever given, and he blew it right in my hair. I had a giant cum ball wadded up in my pony tail. Re-fucking-pulsive!”

“No thank you,” Sarah said, glancing over at Vivian, who nodded in agreement.

“Ask Char about her high school fuck buddy,” I prompted. 

“Dude used to come in a cup,” Char stated matter-of-factly, not missing a beat.

“He what?” Sarah asked, eyes wide.

“I don’t know. He’d pull out and finish in a Styrofoam cup,” Char said, shaking her head and shrugging her shoulders. She’d told this story so many times since I’d met her that it didn’t faze her at all anymore. “Used to say that he wanted to make sure it was all in there and not inside me. I never could figure out why a condom wouldn’t prove that. Who knows, maybe he drank it after I left.”

“Ewww.”

“Ohhh.”

“Gross.”

We’d been talking for two hours. It was nearly 5:00 in the morning. I loved Vivian. I wanted to hate her, wanted to kill her in her sleep, and stomp on her vicious friend-hurting heart. But, she was great. How could I have not known that? There was no way that Sarah would fall for someone less than extraordinary. 

Vivian was amazing, and extremely gorgeous. Her jet-black hair was cut short, just brushing her shoulders, in a blunt, all one-length bob. She had that beautiful pale porcelain skin that’s just flawless. Vivian’s eyes were the darkest brown I’d ever seen. She was tall, statuesque, and incredibly fit. No wonder Sarah couldn’t get her out her mind. She was stunning. I couldn’t get her out of my mind. Their contrasts complemented each other. Sarah’s red hair and adorable, petite, daintiness were the perfect fit for Vivian’s breathtaking beauty.

“What’re you thinking about?” Sarah asked.

“How hot it must be for you two to have sex,” I blurted out without giving it a second thought. Char lost it, laughing hysterically.

“Holy fuck, I was just thinking the same thing,” Char said. “Will you guys tape that shit? People would pay some jack for that. We could all retire. I’m wet just thinking about you two going at it.” 

“It is pretty hot,” Vivian said, staring at Sarah, who dropped her head, blushing. 

From what I saw tonight, Jasper’s assistant, Melissa, didn’t stand a chance with Sarah. Sarah’s heart belonged 100% to Vivian. Sarah was the sole owner of Vivian’s heart and respect too. Now, they both just needed to get their damn heads out of their asses and get it together. Vivian finally told her parents that she was gay and completely in love with Sarah. 

Vivian’s parents were devastated. Ironically and sadly, they loved Sarah and always invited her to dinner and to weekend getaways when the two of them were “just friends.” Supposedly, it was just fine if she was the “best friend from college,” but the “lesbian lover” was completely off limits and unacceptable. Stupid fuckers.

Vivian’s parents looked at her and told her to decide. It was either Sarah or them. She looked at her mother and father and said, “Duh, that’s a no brainer.” Then, Vivian packed up her shit and now she was trying to figure out what she was going to do in Ohio, praying that Sarah would take her back. 

“Speaking of which, we better get home,” Char said. “The lust in you chicks’ eyes is enough to make me climax.” Vivian and Sarah laughed as I rolled my eyes and punched Char in the arm. “Owww. What the fuck? You should be thanking me. The show you and Briggs were putting on out on the dance floor was enough to make me orgasm in my seat, too. Everyone’s getting some.” 

“I thought you were going to clean up that trash mouth?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.

“I’m trying. You can’t quit that shit cold turkey. I’m easing into it,” she explained. 

“Good luck with that.” I encouraged.

I reached for the crust of Char’s toast, when she grabbed my hand, and said, “When are you going to stop wearing that thing?” 

Looking down at my wedding set, I was actually surprised to see it there. I’d been taking it off and putting it on the bathroom counter a lot lately. Instinctively, after putting lotion on, I often slid the set back on my finger. Old habits die hard.

Char took it off my hand, and said, “I bet the diamond’s not even real—that dumb fucker.” 

“You should tatt up the rest of the finger in flowers and shit… and do your other ring finger too,” Vivian suggested helpfully.

“Oh my God, that’s perfect. Let’s go now!” Char squealed.

“It’s almost 5:00 a.m., there’s no place open around here,” Sarah replied. 

I took the wedding set from Char and placed it carefully in my wallet. “You’re right. I shouldn’t wear this at all anymore… and I think I will do something about the tattoo. But fuck, it hurts like Hell.”

“The tattoo… or taking off the ring?” Sarah asked, seriously.

“Both,” I admitted. 
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HI. I’M LEO. Leo Cling. This is supposed to be my opportunity to convince you all that I’m the one for Janelle. I’m not real certain how I’m going to do that. I don’t know if I should convince you why Janelle shouldn’t be with Briggs Alexander or why she should be with me. I guess the reason that I’m not sure which avenue to pursue is because I don’t have a truly valid reason why Briggs would be so wrong for her. Every time I see them together, she seems happy, seems to be having the time of her life. Briggs is going to be successful; he’s already rich and famous. He could buy and sell me if he wanted to. And he’s obviously into her, like really into her. You can’t see the way he looks at her. I can. Briggs has the same look in his eyes, on his face, that I do. 

I sound like a pussy, don’t I? I probably sound jealous as Hell of him. Truthfully, I am. You didn’t grow up in my hometown. Briggs is a legend where I live. He suffered a horrible injury, a major setback in life, and now look where he’s at. The man’s got drive, ambition, and the charmed touch. I don’t have that kind of luck. Whatever Briggs Alexander wants, Briggs gets. I don’t even know how I got into this mess, this competition, this fight to the death for the woman I lo… 

For the woman I want. 

You caught that, didn’t you? I’m in love with her. I’ve been in love with her since the middle of my senior year. At the time, I was dating Kelsey. I thought I was in love with Kelsey, but after seeing Janelle’s compassion for a fellow student, I knew that my feelings for her were beyond a schoolboy crush, beyond a typical teacher infatuation. I was in love with her. I pushed it out of my mind. She was engaged. I was 18-years-old. Never in a million years did I ever think I’d be where I am right now. I know you probably think it’s ridiculous that I’d agree to this “sharing” of her. But really, I’ve spent over four years dreaming about her, wanting her, and thinking about her. It’s a dream come true—even if I know in my heart that I’m going to wake up soon enough and be pummeled by the reality of my nightmare, the nightmare of giving her up. 

If you could have your dream for even one second, one minute, or one month in my case, wouldn’t you take it? 

I cancelled on Janelle yesterday, because my perfect date for her wasn’t ready. I needed to make sure everything was perfect. Plus, Megan was leaving. I wanted to make sure that I spent the entire day with her too. Then, I wouldn’t have to leave early or bail on Janelle. It kills me to walk away from Janelle. When she was dancing with Briggs, I had to literally tell myself to get in the car and leave. I hated leaving her in his arms, knowing that I’d given him full access to her for the rest of the night. The thought made me, still makes me, want to hurl. 

Pulling into her driveway, I noticed Char’s car was there. She must’ve spent the night, which was surprising since I didn’t think Char had been drinking the night before. I hated seeing Char. I knew she was all about Briggs and Janelle being together. What I couldn’t figure out was what she had against me. Girls don’t typically swoon and fawn all over me, but they don’t loathe me, like she seemed to do. The problem is I don’t know how to win her favor too. I knew the rule, the Spice Girls rule. I had to make her friends like me. Sarah was one of my fans, but she didn’t pull the same type of weight that Char did. Basically, I had two goals: Make Char like me. Make Janelle fall in love with me. I definitely had my work cut out for me. 

Janelle opened the door to the pool house as I walked up, and she threw herself into my arms. “I’ve missed you,” she squealed, before kissing me deeply. My God, how can I ever give this up? You know how you go on a vacation, a long one; you know that feeling when you finally walk back into your house, that feeling of home? You know how you just get flooded with that relief of being back home? That was exactly how Janelle felt to me. I didn’t have a past with her per se, but every time I saw her, every time I wrapped my arms around her, I felt like I was home. 

“I missed you, too,” I said after reluctantly pulling my lips from hers. “Are you ready?” I asked.

“Let’s wait until Char leaves. She’s in the shower. I’d feel bad leaving without saying, ‘goodbye’ to her,” she explained.

“Fine with me,” I agreed, following her into the house. I sat down on the chair, putting my feet up on the ottoman. I watched Janelle walk to the counter to get her bottle of Fuze. “You like those?” I asked.

“Oh my God, I love these,” she said, offering me a drink. “Char got up early and got us drinks. She got Starbucks and stopped at the gas station to get me a Fuze. Do you realize I have the best best friend on the planet?”

“You don’t say,” I said, smiling at her. Taking another drink, I said, “They’re really good. We should pick up a few more of these today.” Janelle put the bottle down on the table and sat down on my lap. I welcomed her happily and eagerly. She began kissing my neck.

“Leo, do we have to leave the pool house, today?” Janelle asked, looking at me seductively and teasingly.

This woman was going to be the death of me. I wrapped my arms around her tighter, pressing her body securely against mine. My lips found hers; our mouths began their familiar exploration. I couldn’t understand how something so new, so different, felt so familiar and natural. 

Just as my hands began to explore my favorite parts of my old high school teacher, the door to the pool house opened, and we heard an, “Ahem.” I knew the house officially belonged to Jasper, but Janelle’s family and friends really needed to learn some privacy protocol. “Sorry to interrupt, but I was walking out to my car, and I saw this out on the front lawn,” he said, handing Janelle a phone. 

“What was Char’s phone doing outside?” Janelle asked. 

“Who knows? My guess is she got sloshed with y’all last night and dropped it in the yard,” Jasper guessed. 

“Actually, Char was the DD last night,” Janelle said, taking it and looking strangely at the phone. “She guards this thing like it’s the hope diamond.” 

Char came out of the bathroom sporting a towel and a big grin. “Nobody said we had company… and what do I guard?” she asked, sitting rather provocatively on the end of the couch. I had to look away. It wasn’t right for me to see her so scantily clad. I’m 100% head over heels in love with Janelle, but I’m also a man. Char was gorgeous and sexy as Hell, but certainly not my type of woman at all. My type of woman was currently wiggling her cute little bottom on my lap, causing me great joy and discomfort all at once. 

“You dropped your phone in the yard,” Janelle said. “I can’t believe you left it there all night. How’d you survive?” 

“Ahhh my phone,” Char squealed, snatching it from Janelle’s hands. “I had it here last night. I must’ve dropped it on the way in carrying our drinks this morning.”

“You went somewhere already this morning?” Jasper inquired, eyeing her suspiciously.

“Yes Jasper, for your nosy information, I did,” she said, sarcastically, sitting down on the couch, putting a pillow over her lap, to my delight. I couldn’t avert my eyes much longer. “I knew your drunkard sister would be hanging this morning, so I stopped and got myself some coffee and your kid sister a refreshing beverage,” she explained.

“By the way—not hanging. I think just knowing that I get to spend the day with Leo helped me wake up happy and healthy this morning,” Janelle said, before nuzzling my neck again. 

“Ewww!” Char said, rolling her eyes.

“T.M.I.” said Jasper, walking to the door. Once he got to the door, Jasper turned around and looked at me, “Hey Cling, I was balancing my personal accounts yesterday. You want to tell me… or tell Janelle… why I’ve written you five different landscaping checks and you haven’t cashed one of them?” he asked, chuckling and walking out the door. 

Char laughed and said, “I’m going to go finish getting ready and take a few of your work outfits, since you won’t need them this summer. I’m running out of ‘proper and professional attire’ to host the weekend open houses.” She started to walk away and said, “If only there was someone I knew who was looking to buy a house—”

“Char! Out!” Janelle yelled, pointing to the back bedroom. 

Once Char closed the bedroom door, and I heard it click, I started kissing Janelle’s collarbone, licking my way up her neck, savoring the taste of this very tempting woman. “Hold it right there, Mister,” Janelle said, pushing me away from her. “Why haven’t you cashed Jasper’s checks?” 

“I’ve been busy,” I said, kissing her shoulder. “With you.” 

“You’ve had plenty of time to run to the bank. Spill” she commanded, crossing her hands over her chest.

“There’s nothing to spill. I like doing work outside. I don’t need his money,” I confessed.

“Leo, I can’t let you do all this work for free. That’s ridiculous,” Janelle said. “You’re young, just starting out. Money’s money.”

“Doll, I really don’t need it. I like doing it. It gives me an excuse to see you,” I said, covering her lips with my finger, hushing her. “No more talking about this,” I declared. I pulled her face toward mine and kissed her, enjoying the taste of her, not realizing how drunk I could get off of her. Janelle Garrity was the only pick-me-up I needed. 

Janelle and I stayed on the chair, kissing for a long long time. I hadn’t kissed someone that long since high school, when all Kelsey would let me do is kiss her until our lips and mouths turned red from constant friction. I remember wanting to either get on with the main course or just go to a movie. The never-ending make out sessions got old fast. 

With Janelle, I could kiss her all day long and never think of wanting to do something else. Okay, I guess I do think about doing more. I was very aware of her other body parts and quite aware of one particular part of my own body that was screaming for recognition and attention. But Char was one room away, and Janelle and I were quite exposed sitting in the open living room. I kept thinking how Alexander wouldn’t care. He’d probably rip her clothes off and do her right on the floor while Char watched. I didn’t have that kind of chutzpah. I didn’t want it either. Some things were meant to be private and intimate. Everything with Janelle was intimate. God, I’m a damn pansy. 

“Let’s go,” I said, starting to lift her from my lap. 

“Go? Now?” she said, looking puzzled and disappointed. I’m not going to lie, that boosted the old ego a bit. Okay, a lot. “Ummm Leo? Don’t you think we should hang out here for a while—until Char leaves? Then we’ll be all alone in this big empty pool house.” 

“Nope. I want to get going,” I said, standing up awkwardly. It’s tough and a little uncomfortable to stand when you’ve been sitting with a beautiful girl grinding into your lap. “We’ll have many other moments today when we’re alone.”
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“YES! WE’RE GOING back to that house in the woods! I love it here,” Janelle said as we pulled down the long tree-covered drive. 

“You do?” I asked, pleased.

“What’s not to love?” she asked rhetorically. “Oh my God, Leo! It’s got a SOLD sign on it. Did you—”

“I signed the paperwork last week. I got the keys yesterday,” I said, feeling proud and excited. “I got to bring Megan and the kids here. They loved it.” I could feel my eyes start tearing up. Janelle reached over the counsel of my SUV, and kissed my cheek.

“So, how’d you decide?” she asked. 

“We’ll talk about that later,” I explained.

Janelle and I went through the house again. I kept apologizing for all the boxes and that nothing was really unpacked. Janelle couldn’t have cared less. She was more enamored with it this time than the last. She was awestruck with all the secret nooks and crannies. “It’s like something out of kids’ book,” she said marveling at all the little passages from room-to-room.

“I thought the same thing. Definitely a setting for a C.S. Lewis book,” I said.

“Exactly,” she said excitedly. 

“I have a surprise for you,” I said, starting to feel nervous. “It’ll be fun though I promise.”

I started to lead her up to the bedroom. “Where are you taking me, young man?” Janelle asked.

“To MY bedroom,” I said, smiling. “But not for that reason.” She pushed her bottom lip out, pouting at me. I laughed and said, “Are you going to bite that lip too, Anastasia?” Janelle laughed and punched me. 

“You’re not even human. You’re certainly no Mr. Grey. Can you even be seduced?” she asked, folding her arms across her chest.

“I just have willpower and self-control,” I lied. She was killing me. I knew that Briggs was always pawing all over her. But I also knew that Marcus never made her feel wanted or desired. I knew that I had to be different—fall somewhere in between—so she could fall for me. 

On the bed, there was a red, pretty conservative, bikini and cover up. “Put that on,” I commanded.

“It’s so cute,” she said, looking at it, checking the size. “How’d you know what size I wore?” she asked. 

“I believe you put your bottoms on my head when we were in your pool,” I explained. “I just checked the size. Then came up with the plan.” 

“Why are we putting on bathing suits? You don’t have a pool or a lake here,” she stated.

“You’ll see,” I said turning my back and walking out onto the bedroom’s deck. “I’ll be out here.” I walked out onto the deck and sent a text.

When she waltzed out onto the deck, my breath caught in my throat. She looked so hot, just stunning in that red suit. I’ve always had a thing for dark haired girls in red, but this was just off the charts. Janelle looked delectable. Fucking delectable? My God, I hope nobody ever really hears my thoughts. I sound like an asshole. Can you imagine if Briggs heard me talk or think like this?

“What do you think?” she asked, spinning around. I knew she liked it; her face was aglow. She was smiling smugly.

“Eh, it’ll do,” I said laughing, pulling her into my arms. “I think it looked better on my bed. You look better on my bed.”

Pulling out of my embrace, angrily, she said, “I’ve never been on your bed. Don’t feed me lines, Leo.”

“I wasn’t. I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

“Gotcha!” she said, giggling. “You were getting a little too cocky. Needed knocked down a few pegs.” 

With that, I grabbed her and kissed her, loving the feel of her bare back on my hands. Her skin was so soft. Everything about her was so soft and feminine. Janelle was the epitome of what every woman should be, or at least aspire to be. She was strong, smart, confident, beautiful, and feminine. Thinking the word feminine too much was making me effeminate. I should down a beer and punch a wall or something. I felt like Chandler from Friends. He was always getting shit for being too girly. I needed to man it up a little more.

I pulled her one leg up around my waist, pinning her against the sliding glass door. She wrapped her other leg around me. I carefully took one hand and pulled down the front of her bathing suit. She was so damn hot, every inch of her. I continued to kiss her as my hands explored her body. I didn’t care that she was getting heavy or that my back was beginning to hurt. Nothing mattered to me at the moment other than pleasing this woman, making sure she knew just how sexy and desirable she truly was. Janelle should want for nothing. She should be granted her every wish and dream. I wanted to be her dream maker. Fuck. I just used the word dream maker. I was losing it man.

I walked over to the old picnic table and laid her down on top of it. She sat up quickly and unsnapped her suit, letting it fall to the side. I reached for her bottoms as she lifted her hips, so I could remove them easily. “Too bad you bothered to get dressed,” I joked, joining her on the picnic table. “By the way, I’m pretty certain this is going to be the best picnic this table has ever seen,” I said, as I started to kiss my way down her chest and stomach. 

Staring down at her naked body, my insides stirred in ways they never have before. It was more than just lust and desire. I wanted her. She’s everything I want for the rest of my life. No woman has ever compared to her. She’s been the epitome of what I want and what I need for all of my adult life.

Picking up her foot, I kissed her ankle, while massaging the arch of her foot. “I like this,” I said, running my tongue along her ankle bracelet. Every part of her is delicate class and femininity. Janelle’s other foot worked its way between my legs stroking my erection. “I like that more.” I grabbed the other foot, removing it from my penis and sucked her toe into my mouth.

“Oh God Leo,” she moaned, as her eyes rolled back into her head. Watching her eyes flutter and her nipples hardened gave me instant pleasure and gratification. I loved that I could do this to her—that I can bit by bit make her come apart and weaken with my touch and tongue. 

Trailing my hands and tongue down her legs, I grabbed her hand and placed it on her mound. “I want to watch what you like,” I begged, pushing the limits. I kissed my way up her stomach and watched as she circled her fingers around the wet folds of the center of her desire. I watched as she sped up and slowed down her movements, stopping a few times to dip inside. When she finished, I almost let go myself at the sight of her teeth biting down on her lip and her hips roll with her hands. She was exquisite. But the best thing of all is the way she said my name as she came.

Groaning, I said, “my turn,” as I sucked her fingers into my mouth. “I think I got this now, but I’ll go slow since you’re probably a little sensitive,” I said, beginning to use my tongue and fingers to mimic the same movements and pressure that she just used on herself. When her breathing increased, I quickened my speed as her hands fisted in my air. 

“Leo—I’m going to—please—” Damn that was fast. Her second orgasm comes fast—much faster than I figured. That’s a bonus.

I sucked her clit harder into my mouth as my fingers dipped further into her. Her legs tightened, raising her ass off the table. Janelle ground her hips into my mouth as she came undone, gripping and quaking on my fingers from within. 

Breathing hard, she pulled my hair until my head was even with hers. Our lips met, I captured her satiated pants of breath, sucking them deep into my mouth. Her air was my air. I wanted to breathe her in, suck her in. Her fingernails traveled down my sides, making me growl with want. 

Janelle’s hand dipped into my shorts, teasing the tip of my penis. “God that feels good,” I whispered into her ear. Her hand went further into my boxers, gripping me completely. I gritted my teeth, took a step back, and maneuvered her hand into mine. I kissed the back of the hand that had just sent fire to my groin. “There’s time for that later,” I said, wanting to fucking throw myself off the deck into a fire pit than deny myself of this sexy creature.

“Leo? What’s going on?” Janelle asked, looking worriedly into my eyes. 

“Not a thing, Ma’am,” I asked, pretending to tip my nonexistent hat to her. Yeah, I’m a fucking douchebag. Like that gesture gets the chicks. Christ. 

“Ummm… every time I reach for you… for your… you know… you stop me,” she said.

“It’s not about me today. It’s all you… all your satisfaction and gratification,” I explained.

“Yes, but… you kind of have something that gives me pleasure,” she said, grinning wickedly.

“Not today it doesn’t. Today, it’s all about pleasing you without any form of my pleasure. Didn’t you know that July 8th is officially ‘8 climaxes’ day?” I declared. “Anyway, giving you pleasure pleases me.”

“Uhhh, No! And I’m pretty certain we’re not getting eight out of me today without you participating,” she said firmly.

“I’ll take that bet, and maybe even raise you two more,” I said, grabbing her bathing suit. “Put this back on. It’s time for some fun.”

“I don’t know about you, but I just had a lot of fun. A real lot of fun. Twice,” she said. 

Janelle stood up; her body was flawless. Her skin was sun-kissed and glowing. (She better be wearing sunscreen.) When she reached around to hook her bathing suit, I could see the muscles in her stomach tighten. Janelle always talked about her flab. The woman obviously didn’t know the definition of flab. There was not one bit of flab or fat on her body. If I truly gave her pleasure eight different times today, then I was going to need eight icy cold, frigid fucking showers. 

Once she was back in her suit, I said, “Okay walk with me to the other side of the deck.” I led her around to the other side. 

“Oh did you fix and secure it?” she asked, referring to the zip line that went down into the woods. 

“Better,” I said, “Wait here.” I went around to the water spigot and turned it on. The zip line was showered in water sprinkling from all directions. 

“What in the world? How fun!” she said, her face looked like a child’s on Christmas morning. “It’s like a human car wash. Have you done it yet?” 

“I’ve done the zip line quite a few times to test its security. I haven’t done it with the water yet.” I started to get the harnesses. “I bought a tandem harness, so we could do it together. I know this sounds strange, but Cliff, Meg’s husband, did it with me, yesterday. We wanted to make sure it could hold the weight.” 

“Oh my God, this is going to be so fun,” she said, excitedly, jumping up and down. It was so damn adorable. She was adorable. 

I put the harness around my waist, locking it into place and onto the zip line. “Okay Doll, climb on. Face me.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls,” she said, teasingly. Janelle got onto my lap, her legs sticking out straight on either side of me. “You’ll hold on to me, right?” she asked, staring into my eyes.

“I’m never letting you go,” I stated, meaning it, meaning much more than just holding her on the zip line.

“Good. You better,” she said, wrapping her arms around me, and kissing my cheek. “Let her rip, Leo.”

I unhooked the secured latch, and we began soaring through the woods as water soaked us. Janelle squealed like a schoolgirl the entire ride down, gripping me tightly. There was something about flying through the sky, holding her close to me that made me know for sure that this was what life was supposed to be. Life is about taking chances, taking risks, but holding those who mean the most to you close to your heart, keeping them safe as you enjoy the journey, experiencing the adventure together. 

Once I felt the earth at my feet, I braced my feet, trying to stop us, but our momentum was too great. Coupled with the wet surface, we went tumbling to the ground, Janelle landing on top of me. Laughing, she said, “Smooth Casanova, bet you planned that suave landing.”

“Well. I don’t think I could’ve planned it any better. Some sexy angel just fell out of the sky and landed on top of me,” I said, feeding her the cheesiest line I could fathom.

“Oh buddy, you sure know how to make a girl swoon,” she said, pinning my arms above my head and kissing me deeply, as her wet hair fell over her shoulders and onto my neck and chest. 

She began kissing my neck and chest, “I just want to shower you with memories,” I confessed. “I want to give you the world, Janelle.”

“Now that’d be a good gift,” she said, still working her way down my chest. Every fiber of my being begged me to allow her to continue. But my head, the one with a brain, rationalized that I needed to make her love me, want me, and ultimately beg for me. I had to be stronger, better than any other guy she’d ever been with. 

“Now, for surprise number two,” I said, reluctantly maneuvering out from underneath her. “I’m going to run back up and get your cover thing.” 

Okay, so, I know it’s called a cover up, but guys shouldn’t know words like that. I knew too many girly phrases and things. I ran up to the deck, put on my shoes, grabbed my shirt, her flip-flops, our phones, and her cover up, and rode back down to Janelle. I put her cover up on her and rubbed my hands up and down her arms, drying her off.

I sent a quick text, and said, “Let’s go.” We started walking deeper into the woods. “I really love it here. I did a lot of work around here the last few days. It’s just so peaceful. Megan fell in love with it.”

“Leo?” she stopped abruptly, facing me. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“I can’t say it,” I confessed, knowing exactly what she was talking about. “I haven’t be able to say it to anyone. When I said melanoma to you the other day, it was the first time I’ve ever said it aloud.” 

It was true. I’ve never been more afraid of anything in my entire life. Little brothers aren’t supposed to need or idolize their big sisters. They’re supposed to tolerate them at best—annoy the fuck out of them. 

The truth was I couldn’t imagine a world without Megan. My life was a better place, because of her. My sister taught me so much. She gave me strength that I didn’t know I had. She challenged me, held me to a higher standard. I didn’t know who or what I was if I wasn’t “Meg’s little brother.”

“Honey, you can’t hold all that in,” she said, brushing my hair from my eyes. “I’m here. I’m right here. Whatever you need. Whenever you want to talk… to vent… to cry.” She wrapped her arms around me, nestling her head in my chest. I stroked her head, inhaling her scent. “You’re not alone, Leo.”

“Thank you, Janelle,” I said, as tears welled in my eyes. “We’ll talk. But today, can today just be about us, about you?” I asked. “It’s been a rough few days. I need a break, a getaway from this Hell.”

“Absolutely,” she said, squeezing me tighter. “Whatever you need.”
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WE WALKED THROUGH the woods, hand-in-hand, both of us silent, a calm, peaceful, comfortable silence. Being alone with Janelle in the woods reconfirmed my decision about choosing this house. It was serene, the type of serenity that people need to unwind and get back to what was really important and integral in life: love, family, and happiness. 

Just as we embarked upon our destination, I said, “Okay, hold up.” I put my hands over her eyes. “No peeking. I want you to see it all at once.” 

Yesterday, my dad, my mom and Megan’s family came out here. My mom and Megan sat on the deck, enjoying the view as my dad and Cliff helped me prepare for today. Megan was pissy at first about it, but she stopped bitching, beginning to understand how important Janelle was to me. Megan hated the fact that I had to prove myself to Janelle. Being my protective older sister, she wanted to turn the tables. She thought Janelle should be working at winning my heart—not the other way around. I get it. I do. It’s just that Megan doesn’t know what’s in my heart. Megan did promise to trust me. I suppose that was a start.

Once my dad, Cliff, and I got Megan situated on the deck (we had to carry her, which she was even angrier about), we headed out to the woods. Basically, we beat the fuck out of the woods. All the anger that the three of us men have been harboring, not being able to save Megan, was taken out on the woods. Those poor trees and bushes. They didn’t stand a chance against the ferocity we had bottled up inside of us. It was the closest three men would ever get to a group therapy session. Once the trees and bushes were cut back and cut down, we sat and drank a few beers, relishing the sight of kicking the woods’ ass. 

I spent the rest of the day, creating the perfect atmosphere for my date with Janelle. I forced Megan to let Cliff and my dad bring her back. She argued that it was too far and that she was too heavy. Megan was down to 103 pounds; Cliff could’ve carried her by himself. Once they brought her back here, they put her down on the chaise, gave her a drink, and left us alone to talk. We sat in silence for a while as I tied the remaining branches together and pulled them back.

“I just don’t get why you’re doing all this for her,” Megan said. “Leo, don’t you get it? You shouldn’t have to go to all of this trouble to make someone fall for you. The falling happens—it’s not something you can force.”

“You can’t force it, but you can guide it,” I explained.

“Just tell me why,” she said. 

“I can’t,” I said, standing on the ladder to hang the lights, before plugging them into the portable generator. 

“Uhhh, it’s my dying wish,” she said, staring at me.

“Jesus Megan, how long are you going to keep pulling that card?” I asked, not thinking.

“Doc says about another four to six weeks—at the most,” she said matter-of-factly.

I hated when she talked like that, but she talked like that a lot. Meg was right. If I wanted to talk to her, confide in her, then I needed to do it now. There was no later. “Remember that song you used to listen to?” I asked.

“I’m going to need a little more than that,” she said.

“The Bryan Adams song. The one ‘Have You Ever Really Loved A Woman,’ from that movie with Johnny Depp?” I said.

“Oh yeah, Don Juan DeMarco. He was way hotter in that movie than he’s ever been before,” Megan swooned, her face lighting up, looking more alive than she’s looked in a long time. A fictional character could do that to girls. It was crazy. 

“Down girl,” I said, joking with her like we used to do. “Well, there’s that line about seeing unborn children in someone’s eyes,” I said feeling stupid. There wasn’t anyone in the world that I was closer to than Megan, but telling her this much made me feel like a loser. 

Continuing to explain, “I always thought that was the dumbest line—absolutely absurd. But I get it now. Ever since I played with Janelle’s nieces, all I think about is what our kids would look like, how they’d act, how we’d parent them together,” I confessed. I picked up more lights and began stringing them through all the branches. “It’s like I can’t wait for my life with her to start. It’s already playing out in my mind. I’ve never had that before.” 

“Man, you got it bad, little brother,” she said, shaking her head. “But don’t you think that if she felt the same way that she wouldn’t have bolted home from our house to go out with some other guy? If she was thinking about your future kids, my future nieces and nephews, then she’d be sticking around, spending time with you.”

I knew that she was right—that I was grasping at straws. “I just can’t explain it, Megan, I just know how I feel about her. And I can’t turn it off, because you think I should.”

“Okay kiddo, then hand me those leaves and some vines, I’ll show you how to make little crowns,” she said, smiling at me, while the worry lines showed deeply on her forehead and around her eyes. 

Megan, my mom, my dad, Cliff, and I sat in the woods, talking and enjoying each other’s company, as each one of them helped me figure out the best route to stealing someone’s heart for my own. Even Cliff had some pretty romantic ideas—ideas I wouldn’t have thought he had in him. Megan must’ve brought out the sappy, romantic in him. He was a quiet guy, but a good husband, a great provider, and a doting and attentive father. Cliff was a lot like Jocelyn’s husband, Rick. I saw a lot of similarities in our families; something that I saw as a sign. I was close enough to my family to not feel too much like a douchebag admitting all this pansy-ass stuff to them. My dad was a softy, so I knew where I’d gotten it. 

Taking Janelle’s hand, leading her to the center of the reveal, and placing one of Megan’s crowns on her head, I said, “Okay, One. Two. Three. Surprise!” Then, I took my hands off from over her eyes.

Janelle just stared in awe, taking it all in, not saying a word. Then, she looked at me in utter disbelief, her eyes filling with tears. “Leo. Oh my God! Leo, it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” 

I’d cleared away an alcove in the trees; it was completely surrounded by greenery. I strung twinkling white Christmas lights all around it. Megan had sat on a chair out here—just to stay comfortable. However, I didn’t want furniture out here. It needed it to look more rustic, but yet, cozy and romantic. I bought fluffy outdoor cushions that normally went on patio furniture and placed them in the middle of the clearing. There were pillows of all shapes and sizes. After the lights were strung, I covered the strands of lights with a billowy white fabric (gossa-something), so the lights were muted. (My mom’s idea.) Finally, I had my buddy drop off the food and wine before we walked down here. He was waiting for my text and ran it all back here, so it was chilled and ready for us.

Finally, she said, “Exquisite. It’s breathtaking. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“My sentiments exactly,” I said staring only at her. 

“Oh Leo,” she said, walking over to me. “You’re incredible.” Janelle stretched up to kiss me, and I welcomed her lips on mine. I led her over to the cushions, easing her back onto the pillows. “I can’t believe you did all this.” 

“What does it remind you of?” I asked, hoping she would understand my motivation.

“This?” she asked, looking around. “It’s like a dream. A summer dream.” Then, as if she put the final piece into the puzzle, her face lit up with knowledge and excitement. “You remembered. You remembered that I said the only Shakespeare play that I really loved was A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Oh my Leo, you made a vision in my head a reality.” 

I wanted to make every dream she had this summer come true. Every night. Every day. I wanted all of her dreams to become a reality. I wanted to be the one who made her fantasies come true. 

We spent the afternoon eating sushi on the pillows and drinking wine. Janelle and I listened to music. She actually convinced me to dance with her. It was impossible to deny her anything. Like I said, I wanted to give her everything. I wish I could say that I hit my goal of giving her pleasure eight different times. But after five, she kept whimpering, saying that she couldn’t handle any more. If truth be told, I didn’t know if I could handle much more. My resistance and self-control were waning. I’d spent the majority of the day with either a full erection or a slight erection. Either way, I was having a serious case of blue balls. It was way worse than normal too, because this time around, I was the one denying myself. And this time, I knew full well what I was missing. 

“Okay, we’ve got to get going. There’s still one more surprise,” I said checking my phone for the time. I sent another text and pulled her up off the cushions. (It was nice to have secret helpers. I just wish Megan were still in town to hear all about it.) 

Janelle jumped up immediately this time. “I’m ready. This day couldn’t get any better.” I loved hearing her say that.
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PULLING DOWN THE driveway, Janelle shrieked, “Leo! This one has a SOLD sign on it too. Holy shit, you didn’t buy both houses, did you?” 

Laughing, I said, “Yeah, I wish. But close… my parents bought it.” 

“Your parents? But their house… their house is gorgeous. Why would they buy this house? I mean, it’s beautiful too, but—”

“My mom said that once Megan… after Megan… ummm… she doesn’t want all the memories. They’re going to move in here instead. Plus, there’s a lot for grandkids to do,” I explained, dropping my eyes from her gaze, worried I’d said too much. 

“Oh Leo,” she said, staring out the windows. “That’s so… so… I’m sorry.” 

“They’re beautiful houses any way you look at them,” I said, changing the subject. 

My dad had come over before we’d gotten here and set up the projector outside for us. My dad was awesome. He wasn’t quite as goofy, but he reminded me a lot of Jim’s dad from American Pie. He tried so hard to be a good dad, not realizing that he already was an incredible dad. I was lucky to have the parents I had. 

Janelle and I sat on a lounge chair on the back dock, facing the house, drinking wine, watching The Notebook projected onto the back wall of the house. It was our own personal outdoor movie. The idea was Cliff’s. He admitted that he’d done the same thing for Megan when they were dating. After the movie ended, projected onto the wall was a message that read: “Now that you’ve been “Notebooked,” will you marry me?” It was brilliant. 

Although I wasn’t proposing, I did want her to feel like a queen, like I’d do anything for her. Sitting on the dock and watching the movie, cuddling in the same chair, it felt like everything was right in the world. I didn’t feel like I was in a lose-lose battle with Briggs or that my sister was in a lose-lose battle with Cancer. It felt like I could take on the world. I didn’t care that Janelle even saw me cry during the movie. Hell it’s The Notebook; I dare any of you not to cry. When it was time to take her home, I hated that it had to end. Every time I had to say “goodbye” to her, I worried that it would be the end, worried that the next day she’d call and tell me that she’d chosen Briggs. How could I be so completely in love with someone who didn’t feel the same way? It didn’t seem right. Yet, when I was with her, it was right in every way. 
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DRIVING TO THE school, I kept replaying in my head my entire date with Leo, comparing it to my date with Briggs. Both of them had pulled out all the stops. I felt like I was on some reality TV show, and was being romanced by the two most romantic and beautiful bachelors on the planet. How could I choose between them? After the Fourth of July, on the boat with Briggs, I had pretty much decided that he was the one. I knew I was in love with him. My heart skipped and fluttered whenever he was around. He was exciting and adventurous, but sexy and sincere, too. 

But after yesterday with Leo, I couldn’t deny it; I was in love with him too. Fuck me. Couldn’t one of them just suck? This was getting too hard, too out of control. If any chick ever told me that she was in love with two men, then I’d laugh at her and tell that she didn’t know what true love was. Well guess what? Leo and Briggs taught me what true love is. I didn’t know before this. I hadn’t realized that love was knowing that someone else’s happiness took priority over my own, which also meant that their sadness, their pain, was going to be mine as well. Shit.

I should’ve been concentrating on my appointment. I needed to meet with my superintendent. Jasper and Professor Gavin Greenwick were meeting me there. Professor Greenwick, my magical attorney, talked to Vince Bentley, and persuaded him to talk to my superintendent and sign an affidavit, admitting that everything he’d posted and declared on all social media sites were false and had no validity whatsoever. Jasper and Gavin went to Vince’s apartment this morning and got the affidavit signed and notarized. They were bringing him to the super’s office with them to ensure he didn’t flee.

After what he told me about missing Briggs and wanting to make things right, I didn’t think he’d bail, but Gavin wanted to be certain, absolutely certain, beyond a shadow of a doubt. He really talked that way. Sometimes, I wanted to remind him that court wasn’t in session. Gavin was a bit loopy. He’d probably been sipping the Polyjuice or butter beer. Who knew? However, Professor Greenwick was a damn good lawyer, one that I was thrilled to have on my side, fighting for me. 

The meeting went extremely well. Vince admitted everything, right down to posting what he thought he saw, being bribed by Marcus, and wanting to make all the accusations and rumors go away, so “Briggs and Miss G could be together.” When he said the last part, my superintendent eyed me a little too long for my comfort, but he never said anything more to me regarding the hearsay around our district. 

When I talked to him previously, he told me that he was getting letters from angry parents, referring to me as “Professor Pedophile.” I was mortified, apologizing and groaning profusely, but he took it well, stating that after all the research he’d done in the matter that the only people who were out of line were Marcus Flowers and Vince Bentley. As far as my job and my school district were concerned, the Janelle Garrity-Flowers scandal case was closed, and I could continue on happily for the rest of the summer. Yeah right. 

Just as we were wrapping up the meeting, my superintendent asked me to stay, so he could talk to me alone. Professor Greenwick stood immediately, and said, “Anything you say to my client, you say in front of me.”

Then Tim Reinbrecht, my union president, added, “You’re not talking to a member of the union without me present.”

Mr. Baker, the superintendent, said, “Mr. Greenwick, I understand your concern, yours too Tim. But, I would like to talk to my employee alone. We closed the case, but I’d like to say—”

“Not going to happen,” Gavin declared.

“Actually, Tim, Gavin, I’m okay with it. I trust him. He hired me… and I trust that you’ll both be outside waiting for me if I need anything,” I said, nodding toward the door. “Jasper.” I didn’t need to say more than that. Jasper hated unions, hated the whole idea of them. He stood up immediately, and led Tim and Gavin to the door after they each shook hands with my superintendent. 

“We’re right outside, Nelle, if you need us. Mr. Baker, nice to see you again. Thank you,” Jasper shook his hand and left.

Once they left, I said, “Mr. Baker—”

He cut me off immediately, “Janelle, I’m sorry you had to go through all of this. Public scrutiny can be brutal. Downright vicious at times,” he said, taking off his glasses, and cleaning the lenses. “But, I do want to say that I’m pretty disappointed in you.” Holy shit. I was going to get a lecture, a lecture from a man I respected and spent much of my career trying to impress. “You’re an incredible teacher, one of our district’s finest.”

“Thank you sir… I’m… I’m so sorry.”

“Marriage is hard. I get that. I know your husband… ex husband… was a creep and made some rather horrendous choices,” he said, shaking his head. “I suppose that I just thought you’d make better decisions.”

“Mr. Baker—” he raised his hand, cutting me off.

“Briggs Alexander and Leo Cling are fine gentlemen. Probably the best this district’s ever turned out… next to your brother, of course,” he stated. I smiled. Of course. Leave it to Jasper to get accolades at a meeting about me. Living in an older sibling’s shadow was awful, especially if you knew that the light kept getting brighter for him and darker for you. 

“But… Janelle… they were your students. They should’ve been off limits, people you’d never consider…” He didn’t finish the statement, handing me a tissue as he recognized the tears streaming down my face. “I’m just disappointed. I thought better of you.” 

He walked around the desk and grabbed two files off his desk, sitting in the chair next to me, and said, “But like I said, you’re in the clear. I’d hate to lose such a valuable teacher.” He handed me the first file and said, “Look at this.” I took the file and began leafing through it. “Those are the letters from angry parents in the district, who want to see you gone… hanged in a public venue.” 

I looked at the letters; there were 15 of them total. Mr. Baker or his secretary blackened all the names within each letter. I couldn’t see who’d written what. I didn’t know who hated me, who wanted me gone. The letters were vicious and defeating. My reputation was ruined, and for what? What did I really gain from this past month? More heartache and pain, that’s what.

“Now look at these,” he said handing me the second file. I started thumbing through the documents inside. There were over 50 of them. “These are the letters that I received in your favor, supporting you.” 

The names were there, in black and white. Parents had written to him singing my praises. I couldn’t believe it. I’d made connections with some students and their parents; those particular letters weren’t surprising. However, some parents I’d never spoken to, never actually bonded with, but had their child in class. They’d written letters, supporting me. I’d made a positive impression on my students and their parents and had never even known. 

“You’re an incredible teacher. One who makes an impact—one we cannot afford to lose. You need to decide if the picture you’re currently painting of yourself is how you want to be seen, publicly displayed,” he said, standing up, indicating that we were done. 

As I was walking to the door, he added, “And Janelle… two more things.” I waited, afraid of what was coming. “All those names that were crossed out. You’ve only had three of their kids in your class; the rest never knew you.” I smiled, knowing that I shouldn’t be too proud or happy, but feeling much better. “And that ex of yours, I never liked him. You could do a lot better.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Baker. Again, I’m so sorry,” I said, opening the door.

“I know. I’m sorry too. Enjoy the rest of your summer,” he said, sitting back down at his desk, focusing on his computer screen. 
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SHOCKED, I PULLED into the driveway, not believing my eyes. Briggs and Leo were tossing a football back and forth to each other. Leo looked extremely out of place, playing catch in the yard in a suit and tie. Glancing at my watch, I wondered why Leo wasn’t at work. Maybe he didn’t really have a job. Maybe he was an undercover spy, trying to find terrorists in the country. Maybe he thought Briggs was, or had reason to believe that Jasper was a spy on a secret mission to overthrow the country. That was why he was hanging around all the time. Okay, so most likely Leo Cling was not a spy, but he wasn’t at work. That was fishy and suspicious in itself. Maybe, I should quit my job and become a spy. I’m leery of people and their motives. When people become spies, then to whom do they send their resumes? What would be the career objective? To use my secret spy decoder ring in real life situations to pursue and capture villains, who threaten the well-being and happiness of our good nation? I’ll Google it later, for sure. 

Focus Janelle! Christ. Pull yourself together, you nut job. Realizing that they were at my house waiting for me to get home from my meeting, I heard Mr. Baker’s words again: “You need to decide if the picture you’re currently painting of yourself is how you want to be seen, publicly displayed.” Looking at both of them, in all their glory, I thought “fuck the Hell yeah.” 

I mean, who wouldn’t want to be paraded around town on the arm of one of them? Who wouldn’t want to be publicly seen with Briggs Alexander, displayed openly with Leo Cling? Ummm, the answer was nobody. Everyone would die to be in my shoes. 

Well, not at this particular time, the shoes I had on were Jocelyn’s old black pumps. Char had my good pair, and I couldn’t get ahold of her last night to get them back. She was the worst “borrower.” I mean, do you have any idea how many times she’s borrowed my clothes, shoes, purses, whatever, and not given them back? Countless. I tell you; it’s frustrating. People who borrow stuff should always— 

Focus Janelle. Bring it back. Anyway, so, fuck yeah, this was definitely the picture I wanted to be painting. Screw the rest of the people who couldn’t even get themselves a paintbrush to create such a masterpiece. I was working with acrylics and pastels, while all those naysaying assholes were dabbling in finger paint. Screw you jealous bitches. I had my job. I was in the clear, and now I had two gorgeous guys to help cure my woes. Booyah!

As I got out of the car, both of them walked over to me, looking impatiently at me for answers. “Leo,” I asked, “Why aren’t you at work?”

“I am. Sort of. I need to pick up a client at the airport. I have a few hours to kill before his flight gets in,” he said before walking closer to me and kissing me on the cheek. “I have to take him to dinner tonight, so I get a few hours off this afternoon. So tell us, what happened.” 

After relaying the story to them, I felt better. Sometimes just hearing the story, even when you’re the one telling it, puts things in a better perspective. Talking, the cure all. Couldn’t get enough of it. 

“I can’t believe he said that shit about painting yourself. What a douche! I bet he wouldn’t want the world to know what he does behind closed doors either,” Briggs said.

Briggs continued, while Leo stood patiently listening to his tirade. “Don’t you worry about what you look like to those judgmental assholes. You shouldn’t give a flying fuck what those people think,” he said, hugging me quickly. “I’m glad that they’re not going to publicly crucify you. I’m getting pretty used to you being around, Babe.” Then, before he let me go, he turned to Leo and said, “The letters worked. Nice job, Cling.” 

Leo shook his head slightly and looked away. “What does that mean?” I asked. “Why ‘Nice job, Cling?’ Why would you say that?” 

“He’s been sending messages to people, calling people, and stuff like that about how they should write to Baker, telling him that you’re a good teacher, good role model, all that shit,” Briggs admitted. “And totally true shit… Hell, my dad even wrote one for you.”

“It’s no big deal… really… I just told a few people that it would probably help,” Leo confessed, looking away.

“And they told people, and they told people,” Briggs said, rubbing my back.

“You did that for me?” I asked, walking toward him, needing to see his eyes. I was torn. I’ll admit; I kind of liked when I believed that the community had stepped up to the plate to back me all at their own fruition. I liked that the parents of my district chose to fight for me. It was flattering, ego-boosting, and validating. 

However, just knowing that Leo would go to so much trouble to help me was incredibly heartwarming and let’s be honest, panty-wetting. I mean let’s face it. People don’t usually go out of their way to help others; it was wonderful. And, it was still flattering that they actually did it—even though they didn’t think of it on their own. Leo was like a knight in shining armor, always coming to my rescue. 

“Of course, I’d do that for you. I’d do anything for you,” he said, tossing the football up and catching it. Staring at him, he amazed me in so many ways. Leo was so smart, so sensitive, and so selfless. Plus, I couldn’t believe that he could pass and catch a football. I wasn’t sure why I was so shocked that he could actually catch a ball. He wasn’t some uncoordinated loser, but I was shocked all the same.

“Babe, I’m going to get going… It’s not my day,” Briggs said, as he grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’ll see you Wednesday though.”

Briggs was being so respectful and reserved. I loved it, but part of me missed the barbaric fighting between the two of them. It made everything so animalistic and downright sexy. Truthfully, it was nice to feel wanted, really wanted. Leo and Briggs certainly made me feel desired and sexy, feelings I’d been denied for a long time. I wasn’t sure how all of this was going to pan out, what the end result would be. But I did know one thing: I would never settle again for being someone’s second choice. Hell, I was Marcus’ fifth choice if we’re really counting. It was so refreshing being someone’s priority, someone’s round one first draft pick. 

“Okay, I’ll see you Wednesday. What time?”

“I’ll pick you up around 3:00. Sound good?” he asked.

“Per-fucked,” I said. They both shook their heads at me. It was going to catch on. I just knew it. 

“If I don’t see you, Happy Birthday Alexander,” Leo said, thumping him on the back.

“Birthday? When?” I asked. And Leo knew about it, and I didn’t? Briggs just nodded and shrugged. “I cannot believe you didn’t tell me it was your birthday!” I whined.

“No big deal. I’m just glad to get to spend my birthday with you,” he said. “It makes me so much luckier.”

“Yeah, he fought like Hell to have you on his birthday,” Leo admitted. “Kept saying ‘Dude, 7/11, lucky 7/11.’ Man, I’m not going to lie. I kind of wanted to punch him.” 

“Good thing you didn’t. I’d have flattened you, Cling,” Briggs said.

“Only on your birthday, Bro,” Leo said, laughing. 

“Whatever. See you guys. Have fun,” he said, walking to his car. 

Did he just say, “have fun?” What was going on? They’d never gotten along that well. What in the world was that all about? Granted, it was nice that they weren’t at each other’s throats, but it seemed like I was witnessing a budding new bromance. Maybe, my ultimate fantasy could come true. We could all live together, nakedly, on a deserted island, catering to each other’s every whim and wish. We’d spend the days frolicking in the waves, lying in the sand, and eating fresh fish and berries from the island. The nights, we’d spend in each other’s arms, enjoying our inherent sexuality, not worrying about judgmental people or feelings of jealousy. We’d be happy—all of us—together. That would be the ultimate utopia. That, and if we were spies, too. Now, it was the per-fucked fantasy.

“Want to go in?” Leo asked, tugging on my arm, eyeing me playfully.

“More than you can even begin to imagine,” I replied.

“Oh, I can imagine. I can certainly imagine,” Leo said, as he picked me up, cradling me back to the pool house. 

Leo didn’t put me down when we entered the pool house. He carried me straight back to my bedroom, laying me back on the bed. Kissing me, he said, “Wait here,” and walked back and closed the door to the pool house and then to my bedroom. When he got into my bedroom, he took off his suit, slowly and sexily, leaving only his boxer briefs on.

“Leo honey, what’s your rush?” I asked. 

“I’ve got to pick up a client and take him to dinner,” he complained. “I really don’t have a lot of time. It’s actually not my day either. Today and tomorrow are your scheduled ‘days off.’ I’m surprised Briggs didn’t fight me on staying,” he stated. Leo was right. I wasn’t technically supposed to see him until Thursday. Briggs wasn’t fazed at all by Leo staying. What in God’s name was that all about? 

“Alright, speedy, what do you have in mind, then?” I asked, teasingly.

“Well, I was going to start with this,” he said, kissing my neck. “And maybe, a little of this,” he said, covering my chest in light pecks.

“That is a great start,” I said, enjoying his little game. “What would you do after that?”

“I’d unbutton these,” he admitted, as he began to unbutton my shirt, slowly. “Then, I’d open it up, like this,” he said, exposing my bra. 

Leo’s game went on pretty much like until I’d experienced two incredible orgasms, leaving me breathless and pleased. Feeling guilty and selfish, I kissed his chest, licking a slow tantalizing trail down his stomach. As I reached for the waistband of his boxers, he put his hand on mine, and said, “Doll, I hate this, but I’ve got to leave. Getting to the airport is going to be Hell at this time of day. I better get going now.” 

Smiling at him, and not wanting to be diverted, I winked and said, “Give me three minutes, this won’t take long.” 

I reached for his underwear again, and he said, “I’m sorry, but I really do have to go.” He sat up, and kissed me on my forehead. “I promise, next time, I won’t have to go. You can spend all night in my arms.”

When he got up and grabbed his shirt and tie, I was speechless. Leo was bailing on me again. I knew he had to pick up a client, but everyone had a few minutes to spare, especially when they were going to be a few wonderfully climatic minutes.

“Leo, what’s going on?” I asked, pulling my blankets up over my chest, feeling hurt and too exposed.

“Going on with what?” he asked, feigning innocence, unconvincingly. 

“Start talking, Leo,” I commanded. “Last week, out in the pool, you didn’t have time. You needed to get home to Megan. I got that. Made perfect sense.” He pulled on his pants and sat down on the edge of the bed, looking away from me. “Then, the other day at your house… houses… you wouldn’t let me touch you at all. You said, ‘it’s all about you, Janelle.’ I liked that. It was flattering,” I admitted. I crawled over to face him, forcing him to look at me. “But today, this doesn’t make sense. You’re… You’re avoiding me. Evading me and my advances,” I accused. “Why?”

“I’m not. I have to… I’m just—”

“No lies, Leo. Be honest,” I said, pleading with him. 

“Janelle, I’m sorry. I just can’t do it,” he admitted, running his hands through his hair, looking away. 

“Can’t do what? Can’t get it—” 

“No… no… not that. It’s extremely functional,” he said.

“I know that. I felt that,” I said. “So what’s the deal?”

“I waited a long time Janelle… a long time to have sex. I wanted it to be special, mean something,” he said, grabbing my hand. “And it did. It so did.” 

“Okay… so?” I wanted him to give me every last thought in his head, not hold anything back.

“I want to be with you. I mean really with you. If a little fooling around is all I get, then that’s fine for now,” he explained. Turning toward me, pulling me closer to him, he said, “I love pleasing you. Making you happy. When we’re together, it’s perfect—everything I’ve ever dreamed about.” 

“But?” I knew there was a “but.” Typically, people didn’t monologue-compliment someone unless some giant Sir Mix-a-Lot “but” was coming. 

“But… (see, told you)… I can’t make love to you, share that intimacy with you, if I know that you’re going to be sharing that with him tomorrow… or Wednesday… or any day for that matter. I can’t play like that.” 

“Leo, but you knew—”

“I knew what he was going to do… what you were going to do with him, but I also know that I can’t be a part of that,” he confessed. Standing up and grabbing his tie, “I agreed to the contract, because… because… I could get a few more weeks with you. But I also knew the morning I saw Briggs at your house… I knew that I wasn’t having sex with you again… until you were mine. Completely and totally mine—I won’t share you like that.”

“But that was before you even signed the contract. That doesn’t make sense. How is what we did here… what we did at your house… in the pool… any different?” I asked, needing to get to the bottom of this, the heart of everything he was saying.

“Like I said, it gives me pleasure to please you; I love it. But my ultimate pleasure comes from knowing that I’m the only want who gets to do that,” he replied. “I won’t sacrifice my convictions just because you are almost too incredibly sexy to turn down. I can be stronger than that. When I first made love to you, I didn’t know… or even think… that you’d go back to him. When you did, I vowed not to… not to cave on how I felt or what I wanted.” 

He knelt down on the floor, looking me in the eye. “And I haven’t caved or changed my mind. I want you—only you. That’s not going to change,” he said. “I really need to go though. Work’s been so great about Megan and everything. I can’t just skip out on a client and dinner. I’m sorry Janelle. I’ll see you Thursday.”

Leo grabbed my hand and pulled me up off the bed. He wrapped his arms around me and hugged me close to him, securing me tightly against him. No matter how close he held me, I felt a million miles away from him, more distant than I knew was possible. In the past month, Leo had become a part of me, a crucial part of me. I believed that we were bonded: emotionally, intellectually, and sexually. 

Now, I felt worlds away from him. I hadn’t even realized that the time Leo and I’d slept together was the only time we ever actually had. For some reason, I’d felt like Leo and I had been sexually connected forever. Nearly every second I spent with Briggs, we were having sex or about to have sex or just done having sex. Briggs was sex, raw, carnal, hot sex. Leo made love to me a grand total of two times, yet I felt like he’d always been a part of my sexuality. How could that be?
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CHAR AND I decided to spend the morning getting ready for Briggs’ birthday. She dragged me all over town, so I could buy sexy lingerie, a birthday gift, and a cute outfit to wear that night. Sometimes, she was out of control. She was on a spending spree, too, buying something at every store we stopped in. I guess she really was blowing through her “bigger boobies” stash. 

I actually went entirely out of my comfort zone and bought a sexy little costume instead of the lingerie. We’d gone to an adult store, and there were these trampy, but adorable referee costumes on the clearance rack. I couldn’t resist, knowing the football player would enjoy penalizing me all night long in the end zone. I was thinking like a dirty whore; obviously it was Briggs’ day. The birthday boy certainly brought out the trollop in me, and I enjoyed every minute of it. 

I’d texted Briggs earlier in the day to tell him that he didn’t have to plan our date night. I had everything I needed to give him a fun and memorable 24th birthday. Briggs’ plan was to spend the morning with Tate, hanging out and brotherly bonding. He’d said that he and Tate were in a better place. Obviously, Briggs worried about him, but was treating him more like a valued brother than like his scum-of-the-earth kid brother. I guess that was a start. 

Briggs told his parents what was going on, and they’d apparently put a shorter, much more durable leash on Tate. Supposedly, Tate was angry and reluctant, but Briggs thought he actually secretly liked the strict attention and sturdier barriers. My plan was to enlist Tate’s help in the fall as a student aide during his free periods, so I could keep a closer eye on him and connect with him on a friendly level, hoping to deter him from future poor choices. 

Since the day before was my “day off” from my boy-toy fun, I’d spent the majority of it trying to figure out what I wanted to do for Briggs. I even Googled “fun dates,” but didn’t get much there. I needed to use my own creative juices to get Briggs’ juices flowing. I had a few tricks up my sleeve, but felt a little funny carrying them out. I knew that I wanted to be an uninhibited little tart, but the wholesome rule-follower inside me often reared her bashful, remorseful head. 

Char and I swung by the mall to buy an outfit for the night. Char convinced me to buy white skinny jeans, which I was reluctant to do, because I was beginning to think my ass and thighs were getting much too large for skinny jeans. She disagreed, and so did the adorable, twig-like, perky little sales girl. She couldn’t have weighed more than 101 pounds. I wanted to stick her in my pocket and give her to Tate as a gift for good behavior. She was totally adorable. 

Anyway, I caved and bought the white skinny jeans. I fell in love with a bright emerald green halter-top with an empire waist. The flowy shirt made me feel better about the tightie-whitie jeans. I wanted to buy green flat, gladiator sandals, but Char wouldn’t hear of it. Using the competitive card, she said that if I took Briggs to Cleveland, then I needed to look hotter than all the skanky ass whores, who were going to be drooling all over him. That did it. I bought the dangerously high white and green striped wedges she’d insisted upon. 

“Why’re we going here?” she asked, when we entered the Indians’ Team Shop at the mall.

“I’m not wearing green… or even those heels… to a baseball game,” I explained.

“Why the fuck—frick—why the frick not?” she asked, clearly upset with this decision.

“Frick? Really?” I asked, scoffing at her and her choice of word correction. “Because, that’s just weird. I need my Tribe gear. I’ll change after the game into the sexy shit. I promise.” 

“Whatevs. I just don’t get why you can’t be sexy all night?” she asked, cringing at the red t-shirt I was buying for myself, and the blue one I decided to buy for Briggs too. 

As we were arguing over the ridiculousness or rationality of choosing to wear Indians clothes to a Tribe game, we heard, “You should be ashamed of yourself, young lady.”

Turning around, an overweight woman in her early to mid-50s was staring at us. Char and I glanced back and forth at each other, not knowing what she was talking about or to whom she was talking. 

“You,” she said, pointing at me. “I read about you… Professor Pedophile… the way you prey on your young impressionable male students. You’re a disgrace to the teaching profession. I cannot believe—”

“Shut the mother fuck up or I will rip your goddamn tongue out of your judgmental, bitchy ass mouth,” Char screamed, drawing a great deal of unwanted attention over to us. “You know nothing, but pass judgment on everything,” 

I grabbed at Char’s arm to pull her out of the store, but she shoved me away. Charlene continued, as her voice carried, and she built up a giant mouthful of spiteful anger. She was a powder keg about to explode. “Just because your husband hasn’t bothered to hacksaw his way through your cobweb-coated cooter to fuck you in over a decade doesn’t mean… does not fucking mean… you can accost my friend in a store.” 

Pointing at Char, closing in on her, the lady said, “Listen here you little sluts, you will not—”

Batting the woman’s hand out of the way, she said, “No you listen… and you listen good, because I’m only going to say it once. You don’t know her, have never even met her. This girl would do anything for her students; she’s the teacher you dreamed your kids could have. You know why?” 

Horrified, the lady started to back away and turn her back on Char, but Char circled around to face her again. “Oh I’m not done, not even close, lady. You started this; you will listen, while I fucking finish it. My friend, she actually cares about her students, not just their damn schoolwork or their grades. She cares about their lives, their futures, their happiness.” 

Char put down her purse, forcing the lady to back up, probably afraid Char was going to hit her. “For nine months… nine months… out of the fucking year, I lose my friend, because she devotes all of her time and her energy to those kids. You know why? Because people like you spend too much time worrying about what everybody else in this world is doing and not what your fucking kids are doing.” 

At this point, the woman had heard enough and began to leave the store, only infuriating and firing Char up more. As she was exiting the store, Char followed her, yelling loudly, “Your kids, they’re out getting high, getting drunk, getting abortions, and bullying kids into suicide, while you sit your lazy, fat, sex-deprived asses at home finding new ways to ridicule and hurt the lives of those around you. So go fuck yourself… go fuck your husband… or just go fuck off… and leave us… and everyone else the fuck alone. You ugly fucking cunt-rock.” 

Applause erupted throughout the store, stopping Char in her tracks. She looked around, somewhat bewildered. Oftentimes, when Char was on a roll, she forgot her surroundings and sometimes her overall purpose. 

Char stormed fiercely back over to me, raging like a lunatic. “I cannot fucking believe—”

Cutting her off, “So do you think I should buy a baseball hat to match?” I asked, holding one up near my head, smiling from ear-to-ear.

“No, I think you should buy me a shot… maybe four of them,” she said, slumping down on the bench next to the dressing rooms, breathing like she’d just run a race.

Laughing and hugging her, I said, “And the best friend of the century award goes to… Charlene Palmer.”

Char rolled her eyes and shoved me off of her. “And what lesson did we learn here today, Janelle?” she asked. I shrugged my shoulders, not certain what she was getting at. “Oh for God’s sake… there is no reason for two sexy, single women to be buying clothes in the Indians’ store.” 

Truthfully, the whole incident had me spooked. I was beginning to see what Mr. Baker, my superintendent, had meant. I’d worked for so long to try to make a name for myself, a reputation in the district that meant something, only for it to be tarnished and destroyed within a month’s time. Was this really how I wanted the general public to view me? Briggs Alexander was a hotshot superstar now, but that didn’t change how the rest of the world was going to view me. Janelle Garrity was the harlot school teacher who seduced her impressionable young students. Nobody seemed to think or want to believe that this grown man, this 24-year-old man, was the one who seduced me. I was the villain; he was the innocent victim, as was Leo. Wow, that sucked ass. 
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“I CAN’T BELIEVE you wouldn’t let me drive,” Briggs whined, leaning his seat back in my car. 

“You can’t drive. I’ve got big birthday plans for you. They won’t pan out if I don’t get you sloppy-ass drunk so I can take advantage of you,” I said, glancing quickly at him. 

Let’s be honest, I’m a piss-poor driver, distracted at all times. Whenever I go anywhere with my friends or family, I very rarely get to drive. Briggs had already yelled, “Watch it,” three times, and we’d only been driving for ten minutes. But I wanted this day to be all about him. I didn’t want him to have to worry about anything. I was in the driver’s seat, in every possible way. 

“It’s not being taken advantage of if I’m a more than willing participant,” he shot my own line back at me. “Janelle, I am willing. Very willing.”

“You don’t think I already know that?” I asked, giggling at him.

“Not how I mean, you don’t,” he said, turning more to face me. “I talked to Char the other day.”

“Y’all are pretty chummy,” I said. “And what did my big mouthed bestie bitch say?” God only knew what Char and Briggs talked about when I wasn’t monitoring and censoring their conversations.

“I don’t think you realize how into this… into you… I am. You should’ve told me about those skanky chicks in the bathroom,” he said, rubbing the back of my neck.

“Briggs, I didn’t want to upset you, too,” I admitted. “Plus, it was so embarrassing. I didn’t want us to have to deal with all that shit on top of the huge pile of shit we’re already dealing with.”

“Janelle, the Marcus and Vince shit is going to go away, probably pretty soon,” he explained. “But that shit, the shit from that bathroom, that’s not going anywhere. I’ve been dealing with that kind of crap for ages. If you’re into me… into us… then you’re going to need to get some thicker-ass skin.” He trailed his hand down my arms and back up through my hair. “Babe, you need to tell jealous bitches like that to fuck off and that Briggs Alexander has all he’s ever wanted… and will ever want.” 

“Jealous? You think they wanted you?” I asked, jokingly.

“Hell yeah, have you seen this?” he said, grinning, lifting his shirt as he ran his hand over his stomach. “They wanted what you have, baby.”

“Or… maybe…” I couldn’t think of anything clever, so I just bit my lower lip.

“You got nothing, right?” he teased.

“I got nothing,” I confessed. “You sir, are so right, so fucking right.” 
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AFTER THE INDIANS’ game, Briggs was all bummed out, because we’d lost. He was such a guy. You’d have thought that he played for them the way he acted all defeated and mopey. It didn’t matter that we had Club Seats (thanks to Jasper), didn’t matter that we had all-you-can-eat food and drinks throughout the entire game (Jasper again), didn’t matter that I’d put a cute birthday message on the scoreboard, and it didn’t matter that he’d caught a foul ball and was glorified all over the jumbo-tron. What mattered was that Briggs’ night was ruined, because the Yankees beat the Indians, 10-4. This was new for me. Marcus was certainly not into sports. Jasper was, but I never had to hang out with pouty “My Team Lost” Jasper. 

“Are you going to pull yourself out of this funk?” I asked, as we walked down the street. “Have you not seen what I’m wearing?” He hadn’t even commented when I went into the bathroom after the game and changed quickly into my skank-a-licious outfit. Briggs didn’t even give me his “I want to fuck the shit out of you look” that I was getting quite accustomed to. 

“I’m not in a funk. I just can’t believe we gave up six runs in the seventh inning. Who does that? They didn’t have anyone better in the bullpen?” he asked for the millionth time.

“Seriously, if you use the word ‘bullpen’ one more time, I’m going to lock you in one,” I threatened.

“Janelle, a bullpen isn’t a real—”

I stopped dead in my tracks, crossed my arms over my chest and refused to take another step. “Briggs Alexander, I’m going to drive your whiny ass home and call your birthday a total loss if you don’t get back into the game—this game—the game of Janelle seducing the mother-fuck out of you,” I scolded. 

“Okay, you win. You’re right. I’m sorry. Keep seducing. Not another word from me,” he said, raising his hands in surrender.
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“BLOW ON THIS, Baby,” Briggs said, staring into my eyes. I glanced around at the crowd around us; women just flocked to him. Many people even took pictures of him without his knowledge or consent. Maybe he did know, but he didn’t let on like he did. 

“If I had a quarter for every time someone begged me to blow—”

“Just do it,” he said, laughing. I blew on the dice, and he threw them down the table. We were acting like we were old pros at Craps, betting big on the table, and losing the majority of our money. I was already down $80.00; Briggs was down $470.00. Gambling was certainly not our thing, but we were having a blast. Once he really snapped out of his funk, he was back to the fun-loving Briggs that I was falling for. You could always bank on a casino being a good time—even if you weren’t bringing home the bank. 

He hadn’t noticed my outfit or that I’d really even changed until some random guy stared at me as I walked by. I tried to ignore him, but the guy said, “Dayum” while staring at my ass. Briggs turned on him, sizing him up. The guy gave him “a thumbs up” and kept walking. When Briggs turned back and looked at me, he almost looked shocked that I no longer had my Tribe gear on. “When’d you change? That’s… that’s… ‘dayum’… you’re so fucking hot.”

I winked at him and said, “I figured that since the Indians didn’t get lucky and our gambling wasn’t so lucky that I’d better take you home and make sure we both got lucky on 7-11.” 

“Now, you’re thinking. Let’s blow this last 30 bucks on slots, and get home to play a whole different kind of slots,” he teased. 

“Well look at you, feeding me some puns. You sure know how to make an English teacher hot,” I said, kissing him. 

On the drive home (Briggs drove), he kept hounding me to tell him what the rest of his surprises were. I wouldn’t cave, knowing that he’d love what else I had up my sleeve. He could wait it out. 

“Want to know what I really want for my birthday?” he asked, glancing at me.

“Let me guess,” I said, scooting closer to him. “You’ve always dreamed of getting 77 South road head.”

“Fuck no!” he said, shaking his head vigorously. “I had a buddy in college whose girl used to get off on sucking him while he drove. Liked when truckers could see and shit,” he explained. “Well, one time, he got too into it, and hit the guardrail. Well, she bit down. Let’s just say, he was out of commission for a bit. Ha… another pun.” 

“Seriously? Did she like bite it… off?” I asked, shocked.

“Nah, but he had some bad injuries. Stitches in some crazy places,” he said, shivering at the thought.

“Noted. No road head for Briggs. Got it.” I said.

“No, what I really want… what would make this the best birthday ever… would be to spend all night with you, sleeping with you in my arms,” he admitted.

Looking at him, seeing the sincerity and hope in his crystal blue eyes, I knew I couldn’t deny him this request. Honestly, I didn’t even want to deny him. I wanted to sleep all night in his arms and wake up next to him.
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“I LOVE THEM,” he said, trying on the sunglasses I’d bought for him. “I’ve been meaning to get another pair. Lost mine last summer. How do they look?”

“Perfect,” I said, kissing the tip of his nose. “They’ll do the trick.”

“What trick? What’s that mean? What’re you trying to do?” he said eyeing me suspiciously.

“Uhhh, let’s just say, you get a little uglier when you put them on,” I said, laughing.

“Uglier? What?” he said, pretending to be offended.

“I’m trying to keep those eyes to myself. I figure chicks will back off if they can’t see those beautiful baby blues,” I explained, feeling territorially victorious. 

Taking of the sunglasses, “You’re using me for my eyes, aren’t you?” he asked, making his eyes really wide and crazily creepy.

“You know it,” I said. “Now for the fun gift.” I went around to the other side of the couch and grabbed the jar, handing it to him. “This is a jar of 24 things, because you’re 24 today, that I’d either like to do to you, have done to me, or think we should do together… and they’re all deliciously dirty and sexy.” He reached for one of the papers, but I stopped him. “Slow down. We want to save some, grab a few every day or so. It’ll be fun. So let’s see what fun things we’re going to do tonight.” 

His eyes widened and then he grinned, taking out one of the strips of paper, and read, “I want to shave you completely, and then lick honey off my sweet honey.” Briggs looked at me, pulled me down onto his lap and kissed my neck. “This has been the best birthday ever. Thank you, Janelle,” he said, kissing me passionately, running his hands over my bare back. Halter-tops were perfect for skin-on-skin contact. I couldn’t wait for him to see me in the referee costume too. Briggs kissed me again, and then said, “Now go get your razor… and the honey.” 
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I COULD SERIOUSLY get used to waking up in Briggs’ arms. We literally slept all night entwined in one other. Normally, I hated to be touched while I slept, wanted my own room and space. I often felt hot and claustrophobic with someone touching me all night long. I reveled in the feeling of Briggs’ arms around me, offering security and comfort. 

“Morning Babe,” he said, brushing my hair out of my eyes. “Want to get another strip of paper out of the jar?” 

“Yes,” I said, smiling. “I need to go pee first though. I’ll go. You get the jar.” 

Just as we were getting out of bed, there was a knock at my front door. I glanced at the clock. It was 10:15 a.m. Feeling relieved that Jasper and Leo were both working, I threw on an old t-shirt and slipped on some underwear. I hated the way Jasper looked at me after a man spent the night. Jasper was good at being the overprotective older brother. But even worse would be the look that Leo would give me if he knew that Briggs and I’d broken the contract and spent all night together. Plus, I just hated the look Leo gave me after I’d spent any time with Briggs. 

“Coming,” I yelled, unlocking the door.

Leo was on the porch, looking haggard and worn. “Leo, what’s wrong?” I asked, my stomach dropping. 

I motioned for him to come in. He walked in and stopped dead in his tracks when he saw Briggs coming out of the bathroom. Leo didn’t say anything. He just turned around and walked outside. Worried, I followed him out, chasing him down. 

“Leo! Wait!” I yelled, following him. “Stop! What’s going on?”

He stopped and didn’t turn around. “I need to go.” 

“Just talk to me,” I pleaded. “What’s wrong?”

Leo looked at me and dropped his head. “I came over to talk, to tell you that I was leaving, but that… that…” he stopped, pointing to the house. “It’s just too much,” he admitted.

“I know. I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for him. His body remained stiff, not responding or softening to my touch. “What is it? What do you want to talk about?”

“I’m leaving. I’m going to Arizona for while. I want to be there when Megan… when she—” He didn’t, or couldn’t, finish his sentence. “I want to go out there for a while. I’m leaving this afternoon,” he said. 

“Today?” I asked, feeling pains in my heart.

“Yeah, I want to be there,” he said, laying his head down on the hood of his SUV. Taking a deep breath, he looked up at me said, “Janelle, I can’t do this. Not right now.”

I rubbed his back, and said, “I know, we’ll talk more when you get back. Just know that I’m here if you need anything. I hate seeing you like—”

“No, I mean this… you and me… Briggs and you…” he said, pounding his fist on the hood. “It’s just… it’s… not the right time to get involved.”

“Oh… so you mean that you can’t… you don’t want to be with… ummm… okay,” I said, not really knowing what to say. I just let the words fade off, not finishing my sentence. What was I supposed to say? Beg him to stay? To reconsider? How could I ask him to still want me when I couldn’t promise that I only wanted him? How was that fair?

“I’m going to go,” he said. Leo hugged me, and kissed the top of my head. “Bye Janelle.”

“Leo?’ I said, holding his hand. “Are you breaking up with me? Ending this for good?” I had to know, had to put it out there. I couldn’t let him leave without knowing his definitive answer.

“How do you break up with someone you don’t really have in the first place?” he said as he walked away and got into his car. 
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“I WAS SURPRISED you didn’t call me a hundred times this morning,” Jocelyn said when I got into her car. Jasper and Jocelyn were going with me to my first Flowers Vs. Flowers court hearing. Gavin Greenwick was meeting us there. 

“I wanted to, but I just figured out what I was going to wear on my own,” I admitted. I chose my parent-teacher conference orange and tan dress. It’s conservative but fashionable at the same time. I really wanted to wear one of my black or gray dresses, but I still hadn’t gotten my shoes back from Char. So, I had to wear my caramel-colored pumps instead. I’d twisted my long, dark hair into a sleek twist, adding professional sophistication to my look. I knew Marcus would look like a million bucks. He filled out a suit well. 

When we arrived at the courthouse, Jasper and Jocelyn escorted me in to meet with Gavin. They walked on either side of me, providing the security that I so desperately needed at this point. I’d spent all night wishing that miraculously somehow my parents would be waiting for us when we walked into the courthouse. No such luck. Sure, having Jasper and Joz with me, holding my hands, was comforting, but nothing is as comforting as having your parents with you, supporting you. I wasn’t even sure what remote underprivileged country they were in at this time. It was getting harder and harder to keep track. 

Gavin met us in the courthouse foyer with a grim and angry look on his face. “Bad news guys,” he said, shaking Jasper’s hand.

“We just got here. How can there be bad news already?” Jasper asked, taking the words right out of my mouth.

“Marcus didn’t show… and… he’s not coming. His lawyer said that Marcus isn’t agreeing to any of the terms we requested,” Professor Greenwick explained. “His lawyer rescheduled for four weeks from today.” 

“Four weeks? I just want this over,” I whined, getting even more pissed at Marcus, the jitbag.

“It’s a delay tactic. It’s a common practice in divorce cases. I’m sorry, Janelle,” Gavin said. I wasn’t even asking for hardly anything. I wanted sole custody of our dog Gatsby and 50% of the sale of the house. That was all I wanted. I didn’t even want anything inside our house. How could he possibly be delaying this? 

The four of us went to a small Italian restaurant in a strip mall once we left the courthouse. We were on our second bottle of wine, when my phone alerted me to a text message. I slid the lock over and saw a message from Briggs.

 

BRIGGS: I need to go to Ohio State now for a few meetings. Taking Tate with me. Meyer wants to meet him. Hope things went good with court. You single now? See you tomorrow. Love you.

 

Then another message came immediately after the first. Also from Briggs.

 

BRIGGS: So yeah I hit send before thinking. I love hanging out with you. Hope ur not freaked. 

 

What the fuck did that mean? My head was going a mile a minute. Did he or did he not just tell me that he loved me? Or did he immediately just retract it? Why was he going to Ohio State? I had a zillion questions, yet I couldn’t ask any of them. I ended up just sending him a text back.

 

JANELLE: Ok. See you tomorrow. Say hi to Tate.

 

I figured we’d just talk about it tomorrow. Or we wouldn’t. I didn’t know, but I did know that in one day, I’d been stood up by Marcus and Briggs while Leo was in Arizona with his sister. Seemed like I couldn’t pay a guy to want to hang out with me. 
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YES, I SAID July 18th. It has been five, yes five days, since my court hearing and since Briggs canceled on me. Leo’s been gone the entire time in Arizona. I’d texted Leo a few times, but I only got short, impersonal messages back. Briggs? I didn’t even know what was going on with him. As soon as he got back from Ohio State last Friday, he said that he and Tate were going to Connecticut and that he’d tell me everything when he got home. I’d wanted Briggs to take more of an interest in his brother’s life, but I suppose I didn’t want to take a back seat to all the time he was spending with his brother now. Plus, we needed to discuss that whole “love ya” statement and retraction.

Admittedly, I’d spent the last five days, mopey and irritable. Even Char had been too busy to hang out. Apparently, it was a buyers’ market again in real estate. Honestly, I was bored, reading books every day nonstop does get a little old, especially if there isn’t anyone to role play all the kinky sex scenes with. 

I’d made plans to have dinner with Vivian and Sarah, who by the way, were going strong. At dinner, they were all over each other, holding hands, massaging each other’s necks and shoulders, everything. I wasn’t at all bothered by their public displays of affection. I was happy for them. What didn’t make me happy was that I didn’t have someone to fondle, to caress, or to whisper little inside jokes to throughout the entire meal. How could I have two guys, vying for my attention and affection, and still feel lonely and depressed? I wasn’t one of those girls who needed a boyfriend. I could function and survive happily without a man. Couldn’t I? It was ridiculous that I felt like this, absurd really.

Vivian and Sarah were going to a movie after dinner. I opted out, wanting to go home and soak in my tub before going to bed. When I got home, Briggs was pulling into my driveway at the same time I was. My heart fluttered and my stomach flipped. It was obvious that I had real feelings for him, feelings that went beyond sexual attraction and mutual fondness. I knew I was in love with him. I was pretty sure that he was in love with me, too. I just wasn’t ready to make that final leap, take the final step and actually tell him so. 

Briggs opened my car door, when I killed the engine, “Babe, I missed you,” he said, taking my hand as I got out of the car. We began walking toward the pool house, hand-in-hand, but he stopped abruptly in his tracks and turned toward me. “I can’t even wait to get inside,” he said, kissing me deeply. Our tongues began their familiar dance around each other’s mouths; it’d been too long since I tasted him. Every time he kissed me, the taste and sensation were better than the last. Would it always get better and better? I didn’t know how it could, but couldn’t wait to find out. 

As Briggs kissed my neck, trailing his tongue along my collarbone, he said, “We need a new strip of paper out of my birthday jar… like now.”

“Agreed,” I said, pulling away and jumping on his back. “Pronto!”
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LYING ON MY bed, sharing a bottled water, I asked, “So, are you going to tell me where you’ve been and what you’ve been doing for the last week?”

“Five days, and of course I’m going to tell you,” he said, finishing off the last drink in the bottle. “But not yet. I can’t. It’s a surprise. I’ll know everything on Thursday.”

“Thursday? That’s forever away! What’s it have to do with?” I probed.

“Not going there,” he said, shaking his head. 

“I think you’re forgetting how truly persuasive I can be,” I said, sucking his finger into my mouth, swirling my tongue around it.

“I’m not telling you,” he said, removing his finger from my mouth. Just as I was about to persuade him even more, my phone alerted me to a text message. “Ahhh saved by the bell,” he said, laughing as he handed me my phone.

“Most people would consider that a cock-block,” I joked, snatching the phone from his hand. “It’s Leo.”

“Great,” he said. “Talk about a cock-block.”

I read Leo’s message.

 

LEO: I’m taking the redeye home on Friday night. I’ll get home around 8:00 a.m. Saturday morning. Will you pick me up at the Cleveland airport? I’d love to spend the day with you.

 

JANELLE: Of course. How’s Megan? What do you want to do Saturday? Can you call me later tonight? I miss your voice.

 

LEO: I’ll call in an hour. Tell Briggs to go home. J/K. Can you just surprise me? She’s the same. 

 

“Janelle, are you any closer to making a decision?” Briggs asked. Briggs never brought up the big choice, the final outcome. It was almost an unspoken thing with us. I looked up, and he’d clearly been looking over my shoulder, reading along with me. “Are you?”

“Sure, I’ve pretty much… narrowed it down… to either you… or Leo,” I said, trying to lighten his mood, make him laugh.

“I’m serious,” he said, staring at me intently. 

“I think so,” I admitted. “But, it’s just going to suck… for me… and for… just for everyone.”

“It ain’t going to suck for the one who gets you,” he said, wrapping his arms around me. “So, you miss him? Even when you’ve been here all night with me?”

“I didn’t mean it like that. I just miss… I miss seeing him. Being with… around him,” I confessed. 

“Alright. Well, I’m going to get going,” he said, letting me go and getting up off the bed. 

“Hey, that’s not fair. You asked,” I said, feeling guilty and kind of betrayed.

“I know I did, but I still have to go.”

“Briggs, that’s not fair. I didn’t mean to piss you off… or hurt your feelings,” I lamented.

“Babe, I’m stronger than that. I can handle a little competition. But I do have to go,” he said as he slipped into his shorts. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
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I SPENT THE whole flight home trying to sleep, but going back and forth worrying about Megan and thinking about Janelle. I needed to come back home for the week to finalize some things at work. I told Megan that I’d be back next weekend. I just hoped that she’d—I couldn’t go there, couldn’t think about that right now. Right now, I needed to focus on my job and on Janelle, at least get a few things situated. 

When the plane touched down in Cleveland, I felt a flicker of excitement, happiness, feelings that had not run too rampantly in Arizona. I’d spent a lot of alone time with Megan, but also made sure that I took Austin and Avery away for a bit. I wanted Cliff and Megan to have as much alone time as they needed. I didn’t want them to have any regrets of things left unsaid or unfelt. Cliff was starting to fall apart. I was glad that I got to be there for him and help out. He was a good guy and a great husband for my sister. 

At night, Austin and Avery brought their blankets and pillows into the den and slept on the floor at the foot of the hospital bed that had been set up in their den. When I was little, I used to get scared in the middle of the night. I hated seeing the lights on the walls and ceiling when a car turned down our road. The lights reflected on my mirror. They always looked like little ghosts flying all over my bedroom. Instead of running all the way downstairs to my parents’ bedroom, I’d bring my blanket and pillow and sleep on Megan’s floor. I always felt safe around her. She was my big sister and could protect me from my fears and nightmares. Seeing the kids sleeping on the floor reminded me of how little anyone could protect us from anything real that actually scared us. 

It killed me, was literally destroying me, that I couldn’t fix this, helping all of them at once. Megan couldn’t get up and down the stairs; it was too exhausting for her to climb even one flight of stairs. A hospital bed was brought in and put directly into the den. Cliff moved a recliner in too, so he could sleep next to his wife and hold her hand throughout the night. Seeing my sister’s entire family squeezed into a tiny den to steal as many moments as they could together tore me apart and shattered my heart. That kind of love, that kind of devotion, really puts things into perspective. 

My mom and dad were already in the air en route to Arizona. The plan was for them to fly out on the day I got back, so someone was with Megan at all times. Granted, Cliff, Avery, and Austin were with her nonstop, but we needed to be with her, too. I booked another flight to Arizona for next Friday night after work. Work would understand. They couldn’t fault me for this. Family was always more important that finances. Anyone who didn’t know that was a total dumbass.

As I rode the escalator down to the baggage claim, I laughed when I saw her. Janelle was holding a sign that read: “Bueller? Bueller? Bueller?” Janelle was beautiful—even when she wasn’t trying. She just had on black shorts and a pink and black striped tank top with her hair in a ponytail. She was naturally adorable. 

Janelle walked over to me, grinning ear-to-ear. “I missed you, Leo,” she said, leaping into my arms. “I’m so glad you called me. I was really worried that I’d never talk to you again.” I marveled at how much this one person, this perfect woman, could lift my spirits, making me forget my problems.

“I missed you too,” I admitted. My every thought was either consumed with Megan or Janelle. “So what did you plan for us to do today?”

“Well, I did plan something,” she said. “But are you tired? Do you just want to go home and sleep for a bit?” 

“No way, I slept the entire flight home,” I lied. I didn’t want to go home. I didn’t want to be alone. Being alone meant I had to think. Thinking meant that I had to worry about Megan, visualize the things Briggs did to Janelle when I wasn’t around, and wonder what was going to happen to Avery and Austin after Megan—

“Good, because Operation Leo Fun starts right now,” she said, dancing around me, looking absolutely adorable and so full of life. 

When Janelle veered onto the causeway leading to Cedar Point, I couldn’t believe it. I hadn’t been to Cedar Point since my advanced physics class took a field trip during my senior year. I’d heard they’d added four roller coasters since then—ones I’d wanted to ride. 

“I’ve never been on a roller coaster,” she stated, glancing over at me as she drove.

“For real?” I asked, surprised.

“Yep, too afraid,” she replied. “But I figured if you’re facing the scariest thing that anyone could ever imagine, then I could ride a silly little roller coaster.”

Janelle and I hadn’t really talked about Megan. Janelle followed my lead. She never pried, never forced me to talk, but always made it clear that she was ready to listen whenever I was ready to talk. Before I could stop myself, I blurted, “Things like that… when you talk like that… that’s what made me fall in love with you years ago.”

I watched as she gripped the steering wheel a little harder, as her eyes widened, and as her breath caught. “Oh yeah,” was all she said.

“Yep, February of my senior year.”

“You know the month, Leo?” she said, smiling. I realized that she thought I was kidding. “At least you’re saying these sweet things to me now. Last time I saw you, you were telling me that you couldn’t see me anymore,” she said, not looking at me.

Avoiding that comment, I said, “Lizzy Sullivan.”

“Lizzy Sullivan? What about her?” she asked.

“That’s when I fell in love with you and realized that I wasn’t going to settle for someone who didn’t have a heart like yours,” I explained.

“Leo, I’m clever and quite the puzzle-solver, but I’ve got no fucking clue what you’re talking about,” she said, shrugging her shoulders.

“I missed a test in your class when I was on a Miami college visit. We’d spent two days in Oxford, so I missed The Canterbury Tales exam,” I explained. I leaned forward and turned down the radio. How could someone listen to so much Air Supply? I remembered my dad calling Air Supply, “Air-cidal,” because listening to it made you want to kill yourself or someone else. 

I continued once the radio was low enough to talk. “I had to make the test up during your free period. We were alone in your room,” I recalled, remembering the incident clearly. “Lizzy came in crying hysterically.”

“You were there? I don’t even remember you being there,” she admitted.

“I was there, and witnessed the entire thing, which is when I knew how special your heart was and if I couldn’t have it, then I was going to find one just like it,” I vowed. 

“Leo, that’s… that’s… wow,” she said, looking straight at the road.

I was taking the test, probably the easiest test Janelle had given us that year. I’d been done for a while, but I didn’t want to go back to study hall, so I faked like I was still working. Janelle had a skirt on that day, and she was sitting on her tall stool, looking over the papers on her podium. Her legs were incredible, so when she wasn’t watching me, I was staring at her legs, hoping her skirt would ride further up her thighs. Janelle had slipped her one shoe off and was dangling it rhythmically and methodically on the end of her toe. Between her legs and her stockinged feet, I was mesmerized and pretty hard. 

At that point in the school year, I was already crushing on her pretty badly—everyone was. My feelings for her were pretty prominent, but when Lizzy walked in crying uncontrollably, I was done. I was head over heels in love with Janelle Garrity. Lizzy found out that morning that she was six weeks pregnant. Her boyfriend didn’t want her to keep the baby. Lizzy was torn and in total turmoil. I remembered thinking it was strange that she’d go to a teacher for guidance and support. Didn’t we have counselors for that sort of thing? I also couldn’t figure out why Lizzy hadn’t gone straight to her parents for help. 

Janelle listened to her and then did the one thing that made me fall in love with her so long ago. Janelle started crying too. She held Lizzy in her arms, and they both cried together. Janelle promised Lizzy that she’d go with her to tell her parents. Lizzy walked in Janelle’s room a hot mess and walked out scared, but with a renewed sense of confidence and possible hope for the future. 

Watching her drive, I realized that she was still that same person, the one who wanted to help everyone, protect people from the hardships in life. “You’re incredible,” I said. “I’m sorry I was so wrong… so hurtful last week.”

“Oh my God, you certainly don’t have to apologize to me. You’ve been so kind and so patient with me… while you’ve been dealing with all this shit too,” she said. 

“You didn’t deserve the way I acted or how I talked to you; I’m so sorry, Janelle,” I repeated. 

Janelle took her hand off the wheel and placed it on my thigh. “No more serious talk; we’re ruining Operation Leo Fun.”

Janelle was the perfect amusement park date. It was like she regressed twenty years when we entered the park. She was like a child, wanting to ride everything and play all the games. I could hardly keep up with her. Her excitement and verve for fun was contagious. Watching her down an entire fried cheese on a stick was the highlight of the day. Girls didn’t eat junk food like that, but she put it away like it was a bite-sized cracker. I got her on most of the roller coasters. Janelle held onto me and squealed during each ride. I loved watching her face light up; I loved watching her relish the enjoyment that the park offered. But most importantly, I loved her. 

After the park closed, she told me that she had a surprise for me. We drove over to the hotel that bordered the park. She’d booked us a room for the night, so we could hideaway for just one more day. It was thoughtful. She’d even brought some clothes to change into and toiletries for me to use.

“I’ll pay you back,” I offered. The tickets and hotel were astronomical. I couldn’t let her buy me clothes too.

“You will not. Plus, since Jasper’s been hoarding money away for me, I’m practically loaded… for a school teacher,” she joked. We checked into the hotel, went to our room, and threw our stuff on the bed. Then, Janelle said, “Come on, let’s go.”

“Go? Where are we going?” I asked, following her back out the door. I supposed it was a good idea for us to leave the room. I had no idea how I was going to spend all night with her without ripping her clothes off and making love to her. Being close to her all day, inhaling her sent, kissing her in line, and holding her hand were definitely taking their toll on me. No matter how much I promised myself that I wouldn’t have sex with her as long as she was still fucking Alexander, I couldn’t help but think that my resistance and reserve were running low, extremely low, bright fucking, blue-balled low. 

“Walk along the beach… duh,” she said, almost running to the elevator.

“Beach? We live in Ohio, Janelle,” I said, getting into the elevator. “Lake Erie certainly isn’t an ocean.”

“Nobody ever said that a beach had to surround an ocean, Einstein. What? You don’t want to walk along the sand, holding my handing, and kissing me under the stars?” she asked, batting her eyelashes at me. If only I could “Christian Grey” her right now in this elevator… But I was certainly no Christian Grey. 

“I would like nothing more than to do all of those things with you… especially on the beach… near a real ocean,” I replied. I grabbed her hand and kissed it. I certainly came across as gentlemanly and chaste, but man, the thoughts I was having about her were positively more Red Room of Pain than innocently pure. Changing the subject, I said, “So what’d you do all week.”

“Nothing really,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. 

“See Briggs a lot?” I asked, wishing I hadn’t.

“Uhhh no!” she said, with venom in her voice. “He’s been blowing me off.”

“Nuh-uh, shut up,” I couldn’t mask my excitement at that fact. 

“Uh-huh. I was supposed to see him the day I had my first divorce hearing, but he went to Columbus,” she explained. “Then out of the blue, without telling me anything, he left for Connecticut. Said it was a surprise and he’d tell me more, later. I think I’ve only seen him once since Connecticut. I’ve asked him about it, but he still hasn’t said anything.” 

“What do you think it is?” I asked, getting curious myself.

“No idea,” she said, looking disappointed, a little too disappointed for my taste, actually. 

“Well fuck him then,” I said, smiling. “If Briggs Alexander wants to screw this up, then I welcome any slip up he may have.” I pulled her close to me. Her smile was enough to make me forget all of my worries. “Man, that smile…” 

“What about it?” she asked, smiling even bigger.

“It’s the best distraction I could ever ask for,” I confessed.

“Is that all I am to you, Mr. Cling, a distraction?” she teased.

“Yeah, that’s it… one little distraction.” I shot back. “Why? Did you want to be something else?” 

“Nah, I’m good with that title,” she replied, kicking and splashing water at me. 

I picked her up and walked deeper into the water. “So you want to get wet, Janelle? I can see to that.” I held her close to me as I walked into the water up to my waist. I needed a quick cool down, just being around her made it necessary for a cold shower or a jump in a frigid lake. 

“Leo, I want to get wet… very wet,” she said, with an intense look in her eyes. “I’m only going to say this once. I miss you. I really miss you. I want you to make love to me right here… right now.”

Now, I realized I made a pact with myself, but Christ, I was a man for God’s sake. I’d challenge any man to hear the woman he was in love with to talk to him like that and refuse her. It was virtually impossible—at least for me it was. I walked out of the water, still cradling her in my arms. I never took my gaze from hers. I laid her down on the sand, lying down next to her. I kissed her softly, but she pulled me into her, forcing me to increase the intensity, igniting my hunger and desire for her. There was no turning back. I had to have her, couldn’t deny her—or myself. 

“Leo?” she said, begging me again.

I answered her by trailing my tongue down her neck, while I unbuttoned her shorts. She shook her head and reached for the button on my shorts. I lifted up, allowing her access to me, to the very core of my soul that I was fighting so hard against giving her. Who was I kidding? She’d owned me for as along as I could remember. 

Rising up onto her knees, Janelle took the lead, lifting my shirt and kissing my stomach and chest as she took off my shirt. “You’re flawless, Leo.” Her compliments sent a surge of passion and electricity to my stomach and heart. Janelle’s tongue darted out, tapping at my chest. “Your heart’s beating so fast, Leo.”

“You do that to me—have always done that to me, Janelle,” I said, pinning her hand against my chest, interlocking our fingers. She kissed my hand softly, sweetly, before she moved higher and licked my neck. 

A throaty purr escaped her lips, making me strain in my boxers. Voraciously, she claimed my mouth, running her hands through my hair as a charge of intensified heat burned through my groin. Every part of my body that she touched burned in an agonizing want. 

I lifted the hem of her shirt, not wanting to waste one more second without her bare chest against mine. When her shirt came off, she reached around, unhooking her bra, letting it fall loosely down before me. I threw it in the sand before palming her breasts. The moan that rewarded me lured me to knead the flesh harder, dragging my calloused hands over her hardened nipples. Arching back, Janelle invited me to devour her breasts, feasting on them like a starving, dying man. 

“God, you make me feel so alive,” she panted against my cheek as my hands massaged and teased her tits. Sitting astride me, she held my hands in her hers and ran them over her chest and down her stomach. “Leo, I have to taste you… now…” 

No way I could argue against that. I helped her take my shorts and boxers the rest of the way off. A part of me wished we had a blanket, so the sand wouldn’t get up my ass and around my ball sac, but the fucking guy in me would fuck her in a rose bush with thorns in my crack. However, the second her mouth enclosed around the head of my dick, my heads got together and thanked fuck that my willpower blew ass. 

“Mmm Cling, you’re delectable,” she moaned against my shaft. 

The rhythm of her motion and the vibration of her words pulled at my center as strain and want encompassed me. Janelle wrapped her hands around my length, stroking me, following the lead and tempo of her mouth. Then, she changed the pressure and direction. Her hands pumped one way, while her mouth moved the other. Hands down. Mouth up. Mouth down. Hands up—meeting her lips, pounding against her mouth, sending a ricochet against my dick. I was torn, beaten, knew there was nothing I could do. She had me, controlled me. I belonged to her. Only her. 

But she wasn’t mine.

Would never be. 

“Baby, I’m going to…” I said, fisting my hands in her hair, pulling her back.

“I know, I want it. I need to taste you,” she groaned, taking me further down her throat, lightly fondling my balls.

“No… no… I want to be inside you,” I begged, dragging my hips back, retracting from her mouth.

Whining, she sat back, “I wanted to pleasure you, Leo—make you feel good.”

“Mission accomplished,” I said, nodding toward my raging hard on, standing alert and ready for action.

Giggling, she stroked me again, and asked, “Do you have protection?”

I nodded, not wanting to wear one, not caring what happened—just wanting to be buried inside of her, skin on skin, flesh on flesh, and heat on heat. Reluctantly, I reached for my shorts; Janelle grabbed them before I could.

“Wallet?” she asked impatiently, reaching into the pockets. I loved watching her take over—take control. She used her teeth to rip open the wrapper. I wanted to tell her that she’s not supposed to do that, but I liked how ravenous and animalistic she looked—so determined and ready.

“So beautiful,” she cooed as she slid the rubber down over my dick, staring at my length and biting her bottom lip. Standing, she slid out of her shorts and shimmied out of her thong. Staring at her in the moonlight as she stood naked on the beach with the Lake behind her, I couldn’t catch my breath. She took it away—captured it—along with my heart. 

Slowly, Janelle knelt down, holding my penis at her opening. Easing herself down on me, I heard a small catch of her breath, loving that I could steal hers away too—even just for moment. Janelle lifted her body, readjusting herself on me as I marveled at her beauty, her femininity. 

When she rocked a little faster, my eyes closed in pleasure. I had to will them and force them open. The pleasure was intense and mind-numbing—the connection powerful. Her eyes met mine. Damn it, this was Heaven and hell, torture and pleasure, beauty and ugly. I was hers. She wasn’t mine—not mine at all. 

Her pace quickened. I placed my hands on her hips, rocking up to meet each of her gyrations and downward trusts. I used my feet to brace myself to lift upward and inward, filling her completely. 

“Leo… there…” she murmured, placing her hands on top of mine, interlocking our fingers again. I rolled my pelvis forward, hitting the center of her desire faster as I thrust harder into her.

“Look at me,” I begged. “Please look at me, Janelle.” I needed to watch her. I wanted to see her eyes, see the exact moment she gave into me and gave herself over to her own pleasure and joy, in turn giving me mine. I sat up, holding her hands tight against her hips. Our fingers grasped together, holding on until the end. 

Leo,” she said, “I… I… yes… I…” I felt her stiffen as her mouth opened, and her eyes fluttered closed. The ministrations and spasms sent me over the edge. I let go of her hands and braced her hard against my body, feeling her heart pound against my chest as I released all I had—giving her all I was. 
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LYING IN THE bed, drinking wine from the hotel bar, I’d never felt more guilty in my life. “Janelle, we shouldn’t have done that,” I said again, remorse clouding my thoughts and penetrating my heart.

“Leo… stop saying that!” she yelled, taking another sip of her wine. “You’ve been a million miles away. It was wonderful. You’re wonderful. Stop analyzing everything so much. You’re like I was last month,” she joked, kissing my cheek.

Sitting up and putting my glass down, I said, “No. I’m serious. I have to tell you something. I feel like I’ve been lying to you all day.”

I noticed her face fall, a flicker of fear cross her face. “Okay, you’re scaring me… what… what… did you lie about?”

“I came back this week to quit,” I admitted.

“To quit seeing me?” she asked, turning toward me, but hugging a pillow closer to her. Janelle always reached for pillows or blankets to hide behind. 

“No Janelle. I came back to work another week at my job and then quit,” I explained.

“But… but you just got that job. I don’t get it,” she questioned.

“I’m going move to Arizona. I want to be there when Megan… Damn it… when Megan dies. But I’m going to stay for a while. I want to help Cliff with the kids until he’s back on track and used to being a… a… single dad,” I confessed.

“Leo… are you sure? But… but… what about…” She didn’t finish her statement; she just looked at me, hurt and confused.

“I’m sure. We all think it’s for the best. Meg was the only one who didn’t want me to quit my job and put my life on hold,” I said. I leaned back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone… six months… maybe a year. My dad is going to take over my house payments until I get back.” 

“I don’t know what to say,” Janelle said. “I hate that you’re going. It kills me, destroys me actually. But… but… I understand… I guess. If anything were ever to happen to Jocelyn or Jasper—” Her voice trailed off as she laid down next to me, snuggling into the crook of my arm. 

“Thanks for everything today, Janelle. I’ve never met anyone like you. These past six weeks have been… have been… what I’ve been waiting for my entire life,” I admitted, openly. 

“Leo, you make it seem like this is ‘goodbye,’ like we’ll never see each other again,” Janelle said, sitting up to look at me.

“Janelle… I think… it… it probably is,” I choked, feeling the tears well in my eyes. I knew that as soon as I left, as soon as I packed up and skipped town, Janelle would be right back in Briggs’ bed—for good. 

Janelle nodded, wiping the tears from her cheeks as well. I took her hand and kissed the tears from the backs of her hands. I hated that I was the reason she was crying, hated that anything I did hurt her. I just knew that I had to be there for my family. Janelle and I had an incredible six weeks together, but we both knew that anything beyond this summer wasn’t going to happen. As much as I dreamed that I could hold her like this forever, I knew it wasn’t meant to be. If Janelle loved me like I wanted her to, then there’d be no choice, no decision for her to make, she’d just know… know like I did. It was silly to continue to prolong the inevitable, especially when so many other things were going on too. Things that neither one of us could control—or change.
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I HADN’T TALKED to Leo since the morning after our trip to Sandusky. I was a mess. I hated saying “goodbye” to him, and I didn’t understand why we even had to. I could accept that he was leaving. I could accept that he didn’t want me in that way anymore. But what I couldn’t accept was that he didn’t want to be a part of my life, didn’t want me to be a part of his. We’d grown so close, but now we were as distant as two people could be, strangers truthfully. I hated being someone he used to know. Someone from his past. Someone he’d have to remember with a smile—or worse—with regret.

Briggs was in Columbus with his brother again. I had no idea what he was up to or what he was doing. He’d kept me completely in the dark and quite frankly, I was getting pissed. I’d spent the week, pretty much pissed off at the fucking world. Briggs wasn’t around. Char had been blowing me off all week for work. Jasper was in Chicago on business. Even Jocelyn was so wrapped up with Vacation Bible School that she didn’t even have time for me. Vacation Bible School? What the fuck? My supportive friends and family were sucking at their roles, making me doubt their overall loyalty. 

I’d really gotten into writing my musical too. I’d spent nearly every spare moment I had for the past four weeks writing the dialogue, action, and stage direction of my Madonna musical, only to realize that I had no fucking idea how to write a musical. I hated it so much that I actually deleted the entire document from my laptop. I mean, who in the fuck can write a musical? Seriously, there are like, what, 15 really well-known musicals. Did I really think I was going to write the next big hit? Fuck that shit. I’m no writer. I’m a reader and a viewer. 

Actually, lately, I couldn’t even read. Every time I started a new book, began reading something I enjoyed, I kept thinking how I wanted Leo to read it too, wanted to talk about it with him. So, I stopped reading, too. What had I been doing? Watching TV and eating ice cream, waiting on Briggs to resurface and hoping Leo would call to tell me that he’d made a mistake. I thought about dropping by Leo’s parents’ house to see if he needed anything, needed help with any packing or wanted to talk, but then I decided that I’d just let him move on like he wanted—without me. 

I decided that I needed some retail therapy, so I went shoe shopping, knowing that Char was never giving me back my favorite black shoes. I went shopping and bought three pairs of black shoes and two pairs of gold shoes. I’d been wearing my bracelet a lot lately, so I justified in buying more gold clothing and accessories.

I knew my funk was something serious when I didn’t feel the least bit happier or better. I had to call in the big guns and go to Nordstrom’s. I bought a Kate Spade iPhone case and Kate Spade summer canvas bag. Kate Spade was always a good friend when Char dropped the ball, not that she dropped the ball too often. But this week was the ultimate fumble. I even texted her and said that I needed her badly with “Armageddon” in all capital letters. Would you believe she responded with “sorry, can’t this week?” I’d never known her to deny the Armageddon SOS code. 

When I was putting my shoes in my closet, there was a knock at the pool house door. Not bothering with the peep-hole or looking out the side window, I flung the door open quickly, welcoming any distraction from my crappy, mopey self. 

Except for this particular distraction.

“Marcus, what the fuck? Get out,” I said, closing the door.

“Janelle, wait… can I come in?” he asked, putting his foot in the door when I tried to slam it shut, which only made me slam it harder the second time around. 

“Owww fuck. Janelle wait.” Marcus did the little jump around thing, shaking his foot.

“Marcus, I’ve got nothing to say to you,” I said, blocking him from entering my house.

“Good, because I’ve got a lot to say to you,” he replied, still trying to get inside.

“Tell it to my lawyer, because you’re not fucking coming inside my house,” I yelled, finally slamming the door on him.

Marcus knocked harder, yelling from the other side of the door. “Janelle please, I just want to apologize. I’m sorry… for everything. I was wrong. Way wrong.” 

I stood on the other side of the door in utter disbelief, full out astonished. Marcus had never, I mean never, apologized to me for anything. Anything. I put my hand on the door handle, tempted to open it, to hear him out.

“Listen to me,” he said, pounding on the door. “I fucked up. I really fucked up. Will you just talk to me? Please!” 

Marcus Flowers was begging me, saying “please” even, to get me to talk to him. I certainly didn’t get the mother-fucking memo that Hell had frozen over. I decided to text Char. I needed her input.

 

JANELLE: Holy shit. Did Hell freeze over? Marcus is on the porch begging to get inside. He’s apologizing like it’s his job. Advice please.

 

I pressed send and waited. Meanwhile, he didn’t let up. “Janelle honey, please, we’ve been together for so long. Don’t we owe it to ourselves, to each other, to at least talk?” 

Honey? Did he just call me “honey?” What the fuck was going on? Thankfully my phone dinged, alerting me to Char’s response. I slid the bar over and read:

 

CHAR: If you fucking open that door, the next time I see you, you’ll be in a body bag. I swear to God Janelle, do not open that door!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

 

“I signed the papers today, honey. You can have 50% of the sale on the house. Actually, you can have the house… all of it… if you want. I just want to talk to you,” he said, his voice catching as he spoke. 

Holy shit. Was he crying? I’d never seen Marcus cry. I kind of wanted to see him cry. Horrible, I know, but true, so true. Seeing Marcus crying, hurt in agony, would actually give me joy. And God damn it, I could use a little joy.

Unlocking the door, I said, “Alright Marcus, what could possibly be going on for you to act like this?” I asked, still blocking him from coming in.

“Can I come in?” he begged.

“No.”

“Please Janelle,” he asked again.

“No. You’re not coming in here,” I reconfirmed. 

There was no way in the fucking world Marcus Flowers was coming into my house. I was actually surprised that I hadn’t shot him in the face already. Granted, I didn’t own a gun, but with as angry as I was at him, I probably could have conjured a manifestation of some gun to shoot his face or dick off right now. 

“Okay, can you come out here, then?” he asked, reaching for my hand. I hit his hand away from me so hard that it banged against the doorframe with a loud whack. “Jesus. Fuck Janelle,” he said shaking his hand out. 

“Don’t you dare touch me! Don’t even think about touching me, Marcus,” I threatened, pointing at him. “I’ll come out, but I swear to God, if you as much as even brush against me accidentally I’ll slap a restraining order on you so fast, you won’t even be able—”

“Okay. Okay. No touching. I promise,” he said, raising his hands in defeat.

“Because your promises mean so much to me,” I shot back at him, snidely and sarcastically. 

“Touché,” he said, stepping aside, so I could walk past him. “Want to go out back, by the pool?”

“No, too tempting to drown your ass,” I said, sitting down on the porch stoop. 

“Gotcha,” he said, sitting down a little too close to me. I scooted about a foot away.

“What Marcus? What do you want? Why are you here?” I asked, cutting to the chase. 

“To apologize,” he admitted.

“For?” I asked, not knowing what apology he was offering up. God knows he owed me about a thousand.

“Lauren… Vince… your job… everything… Kayla. All of it. Janelle. I’m so so sorry,” he said, reaching for my hand. Kayla? Who the fuck was Kayla? Jesus Christ, I fucking hated him. And Kayla. And Lauren. Who the fuck is Kayla?

“Don’t touch me, Marcus. So help me—”

“I’m sorry. I forgot. Won’t happen again,” he said. “I should’ve been a better husband, a better man. You deserve so much more.” I stared at him. I really had nothing to say to him. “Can you please forgive me?”

“No Marcus, I can’t. I will never forgive you. The way you treated me, what you did to me, people shouldn’t do that to their greatest enemy. You chose to do that to your wife… your wife, Marcus. I can’t forgive that,” I replied.

“Is there a way we can work through this, find a way to work it out?” he asked. “Start over?”

“I’m sorry… what?” Marcus Flowers had to be smoking crack. Was he seriously on my porch asking for a second chance?

“Us. Our marriage. Is there anyway you’d ever—” 

“Have you lost your fucking mind? Is this a joke? No Marcus. No. A hundred times over… no.” I said, staring at him in astonishment. I leaned in closer to him and sniffed him, double-checking for whiffs of alcohol, water bong, or crack pipe. Anything!

“Janelle, don’t you want to get back what we had, what we worked so hard for?”

“Ummm… get back what we had? What we had was a fucked up marriage, a loveless marriage. What I had was a cheating bastard of a husband. So yeah, no thanks,” I said, standing up. I started walking back into the house when I stopped abruptly. It had finally hit me, “Marcus, where’s Lauren right now?”

“Fuck if I know. That tramp can go fuck herself,” he said too quickly. 

“What happened? Are you two not together anymore?” I asked, turning around slowly. I’m sorry; I had to ask. I needed to know. This shit was too good. I needed to talk to Char about it all later. I needed every last detail. 

“Fuck no!” he said. 

“Why?” I asked, needing the dirt—dying for it actually. I could feel the happiness and excitement warm through my veins as my spirits lifted. 

“I told her that I didn’t want kids, told her that kids were a waste of time, money, and energy. They sucked the life right out of you—look at your sister and Rick. No thank you,” he said. 

He stood up and started pacing, continuing his rant. “I thought we were on the same page. Going places… together… you know?” 

Oh my God, Marcus was in pain, hurting because things went south with Lauren. He wasn’t here to get me back, because he missed me. He didn’t know how to function alone. Marcus was coming back to me, because Lauren didn’t want him anymore. He put the “ewww” in douche.

“So, she got pissed, because she realized that she wanted kids and you couldn’t give them to her,” I said, understanding. 

“No! That fucking cunt got pregnant,” he screamed. 

“Pregnant? But I thought you—”

“Vasectomy? I did. She’s pregnant. It’s not mine!” he clarified, shaking his head. 

“Oh. My. God. That is… that is… the greatest fucking thing I’ve ever heard,” I howled, laughing hysterically. This was too good to be true. Holy shit. Oh Karma, you sexy little thing; I owed you big time. “Goodbye Marcus,” I said, going back into the house, leaving him sulking alone on my porch. And to think, I was in a funk. Best. Day. Ever.
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MY LIFE WAS right on track, right where I needed it to be. I’d been holding out on Janelle, waiting to cross all the Ts and dot all the Is. But now, everything was in order, and I couldn’t wait to share it all with her. I couldn’t be happier. I never thought that I’d ever get my shit together, let alone, get it this much together. I called her earlier to tell her to meet me at our city’s finest restaurant at 7:00 p.m. It was a night for steak and wine, perfect for a big steak and a couple bottles of wine.

When I walked into the restaurant, she was waiting for me in the foyer, looking over the menu. Every time I looked at her, she took my breath away. Janelle Garrity was my final wish—if I could just make this last one come true. 

“Briggs!” she shrieked, running toward me. “I missed you. You look incredible.” When I was in Connecticut, I got a few new designer suits. I actually splurged and bought a Gucci suit and a Kiton. I’d always thought that Giorgio Armani was the most upscale men’s suit. I was wrong. What the fuck did I know? 

“Holy shit Briggs. Is that a Gucci?” she asked, stroking the lapel of my jacket. 

“Yep,” I said, grinning with pride.

“So, do you think I’m a little cheaply dressed in my New York and Company sundress?” she asked, twirling around. 

“I guess I’ll just go slumming for the night,” I teased. 

“Oh good, because I’ve got some dirty dirty work for you this evening, sir,” she said, winking at me before she followed the Maitre d’ to our table. 

Once we ordered and got our wine, I said, “I have exciting news.”

“You’d better, because I’ve certainly been waiting long enough to hear it,” she said, leaning in closer to me.

“So, ESPN wants to start filming at the end of October. I didn’t think I’d be able to start filming then, because I don’t graduate until December,” I explained, studying her face for a reaction.

“Well that makes sense,” she said.

“I went to Ohio State and met with the president of the university—”

“Gordon Gee,” she added.

“No, it’s some new guy. Gordon Gee’s gone. Anyway, this dude signed off on letting me take my last 15 credits at the University of Hartford, but I still get to officially get my degree from Ohio State. That’s what I wanted all along,” I said, feeling my heart start to beat faster. I was so fucking excited. There was only one last piece to make this all fit together and work out how I wanted it to. “I met with Walter Harrison… the president from Hartford, and he was all for it.” 

“I’m sorry… huh?” she was staring at me as if I’d just told her that monkeys were flying out my ass.

“I get to take classes at Hartford, but still get my degree from OSU. I start filming in October. The show’s probably going to go live next spring,” I exclaimed excitedly.

“Ummm Briggs? Are you leaving too?” Janelle asked, with fear in her eyes.

“Yeah, Hartford. Next month. Aren’t you paying attention? I bought a condo,” I explained. “Oh yeah… and guess what else… Tate met with Urban Meyer… you know the coach at Ohio State… and now that’s all Tate talks about. ‘Coach Meyer said this. Coach Meyer said that.’ This just might be the thing the kid needs to stay on track,” I said, playing with my fork. “Then, when I said I needed to go to Connecticut, he just couldn’t wait to go with me. Now, he’s all about spending time with me, hanging out like we used to.” 

When I finally stopped talking and took a drink, Janelle was staring off somewhere, not at all engaged in our conversation. When I asked her about it, all she said was, “That’s great, Briggs. I’m happy for you.”

“Janelle, what is it? What’s wrong?” I wondered. I hadn’t foreseen this reaction at all. 

“Nothing. I just guess… I didn’t realize… I just didn’t know that this whole time you were gallivanting around the country that you’d be leaving… leaving me next month,” she said, looking away.

“But that’s just it. I hired a realtor. I’ve been taking pictures of your pool house and all that when you weren’t around or were sleeping, because I wanted to show her what you liked, what your style was,” I explained, getting nervous as fuck. 

“I don’t get it,” she said, puzzled.

“I found a condo. For me. For us. Janelle, come with me. Move to Connecticut with me. You can get a teaching job there… or not… I don’t care,” I said. “You don’t have to work if you don’t want. You can just live with me. Be with me,” I blurted. I’d planned to say so much more, but I was just too excited, too fucking nervous. “Say yes.” 

“Briggs, I—”

“No. No… ‘Briggs’… just say ‘yes’ right now,” I pleaded.

“Hold on, that’s… I mean… it’s—”

“Perfect… it’s perfect. Just say you will, Janelle,” I said, taking her hand in mine. “Come with me.” 

“Hold on,” she said. “It’s a lot to think about. A big step. I have to think about my job, about my family, Char, Leo—”

“Ahhh… Leo… I thought he was gone, done, out of the picture?” I said too quickly, abruptly.

“Briggs, you know he is. But… but… I want to talk to him. Make sure he’s okay… with Megan. It is his sister. Can you just give me a few days to let this sink in?” she said, stroking the back of my hand.

“Yeah, yes, of course. I’m sorry. It’s all good. I did kind of just spring it on you,” I admitted. 

“Thank you,” she said, entwining her fingers in mine. “I’m so proud of you, Briggs, and so happy for you.”
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DRIVING HOME, JANELLE told me all about Marcus. I just wanted to run into him one night in a dark alley—just once. What Leo and I did to him at his house wasn’t nearly all he deserved. That fucker had some shit coming to him, and I prayed that I’d be the one to deliver it. 

“I fucking can’t believe she got knocked up,” I said, laughing. “Fucker deserves it.” 

“I know, right,” she said. I loved that she finally got her revenge-even if it wasn’t all that epic. Knowing Janelle and her bleeding heart, she probably thought he’d gotten enough. I loved that about her.

“Part of me agrees with Marcus though. Ain’t no time for kids,” I admitted. “And to think, Cling’s going to give you up to go play daddy to his sister’s kids. No way.”

Janelle turned toward me slowly and said, “Uhhh… what? Excuse me?” 

“I mean, it’s noble and all, but raising your own kids in this world is hard enough, especially with how fucked up our world is. Look at Tate. He’s even got good parents. The best parents, and he’s still all kinds of fucked up. Now, Cling’s going to raise someone else’s kids. No thanks.” 

“Umm Briggs, are you telling me that you don’t want kids?” she asked, staring at me in horror.

“Not really. Not that big of a fan, really. I guess I like other people’s kids, but I don’t want my own,” I said, honestly. Realizing that these were not words that Janelle wanted to be hearing, I added, “Don’t you think the world’s a horrible place? Would you really want to bring kids into it?”

Taking a deep breath, she said, “Yes, I do think that people make terrible choices and hurt others. But that does not stop me from wanting a child, my own child. Briggs, I think a terrible decision would be to not have kids.”

“You do?” I’d never heard her talk so passionately about anything before.

“Of course. I can’t wait to have kids,” she said, sadly, looking away from me. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She shook her head, and continued to look out the window.

“Janelle, tell me. What’s wrong?” I hated that I’d upset her. 

“In one breath you invited me to Connecticut and then told me that you didn’t want kids,” she explained. “I need to process that. That’s a little tough to handle—”

“Hey… hey… hold up, if you’re upset that I don’t want kids, then we can talk about it again some time… in a few years or so. I guess I wouldn’t be opposed to having like one kid or something if it would make you happy,” I said. I killed the engine on the car and turned toward her. “I’d do anything for you. You want me to knock you up, I’ll bun that oven right now, Babe.”

Smiling, she shook her head, and said, “Gee thanks.”

“No, I’m serious. We can talk about this again. I guess I’m surprised you didn’t already know this about me. I thought Char would tell you for sure. She said you’d be pissed when you found out.” I said.

“Char knew that you didn’t want kids?” she asked incredulously.

“Yeah… she said it would be a deal-breaker for you. I thought she was exaggerating since you’d never mentioned it before,” I recalled. “I guess I knew you were pissed about your ex getting snipped. But we never spoke about it. I just figured she was being typical over-dramatic Char.” 

“I can’t believe she knew about this and didn’t tell me,” Janelle marveled.

“Me either. But there are quite a few things that Char doesn’t tell you,” I admitted. “But don’t bother asking me what. It’s up to her to tell you. I’m staying the fuck out of some cat fight.”

“Char and I don’t fight,” Janelle stated. Just as she finished her sentence an SUV pulled in the driveway behind us, lighting up the car with its headlights. In the light, I realized that she’d been crying. Fuck. I’d upset her. 

“Oh my God, that’s Leo’s car!” she squealed delightedly, making me feel like I’d just been punched in the stomach. Fucking blows. Janelle jumped out of the car, sprinting excitedly over to him.

I got out of my car, ready to finally tell Leo that I’d had enough of him and for him to just get the fuck out of our lives. Our lives. It sounded so real. So right. I walked over to where they were standing, hating that he had his arms around her, was holding her.

“What the fuck, Cling?” I asked, forcing them to let go and face me. Leo was a wreck. He was crying like I’d never seen a man cry before. 

Pussy.

“Go in the house Briggs,” Janelle said, glaring at me. 

“No, I’ll go,” Leo said, backing toward his car.

Janelle gritted her teeth at me, and said “House.” 

“I’m not going back in the house, so you and Cling can start back up again,” I argued, getting pissed at her for even suggesting it. “This is bullshit. I just fucking asked you to move to Connecticut with me. He dropped you. What the fuck is this about? He’s not coming in here and crying his way back into your life, Janelle. Grow up. It’s a ploy.” I said. Granted, it wasn’t my finest moment, but of course, I didn’t realize how much of an ass I really was at the time.

“I wasn’t trying to get her back,” Leo said, opening his car door. 

“Right Cling,” I said. “Always using the good guy card. It’s not working this time. You lost dude. Accept it. You threw in the towel. You’re done.”

“You know what, Alexander, that’s it. I’ve had it with you,” he said, coming at me. “You’ve been wanting this for so long, so have at it. Fucking punch me. Lay me flat. That’s what you’ve wanted all along.” 

“Don’t even tempt me. It’s not worth it,” I scoffed. “Get your ass in your car and go home.”

“No Briggs, I want you to. Let’s see how tough you really are. Let’s see you beat the fuck out of me. You’re always threatening to do so. So do it,” he goaded.

Janelle came in between us and screamed, “Briggs go in the fucking house or go home. Now!” 

That did it, I snapped. I full out snapped. “Are you fucking kidding me? That’s how this is going to go down? You’re going to choose him right here, right now, after he abandoned you? This is bullshit. Fuck this, Janelle. Fuck it all,” I shoved past both of them and got into my car.

Once I started my car, I looked up. Janelle was on her knees, crying in the yard. Leo had his back to her, crying harder. What the fuck? Was he the biggest pussy in the fucking world? Jesus Christ, it wasn’t like someone died—

Oh fuck.

Oh no.

Oh shit.

I vividly remembered when I was on that surfboard, and I felt my feet begin to slip. I remembered thinking, “Just don’t let this be it.” I didn’t want to know the exact moment when all of my hopes and dreams for the future shattered right in front of me. It was like it was happening in slow motion. I wanted that scholarship. I worked so hard, busted my ass to play college ball. But I knew when my foot started to give way and slide off the board that I could be losing all that I’d ever wanted. For so long, I thought that the only thing I really ever wanted was to eventually play in the NFL. There was no dream, no wish that I wanted to come true more than that. 

Until now. I knew it was over. There was never going to be a future with her. She’d never forgive me for this. Her heart was too selfless, too kind, to ever forgive someone for adding pain to someone who was already suffering so much. Janelle would never be able to look at me the same way again.

I sat there watching them, witnessing their coupled agony, as they each suffered alone, facing away from each other. How fucking stupid could I be? I turned the car off, punched my dashboard a few times, and got out of the car. Leo turned to me, looking defeated and worn. 

I didn’t know what to say. Well, I knew I should apologize. But I just couldn’t find the words. I put my hand out to help Janelle up off the ground. Hesitantly, she took it, slightly smiling as she nodded at me. I put my arm around her as we both approached Leo. I put my arm around him, too, and led them both to the pool house. Once inside, I grabbed Janelle’s laptop and went into her bedroom, leaving them alone to talk. 

Before I left the room, I asked “What part of Arizona?” 

“Scottsdale. Why?” Leo said, putting his head back on the chair.

“Just wondered,” I replied, before closing the door. 

I booked Leo and Janelle two first class tickets to Scottsdale on the first flight in the morning. It was the least I could do. Once I finalized all the travel information and flight numbers, I told the woman on the line to hold, so I could get their social security numbers and birth dates.

“You didn’t have to do that, Briggs,” Leo said. “I’m actually scheduled to fly out tomorrow night”

“And now, you’re going earlier,” I said, pounding him on the back. 

“Thank you,” he said, pausing slightly before he one-handed hugged me. 

“I’m going to get going,” I said, walking toward the door.

“Briggs, wait,” Janelle said, following me out.

She wrapped her arms around me, nestling her head against my chest. “You’re wonderful. You’re perfect.” 

“Come again?” I asked, not believing my ears.

“Don’t get me wrong, you’re a fucking asshole, but you sure know how to redeem yourself,” she teased, leaning up to kiss me. I held her close to me, cherishing the feel of her in my arms, savoring her scent. I just prayed that this wasn’t the last time I got to hold her like this. 
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I HATED FLYING. The flight home was horrendous. Since I’d packed so quickly to go, I’d forgotten all of my knock-my-ass-out drugs. Flying without them was the worst. I kept replaying everything in my mind. When Briggs asked me to move to Connecticut, I couldn’t have been happier. Running away with him seemed like the perfect solution, but then I realized it would be running away. I needed to face the school year, my scandal, and the final disillusionment of my marriage with aplomb and grace. I couldn’t hide from it all. 

Leo was the epitome of strength and courage all weekend long. His mom, dad, and Cliff were a wreck, barely surviving. Leo had taken care of Austin and Avery as if it were the most natural thing in the world to him. It probably was. I glanced over at him, marveling at how strong and tenacious he was. He’d had one major breakdown at the funeral when the organist played a song that reminded him of Megan. He gripped my hand so hard that I worried that my fingers would never function properly again. 

We’d spent one night talking until the wee hours of the night. Leo shared so many stories of his childhood, describing his relationship with Megan so thoroughly that I felt I’d known her my entire life. I lamented that I wasn’t able to know her, share in his love for her. Purging so many stories, coupled with raw emotion, led to one intense and intimate sexual encounter that left me empty and lonely. I recognized it for what it was. The final goodbye. 

Leo Cling was still moving to Scottsdale. He’d only flown home with me to… well… fly home with me. He knew how much I loathed flying, so he wanted to make the flight more bearable. Having my hand in his, certainly did comfort me, making me feel safe and secure. 

Waiting to get off the plane, Leo looked at me and said, “Thank you for coming with me. I couldn’t have done this alone.” 

I hugged him and said, “I’m quite positive you could have. You’re pretty amazing, Leo Cling.”

Once we got to the baggage claim, Char was waiting for me. I knew she was going to be there, but I felt a little sad to leave Leo. I wanted to make sure he was going to be okay. Nearly reading my mind, he said, “Don’t worry about me. I’m going to be just fine. I’ll call you before I leave.”

“When are you leaving for good?” I asked, as we waited for our luggage.

“Probably Thursday or Friday. I haven’t checked the flights. My parents are coming home on Saturday, so I want to get back out there before they come home,” he explained.

“Bye Leo,” I said, hugging him, wishing I never had to say those words.

“Bye Janelle,” he said, smiling sadly at me. “Take care.” People say “take care” when there is nothing left to say and nothing worth saying it for. 
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“HOW’D IT GO?” Char asked, pulling into the Starbucks drive-through. 

“Fucking sucked,” I explained.

“Oh, I’m sure,” she concurred, before placing her order. Char’s mom died when she was in high school. Her dad had left them when she was just a baby. Char spent the last two years of high school living with her grandmother. She was the guru of death and coping. “You holding up?”

“I guess. Have you talked to Briggs this week?” I asked.

“Yeah, he said that he’d see you tonight,” she said, paying the barista. “He’s been beating himself up about that night in your yard. Won’t let it go.”

“Well he should. He was an ass,” I stated.

“Yeah, but you need to get over it. He was crazy jealous and freaked. No big deal,” she said.

“You’re forever defending him, like he can do no wrong,” I said, rolling my eyes at her. “Speaking of which, why didn’t you tell me that he didn’t want kids?”

“Oh good, you know?” she asked. I nodded, and indicated for her to start explaining. “It wasn’t my place to tell you. It was his. If you were falling for him, then you needed all the details first.”

“I guess you’re right,” I said. “If you knew he didn’t want kids and you knew I did, then why would you keep pushing me toward him and away from Leo?” I asked. 

“I just wanted you to explore all your options completely. I hated that you were so blind when you married Marcus. I wanted your eyes wide open for the next time around,” she admitted.

“Next time around? Fuck that. I’m not getting married again,” I swore.

“Yeah right,” she said, changing the radio the station. “Plus didn’t Briggs say that he’d have a kid with you?”

“I don’t anyone’s charity baby,” I argued.

“He’d do anything for you. Hasn’t he proven that enough?” she asked. “Are you going to see him tonight?”

“Of course, I miss him.” I said.

“Good, because he’s already at your house.”
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“CAN YOU FORGIVE me?” Briggs asked. 

“I already have,” I said, sitting down on his lap. “Briggs, that was pretty shitty though, you know?”

“I promise Janelle, nothing like that will ever happen again,” he said, kissing my head. “So Cling’s okay?”

“As good as can be expected… considering.” I said. “I’m glad you came by, but I really need some sleep. It’s been a long couple of days.”

“So let’s go to bed,” he said, smirking at me.

“Briggs Alexander, I am beat. I’m going to bed… alone,” I declared. 

He just nodded, and said, “Can’t blame a guy for trying.” I walked him to the door. “You know, tomorrow’s July 31st. You know what that means, right?” he asked.

“The contract’s up,” I said. “I guess I have to look for two new guys to play with.”

“Don’t even joke about that. I’ll see you tomorrow, Janelle,” he said, walking out the door. “Hey by the way, Connecticut?”

“Very subtle Briggs, very subtle,” I said, blowing him a kiss and closing the door. 
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I WOKE UP with all the clarity in the world. It was almost as if everything fell into place, and I could finally see what I truly wanted and needed in life. I dressed in a hurry, couldn’t wait to finally end this confusion and turmoil for everyone involved. I didn’t even bother showering or putting on any makeup. I knew what I wanted, couldn’t wait to have what I’d wanted all along.

Driving to his apartment, my stomach was in knots. I’d completely made my decision, a decision that took nearly two months to make. The bottom line was: I fell in love. I wasn’t supposed to, but I did. I fell in love. Unfortunately, I fell in love with both Briggs and Leo. Head over heels, googly-eyed, take my breath away love with both of them. Sounds cliché, I know, but I did. Sadly enough, I couldn’t choose both of them. I had to make a decision. Like Sophie’s Choice. Holy Hell, not that hard, but hard nonetheless. I made the decision. It was crazy hard, heart-breakingly hard. Gut-wrenchingly hard. 

Today was the day. I was going to tell him that it was him. I loved him, and I already couldn’t imagine my life without him. I think he’s going to be shocked. After all that we’ve been through, he didn’t think he stood a chance, shouldn’t stand a chance. 

Granted, he screwed up a few times this past month, making me question if he could really be the man that I needed him to be, could really take care of me and love me like I deserved to be loved, especially after all of the heartache I’ve endured. It’s him though. I think I always knew it was him. I was just too afraid to admit it. I’m not sure people think we’re right for one another, but this time, with him, I feel it. This is the real deal. This time, I’m thinking forever. 

I put my car into park, got out slowly, and walked up the steps to his place, noticing how hot the handrail was in the late July sun. It burned my hand, like I was getting too close to the fire. Icarus. No, not Icarus, this was not going to turn out badly. This was not going to crash in a fiery spiral downfall. I was not afraid anymore. Let it burn me. I was strong enough now to handle anything, endure physical and emotional pain both, and still come out on top. That much I knew for sure now. 

I took a deep breath and knocked, hoping he was awake. There was no answer. I knocked again, a little louder with urgency the second time. After waiting a few minutes, I heard footsteps. My heart fluttered as I heard him approach, and I immediately thought back to how much we’d been through this summer, this past month. The door opened, and Briggs smiled when he saw me.

“Hey babe, what’re you doing here?” he said, wrapping a towel around his neck. “I was just on my way to work out. But if you’re here, then we can get sweaty and work out in other ways,” he said as he embraced me.

Pulling away, I said, “Briggs, I… I…” 

I looked at the ground. I knew what I had to say. I couldn’t wait any longer. Couldn’t put it off. “You’re wonderful. You’re beautiful and perfect… but… but…” 

“You’re in love with Leo,” he said nodding his head. 

I nodded, feeling terribly for hurting him. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be. All I ever wanted was for you to be happy. I mean… I wish it could be with me, but I’ve known. I’ve known for a long time,” he admitted.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“It was simple. If you and Cling were together, and I showed up, you always looked so happy to see me. Your face just lit up. The same way you look when Char shows up,” he explained, honestly.

“But how does that—”

“Let me finish,” he said. “If you and I were together, and Cling showed up, then your face just fell. You looked ashamed and guilty. I’ve known all along,” he claimed, taking the towel from his neck and wiping off his face. “I make you have fun. He makes you want to be a better person. I know, too, I see it… because that’s what you do for me. I can’t compete with that. I just kind of hoped I could.”

“Briggs, you do make me have fun. I couldn’t have gotten through all this Marcus crap without you. I’m serious,” I said, grabbing his hand. “Please don’t hate me.”

“Janelle, I could never hate you,” he said, hugging me. “I couldn’t have gotten through high school without you,” he added, laughing, lightening the mood. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything,” I said.

“Was I ever really in the running?” he asked.

“Truthfully?” 

“Yeah, the truth Janelle,” he said.

“Ummm, you were the frontrunner for most of the month… until…” 

“I said I didn’t want kids,” he said.

“Nope,” I admitted. “I could’ve talked you into that. I can be pretty persuasive in the bedroom.”

“Good point,” he said, grinning. “Until I fucked up on the night Megan died…” 

“Nope,” I said. “I understood where all that rage and pain was coming from.”

“Okay, then when?” he said, looking thoroughly baffled.

“Briggs, it was something small that happened in Arizona, but turned out to be pretty monumental in the end,” I explained.

“Alright then, I guess I don’t want the details,” he said, looking away from me. “I want to say something though. I need to.”

“Okay,” I said, staring at his watery blue eyes.

“I love you, Janelle. I ain’t never said that to anyone before,” he admitted.

“Briggs, I do love you, too. I loved every minute I spent with you this summer, but—”

“No, don’t finish that thought—just let it stop there,” he said, covering my lips with his finger. 

“We can still be—”

“Don’t even say it. Don’t even think about it. Forever, babe. You’re stuck with me. Tell Char I’m taking her spot as bestie,” he said.

Laughing I said, “Actually she’s been sucking it up lately. You may just fall right into her spot.”

“Janelle, just tell her if she doesn’t come clean soon, I’m going to tell you myself,” he said. 

Before I could even respond and ask him what he meant, he said, “Talk to her… now get out of here. I’m going to cry a little and then work out a lot if I’m going to find me a new chick.” 

Briggs kissed me on the forehead and hugged me. I left his apartment feeling lighter and happier than I had in a long, long time. 

I drove to Leo’s parents’ house. His car wasn’t there. I drove to his new house in the woods. I knocked on the door, but he didn’t answer. Climbing the stairs to the back deck, I wondered where he was. His car was in the drive, but he wasn’t anywhere to be found. I sat on the deck, waiting for him to show up. Then, I thought that maybe he was in our special spot out back, the place he’d made for us to escape. Didn’t we both need an escape about now?

I walked back through the path and saw him. Leo was standing on a ladder, taking down the lights that had been strung along the perimeter of my “midsummer night’s dream.” 

“Why’re you taking them down?” I asked. Leo jumped when I spoke, nearly falling off the ladder. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“It’s kind of creepy back here. It’s almost too quiet. I’m not going to lie, scares me being out here alone,” he confessed. Then, grabbing the next strand of lights, he said “I won’t be back for a while, so I didn’t want to leave all this stuff out here.”

“But you are coming back, right Leo?” I asked, walking toward him.

“Yeah, eventually, when everyone’s ready,” he said coming down from the ladder. “Work said they’d take me back any time and to take my time. Cliff’s pretty happy that I’m coming out. But I promised Megan that I wouldn’t stay longer than a year. She said six months; I said a year. We’ll see.” 

Leo sat down on the cushion; all the blankets and sheets had been stripped from them. “Want to sit?” he asked.

I sat down next to him and took a deep breath. “Leo—”

“Yeah?” he said staring at me.

“I wasn’t scared.” I admitted. He looked at me, confused. “Flying there and flying home, I wasn’t terrified. It was the first time in my life I wasn’t afraid to fly,” I explained. 

“Okay,” he said.

“But this time, I was quiet, but still felt safe. Sitting next to you, holding your hand, just being with you, makes me feel safer and more secure than I’ve ever felt in my life,” I admitted. 

Leo turned to me, staring at me with seriousness. I continued, “Leo, I’ve been so afraid these past six weeks, but I realized something: there is nothing to be afraid of.” I moved closer to him and grabbed his hands. “Falling in love is the greatest feeling ever. But I think there are different kinds of love too. I loved Marcus, because he stopped me from feeling alone. I’ll admit it, I even fell in love with Briggs too, because he made me forget my problems, distracted me from all the chaos in my life. He’s a 24/7 party.”

“Oh, okay. Well, I’m happy for you, Janelle,” he said, as he started to get up. 

“No, Leo… wait,” I said, pulling on his waistband, pulling him back down. “Don’t get up.”

“I’m tired, Janelle. I don’t want—”

“Just listen,” I pleaded. “But I don’t think those kinds of love are the ones that last; they’re not the ones that matter.” Leo stopped and faced me. 

Continuing, I said, “Real love is knowing that the hand you’re holding is the one that you want to hold for the rest of your life. Leo, it’s knowing that it’s the hand you want in yours when you’re sad, when you want to be distracted, and when you face the scariest things you can think of. It’s also knowing that once you let go that you don’t want to wait one more second to hold it again.” 

“Janelle, what’re you saying?”

“I’m saying that when we were in Arizona, I watched you, and couldn’t believe how strong and wonderful you were. I knew that if anything ever happened to anyone in my family or to me that it was your hand that I wanted to be holding,” I said, tears beginning to stream down my face. 

He knelt down next to me and took a deep breath as his eyes began tearing up. I grabbed his hand and held it to my cheek, and said, “Leo Cling, you’re the one I want to cling to for the rest of my life.” 

“It’s about time,” he said, laughing, wiping his eyes, and flashing those giant happy dimples, the ones I hadn’t seen in a long time. “Now kiss me, Miss Garrity.”
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LEO TOLD ME that I had to wait until I got home to open the envelope he gave me. He said that he couldn’t bear to be with me when I read it. I’d wanted to drive home and read it immediately, but he pretty much kept me captive in his bed all day… and his shower… and on his couch… and on his kitchen counter. I was the most satiated a hostage has ever been. 

I opened the letter the second that I pulled into my driveway, since I promised him that I’d wait until I got home. Okay, so I really opened the envelope while I was driving, but I didn’t take the letter out. Fuck. Okay, so I did take it out, but I didn’t open the letter. I really didn’t. I just wanted to be ready to read it as soon as I got home.

As I unfolded the letter, I didn’t recognize the messy penmanship that was scrawled across the paper. I glanced at the bottom, and immediately began to cry, when I read the words, “Love Megan.” I started back at the top, and read:

 

Dear Miss Garrity (or Janelle),

I guess if you’re reading this, then you finally got your head out of your ass. Nice work. Took you long enough. Now, trust me, I Facebooked Briggs Alexander, I saw what my brother was up against. I get how that could’ve been difficult. But we’re talking about Leo for Fuck’s sake. Nobody compares to him. He is the greatest guy that ever lived, next to my dad and Cliff of course. Nah, he’s even better than Cliff. Shut the fuck up, you sick bitch, no I’ve never wanted to fuck my brother. Christ. Healthy bitches always have their minds in the gutter.

Anyway, Leo knows people better than anyone I’ve ever known. If he says you’re worth the shit he’s had to go through to help you get your fucking head out of your ass, then you probably are. So listen up bitch, if you’re reading this, then I’m dead. That blows, because I can’t kick your ass. But know this, if you hurt my brother, then I will haunt your ass. Remember in Ghost, when those ghosts could actually kill people? Oh yeah, Whoopi and Demi wouldn’t be able to save your scrawny ass. I want to write more, but I fucking have diarrhea. This shit blows. Wear your goddamn sunscreen. If you ever see my kids without it, fucking beat their asses. But anyway, take care of my brother, and let him take care of you. You have my blessing. Like you care. But you should… Ghost.

 

Love, 

Megan 

 

Ps. Don’t critique this for errors and shit. I have Cancer for Christ’s sake. 
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THE ORGAN STARTED, and my stomach flipped. After all the planning, after everything, I couldn’t believe this day had finally come. I didn’t think we’d actually get here. It was a tough, angry, brawling road, but we got here.

“You look like you’re going to hurl,” Char said, rubbing her hand up and down my back. “You look gorgeous, what’s your fucking deal?”

“Nothing. I just… I just can’t believe this is happening,” I admitted.

“Oh it’s happening, so you better get your ass in gear,” she said. “Unless… unless… Oh My God, do you think it shouldn’t happen? Because, if that’s the case, then we’ll bail right now and get loaded at that bar on the corner.”

I laughed. Only Char. “No. Nobody’s bailing.” 

“I can’t believe Jocelyn’s not here. Just doesn’t seem right,” Char said.

“I know; she loves weddings,” I agreed.

“Can you believe her water broke in the middle of the night?” Char asked. “Fucking four weeks early.”

“At least we got to see the kid,” I said. “Joz is at the point that she’s had so many kids they just come barreling down like a water slide. What the fuck is she going to do with five fucking kids?” 

Laughing, Char said, “Don’t make me laugh, it’ll smear my mascara.” 

My dad stuck his head in and said, “Alright ladies, it’s time.” I grabbed my bouquet, praying that I didn’t trip down the aisle. Man, that would be the fucking worst. Unless, I made it onto a viral YouTube video and could make millions off of it. Focus Janelle. Yeah seriously, it’s pretty important for me to be fully focused. 

I started to walk down the aisle, after a final thumbs up from Char, reminding myself to be careful, so I didn’t face plant into the bridal runner. Why the fuck were those things needed anyway? It’s a straight fucking aisle. Do I really need a pathway to guide me to the front? They were a YouTube video waiting to happen. 

I glanced over at Briggs, sitting on the bride’s side, and chuckled to myself. Briggs was definitely a friend of the bride’s. Forever friends. His skank-ass girlfriend was smiling unnaturally. The bitch was probably smiling, because she gets to fuck Briggs. She should pay me for teaching him all that I know. She’s one of those ESPN sideline reporters. You know those hot girls they put on the sidelines of games to talk about sports, and everyone knows they know nothing about whatever game they’re talking about? They’re just there as field jewelry. Ahhh field jewelry. Char would like that one. See, I can totally coin new words. I hoped I remembered to tell her. It wasn’t like I could tell her now. But anyway, this one, Briggs’ girlfriend, was probably the finest piece of field jewelry that any field had ever worn. I’d fuck her in a heartbeat. Bitch. Hated her. 

I made eye contact for the first time with Leo. I’d been trying to avoid his gaze, knowing that if I looked at him that I’d either bust out laughing or start bawling like a baby. Of course, he was crying. Pansy. He smiled. His dimples lit up his whole face. God damn those dimples. I wish I could find a way to fuck those things. So fucking hot. 

Leo mouthed, “You’re beautiful.” 

I nodded, and mouthed, “I know,” which made him laugh loud enough to turn heads back toward him. 

When I met Leo at the end of the aisle, I kissed him quickly, and separated from him, taking my place in the bridal party. We all turned to face Char and my dad coming down the aisle. She was gorgeous. I loved that my father walked her down the aisle. I knew it meant a lot to her; it had meant the world to him when she asked. 

I glanced over at Jasper just as he wiped his eyes. I’d never seen him happier. Granted, they were both fucking fuckers, total assholes, for keeping their relationship from me for eight months. Eight months, people! Didn’t think I could handle it. Bastards. Everyone knew, but me. When I get a secret, I’m not telling anyone. Let them see how it feels. 

Anyway, my best friend, the girl that I love like a sister, would actually be my sister within the next hour. I couldn’t wait. I was so happy for them. I was happy for Jocelyn and Rick as they welcomed their fifth child into the world. Better them than me! Fuck that shit. I’m stopping at two. No reason to ever—and I mean ever—get outnumbered. I was even happy for Briggs and his Barbie girl. But mostly, I was happy for Leo and me. I mean seriously, who isn’t a little selfish when it comes to his or her own happiness? 

Leo spent the first six months of our relationship in Arizona. I thought it was going to be brutal being away from him at first. But as a teacher, whenever August hits, time starts running out. I needed to do a few workshops and get cracking on my year-long lesson plans. One evening at the end of August, Leo’s dad showed up at the pool house and gave me a plane ticket to Scottsdale for Labor Day weekend. Leo’s dad, Lonnie, said that love shouldn’t be separated for too long. Then, he told me that it was a surprise for Leo too. Leo was right; his dad was a romantic. When I showed up on that Friday night unannounced in Scottsdale, I’d never seen those dimples look more inviting and happy. 

Leo came home once in October, and he, Cliff, and the kids came to Ohio for Thanksgiving. I’d hosted Thanksgiving at Leo’s house in the woods to ease some of the stress for Mrs. Cling. According to Char, those first major holidays, after a loved one dies, are like dipping jagged knives in lemon juice and then shoving them into your eyes over and over again. I wanted to do something, anything, to help ease all of their suffering. It actually ended up being such a beautiful, wonderful, heartfelt Thanksgiving; the Clings used the entire day to remember and honor Megan, going through pictures and mementos, sharing stories and memories. Avery and Austin were still struggling, but Cliff was an incredible father, tending to their every need and woe. It was a perfect Thanksgiving, except for the fact that I never remembered to defrost the turkey, and we ended up eating mashed potatoes, corn, bread, stuffing, and cranberry sauce with burgers on the grill. Fuck Jocelyn for not telling me that a turkey needed to defrost for four days. How the fuck can it take something four days to defrost? That’s bullshit. Fucking snow melts faster than that.

Jasper flew us all out to Arizona for Christmas. He and Char’d been on my shit list, so they were trying to do everything in their power to get back in my good graces. I milked them for everything they had too. The way I figured it. Char and I were finally rich, since she was getting access, spousal access, to his money. Thank God. It was about time I had a ticket into his bank account. Leave it Char to get us where we’d always wanted to be. Her next mission was to find out how much money he really had. 

Finally, Leo showed up at exactly midnight on Valentine’s Day and said that he was home for good, because his heart belonged to me. We’d spent that entire Valentine’s Day weekend snuggled up in my bedroom, making plans and promises for the future, the future that I couldn’t wait to start. 

I looked over at Leo on his side of the bridal party and smiled. He was perfection cake with perfection icing. Leo smiled, and mouthed, “You’re next,” nodding toward the altar.

I looked down at my ring, which by the way was much smaller than Char’s monstrosity that was currently weighing her hand down and tipping her to the left. I loved my ring. I loved Leo. I loved my life. I smiled, looking at my ring and then back to Leo. I couldn’t wait. I couldn’t wait to be a Cling-a-ling and put the final piece into my puzzle. 
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In Schooled, I added an “Accolades Page” on a whim, just for my own enjoyment. Strangely enough, my accolades received the highest praise—higher than the actual novel to be honest. Who knew that anyone in the world cared about my thoughts on topics? I should’ve been a late night talk show host. Damn, I missed my calling. Nah, in all reality, it was quite shocking that people actually read them. I cannot bribe, pay, coerce, or tie up and force my husband or kids to listen to me ramble on about my thoughts or feelings, unless it’s Mothers’ Day or my birthday. 

Well, BACK BY POPULAR DEMAND… The Final Lesson Plan’s pop culture accolades and recognition. 

 

In order of appearance: 

 

Dear William Styron (writer of the novel Sophie’s Choice that later became a movie):

I never read your book, but I did see the movie, Sophie’s Choice. It was very sad; I can still vividly remember the part when Meryl Streep must choose which of her children to send to the gas chamber. She chose the baby, thinking that the baby wouldn’t know what was happening. Well fuck that. That blows. Nobody should have to make that choice. Poor Sophie. 

Now this particular accolade is not going to be centered around the movie or the book. It’s about the fact that I actually saw Sophie’s Choice. Ladies and gentlemen (do any men read my books?), Sophie’s Choice came out in 1982. I was nine years old. My parents were cracked. Neither my mom, nor my dad cared about what movies I saw when I was a child. They forced me to go see movies with them every Sunday afternoon. For my older readers, I’m going to give you a list of movies that I saw before I was ten years old. You’ll never believe it. (Maybe this is the exact reason I’m so explicitly deviant.) Ready? Looking for Mr. Goodbar, Amityville Horror, When a Stranger Calls, Rollercoaster, Coma, Taps, Porky’s, Vice Squad, and Saturday Night Fever. What in God’s name were my parents thinking? Were they thinking? Were they on crack? I spent the majority of my nights terrified of the things I saw in those movies. Additionally, I had no idea what “Lassie” was barking about in Porky’s. Now, I find it pretty funny! I will give my parents the credit for at least covering my eyes in certain parts of those movies. You will all be happy to know that my sons have not been afforded the same privilege or curse that I’d been granted. They have only viewed one rated R movie, Bad News Bears. 

So yes, Mr. Styron, I did see the movie. I cannot say that I enjoyed it. Again, I was probably pissed off that I wasn’t at home watching the Smurfs or Captain Cave Man. But here I am, 41-years-old, and I can still remember that scene. My parents really liked it. I think the movie won a bunch of awards, so nice job there! 

 

Dear Icarus:

Dude, it was the sun. What the fuck were you thinking? You can’t fly next to the sun. Aren’t you supposed to be a God or some shit like that? Actually, you weren’t a God, if we’re getting technical. You were a mortal, son of Deadelus, a Grecian inventor. But who the Hell gives four fucks about that? Not me. Not my students. Nobody. Either way, get your act together. My three-year-old knows better than to touch fire. 

 

Dear David Jacobs (Creator of Dallas):

I have no idea about anything with Dallas other than “Who shot Jr.?” However, it made my point in the book. I was too young to be into your show. My mom watched it like it was her job. Maybe it was her job. That and probably smoking crack. Anyway, I don’t know who shot your Jr. character. Did he die? I’m going to look it up right now. You’ve got to love Google. 

Okay, I’m back. Kristen Shepard shot Jr. She was supposedly carrying his illegitimate baby and was pissed that he didn’t want her. I did discover some Dallas trivia on my quest for answers. The actors on the show didn’t even know who shot Jr. The director filmed a scene with each person shooting Jr. and then at the last minute chose which one to use. Interesting, eh? I also learned that viewers had to wait eight months to find out. Man, you voracious readers would freak if you had to wait eight months for something. Let’s see, Schooled was released on 10-11-12, and The Final Lesson Plan: Schooled II came out on 6-7-13—just four days shy of a full eight months. Phew! 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: It’s been almost 14 months since I last published a “Deena Bright” book. 

 

Dear Marc Cherry and ABC Studios (Creator of Desperate Housewives):

Big fan. I have to admit. You made me actually like Sunday nights, which for most of my life, I have thought that Sunday nights were the Devil’s spawn. Gabby and Carlos were hysterical. Their banter reminded me much of my husband and me. But alas, I’ve never hooked up with some young, hot landscaper, nor has my husband killed people for me. But, we’re still a lot like them. 

 

Dear American Media, Inc. (Owner of National Enquirer)

I can’t say that I’ve ever bought or actually read an entire newspaper of yours, but I won’t lie, I have skimmed a few articles while standing in the checkout at the grocery store, chomping on a candy bar that I may or may not have paid for. I am often intrigued enough to pick it up and take a few minutes to leaf through it. That has got to count for something, right?

 

Dear Mike Krieger and Kevin Systrom (Creators of Instagram):

You’re all the rage with my students. I do not have an Instagram account. I mean, it’s just pictures, right? However, you must be doing something right if high school kids think you’re the shit. They hate everything—like seriously everything. Keep up the good work. 

 

JK Rowling (Author of the Harry Potter masterpieces):

I love you; I miss my friends. So, I was thinking, if I miss them, you must really miss them. How about you give us the prequel? You know we want it. You know we’d kill for it. Hell, I’d do the Avada Kadevra spell for it. Please don’t tell me that I’m a muggle and have no magical powers. I would stop liking you if you did. Let me live in my fictional world. It’s so much better than my reality. 

 

Dear Constance M. Burge and Aaron Spelling (Creators of Charmed):

Okay, maybe I have a thing for fictional, magical beings. Actually, let’s be honest, I have a thing for the three original Charmed girls. They were funny, strong, kick-ass, and so supremely sexy. What wasn’t to like? However, I did notice that not many people in my age bracket were tuning into the WB, then the CW, and finally TNT to watch Charmed. Sometimes, I think I connect so well with high school kids, because I have yet to mature out of adolescence. 

Okay peeps, here’ s a secret, never before been revealed, “Leo” on Charmed was the inspiration for my Leo—just the character—not his looks. We all know that my Leo visual is Chace Crawford. And if we’re revealing all, I pictured Holly Marie Combs (Piper) as Janelle too. There you have it, an inside exclusive. 

I’d also like to say that I’m a huge Alyssa Milano and Shannen Doherty fan. When I was in middle school, I used to take pictures of Alyssa Milano with me to the hair salon in hopes that they’d make me look like her. (Now, this was AFTER Samantha Micelli got the makeover from Angela and Mona before her big dance with Chad McCann.) I still take her pictures with me to the stylist. My stylist looks at the picture and usually hands me a Jenny Craig coupon. Ah well, got to start somewhere. 

And Shannen Doherty, love her. I loved her on Little House on the Prairie too. Tabloids and magazines always report that she’s a total bitch. I’m not buying it. She’s just misunderstood. Shannen, I have openings for new best friend, if you’re interested. Email me: deenabrightwrites@gmail.com. Oh my God, what would I do if either of them ever read this book? I guess it’d be kind of cool to have a celebrity nail you with a restraining order. 

 

Dear Turner Broadcasting System (Ted Turner/TNT):

What the Hell happened to the 2-hour morning block of Charmed and the 2-hour evening block of Charmed? I thought you and I had something here? What are you trying to do to me? How can I survive without Alyssa and Shannen? You’re killing me. 

 

Dear Kari Lizer (Writer of The New Adventures of Old Christine):

I want to start by saying that I deeply, deeply apologize. I didn’t watch your show when it was on, and now, I hate myself for it. One summer day, I was lounging on the couch, had probably bribed my kids with cookies or some shit to just leave me alone for a while, when I stumbled upon your show on Lifetime. Oh my God, it truly is the funniest goddamn show ever. Matthew’s character was incredible. (I was so happy to see that dude who played him got a part in the movie, 42.) 

I did question why everyone acted like the “new” Christine was so hot. She wasn’t all that. But, Wanda Sykes and the two bitchy blonde chicks stole the show. My God, they were frigging hysterical. I began to actually tape it every day and couldn’t wait to get home from work to watch it. My sons used to get so excited when I watched it, because I would laugh so hard. I guess they figured if I was laughing, then I couldn’t bitch at them or make them do chores around the house. 

 

Dear A&E Networks and Disney (Owners of Lifetime):

Disney? Seriously? How much freaking money can that whole corporation be worth? I just made a monumental decision as a mother that will impact the rest of my life, as well as my children’s lives. We will not stop until at least one of my children has married someone with the last name of “Disney.” That is my newfound personal goal. 

Additionally, I am a big fan of the Lifetime network. Once you’ve crossed over to loving Lifetime, then you know you are a fully-grown and mature woman with a few kids and a boring, mundane life. It’s true. Lifetime helps keep me sane in a world where psychosis is pretty common. 

 

Dear Les Wexner (Owner of Victoria’s Secret, The Limited, and pretty much all of Columbus):

I think your models are looking too young. It’s kind of creepy. Or, maybe, I’m just getting too old. But, I do like what you’ve done for my boobs. Normally, they’d just hang out, resting on my thighs, but thanks to you, I’ve “got rack.” I appreciate that. 

I’d also like to take a moment and apologize. One night after a very fun night at the OSU bars (back when they had on-campus bars), I peed on your memorial wall thing at the Wexner Center. I’m sorry about that. I lived all the way over in Morrill Tower; we’d been out at Park Alley. I certainly couldn’t make it all the way back to my dorms. Forgive me? 

 

Dear Sheryl Leach (Creator of Barney):

I hope I didn’t offend you; purple is a fine color for a dinosaur. If we’re being honest here, I look pretty good in purple myself. But if we’re putting all our honesty out on the table, then you should know that neither I, nor my children have ever watched one episode of your show. I’ve seen snippets here and there, but never really watched the whole thing. 

 

Dear Matthew McConaughey:

You’re still my favorite in A Time to Kill. It was such a great movie, and an even better book. I totally had diarrhea at the end when the verdict was coming in. I was so nervous. I kept putting my book down and running to the bathroom. Then, I just said, “Screw it,” and took the book with me. 

You are pretty damn smoking hot. But what really gets me is your voice. Sexy as Hell, sir. Love it. And just because the character in my book wanted you to put your shirt on, that is in no way any indication of how I feel. Take it off Matthew, take it off. I’m pretty certain that I don’t have much of a chance with you, since I just admitted to my bowel issues. Oh well, it’s better to be honest up front. 

 

Dear Darren Star, Aaron Spelling, and E. Duke Vincent (Creators of Beverly Hills, 90210)

I might get a little teary-eyed here. You are my past. You are my present. You are my everything. I’m Deena Bright, and I’m a 90210 junkie. The new, the old, the reruns, whatever you got, I’m watching it. I used to identify with it so much that I actually waited to lose my virginity until after Dylan and Brenda had sex at the Spring Fling dance in the hotel. If Brenda Walsh from Minnesota could do it, then so could Deena from Ohio, right? Okay, I may be exaggerating a little here. But the truth is, I was a big fan. I even watch the new 90210s, even though I cannot connect with it like I used to. I watch out of total loyalty. 

However, I do have a problem that has stayed with me much of my adult life. Just why? Why do all high school shows insist on having the best friend sleep with her best friend’s boyfriend? I don’t get it. I had friends in high school, some pretty promiscuous friends actually, and they never touched my boyfriend. I taught high school for 1g years. Girls do not sleep with their best friend’s boyfriend. I mean, I guess it could happen and might happen, but it is not the norm. When Kelly started fooling around with Dylan in the pool while Brenda was in France, I got so pissed off and physically sick to my stomach. I know, I know, Brenda was hooking up with Superman. I get that. But Rick (Dean Cain’s character’s name) wasn’t Dylan’s best friend. It was just ridiculous.

Now, I’m on the soapbox; I may not be able to dismount myself. Take One Tree Hill for instance, Brooke and Payton were best friends, went through everything together. Payton would never have slept with Lucas, knowing that Brooke was falling in love with him. It doesn’t happen. Stop giving these young girls ideas. It’s bullshit. I end up hating the bitch for the duration of the show. I wished that Kelly would’ve been burned to a crisp in that fire. I wished that Payton would’ve been shot in the face by Jimmy Edwards in the school shooting. Okay, yes, I’m a teen drama junkie. Fuck off. We all have our vices. I guess I’ll stop now before y’all have me committed. 

 

Dear F. Scott Fitzgerald (Author of The Great Gastby):

I loved the book when I read it in high school. I loved it in college when I copied a paper off of my roommate. Yes, I used her paper as my own. The bitch was smarter and a better writer than I. Shit, I hope she doesn’t find out about the Indie author craze. She’d roll me up and smoke me when it comes to writing. People would be like “Deena who?” and be all over her. 

So, Mr. Fitzgerald, I have a confession to make. I used to think that you wrote the “Star Spangled Banner.” Now, when I say, “used to,” it wasn’t until I started teaching the novel, The Great Gatsby, in my American Literature class at my old school that I finally figured it out. I don’t know, I think F. Scott Fitzgerald and Francis Scott Key sound very similar. I thought you were the “the bomb,” writing our National Anthem and The Great Gatsby. Well, you still are pretty cool. I mean think about it, Jay Gatsby was the original Christian Grey. It’s true people. Christian Grey is the modern day Jay Gatsby.

 

Dear Harper Lee (Author of To Kill a Mockingbird):

Is it wrong and nearly sacrilegious to say that I’d be interested in an erotica novel, featuring Miss Rachel, Calpurnia, and of course Atticus? Would that be crossing the line? In all sincerity, I’d like to thank you for your contribution to American Literature, breaking barriers that needed to crumble, and sadly, that still need to be shattered. As an adult, what I hope for the most is that I can be ½ the parent and role model that Atticus Finch is, opening my children’s eyes to the injustices of the world, but also opening their minds and hearts to all human beings, teaching compassion and acceptance along the way. That’s right, bitches; I just got a little serious and philosophical up in here. Smell me!

 

Dear Yum! Brands Inc. (Owners of Taco Bell):

I’m sure you’ve taken a hit since the C-word restaurant became all the fast food Mexican hype. (No, not the 4-letter C-word). I do want to say that after a late night of alcohol, hot, sexy dancing, and hoopla, you’re the only way to officially say, “Goodnight.” There were countless mornings, when I found shredded lettuce in my bra, and that’s when I knew that once again, you put me to bed after a night of fun. 

 

Dear Bill Gates (Founder of Microsoft/Xbox):

I pay my sitters around $8.00 - $10.00 an hour. Do you take checks? You’ve entertained my sons more this past year than any babysitter I’ve ever had. The Xbox is truly my built-in, electronic nanny. I wouldn’t have one ounce of sanity left if it weren’t for you. Gratefully, I bow down to you. 

 

Dear Pinnacle foods (Mrs. Butterworth syrup):

I’ve been waiting for nearly 35 years. What the fuck did I do wrong? Never once has my syrup bottle come to life and talked to me. That is some serious bullshit and false advertising. If she doesn’t do it soon, then I’m switching to Log Cabin. Damn snooty-ass bitch. 

 

Dear Genesis, or God, or Moses (Whomever really wants to take the credit for Adam and Eve):

It was an apple. An apple! You greedy little witch. How dare you give us monthly bleeding, pain during childbirth, and sin throughout the world for a freaking apple? Are you out of your mind? Did God even bother to give you a mind? What in the world were you thinking? I mean, if it were a hot fudge sundae, then maybe I could understand. It was a freaking apple. 

 

Dear Charles Dickens (Author of A Tale of Two Cities):

Picture it: “It was the best of times; it was the worst of times.” I was at Ohio State, living the college girl’s dream when my mom got sick and passed away. That quarter (Ohio State was on quarters back then), I was taking an English class and supposed to be reading A Tale of Two Cities. Well naturally, with everything going on, I didn’t read the book. That however did not stop me from writing a paper on that particular literary masterpiece. I had to compare and contrast two characters. I hadn’t even gotten far enough in the book to even know who the second character was. Now, this was before the Internet had all the answers right at your fingertips. (Thanks Google!)

So, I winged it; something many students do. I got an A on the paper, and my professor wrote something along the lines of: “This is such a well-written paper and so thought-provoking. It’s amazing you could write such a thorough paper without even mentioning so-and-so’s death.” I had no idea the one chick died! I don’t even remember her name at this point, and I am not looking it up. I closed that chapter of that book a long time ago—way before it even ended. I still got an A though. Hmmm… maybe I’m a pretty good writer.

 

Dear Clorox Wipes:

How did generations of families even try to exist before you came along? I should own stock in the Clorox Wipe company. I’m not going to lie; I’ve washed my children with your wipes. Clorox Wipes just make life better, cleaner, and less repulsive. 

 

Dear HBO and Time Warner (Owners of Cinemax):

Every year in October, I start teaching literary terms. I have to teach the term “pun,” which is a play on words. As a teacher, I’m expected to give them examples. I always give them, “I used to be a garbage man, but then I got canned.” Clever, eh? 

Anyway, I want to tell them a story (but I never do). I want to tell my students that when I was in high school, my best friend and I discovered that I had Cinemax After Dark on my cable network. We spent much of the night watching Lady Chatterly’s Lover and Emmanuelle. On one of them, I’m not sure which one, the main female character goes hard and heavy with the landscaping, gardener man. (Leo?) Well, in one particular scene, she goes hard with herself. My friend was disgusted with the masturbatory scene and she said, “Oh gross, just go see the gardener, you hoe.” It was the ultimate pun; one I doubt my students would ever forget. But, I do have the pragmatics to not teach the word, “pun” that way—even though I know they’d retain it better than all other definitions and examples.

 

Dear Bill France (Owner of NASCAR):

My husband used to be a huge NASCAR fan. To my delight, we’ve overcome that nonsense. I’m sorry; I hope that doesn’t offend you. But seriously, cars driving around a circle over and over again? Yeah sorry, doesn’t do it for me. 

I will tell you a story though that you may enjoy. After my husband and I had been together for over a year and half, he told me that he wanted to take me away for Valentine’s Day. He said that it would be a vacation that I’d never forget. Naturally, I assumed that he was going to propose. I was ecstatic. I bought the sexiest outfit, had my hair highlighted, and got my nails done. We flew to Nashville, checked into the Opryland Hotel, and went straight to his desired destination for Valentine’s Day. Ready? He took me to the mother-fucking NASCAR café to watch that year’s Daytona 500. No joke. Memorable? Ummm… yeah! I’ll never forget how dangerously close I came to drowning him in the cute little indoor river at the Opryland Hotel. Once we got back to the hotel, late that night, because of course there was a caution and delay from some stupid oil spill; I went through all the luggage, everything, to find the ring. No ring! He just thought it would be fun to go away for Valentine’s Day to watch the race. Men!

 

Dear Robert Zemeckis and Bob Gale (Writers of Back to the Future):

“Hey you, get your damn hands off her.”

“Damn where is that kid? Damn. Damn.”

“You’re my density.”

I love Back to the Future. Granted, I had to watch it four or five times until I fully understood it. However, it is one of my all-time favorites. Michael J. Fox is a personal favorite for me. I’ve loved all of his movies and all of his sitcoms. He holds a special place in my heart. 

 

Dear William Shakespeare:

What’s the deal with you and me? It’s like you’re the boyfriend I keep going back to—even though I know you’re no good for me. My students hate you. I have a hard time teaching you, getting my students engaged. How can we separate for good? Isn’t there someone else I can have? Chaucer? Hemingway? Twain? Why does it have to be you? You bore me. When a man bores me as much as you do, don’t you think it’s time I to move on? 

 

Dear E. L. James (Author of the Fifty Shades of Grey trilogy):

You tweeted me once. That was like the coolest thing that’s truly ever happened to me. Thank you for that. Now, if I could just get Shannen Doherty or Alyssa Milano to tweet me too… 

 

Dear Richard and Maurice McDonald and Ray Kroc (Founders and owner of McDonald’s):

Egg White delight? Nice one. You’re getting there. Personally, I say “fuck ‘em.” If people want to come in and gorge themselves on Super Size fries and Big Macs, then they should be granted that God-given right. I do like the nutritional information listed on the menu, but if I want to exceed my daily caloric intake with a couple McDoubles and a Fillet-O-Fish, then so be it. I have to admit, once baseball season hits, Ronald spends more time in my kitchen than I do. 

 

Dear Little Debbie and Hostess (Creators of the Swiss Cake Roll and Ho-Ho):

Yeah, nice work. My husband is a “taste test fanatic.” We have taste test contests all the time; he insists upon it. We’ve taste tested Diet Coke vs. Diet Pepsi, generic pizza rolls to Totino’s, and of course the Swiss Cake Roll to the Ho-Ho. At my oldest son’s last slumber party, we had all 9 boys and my other children taste test them. I have to say; it was split pretty much down the middle, which pissed my husband off. He avidly believes the Ho-Ho is the better pastry. I disagree. I’m a Swiss Cake Roll fan. I love peeling the chocolate off, unrolling it, and licking the cream out. He likes to freeze the Ho-Ho. We’ve got different tastes. I even had to make sure that you shared the same accolade to keep it fair. 

 

Dear David Chu (Owner of Nautica clothing):

I love your clothes; my sons love your clothes. But let’s get real here. Every single time I’ve been in your store, I’m your only customer. Now, I have an English degree. I’m no mathematician or Economics guru, but don’t you think if you lowered your prices, then more people might actually frequent your stores? Just throwing it out there. Do what you want with it. By the way, that was free advice—no charge. 

 

Dear ESPN: 

Holy crap people! Did you know that Disney Productions Inc. owns 80% of ESPN too? Something tells me that Walt wouldn’t be too pleased with being in Schooled or Schooled II. I’m sorry about that, Mr. Disney. May you rest in peace. I am a huge fan of your work. Thank you for the many hours I can put my children in front of a television and do what I feel like doing. Without you and your shows/movies, I might have to actually spend time with my kids. Hmmm… I’m not sure that’s what you had in mind. 

 

Dear Sherwood Schwartz (Creator of The Brady Bunch):

I did not like the Hawaii trip or the Old West trip. Those sucked! Greg cannot surf—nobody was buying that. He was a douche. I had a thing for Peter. I liked him the best, especially when his voice changed. Oh, ya know what else sucked? Oliver. What in the world were you thinking bringing in that loser? God Almighty. My favorite episode was when Jan was allergic to Tiger, and everyone gave him a bath. Then it turned out, it was his flea powder. I also really liked the episode that Tiger was stealing all the toys/games and putting them in his doghouse. I enjoyed The Brady Bunch, especially their bathroom and staircase. Growing up, I wanted to marry an architect, because I thought he could build me a house like that. 

 

Dear George Lucas (Creator of Star Wars):

This might make you mad. I kind of pride myself on the fact that I’ve never seen Star Wars. I’m not even really sure why. I do know who Yoda is—that is why I referred to him. I think Yoda’s sort of cute, like E.T. I thought about maybe making a promise to you that I would introduce my sons to it, but I don’t even really want to do that. 

 

Dear Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee (Playwrights of Inherit the Wind):

Hey readers, you really should read this play. It’s only like 110 pages; it would take you a little over an hour to read it. It’s very clever, witty, and rather interestingly educational. I say, “give it a go.” Mr. Lee, my students think you were in the Civil War. They don’t understand that you were in a different century. History isn’t their strength. I was impressed though that you were from Ohio. Go Bucks! michigan still sucks. (Always a good time to remind people that the “team up North” blows donkeys.) 

 

Dear Joe Shuster and Jerry Siegel (Creators of Superman):

Nice work, there is nothing better than the geeky boy-gone-super stud. Am I right, readers? Give me some of that! Also, the first penis I ever saw was in the Superman movie I saw as a kid. It was on a baby! Strange that I remember that. It wasn’t long after that I saw another penis on Porky’s. Remember, my parents were whackos. 

 

Dear David Mickey Evans (Writer of The Sandlot):

Holy Fuck, Benny “the Jet” Rodriquez was hot. I Googled him, and he is still pretty hot. My kids love your movie. Anything baseball and I am guaranteed 90 minutes of peace and quiet. Thank you Mr. Evans. 

 

Dear Roseanne Barr and Matt Williams (Creators of Roseanne):

I wanted to be Darlene. She was the best character. I loved how she belittled Becky. I’d say that Darlene was and probably still is one of my all-time favorite characters. She cracked my shit up. And Roseanne, that last episode, the finale, superb. Actually, right now, just thinking about it, I could cry. It was so good. Thank you. 

 

Dear Spark Notes:

What’s your deal? Why do you have to be so long? I’m just trying to get some kids to pass tests here. Help out a little, would ya? I can’t do this all by myself for fuck’s sake. 

 

Dear John Hughes (Genius writer of The Breakfast Club and Ferris Bueller’s Day Off):

John Hughes = Screenplay Perfection (Per-fuck-tion)

There is no more to say about that. We miss your movies, your wit, and your overall existence. You made movies enjoyable, worthy of a night out. Thank you for being a part of my childhood and adolescence. 

 

Dear Daniel Waters (Writer of Heathers):

Heathers was the first movie that I remember “getting,” meaning I understood the message without having to ask someone. It made me feel smart. Oh, and guess what? Shannen Doherty was in it. Now, that’s what I’m talking about. But seriously, what happened to Christian Slater? He was so hot with his sexy, raspy voice. 

 

Dear Robertson Family (stars of Duck Dynasty):

I’ve tried. I have really tried. My husband adores you, worships you. I just don’t get it. I’m sorry. We’re going to have to agree to disagree on this one. I’m just not feeling ya. I wish you the best; you obviously don’t need it. You’ve got the Midas touch. Congratulations. 

 

Dear Jack Dorsey (Creator of Twitter):

I’m getting better at you. People still don’t follow me. I guess I’m not going anywhere all that exciting. My tweets are never “favorited” or “retweeted.” I lose followers all the time. If Twitter were high school, then I’d be the geek in the corner, reading a book. Hell yeah! Love readers. 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: My twitter is @angelisaauthor FOLLOW ME!

 

Chad Hurley, Jawed Kim, and Steve Chen (Founders of YouTube):

My God, you three certainly have the market on how to entertain teenagers. Now, if you can turn your creation into well-thought out academic lesson plans, then we would be in business. My students are constantly on YouTube, asking me if I’ve seen such and such video. I marvel at your ability to engage and interest the adolescents of this world; Lord knows, I can’t. Nice work, young gentlemen.

Now readers, if you got this far, then you must give a few cruds about my opinion. You have to YouTube “Epic Hurdle Fails.” My students had me crying; I was laughing so hard. I also like “Little Girl Plays with Dead Squirrel.” They are both hysterical. Granted, I think they are the only two videos I’ve ever watched, but give them a shot. Giggle a bit; make yourself smile today. 

 

Dear Graham Russell and Russell Hitchcock (Initial members of the group “Air Supply”):

I would never have gotten through my 6th grade breakup if it weren’t for you. I listened to your greatest hits album over and over again until I was drained of all my tears. When Sirius Satellite Radio plays one of your songs on its Love station, I’m in all my glory. You just get me. 

 

Richard Simmons: 

You crack my shit up. I’m serious. Whenever you’re on Howard Stern, I’m rolling. I was so excited to see you on General Hospital again last year for the Nurses’ Ball, battling it out with Lucy Coe, yet again. It made my day. I even cried a little bit. You’re a pretty cool dude. 

 

Mr. Big (Writer of “To Be With You”):

It’s such a good song. What happened to you? I say, “Make that almighty comeback.” I’ll be the president of your fan club. 

 

Dear Harold Butler (Founder of Denny’s restaurants):

Well, I’m sitting at Denny’s right now, writing my little heart out. Your “Moons Over My Hammy” is a sublime breakfast sandwich. It just melts in your mouth. My best friend and I used to frequent your establishment every time one of us was down, to just sit for hours and talk it out. Many of our breakups and heartache were sorted out within the walls of your restaurant. Denny’s is our house of therapy and recovery. 

 

Dear Victoria Beckham “Posh Spice,” Melanie Brown “Scary Spice,” Emma Bunton “Baby Spice,” Melanie Chisholm “Sporty Spice,” and Gerri Halliwell “Ginger Spice” (The members of TheSpice Girls):

Picture it: 1997 Cleveland, Ohio, center court of a Cavs game, and Deena Bright gets hypnotized during halftime. I was in the middle of the floor, alone, telling everyone “What I want, what I really really want.” Then I was a jackhammer, and vibrated and jumped all over the court. Good times. 

 

Dear Coca~Cola (Owners of the Fuze beverage):

When I was pregnant, I searched high and low for something to drink, something that tasted good, but wasn’t loaded with caffeine and other fetus-fucking-up poisons. Finally, I found the Fuze. Thank you so much for that little slice of Heaven, when alcohol, Diet Coke, caffeine, and Sweet-n-Low were completely out of the question. One can only tolerate water for so long. Well, I guess water’s pretty good for you, and you can tolerate it a great deal. But, who the Hell wants to drink water when everyone is slurping down wine or margaritas?

 

Dear C.S. Lewis (Author of the Narnia series):

Your vivid descriptions make the scenes come to life, giving the reader an ample amount of visual imagery. You’re an incredible writer and should be praised and honored for your work. You already have been? Not by me! So, here it is: You are superb. Be proud of you work. 

 

Dear David Crane and Marta Kauffman (Creators of the television show Friends):

I will stop what I’m doing, sit down, and just kick it every time I stumble upon a Friends repeat on TBS. It is such a great show; the characterization is remarkable. I still enjoy it so much—even though I’ve seen every episode numerous times. 

 

Everyone has a favorite episode. Here’s mine: 

 

I love love loved the episode when they are all trying to figure out who seduced whom when Ross got Rachel pregnant, and Rachel swore over and over again that Ross seduced her. I loved that Ross had it on tape, and she told the “sure thing story.” It was hysterical. I was never a big Rachel fan, so I liked that she looked like a dumbass. One time, on Howard Stern, she (Jennifer Anniston) was rude to Stuttering John and wouldn’t answer his questions. I stopped liking her then. By “not liking her,” I mean, I just told people I didn’t like her. I still watched every episode of Friends, and I still see every movie she’s ever filmed. Man, I loved The Break Up; I cried through that entire movie, starting with when he didn’t pick up the lemons. 

 

Dear Jeremy Leven (Writer of Don Juan DeMarco):

Fucking loved your movie! I loved the theme and plot, but what put me over the top was how delicious Johnny Depp was throughout the entire movie. Depp fans, if you have not seen this movie, then you’ve certainly missed THE movie he is the sexiest in. Get it now! Now! Stop reading and go get it.

 

Dear David Hertz (Writer of the movie, American Pie):

Loved all the American Pie movies. They crack me up. I’m a big fan of high school, stupid comedies. They give me great joy and laughter. Every year during Romeo and Juliet, I have to teach the term, foil. Foils are two characters with opposing personalities, not enemies, but with different types of characterization. Mercutio is Romeo’s foil. Romeo takes love seriously, while Mercutio does not. I use Stifler and Finch as examples of foils. Luckily, the CLEAN versions are on television a lot, so my freshmen have seen it. Thank you for being something I can use in my classroom, even if it is just a reference. 

 

Dear Nicholas Sparks (Writer of The Notebook and every other romance novel that leaves the reader in a giant puddle of heart-breaking tears):

My favorite book of all time is Beach Music, by Pat Conroy. (Readers, you should totally read that shit up.) I love that book. It’s wonderful. Anyway, after I read it, no other books could compare. For the first time ever in my life, I experienced READER’S BLOCK. I couldn’t get into anything else. Then, my friend said, “You should read The Notebook.” Oh thank you, Mr. Sparks for curing my reader’s block. It was the worst thing ever. Your books wreck me, but I love being wrecked. Thank you. 

I would like to add something though, since I’m being honest. Now, I loved The Notebook; I truly did. But when I start analyzing it, I get a little mad at myself for liking it. I don’t like to condone cheating; it totally pisses me off. Ali was cheating on her fiancé when she was hooking up with Noah. We can’t forget that. 

 

Dear Larry Page and Sergey Brin (Founders of Google):

I want to start by saying that I’m not that old. However, I seriously cannot remember a time when you weren’t around. Maybe, it’s because I don’t want to remember a time when you weren’t around. My world is a better, easier, more wonderful place, because you created Google. I’m not sure where I’d be without you. I’m serious. I certainly know that this particular “Accolades” section of my book wouldn’t exist. How in the world would I know any of this stuff? I wouldn’t, and I most definitely wouldn’t look any of this crap up if it weren’t so fucking easy. So yeah, thanks for making the lazy not seem so lazy. You rock! And another thing, I love when you change the letters of the word, Google, on the sign in page. So clever. But I do NOT like when I have to click something to make the Google sign show up or move.

Side note: According to my research on Google, it is very difficult to become a spy (CIA agent). Not only do they want above a 3.5 grade point average, but they also want you to know two foreign languages and stay squeaky clean. No drugs. No alcohol. Nothing. 

 

Dear Anthony Ray (aka: Sir Mix-A-Lot):

Totally timeless song! “Baby Got Back” will never get old or run its course. When the song starts, my head automatically just starts bobbing around. It really happens to everyone. I dare anyone to listen to that song without a bee-bopping head, tapping foot, and smile on their face. It’s an automatic mood-booster. Who needs uppers when you’ve got “Baby Got Back?”

 

Dear Urban Meyer:

O-H… 

I loved Tressel; he has a special place in my heart. But dude, you’re rocking that football team. To go undefeated when a bowl game isn’t at stake is a huge, I mean huge, accomplishment. Keep up the good work, and I’ll happily allow you to continue to wear scarlet and gray. I-O

 

Dear Cleveland Indians:

My first Tribe obsession was Franklin Gutierrez (look him up girls). Holy hotness on a skillet people! Then, after you Cleveland bastards traded him, I followed the drool and went along with the rest of world to obsess over Grady Sizemore. I mean, how could I not? But now, now, I am overjoyed once again. Thank you Cleveland for my beautiful, spunky, and charismatic Nick Swisher. Damn, love that guy. And he’s a Buckeye fan. What more could I really want? 

 

Dear Cedar Point:

You are the roller coast! Love me some roller coasters and upside downy rides! When I walk through that gate, I’m 10-years-old again. Thank you for giving me Ponce de Leon’s fountain of youth. 

 

Dear Kate Spade:

I love you. I got over my Coach obsession. It’s now you. I dig all of my Kate Spade bags and accessories. We should be best friends, so you can give me things for free. What do you think? 

 

Dear Gordon Gee:

Thanks for my degree! I truly appreciate it. Since it’s so hard to get into Ohio State now, I have this fear that one day you’re going to knock on my door and revoke my degree. Back when I went to school there, I just needed a pulse to get in. Now, to get in, you can’t even miss a question on your Kindergarten entrance exam. Please don’t take my degree back. I kind of need it. 

 

Dear Walter Harrison:

So University of Hartford, huh? Alright, nice work. I mean, what do I know about you? Nothing. Nada. Zilch. If you’re doing well, then keep it up. If you suck, then get your head in the game and get to it. 

 

Dear NFL:

What can we do about the Browns? Help us out. Throw us a bone. 

Add on for the rewrite of the book: Thank you for Johnny Manziel. We’ll see what he can do. 

 

Dear Bruce Joel Rubin (Writer of Ghost):

Love story? Are you freaking kidding me? I was scared out of my mind. I had diarrhea all night long. It was ridiculous. No way! Demi and Patrick were hot and all that, but it was a terrifying movie. 

 

Dear John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and Thomas Paine (Our forefathers who wrote The U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights):

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or of the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.” First Amendment to the Constitution 

You fucking rock! Thank you for writing that little piece of literary genius. I shall forever be indebted to your intellectual superiority. Proud to be an American!
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JESUS CHRIST, I’D rather cut my throat with a rusty hatchet than let my best friend marry a fuck-tart, a fuck-tart without icing, no less. But what am I doing? I’m getting ready to meet her at the honeymoon suite at the Ritz Carlton in Cleveland to spend the night with her before her fairy tale wedding. God, I wish the governor, that douchebag, would call in a pardon to delay her death sentence. That’s what it is I tell you! Trust me, if Janelle marries Marcus, then it will be the death of her. 

And probably me, too. 

He’s poison. Toxic poison. Deadly toxic poison.

Leaving the restaurant, my phone rings. It stops ringing before I can get it out of my giant bag of wedding shit. I immediately dial Janelle’s number back. “What’s up, whore?” I ask.

“Are you coming?” she asks, frantically.

“Asshole, you left fifteen minutes ago. I’m leaving the restaurant now. I had to run back here to get my bag of shit off the table.”

“Well hurry! And bring more alcohol,” she commands, before hanging up on me. 

“Sure thing,” I say, knowing she’s no longer on the line. She probably needs to be nearly comatose to think that marrying this bastard is a good idea. 

Rummaging through my bag, a sweaty hand touches my shoulder. “What’s your hurry, Star-Queen?”

“Jesus Marcus, what the fuck are you doing lurking in the dark in the parking lot? And stop fucking calling me that. It’s Charlene for fuck’s sake,” I yell, shrugging his balmy hand off my shoulder. 

“But baby, you’re bright royalty to me,” Marcus says, slurring his words. Will this fuck-tart ever stop hitting on me? Every single time I’ve told Janelle that he’s a slime ball and is constantly coming on to any chick with a vag (which is all chicks), she just tells me that he’s “harmless” and that’s “just his personality.” 

Yeah, his personality as a dirt-ball in a designer suit. 

“Do you need me to call you a cab?” I ask, rolling my eyes, really wishing he’d crash his car into a pole and die tonight. I know that would devastate Janelle, but sooner or later he’s going to devastate her anyway. I say let’s just wrap his creepy body around a telephone pole now and call it a day. 

“Why don’t you just take me home?” he asks, wrapping his arm around my waist. “And maybe, since I know you’re so generous and giving, you could give me one of your infamous blowies before the chapel I go-ey?”

“What the fuck did you just say to me?” 

“Come on Char, you blew my entire fraternity,” he whispers heavily in my ear. “Every one of my brothers got to enjoy that oral vacuum of yours. How about you let me take that Hoover for a spin?” 

I will kill this asshole with my bare hands. Nobody would care either—not one person would give two shits about it. God, he’s such a prick. If I had a knife, I’d castrate him right now and put everyone out of their misery. 

Or I could… 

“Actually Marcus,” I say, closing the gap between us, “you’re right. If I would’ve met you first, then I would’ve been able to take you for a little test drive, before Nelle snatched you up all for herself. Who knows, I might even have been the woman meeting you at the end of that aisle tomorrow?” 

I could vomit in my mouth just spewing these lies at him. The man is foul, and my best friend is marrying him in less than 24 hours. Is it wrong to hope that a meteor kills us all tonight? 

“Now you’re talking. You ready to show me what that mouth of yours can really do, Star-Queen?” he asks, trailing his fat, sloppy tongue down my neck. 

“You bet your smoking hot prick I am,” I agree, dropping to my knees. 

“Oh baby, you talk as dirty as you want to me… my dick is so hot,” he says, pulling on my hair with one hand and yanking his zipper down with the other.

“It’s going to get hotter too, so much fucking hotter,” I promise, before taking his tiny, shriveled dick into my hands. 

“Oh yeah it is,” he groans, throwing his head back on the door of the car. 

With his miniscule member in my mouth, I use one hand to hold him in place as I search through my bag for my lighter and water bottle. Just as he’s getting into my lackadaisical and ridiculous excuse for a blowjob, I take my lips from his dick, flick the lighter, and ignite his pubic hair in flames. Only letting them blaze for a mere two or three seconds, I douse them with the remaining gulps of my leftover bottled water. 

“You fucking crazy ass whore! Are you fucking nuts? I swear to God slut, you will rue the day you ever fucked with me,” Marcus threatens, dancing around from foot to foot and yanking up his pants. “Just wait until your precious best friend finds out about this—just fucking wait.” 

“Oh no, you listen to me you son-of-a-cunt,” I snarl, standing up. “If you ever even get a hint of a woody from someone other than my best friend, I will finish the job!” I scream, getting within spitting distance of his face. “Keep it in your pants from here on out or you’ll see how hot it really can get, mother fucker… and go ahead and tell Janelle… hopefully, she’ll leave your sorry ass at the fucking altar… to die alone.” 

“You know what, you little slut-bag? You better get used to standing next to brides, because nobody’s ever going to make you one,” Marcus grits, turning to get into his car. “You’re going to be alone for the rest of your fucking life… weren’t even good enough for your damn daddy, were you Char? He left you, just like everyone walks out on you, you stupid whore!” 

Marcus revs his engine and speeds out of the parking lot just as I throw my empty water bottle at the back of his car. How is my best friend marrying this asshole tomorrow? There has got to be a way to stop it—have her get a stay of execution, because that’s what this is—her deadly cruel and unusual punishment.

I unlock my car, but before getting in, I rest my head on the frame of the door and take three long and deep breaths. It’s not easy standing back and letting your best friend, the only person who’s ever had your back, make the biggest mistake of her life. 

With my eyes closed and my head against the roof, I hear, “Someone’ll marry you.”

I bang my head on the frame a few times before turning around. “How much did you hear… or see?”

“Enough to know that you could give Drew Barrymore a run for her money, you little fire starter,” Jasper admits, shaking his head. “Ya know Charlene, most girls would’ve just told him to go fuck himself.”

“Yeah well, I’m not most girls,” I say, shaking my head, and getting into my car. 

“We established that years ago, didn’t we?” Jasper agrees, leaning into my car. 

“Jasper, I’ve told you a hundred times… I didn’t know he was your guys’ dad!” 

“That’s what you say, but seriously, what 19-year-old girl hits on a middle-aged man in a bar?” Jasper asks me for the millionth time. It’s really the only conversation he and I ever have. 

“During Dads’ Weekend? A lot actually. But I had no idea who he was—you know that. Your sister told him to meet us at the bar when he got down to Columbus. I was drunk. He was hot.”

“That’s enough! I don’t want to hear anymore,” Jasper says, cutting me off.

“There’s no more to hear. He turned me down and then Janelle came over, laughing her ass off and introduced us. Why am I still trying to live this down? It was years ago,” I groan, sighing heavily. 

“I’m just screwing with you,” Jasper admits, grinning. Jasper Garrity has never—ever—joked around with me or talked to me longer than three minutes. “Truthfully, I think what you did just now was pretty badass. I just wish you would’ve let the mother fucker burn.” 

“The dick… the dick… the dick is on fire…” I sing, pumping my fist.

“We don’t need no water,” Jasper joins in, and we finish “Let the mother fucker burn,” together. We end in an uncomfortable laughter—the kind of laughter that is only brought on when doom is apparent.

“Wow Mr. Garrity! Since when do you have such a potty mouth, sir?”

“When in Rome,” he jests, smirking at me. 

“Hey! I’m not that bad!” I whine, punching his arm playfully. “Do you feel like we’re getting ready for a funeral tomorrow, and not a wedding?” I ask, leaning my head back on my headrest and closing my eyes.

“Yep, so does Jocelyn. She wishes her matron-of-honor dress was black with a black veil,” Jasper replies. “But what can we do? Janelle’s in love with him—or thinks she’s in love with him.”

“We could tie her up and kidnap her, so she stands him up,” I offer, knowing damn well that Janelle does what she wants—when she wants. She always acts like she’s getting everyone’s approval and opinion on things, but it’s all an act. She makes her own decisions. 

“All we can do is be there for her when this all comes crumbling back down on her,” Jaspers states. 

“And it’s going to—you know that, right?” I clarify.

“I know it as certain as I know you’re into old men with gray hair,” Jasper jokes, turning back toward his car.

“I was drunk!” I yell back.

“Big shock there!” 

 

[image: ]

 

“HI EVERYONE, FOR those of you who don’t know me, I’m Charlene Palmer, Nelle’s best friend and maid-of-honor… and for those of you who don’t know me, my number is: 330-52… I’m kidding, just kidding… unless you really want it,” I laugh, loving the limelight. Give me a microphone and a roomful of 200 eager listeners, and I’m in my glory. 

“I figured after Jocelyn’s sob-fest toast that I’d lighten the mood, so we actually want to drink and celebrate the night and not slit our wrists in weepy woe… Oh Joz, I’m sorry. Did you not know that you’re a buzzkill?” 

Everyone laughs. Jocelyn waves me off and rolls her eyes at me. Actually, Jocelyn’s toast was incredible—a tough act to follow. I wanted to go first, thinking the funny toast should go before the heartfelt toast. She pulled the “age before beauty” card, and I caved at her flattery. I was surprised that she was able to pull any positives about Marcus out of her ass, but she did so with eloquence and class—the epitome of who she is. 

“Anyway, I met Janelle through my sorority. I never had any brothers or sisters growing up, but when I met Nelle, I knew exactly what it meant to have a sister. She took the sisterhood of the sorority seriously, and I couldn’t have asked for a better sister or friend,” I admit, reaching for her hand, giving it a tight squeeze. 

“Janelle has a bleeding heart that all people should have. She would do anything for anyone. She’s more selfless and loving than anyone I’ve ever met. I’m lucky to have her in my life. Marcus is one lucky man.” 

Fucking Marcus, now I have to talk about that prick and pretend that I can actually stomach him in front of an audience, while they all sit there and judge my words and actions. I’ve never been good at faking it—so typically I don’t.

“I also met Marcus at my sorority. Marcus made a name for himself on sorority row—I’m not going to embarrass him by repeating that name—don’t worry, your nickname is safe with me, Mar-fucked-us,” I whisper loudly into the microphone. 

“Ooopps, cat’s out of the bag,” I giggle, smirking snidely at him behind the microphone as the room erupts in laughter and guffaws. Jocelyn laughs behind her fist, as Jasper turns his face, biting down on his lip. I love them. I love all of them. The Garrities are my family—the only people I’ve ever really called “family.” 

“It’s no secret, Marcus loves women—lots of women,” I continue. “But one thing to know about Marcus Flowers is that he is a smart—very smart man. He knew that after he sifted through hundreds, probably thousands of skanky… trampy… wome… ummm…” I joke, grinning coyly, pretending to be confused.

“After looking through heaps of shallow, dumb rocks, and shiny, broken pieces of glass, he finally found the one true gem, the perfect, beautiful, flawless stone,” I say, pausing when I hear all the “awwws” and “that’s so sweets.” 

Continuing after it’s silent again, “Once he found that perfect stone, he held on and knew that he’d found a true treasure. And since that day, Marcus has given my best friend, safety, security, hope for the future, and has made her think she’s starring in her own fairy tale. For that, Marcus Flowers, I thank you. Janelle deserves that fairy tale, because I love her more than anyone in the whole world,” I say, as Janelle stands to hug me, wiping her eyes. She’s so blinded by him that she probably doesn’t even realize that I just dogged her husband in front of everyone. It’s hard having a clueless-as-Hell best friend.

With my arms wrapped around her and the microphone still in my hand, I bring it back to my mouth and say, “And Marcus, make sure this fairy tale ends happily ever after, because this wicked witch of the wedding will make sure the evil villain dies a very fiery, fiery death if my princess is ever unhappy.” 

Again laughter fills the room as Janelle giggles and hugs me harder. Marcus’ eyes widen as he scans the room for anyone who might know what I’m talking about. I see Jasper choke on his drink and shake his head, staring at me in disbelief. 

After the toast, I cannot down my champagne fast enough to get to the bar. I need a refill STAT. “What the fuck do you mean the bar’s closed during dinner?” I ask, angrily and shocked. 

“Sorry Ma’am, the bride and groom requested that the bar remained closed during the dinner hour.”

“First of all, don’t you ever fucking call me ‘Ma’am’ again. Do I look like a ‘Ma’am’ to you?” I grit through my teeth. “Secondly, fill a shot glass with JD, slide it across this bar… now… before I strangle you with that hideous Wal-Mart tie right here in front of everyone.” 

“It’s okay, I got this,” Rick, Jocelyn’s husband, says, handing me a flask. Turning around, I’m surrounded by my “family.” Jasper, Rick, Jocelyn, and Mr. and Mrs. Garrity are all behind me, staring sternly at me.

Eyeing them, I slump my shoulders and drop my head, “I know… I’m sorry. I may have gone a little too far. I just can’t… I can’t stand him.”

Nobody moves. Their faces are stoic and serious. Finally, Ray, Janelle’s dad, speaks, “Char, we’d like to see you in the back room.” 

“Oh come on,” I groan, remembering the “intervention” they had for me a few years ago when they thought I was partying too much. “I said I was sorry. Plus, dinner is about to be served.”

“Char, we need to speak to you privately… and this is not the setting to do it. It’ll take a few minutes anyway to get all the guests through the buffet line,” Sue, Janelle’s mom, clarifies.

After everyone files in, Jasper closes the door to the small conference room on the other side of the reception hall. The silence is overwhelmingly deafening. 

“That was freaking epic,” Rick screams. “You are one badass bitch.”

“Wow Char, I knew you had it in you, but I had no idea you could do that with such grace. That was incredible,” Jocelyn squeals, hugging me.

“Wait! What? You guys aren’t mad at me?” I ask, looking around the room at the smiling, laughing faces. 

“Mad? That was the best toast I’ve ever heard,” Rick compliments, taking the flask from me and downing a huge gulp. 

“Alright buddy, hand it over,” Jocelyn scolds. Rick hands her the flask as she scowls at him. Surprising us all, she finishes the whiskey in three giant gulps. The whole room stares at her in utter amazement. “What? You didn’t think I could watch my baby sister marry a jackass and be sober all at the same time, did you?” 

Ray Garrity takes a champagne bottle from his jacket and pops the cork. “I heard that ‘no open-bar during dinner rule’ and bought this a few days ago. I was not about to spend one minute of this day without fueling up. I don’t have any glasses, but we’re all family here.” 

Handing the bottle to me, I smile and take a huge gulp, warming at the words “we’re all family here.” 

Marcus was right yesterday. My father didn’t want me. Palmer Legend has it that my daddy took one look at the purple, bloody, wailing newborn and walked out of the hospital and skipped town, never coming back to see that life-ruining child again. The story I still tell is that he hit the bricks when he found out my mom was pregnant. It took years of lying on a therapist’s couch to be able to accept it and actually say those words without snarling venom at someone. Yes, I laid down on the couch, crossed my arms over my chest, and expressed every last feeling or thought I’d ever had. Hell, if I was going to actually get my ass up to go, then I was going to do it right and get some fricking results. 

Thirteen years later, almost to the exact date of my dad leaving, I walked in the bathroom to get ready for school, only to find my mom, sprawled out on the floor, eyes wide open, syringe in one hand and a fork in the other. I sat down with her and cried until no more tears would come. Finally, I walked to the apartment next door to use Mrs. Carrelli’s phone—ours had been shut off months before. Bitch told me to go away. I had to beg and explain what happened. Rolling her eyes and mumbling something along the lines of “it was only a matter of time,” the cunt finally let me in to call my grandmother—as my mother lie dead on the floor 20 feet away. My grandmother hugged me and sobbed as the paramedics wheeled her only daughter away. All that I could think about since I’d drained all my tears was “What the fuck was the fork for?”

I never cried again—even six years later when my grandma died of Emphysema. I wasn’t kidding when I said I drained my tears. My mom and dad came from a long-line of partiers, who found kids to be a burden and nuisance. My grandmother reluctantly stepped in and got me to 18, just barely. She resented raising me, especially since she hadn’t done that stellar of a job the first time around raising a teenager. So, I guess you could say that the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree. The Palmers are not a class-act. We aren’t something to write home about. I decided that it was up to me to try and at least bring the Palmer-name up a notch or two on the old social status hierarchy. 

I finished high school, which was a feat in itself. With the help of my high school English teacher and guidance counselor, I got into Ohio State. I think I was their “token charitable” acceptance that year. I started college, joined a sorority, began extensive “free” counseling through the university, and never looked back at the train wreck that was once my life. 

I knew I’d graduated from therapy when I spent the last four sessions screwing Dr. Bennett. What? We’d gotten close. He was hot. And let’s be honest here, I felt better those last four sessions than I’d felt in a long, long time. That man knew how to dip into a woman’s soul… and into her hole. I say we’d gotten pretty damn close. Well, correction: he’d gotten close to me. I had no idea he was married to the PTA president and had three beautiful daughters. That’s when I knew for sure that I’d been right all along. Men were good for two things: mind-numbing orgasms and fat wallets. All men are the same. They’re cheating, slimy, fuck ‘em and forget ‘em bastards. 

Marcus said that nobody would ever marry me. Bullshit! I get proposals all the damn time, which is when I know it’s time to cut ties and move the Hell on. Marcus has it all wrong. I’m the one who’s not about to make some adulterous asshole my groom. They can beg all they want, but his chick won’t ever be someone’s bride or fiancé. 

In the private conference room, the Garrities and I all bask in the hilarity of my speech, ignoring the horror of the truths behind it. Sharing the champagne and discussing the wedding, it feels like I’m truly a part of something—something real and tangible. 

“Ready to go back? Jasper asks, taking the champagne bottle from me. 

“Coming guys?” Joz asks from the door as everyone else leaves the room.

Sighing, I nod, feeling like I’m walking the finals steps to a gladiator battle, and my best friend is the one fighting. “So wait, did you guys ever talk to Janelle and tell her that she was making a giant mistake?”

“About 50 times,” Jasper answers.

“Every day since he proposed,” Jocelyn admits. 

“But are you sure that you really told her that you were not on board with this decision… like she for sure knew that you both didn’t want this to go down?” I question again.

“Charlene, I offered her 20 grand to call the whole thing off. She thought I was kidding, but when I showed her the cash, she knew I was serious,” Jasper explains. 

“Last night after the rehearsal when she was driving to the Ritz, she called me on my cell. I told her that there was still time to back out. I even said the words ‘and nobody would blame you,’ but she still said that he was the man of her dreams,” Jocelyn says, rolling her eyes and fake-gagging. 

“Don’t you think that this is going to somehow be our fault when it comes shattering down around her?” I groan.

“We all know Janelle, she’ going to find a way to blame us for her own blind faith in him,” Jocelyn explains.

“More like her blind stupidity. I give it three years… max,” Jasper announces.

“We should totally make bets on how long it takes for her to realize that she married the world’s biggest ass,” Jocelyn says. “That would be wrong though, wouldn’t it?”

“It wouldn’t be that wrong,” I say. “But I think Jasper’s wrong. They’ll make it to at least their five-year anniversary. All couples can do five years. That’s the easy stuff.”

“No chance, that dude can’t keep it in his pants for longer than a minute. She’ll see through it soon enough,” Jasper disagrees, shaking his head. “I bet you both a hundred bucks that they’ll be done by their third anniversary.”

“I’ll give it to their fourth anniversary,” Joz says. “I just hope I don’t win. I hope they annul it the second they get back from Cabo.”

“Alright, I’m in. I’m giving them five,” I say, shaking each of their hands. “And we’re seeing this bet through. Losers have to pay up. Now, let’s get drunk as shit.” 

“Some of you are already there,” Jasper says, shaking his head at Joz and me. 
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“IF YOU WON’T let me pay for a room for you, at least let me get you a cab,” Jasper offers. “You can’t drive like that. Janelle will kill me if her best friend dies on her wedding night—just saying.”

“Dude, I’m fine. I’ve driven way worse than this before,” I explain, dropping my shoe. 

“Oh, that’s comforting,” he replies, sarcastically.

Jasper leans over to get my shoe, but I stop him. “Leave it there. I’m never wearing these ugly-ass things again anyway,” I say, throwing the other one on the ground.

“So, now you’re driving home drunk—without shoes on?” Jasper asks, raising one of his brows at me. “You’re a DUI waiting to happen. Where’d Danny go anyway?”

“Who?”

“Danny! Your date,” Jasper clarifies. “Big, buff guy, goatee, ring a bell?”

“Oh God, yeah, I did come with a date,” I shriek, looking around. “Fuck, I haven’t seen him since like… the church. Damn it, I liked him too—had such a nice car. Hey, speaking of which, where is this Genevieve that I hear you’re dating?”

“We’re not dating. We just enjoy one another’s company from time to time,” Jasper replies, vaguely.

“Ohhh, so you’re just fucking… like little fuck buddies when you get the urge,” I say, nonchalantly. “I’ve got a few of those, too.” 

“Okay, I’m calling you cab. I’ll wait with you until it gets here,” Jasper says, taking out his cell phone. 

“Ya know, Jasper,” I say, “you could offer to drive me home. Chivalry wouldn’t kill you.”

“Not going to happen, Char. I make it a point to never let drunk women anywhere near my car.”

“It’s only a BMW—it’s not the greatest car ever, you uppity asshole,” I jab, beginning to take the 500 bobby pins out of my ridiculous updo.

“It is the greatest car ever, and you’re not going anywhere near it.” 
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“I TOLD YOU I’d get in this car tonight,” I gloat, smirking. 

“I cannot believe how reckless and immature you are. I mean, my God Charlene, you could’ve killed someone,” Jasper lectures, leaning over and buckling my seatbelt. “Do you realize how dangerous that was? I still don’t even get how you got back to your car in the first place.” 

“Dude, it’s not that big of a deal. I told the cab driver to take me through the drive-thru at Taco Bell. After I got my two soft tacos, I had him bring me back to the parking lot to get my car,” I explain, putting my bare feet on Jasper’s dashboard. 

Jasper immediately knocks my feet down and swipes his hand across the dash in exasperation. “Then you turned the wrong way down a one-way street, hitting two parked cars,” Jasper finishes the story.

“That wasn’t my finest hour,” I admit. “Thanks for coming to get me… and bailing me out.”

“Damn it Char, I don’t get you. You have so much going for you. You’re smart, unbelievably gorgeous, and so strong-willed and full of confidence. Why are you still acting like a rebellious adolescent?” 

“You think I’m gorgeous?”

“Just forget it,” Jasper says, turning up the radio and ignoring me the rest of the way to my condo. 

Pulling into my parking lot, Jasper pulls into the handicapped spot and leaves the engine running. “Alright Char, have a good night… or morning,” Jasper says, leaning across me to open my door. 

“Jasper, I’ll pay you back the bail money.”

“Every last cent,” Jasper replies, nodding his head.

“Unless… I don’t know… we can come up with a way I can make it up to you,” I say, jerking my head toward my condo. “We could call it even.”

“Out!” Jasper grits, closing his eyes and sighing. He pounds the steering wheel with his hands and then unbuckles his belt. He gets out of the car angrily. Walking around the car, he’s mumbling to himself as he flings my car door open. “Let’s go!”

“Now? In my condo?” I ask, surprised and taken off guard.

“Yes, now,” he orders, whipping me out of the car, and shoving me toward the steps. “Right now.”

I stumble ascending the stairs, but he immediately picks me up and forces me to continue up the steps. “Jeez Jasper, hold on, my bed’s not going anywhere.” 

“Go!” he commands, not slowing down at all. 

I give him my keys as he snatches them out of my hands and shoves the key into the door, “Easy boy… you’re awfully eager and forceful,” I say, turning toward him. “I like that… I like that a lot.”

As I reach to brush his hair off of his forehead, Jasper grabs my hand, stopping me before I can make contact with is hair. “Go to bed Charlene.”

“That’s what I’m planning on,” I say, closing the space between us.

“Goodbye, Char,” Jasper says, backing out of the doorway.

“What? You’re leaving? Are you kidding me right now?” I ask, completely stunned. 

“That’s exactly what I’m doing,” Jasper says, walking down the steps. 

“I thought we… we were going to… come up with a way for me to pay you back?” I ask, hearing the desperation and humiliation in my own voice.

“Oh we did. A cashier’s check. By the end of the month,” Jasper states from his car. “All three grand of it.” 

Crawling into my bed, I want to cunt-punt myself into next week. How could I have propositioned Jasper of all people—to get out of a debt, no less? What am I? There were names for girls who did shit like that, and I used those names a lot. 

Skank. 

Slut. 

Hooker. 

Whore. 

Fucking prostitute. 

Just add this to the list of things I can never live down in the Garrity family. Family. They called me family. And to be honest, the way Jasper treated me tonight was exactly the way he would’ve treated Janelle and Jocelyn too—like a sister. God, I love that. I love it so much. But what I couldn’t understand is why it bothered me so fucking much too. 
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“LAST WEEKEND, YOU deedn’t take me to your seester’s wedding… and now dis weekend, you won’t take me to dis hoity-toity dinner. I don’t understand why you keep me away from you, Yasper,” Genevieve pouts, pushing out her bottom lip. 

I love the way her French accent makes my name sound, which is probably why she’s been in my bed for the past three months—the longest I’ve ever kept any of them around. She’s stunning, sitting on my bed, naked and glowing. Her European confidence and comfort with her body is a turn on in itself. Genevieve has no qualms about her appearance or her body. It’s refreshing and sexy.

“Baby, I told you before, I don’t mix business and pleasure, pleasure and family, or family and business. It’s just the way it is,” I explain, joining her on the bed. 

“Well, I don’t like the way it eez.” Genevieve whines, looking away and folding her arms. “I want to meet your seesters and go to your work events.”

“Not going to happen,” I state, bluntly. “We’ve been over this. Do you want to keep things as they are or do you want to end it now? I’m not interested in tears and waterworks, goodbyes and heartbreak. This is just supposed to be sex and fun. Are we still having fun?” 

Apparently, we were not still having fun. I guess those are the perfectly chosen words to get a woman out of your bed and evidently out of your life. It’s a shame that it’s over too, because she was… how shall I say this… adventurous and worldly. She knew some tricks, tricks that I was more than happy to learn and perfect. At some point, Genevieve went from being carefree and spontaneous to wanting something more. Why is it that women always say that they don’t want a relationship, but sooner or later they’re getting all Beyonce on you, begging for a blindingly bright boulder? 
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“MR. GARRITY, A Charlene Palmer is here to see you,” Celia, my secretary, announces through the phone’s intercom. 

“Celia, please tell Miss Palmer that I’m a very busy man, and she’ll need to make an appointment,” I respond, ignoring the stir from below my belt. My brain can tell me to stay that fuck away from that destructive time bomb, but my dick wants to barrel right into her like a freight train on crack. Luckily, I’m a man who lets my head make all the decisions. 

“Yes sir.”

5

4

3

2

1

“Like Hell, I have to make an appointment,” Char bellows, barging through my door. “Jasper Garrity, you do not leave me in the damn waiting room… like… like… some commoner.”

“Why Char Palmer, to what do I owe this pleasure?” I grumble, sitting down at my desk. “Celia, hold my calls, please.”

“Oh well, aren’t you just the high and mighty around here,” Char quips, sarcastically.

“Well, it is my company, hence the name on the wall,” I remark, pointing to the placard on the wall. 

“Smell you, Garrity,” Char says, plopping down on the chair across from my desk. She takes a folded envelope from her bra and sails it through the air onto my desk. “Here’s your check.” 

“As always a symbol of elegance and grace.”

“Fuck off, Jasper,” Char says.

“Careful, or the rest of the stuffing in that bra might come tumbling out,” I joke.

“Stuffing? This is all me,” Char announces, lifting her breasts and thrusting her chest out. 

“Yeah, you’re all in there, all right, along with about five pounds of padding,” I counter.

Standing up, turning to the side, she says, “Jasper, you mean to tell me that you’ve never noticed my tits before?”

“Oh, I’ve noticed,” I say, staring down at the marketing report on my desk—not looking at her. “And I’ve also noticed that you’ve got some fake crap under that shirt right there.” 

“Damn it,” Char swears, sitting back down. “The saleslady at Victoria’s Secret said that the ‘Bombshell’ push up bra was their biggest secret. Said it would make me two and half cup sizes bigger, and nobody would know it was just the bra.” 

Char slumps down in the chair, frowning. As she plays with the pendulum on my desktop clock, she sighs heavily, exaggerating the intensity. “God, I’m bored. I can’t believe Marcus and Janelle still have three more days of their honeymoon. Have you heard from them?”

“Char, I’m not filling in as your bestie while my sister’s gone. Go do something… go do whatever it is you do,” I say, standing to indicate that we’re done here. “Thanks for stopping by and dropping off the check.” 

“Ummm Jasper,” Char stops, turning to face me, “thank you—for everything. I’m sorry—for everything.” 

“Not a problem,” I relent. “That’s what family’s for.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right. Thanks again,” she says, turning toward the door, sadly.

“Char,” I call, grabbing her arm. “My lawyer’s going to get in touch with you. He thinks he can get you out of the mandatory 72-hour ‘drink tank’ next weekend.” 

“Are you serious? Are you fucking kidding me right now?” Char squeals, leaping into my arms and kissing me forcefully with her soft, delicious lips. 

Fuck. 

Fuck. 

Fuck. 

“Oh Jasper, you have no idea how happy I am right now. I can’t believe you got me out of that alcohol rehab retreat. Oh my God, how can I ever freaking repay you?” 

Damn those lips. I haven’t tasted anything so mouth-wateringly perfect since… well… since the last time I kissed her. It was the first time we’d ever met. A few of my buddies and I were in a golf tournament in Columbus. Janelle was still in college at Ohio State. They were maybe juniors or seniors by then, old enough to drink. I don’t remember for sure. 

After the tournament, my buddies wanted me to call Nelle and see if she and any of her sorority sisters wanted to meet us at some bar. I would’ve been happy going to a chill sports bar and kicking back to watch a few games on the big screen. My friends wanted to hook up with some young college chicks. I was unanimously outvoted. Janelle, Char, and about six or seven of her friends were already out at a bar for one of the girl’s 21st birthday bar crawl. (At the time, I had no idea what a bar crawl was.) 

I’d never seen my little sister drunker or more out of control. My big brother tendencies kicked in to overdrive, and I watched her like a hawk. Finally, Marcus showed up and took her home, reluctantly, I might add. He wanted to stay out and party with his friends. After I slipped him fifty bucks, he left happily—only to show up 20 minutes later, claiming that she was “all tucked in tight.” 

I spent the next hour or so, trying to convince my friends to leave. They were in no hurry to break away from the blond bombshells and brunette babes who were fawning all over them. I sat waiting for them on an old picnic table at the far corner of the bar. Char walked over to tell me that she was leaving to go check on Janelle. 

No sooner did she turn to leave than I heard her say, “Holy fuck, what’s he doing here?” I looked in her line of vision to see a incredibly good-looking guy walk through the door. (Even I knew he was attractive, and I’m not gay.) He walked in with a totally slutted up chick in some come-fuck-me-pumps and caked on makeup. 

Char was raging. “I fucking can’t believe he came here… and brought her with him. That son of a bitch.” 

She began looking around the room frantically until her gaze stopped on me. She took one more look back at the guy, and her eyes blazed in anger. Char took three steps toward me, standing between my legs as I sat on the edge of the picnic table. All she said was, “Please,” and wrapped her arms around me and kissed me for all she was worth. 

The second that her lips touched mine, I knew I was done for. Her tongue took over, and I was just a pawn in her little game of jealousy and revenge. I held her tightly against me, knowing that this was her show, her round to win. I let her use me for her own gain, knowing that the way my body reacted to hers wasn’t something I could control, or something that I wanted to control. The feel of her tight, sexy body against mine was intoxicating, the only real drunkenness I’d ever felt in a bar full of sloppy drunk assholes. I knew in that second what pure, unadulterated physical attraction was, total carnal lust. 

I also knew that this feeling of being out of control and out of my mind with wanton desire was a last. I promised myself in that moment that I’d never let my body, my feelings and desires, ever out battle my head again. Life is a game of will and want. There are the things you want in life, but you know they aren’t good for you. You have to have the will and discipline to say, “No,” and walk away. 

The moment Char kissed me at the bar was simultaneously the beginning and the end of my carnal want. I knew exactly, without a doubt, what I wanted, but I also knew that I’d never, not in a million years, let myself have it. When our lips parted, I knew I’d never, in my life, let Charlene Palmer anywhere near me again. That kind of crazed, out-of-control desire was not something I ever wanted to revisit again. 

Don’t get me wrong, I have wants and desires, fantasies and sexual needs that are frequently fulfilled and oftentimes surpassed. But, I’m always the one in control, the one with the reigns, taking the lead and leading the show. I’m the one who is wanted, the one who’s coveted, the one’s who needed. I don’t do the wanting, the coveting, or the needing, which is precisely why I have steered clear of Charlene Palmer since that night in Columbus years ago. I’ve got no time for the tables to be turned, for the axis to switch directions. This is the way that it is, and the way that I want it. 

I won’t lie. I won’t sugar-coat the truth. It’s fucking tough—a God damn nightmare at times. When a woman like Char throws herself at you, it’s damn near impossible to resist. But, I’ve been resisting for a long, long time. The truth is my resistance is waning. I feel like an addict who just wants one more fix before he promises to quit cold turkey. 

After one last fix… 

“Well, there is one thing you could do for me,” I offer.

“What? Name it… you’ve got it,” Char says, her arms still wrapped around my neck. 

“Genevieve and I stopped seeing one another, and I have a pretty important, black tie fundraiser for a valued client Friday night that she is no longer accompanying me to,” I explain, knowing that Char will never turn me down after hearing the words black tie. Char and Janelle both are suckers for fancy shindigs. “I’d like you to go with me—if you’re available Friday.” Granted, at no point in time was Genevieve ever going with me to this event, but that was not for Char to know.

“Jasper Garrity, are you asking me out?”

“I am most certainly not asking you out,” I clarify carefully. “I’m merely giving you an option of paying your gratitude to me for helping you out of a weekend incarceration with your fellow petty criminals.”

“You are asking me out,” Char states again.

“I’m not asking you. And when you do attend this event with me, my sisters cannot know one bit about this.”

“You want me to keep this from Janelle. You’re kidding, right? I never keep anything from her,” Char says, folding her arms across her chest.

“Are you going to tell her about the DUI and overnight stay in the county jail?” I ask, knowingly.

“That’s blackmail!”

“I’d like to look at it like redemption.”

 

[image: ]

 

I SENT A driver to get Char for the fundraiser, knowing I was only going to piss her off by not picking her up. That knowledge gave me a satisfaction like no other. I can’t drive to her condo and pick her up like we’re going on an actual date. I’m already too close to the edge of the precipice. I don’t need any more of those close call temptations at her doorstep. I’m not about to lose my senses over my sister’s best friend. 

Watching the car pull up to the curb outside the Renaissance hotel, I thumb through the emails on my phone. Char is going to be irate about the driver, so I don’t want it to seem like I’m expecting her rage. 

The driver gets out and hurries around to the other side of the car, opening it chivalrously for Char to exit. Her long, sexy legs are the first to emerge from the vehicle, entrapping my sights immediately. Her heels are so high that we’ll be eye-to-eye all night, lips within inches of each other. I’ve yet to see any fabric or material of a dress as my eyes travel up and down her legs, focusing finally on her thighs. 

Fuck.

I cannot believe I did this to myself. I look away, shoving my shades over my eyes. Too bad they don’t have something similar to shove over my groin in situations like this. 

The driver offers her his hand. Taking it, Char exits the car as the silk of her black and silver dress covers her legs, hiding her finest assets. Knowing she deliberately hiked up her dress to tease me—and probably the driver too—reminds me that I’m still the one calling the shots, and she’s still the one doing all the work, making all the effort. 

“Where’s your phone,” Char asks the driver, still looping her arm through his. Reaching into his jacket pocket, he hands her his free Verizon flip phone. The look on Char’s face is classic as she grimaces at the 2001 throwback. Taking his phone, she taps on it for a few seconds and hands it back to him. “Now, you’ve got my number. Don’t forget to use it.”

Shocking the driver—and me—she kisses his lips quickly, flips her long, blond hair in his face, and walks over to me. “Jasper, darling, I’m sorry for our tardiness. I know you’ve paid a lot of money for my company tonight. I’ll be sure to discount our next evening out,” she announces, loudly enough for a few heads to turn and begin to whisper. 

“Jesus Christ, Char,” I grit through my teeth. “Cut it out. These people work for me for God’s sake.” 

“And so do I,” she quips, batting her long lashes at me. I have to look away from her blue eyes and pouty face. Let’s get one thing straight. Char knows what she’s doing. She’s no novice. She’s an expert game-player. But this game isn’t one she’s going to win. “Should’ve picked me up yourself, handsome,” she states, running her nail along my jawline. 

Tensing my muscles and grinding my teeth, I turn her toward the door, “Don’t make me regret this. I mean it.”

Stopping abruptly, Char spins to face me, smiling widely, “Oh you’re going to regret it. Make no mistake about it, you’re going to regret every single minute of this night.” 
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“WELL GARRITY, IT looks like you’ve at least gotten something right these days,” Blaine Landers sneers, pulling a chair in between Char and me. “So Gorgeous, what’re you doing with the likes of this loser.”

“Getting paid,” Char quips, “but not nearly enough.”

“Ohhh Garrity, I had no idea you had to dig into your pockets to get a date—but Hell, that makes sense,” Blaine says, wrapping his arm around Char. “What’s your name, Gorgeous?”

“Let’s just stick with ‘Gorgeous.’ I mean, there’s no reason to call me anything else,” Char coos, flipping her hair into my face. 

“Damn, she’s a spitfire, Garrity. I like that. What’re you drinking, Gorgeous?”

“Ginger Ale. My date here has deemed this a ‘dry’ night, and believe me, being with him, I’m drier than I’ve been—”

“Charlene, a word with you,” I snarl, yanking her up by her arm. “Now!”

Dragging her through the hall toward the lobby, eyes follow our every move. I don’t typically enjoy making a spectacle of myself. I should’ve known better than to bring Char to event like this. She doesn’t have a sophisticated or appropriate bone in her entire body. 

“Owww Jasper, you’re hurting me,” Char whines, whipping her arm out of my grip.

“Well good, because you’re killing me,” I counter. “This is an important night for my company. Do you think you could muster up a modicum of grace and class this evening?”

“Well shit Jasper, I figured that since you were treating me like the scum of the earth that I might as well act like it,” she says, challenging me. “I figured that I’d just follow your lead.”

“What in the Hell are you talking about?”

“You sent some schmuck to pick me up. You couldn’t even do it yourself. If you wanted some hot, slut on your arm tonight and that’s it, I wish you would’ve warned me first,” Char says, honestly. “I can play any part you want me to, but for fuck’s sake, warn me first.” She spins on her heels and begins to walk away. Stopping, she adds, “I thought we were friends, Jasper.”

Leaving me alone in the lobby, I realize she’s right. I haven’t been fair to her. I know she’s only here, because I paid off her debt and convinced my attorney to get her out of the “drink tank” rehab retreat. She never asked me to do either of those things for her—I just did them. I’m a dick. She’s right. Char should be here as a favor—not as an obligation. Above all that, I’ve been treating her like a common hooker. Total dick.

Speaking of dicks, Blaine Landers is already moving in for the kill. Char’s nearly on his lap while he whispers some line of bullshit into her ear. That dude is bad news. Eh, not really bad news. He’s just the Lex Luther to my Superman, the Joker to my Batman. The michigan to my Ohio State. Let’s just consider him my archenemy, my biggest rival. 

Garrity Advertising is always up against BL Advertising for the biggest clients and contracts. Blaine plays dirty—very dirty. Watching his thumb circle around the bare, lower part of Char’s back, my protective and jade-shaded juices kick into overdrive. He may be dirty, but I’m not squeaky clean myself.

“Char, baby, would you like to dance?” I ask, standing in front of Char, blocking Blaine from her view. 

“Dance? Baby? Ummm… yeah… yes, of course,” she stammers, standing hesitantly. Interlocking her fingers in mine, I lead her to the dance floor. “Jasper, you do realize that there’s nobody dancing right now, don’t you?” Char asks.

“Since when do you care about everyone watching you?” I counter, spinning her into my arms, holding her tightly. 

“I don’t, but I know you hate it,” she answers.

“I can’t hate it that much if I brought you here with me tonight,” I say, grinning at her. “I knew what I was getting myself into. Having Charlene Palmer on your arm isn’t exactly discretionary.”

“Brought? You mean ‘transported.’ And, that’s true, I’m pretty much the best looking woman here tonight,” she says, smiling and batting her eyelashes at me. She’s right. Not one person here even compares to how strikingly beautiful and breathtakingly gorgeous she is. No one anywhere, honestly.

“Alright fine, I’m sorry. You’re right. I was wrong. I should’ve picked you up… knocked on your door… opened the car door for you… I should’ve done it all. I’m sorry,” I apologize, reveling in the feel of the soft skin on her bare back. 

Fuck. 

She’s impossible to resist. I hate this. Cannot fucking stand it, actually. Hearing her sigh as she lays her head on my shoulder makes every nerve in my body stand on edge, heightens the awareness of our closeness, of how perfectly her tall, lithe, sexy body fits into mine. And my God, can she move. Just feeling her move her body, slowly to the soft music makes my mind wander… wander to places it has no business going. 

“You know, Jasper, you don’t have to be so cold all the time. It wouldn’t hurt you to chisel away at some of that icy exterior every now and then,” she says, eyeing me seriously.

“You’re kidding, right? I could say the exact opposite for you. You could cool it down a bit, and stop being so fiery every minute of the day,” I counter. 

“Fire and Ice, eh? I guess we don’t work so well together, do we?” she asks, grinning. “Although, fire isn’t so bad any way, ya know? ‘Some say the world will end in fire/Some say in ice./From what I’ve tasted of desire/I hold with those who favor fire.”

Cutting her off, I finish, “But if it had to perish twice,/I think I know enough of hate/To say that for destruction ice/Is also great/And would suffice.”

“Nice job, Garrity. Nobody can say that you aren’t a well-educated man,” she compliments. “But truthfully, nobody wants anything that would just ‘suffice,’ Jasper. They want the fire, the heat, the blazing hot heat,” she says, pressing her chest against mine as we sway to the music.

“I’ve got to hand it to you, Palmer, I never thought you’d bust out a Frost poem like that,” I admit, seeing her in a whole new light and wishing I didn’t feel her blazing heat throughout my entire body.

“Who?” she asks, confused.

“Robert Frost, the poet who wrote “Fire and Ice.” Hello? The poem we just recited,” I reply, staring at her in equal confusion.

“Uhhh, you mean Stephenie Meyer, right? That poem was in the third Twilight book, Eclipse,” she announces, reminding me of what is wrong with today’s so-called readers.

“Does anyone read real literature anymore? My God, it’s like I’m surrounded by horny teenagers of all ages nowadays,” I say, shaking my head and twirling her around under my arm.

“Suave moves there, buddy,” Char compliments, rounding back into my arms. “And just because I’m not devouring Tolstoy or Hemingway doesn’t mean I’m not a reader or that I don’t enjoy reading. Why does it matter what I’m reading as long as I’m reading and embracing literature?

“Because that crap you’re reading isn’t liter—” 

“Garrity, how about sharing your… ahem… date,” Landers asks, cutting in between us. “You’d like, that wouldn’t you, Sugar?” 

I don’t want to let her go—especially into the arms of that bastard. But things were heating up, physically and intellectually. It’s better if she just gets all hot and bothered by Blaine. As much as I hated the intrusion, I need to welcome the interruption and let her go. 

“Absolutely Landers, this is a fundraiser, an event for charity. Take her for a whirl. I don’t care. Consider her my donation,” I announce, backing off. Seeing the rage in Char’s eyes, I know I’ve gone too far—exactly far enough to douse the fire that was beginning to burn. 
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JASPER WANTS TO play dirty? Filthy is what he’s going to get. 

Blaine immediately starts nuzzling my neck on the dance floor. He’s a perfect contrast to Jasper’s features. Jasper’s dirty blond hair and icy blue eyes rival Blaine’s dark eyes and dark hair, making him the perfect villain, the perfect opponent in a game like this. 

Actually, Blaine looks more like he could be Jocelyn and Janelle’s brother, than Jasper does. All the Garrity girls are green-eyed and dark haired. The Garrity men have lighter hair and blue eyes. It’s fitting that the entire family completes and opposes each other. They’re a perfect combination of light and dark, tall and short, whimsical and serious. The whole group makes a perfect, contradictory, but yet well-fitting family. It always comes back to them. Everything in my life comes back to them. The Garrities are my ultimate wish and my biggest regret. I would give anything to have grown up in a family as loving, as close, and as beautiful as theirs. 

The only times in my life Jasper has ever noticed me or remotely found me interesting is if he’s trying to help me or fix something for me. Janelle claims that he’s got “Savior Syndrome,” like he’s looking for his damsel in distress, the chick who needs her prince charming to swoop in and save the day. 

I’m not that chick. 

Far from being that chick. 

However, he seems to always find a way to be the one to bail me out of my problems. Even last week, I didn’t call him when I got my proverbial “one phone call.” I called Jocelyn, since Janelle was already in flight to Cabo. I was mortified to find Jasper sitting outside of the police station when I was finally released. Instead of humbly thanking him and showing my humiliation, I played it off as I normally would. 

I gave up on setting my sights on Jasper Garrity three years ago. Let’s get something straight. I’m no fucking idiot. Jasper is the ultimate catch. The epitome of the most eligible bachelor. Anyway, a few years back, we all went to Put-In-Bay for Christmas in July. We had a blast. Even Marcus was enjoyable that weekend. Well, enjoyable may be taking it a little too far; tolerable would be more accurate.

Jasper had just landed some huge client, and he was downright fun and hysterical all weekend long. Typically, Jasper is kind of a tight ass. Yeah, he makes serious bank, but he keeps that money lodged so far up his ass, it’d take a proctologist to dislodge it. During that weekend at Put-In-Bay, he was spending jack like a dying man. None of us could figure out what came over him. He was a fucking blast. Jasper dished out money to people left and right, daring them to do things, just for kicks. Initially, it was just Marcus and Rick he was daring to do shit. Then, Janelle, Jocelyn, and I got into the fun. Finally, it was everyone within earshot. He must’ve dropped ten grand that night. 

Well, since Jocelyn had over 500 bucks of Jasper’s cash burning a hole in her purse, she offered me 100 of it to sit on Jasper’s lap and kiss him. That was a no-brainer, especially since Janelle doubled if I tried to make it the best kiss of my life. Hell, I’d kissed him before, and I certainly didn’t need 200 bucks for a repeat performance. I gladly accepted.

Strutting around the table to where Jasper sat, I hiked my skirt up around my waist, wiggling my ass, waiting for the whistles from Rick and Marcus for revealing my very sexy thong and ass in front of everyone. Marcus gave me the accolades I knew were coming. The only sound I heard from Rick was the “unnhh” from Jocelyn punching him in the stomach for looking. 

Slowly swinging my one leg over Jasper’s head, I stood straddling him, looking down. Easing myself down onto this lap, his eyes blazed, a look I’ve seen many times on men before. I knew I had him. I knew what I was doing to him. I was glad as fuck too, because I’d wanted him for long enough. Thank fuck this was going to be a night both of us would remember.

Jasper closed his eyes as I inched closer, and then he whispered, “I’ll give you one grand to not do this.” 

So, my purse got 1,000 dollars richer.

Everyone went nuts. I was obviously the big financial winner of the night. But in that moment, I knew something about Jasper that his sisters obviously did not know. Jasper Garrity was a card-carrying, rainbow-loving, homosexual man. And that was perfectly fine by me. I’ve got no problem with anyone’s sexuality. What people do or don’t do behind closed doors is none of my damn business. However, I just didn’t want to make a point of throwing myself at gay men. That’s just setting yourself up for disappointment. It’s futile really. 

Jasper Garrity had no sexual tendencies toward me. No man, none that I have ever encountered in my entire life, had ever turned me down. Not one. It was then that I made it my mission to catch him in the act of homosexual love for no other reason than to assuage my own ego from rejection.

I started stalking and following him, unbeknownst to any other member of the Garrity family. What I found was simple: Jasper was not gay—far from it. He liked women, lots of women. He slept with the sexiest, most exotic women I’ve ever seen. He didn’t hold back either, taking them to fancy restaurants, out on elaborate dates, shacking up in ritzy hotels. I quickly learned that it was not that he preferred men, he preferred women, many woman. What he did not want was I. Jasper Garrity was not into me, not attracted to me, and was 100% immune to my tricks. 

So I gave up on him.

Kind of.

I still want to fuck the ever-loving shit out of him. I do. I cannot help it. Just the fact that he doesn’t want me makes me want him even more. When I saw the caliber of women he was bedding, I knew I just had to join the ranks—Hell, I want to top the fucking ranks. 

Men don’t turn me down. 

Never. 

Jasper’s rejections are a total, unbelievable turn on for me. It’s crazy Janelle thinks it’s all a joke, funny as Hell when I throw myself at Jasper. Janelle thinks I’m just “playing around” to make Jasper blush and uncomfortable—which I’m getting damn good at. She has no idea how much I fantasize and want her big brother. Jocelyn might not be so oblivious, but she never lets on. One way or another, I am going to fuck that man, fuck him so good that he will never forgive himself for turning me down. 

Leading Blaine to the dance floor, I know this is going to be a cake walk. It won’t be long until Jasper comes along to break up the show I’m about to put on in front of all of his co-workers. Blaine wraps his arms around me, pulling me against his solid chest. Thank God, Jasper’s biggest rival is smoking hot. It’s like hitting the jackpot with a quarter you found out on the street. Everyone’s a winner, here. 

“God damn woman, you are so fucking sexy,” Blaine growls in my ear.

“You know it,” I smirk, tugging him by his tie until his lips are only inches from mine. There is nothing a man likes or wants more than a confident woman. Hell, I learned that in ninth grade. “So, what are you going to do about it?”

Blaine’s mouth closes in on mine in seconds. Like I said, cake walk. Hungrily, his tongue explores my mouth as his one hand caresses my back and the other grasps my neck. Admittedly, I much prefer Jasper’s tongue down my throat and all over the rest of my body, but Blaine’s isn’t bad at all—not in the least. This man’s got some serious game. If Jasper doesn’t want to play, it looks like I’m getting my kicks elsewhere. 

When the band takes a break to introduce the charities involved in the evening’s festivities, Blaine leads me back to our table. Without asking me, Blaine says, “Jasper, I’m going to take the lady home tonight. You don’t mind, do you?” 

The audacity of this man! How dare he just assume that he’s taking me home? Alright Jasper it’s time to swoop in and save the day—what we all know you’re the best at. 

Jasper eyes us carefully; then replies, “Sure, I was done with her tonight, anyway?” 

Holy fuck, I will kill him in his sleep! That son of a bitch. You do not fuck with Charlene Palmer. “Perfect,” I say, winding my hand around Blaine’s tie. “This place is lame.” So yeah, that was my big comeback. I’m so flipping mad; I can’t even think straight.

“Have a good night, Char,” Jasper says, waving me off. 

“Oh, I plan to, I plan to have a very hot night.” 
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BLAINE IS SMART. Blaine is witty and funny. Blaine has money—lots of money and an incredibly nice car. He’s fucking beautiful, sexy, and talented with his mouth and hands. He’s almost perfect. 

Almost. 

His one flaw? 

He’s not Jasper. He’s not Jasper at all. And that’s what fucking sucks.

“Blaine, whoa whoa, hold on there,” I deter him, when he starts sliding his hand up my dress. “Slow down.” 

“You’re joking?” he asks, sitting back up on my couch. 

This is where it always gets tough. As a woman, I have a right to bring a man back to my condo, to kiss him, touch him, turn him on, and then send him packing if I’m not interested any longer. But this is where it also gets to be a little gray. Being a guy, he’s going to think that he has every right to fuck the shit out of me, because I let him go this far. It’s unfair of me to let him walk out my door with a raging, unsatisfied hard on. 

Bullshit. 

My body. My decisions. This isn’t my first go at this, either. I’m just not feeling it tonight. I might feel it tomorrow, but tonight, tonight my mind is somewhere else, on someone else. 

“Not joking at all Blaine,” I say, confidently. “I had fun. I’d like you to call me, so we can have fun again, but tonight, this is where it stops. It’s getting late, and you should go.”

And now I wait. 

Hope for the best. 

Expect the worst.

“Alright. I gotcha,” Blaine finally says. “Ball’s in your court now. Here’s my card. Call me if you want to get together again.” Blaine gets a card out of his wallet and hands it to me. 

Taking the card, I scribble my number on the back of his card and hand it back to him, “No chance, handsome, that’s not how I roll. If you want to see me, then you call me and ask me out.” 

Smiling, Blaine takes the card and puts it into the inside pocket of his suit jacket, “Well Miss Palmer, you are certainly full of surprises. Be expecting my call.”

Walking him to the door, Blaine grabs my hand and tugs me against him. Kissing me softly, he whispers, “I had fun tonight. Jasper Garrity is a fucking moron.”

Laughing, I open the door, and say, “Damn straight he is.” Blaine kisses me one last time before he leaves.

Sitting on my couch, I start flipping through the channels, when my cell phone dings. I don’t recognize the number, but the text reads: 

 

I’m already thinking about you. Wanna go out next weekend?

 

I respond with:

 

I said call. Texting is lame. I’m not a 12-year-old girl. Man up, big boy. 

 

My phone immediately rings. I answer the phone with, “You didn’t even give me a chance to program your name into my contacts.”

“I figured a woman like you had a pretty busy social calendar. I didn’t want to miss out on seeing you. So what do you say?” Blaine asks.

“To what?” I ask, coyly.

“Christ, are you always this high maintenance?” Blaine wonders.

“Usually much much worse,” I confess.

“Ohhh good, so maybe I could see more of this high maintenance woman next Friday, then?” 

“You know where I live. Pick me up at 7:00 p.m.” I confirm. “Don’t be late.” Without listening for a response, I disconnect the call and turn the TV back up. 

Just as I’m getting into one of my recorded episodes of Grey’s, there’s a slight, hesitant knock at my door. Whipping the door open, I say, “It’s not Frida—”

“Jesus Char, I thought you’d never kick him out,” Jasper says, barreling through the doorway. “You sure go to some extreme measures to tick me off, ya know that?”

“Jasper, what are you doing here?” I ask, slamming the door behind me. “Were you waiting outside for Blaine to leave—lurking in the parking lot?”

“No, I was driving around. I wasn’t sitting out there like some stalker with a voyeur fetish,” Jasper states, loosening his tie.

“Again, what are you even doing here?”

“I know you like trying to get under my skin and all, but screwing some guy to spite me is a bit much—even for you, don’t you think?” he asks, opening my fridge and getting out a beer. 

“I’m not sure what makes you think you have any right to barge in here and start questioning me,” I state, grabbing my remote from him before he can change my channel. “And taking my beer.”

“Well, considering you were my date, I have every right to find out what you’re doing,” Jasper states, propping his feet up on my coffee table.

Knocking his feet off my table, I growl, “Get your feet off my table, you don’t even do that at your own house… and use a damn coaster.” Flinging a coaster at him, I aim directly for his head. Jasper catches it right before it hits him in the face. “And ‘date,’ my ass.” 

“So, did you sleep with him?”

“Where do you get off asking me something like that?” I ask, staring at him incredulously

“You were my date. I have every right to know if my date ‘got lucky’ or not,” Jasper says, taking a drink of his beer. 

“I’m not justifying that with an answer,” I say, walking to the fridge to get a bottled water. 

“Are you going to see him again?”

“Jesus Jasper! What is this? The Egyptian Inquisition?”

“Spanish,” he sighs, “It’s the Spanish Inquisition.”

“How the fuck do you know they never questioned anyone in Egypt? Do you think they walked around Cairo taking everyone’s word for everything?” I challenge, angrily. “They could’ve had an inquisition. Who’s to say they didn’t? Were you there?” I ask, my blood beginning to boil. 

“Cairo? Nice save,” Jasper says, nodding in approval. “And no Char, you’re right. I wasn’t at the Egyptian Inquisition.” 

“Stop making fun of me, you pompous, arrogant asshole,” I yell, looking for something else to throw at him.

“You’re getting awfully defensive and argumentative, Char,” Jasper states. “Are you angry… or… are you afraid of something?” he asks, standing up. 

“Fucking afraid of what?” I ask. 

“Afraid… of… oh… I don’t know…” he says, walking toward me. “Afraid, I’ll do this.” 

Jasper walks toward me as I walk backward until I hit the wall. Bracing his hands against the wall above my head, he leans in as close as he can get without actually touching me. My breath catches, fucking pissing me off. I hate that he has this power over me. I’m putty in his hands, and he God damn knows it. 

“So are you, Char,” he whispers, “afraid of me?”

Taking a deep breath, I respond, “not at all.” 

“Did you sleep with him?” he asks, his breath hot on my neck.

“Not yet,” I pant, equally wanting to push him away from me and pull him closer until our bodies were wrapped around each other—totally immersed in each other.

His eyes flash in anger and desire. Fuck yeah. Jasper Garrity’s jealous, and he fucking wants me. It’s about God damn time too. I turn my head from his gaze, looking away from his smoldering, sexy stare. If he wants me, then he’s going to have to work at it, just like everyone has to. 

“Look at me,” he says, turning my head to meet his eyes. “Why not? Why didn’t you fuck him?”

I turn my head away, closing my eyes. Hearing him say “fuck” like that makes me hot. That’s not the way he usually talks. I can’t answer him though. He knows. Jasper knows that the only reason I didn’t fuck Blaine Landers is because Blaine Landers isn’t and would never be Jasper Garrity. “Answer me, Char.” 

With my eyes closed, I shake my head slightly, refusing to give him what he wants, denying him the truth. “Fire melts ice” is my only answer as I look back in his eyes.

Smiling, he says, “Ahhh, but don’t forget, ice puts out fire.”

“Well Jasper, looks like fire can win and ice can win, but they can both lose too,” I explain, raising an eyebrow. “The only way they can both win is if they both relinquish their power and meet in the middle.” 

“Not true sweetheart, if they meet in the middle, then there will be nothing left of either of them. They’ll evaporate,” he says, backing away and dropping his hands. 

“Would that be so bad?” I ask, taking a deep breath, immediately feeling the space and distance growing between us. 

“Two things as powerful as fire and ice can never… ever… give up control, Char. That’s been the problem all along,” he confirms.

“So, you’re just going to deny this… this… whatever it is we have here? Just like you always do?” I ask, laying all the cards out on the table. “Because you’re afraid of losing control?”

Finishing his beer, he throws the bottle in the trash, and clears his throat. “It’d never work. We’re from two different worlds.”

“What worlds? Gas and liquid?” I question.

“Well look at you, busting out some chemical humor!” Jasper laughs, shaking his head. 

“I’d rather see what kind of physical chemistry we really do have,” I joke, winking at him. 

“What we have Char is what we’ve always had—a friendship—with a lot of sexual tension,” he admits, sighing deeply. “Plus, you’re my sister’s best friend. It would never work, and you know it… and we shouldn’t try to make it work,” he says, pulling me into a sweet, friendly hug. 

Kissing my forehead, he adds, “You really are beautiful and were more beautiful than I have ever seen you tonight… and be careful, Blaine’s an ass.”

“I will,” I say, opening the door for him, knowing this little game of ours has run its course. “He may be an ass, but my God, have you seen how incredible his ass really is?”

“Good night, Char.”

“Good night, Jasper.” 
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One year later… 

 

“I THINK WE should call Char, and get her opinion,” Jocelyn says, wiping her eyes. My sister’s been crying for two days now. 

“Why would we care what Char thinks about this? Nelle’s our sister. It’s up to us to decide what to do with this information,” I explain, sick of talking about this with her. “I say we just sit Janelle down and tell her—put it all out on the table.”

“It’s going to destroy her. I can’t watch my baby sister crumble.”

“But you can sit back and let this fucker keep doing this shit to her? Nice,” I say. “I’m fucking telling her.”

“Please wait! We have to ask Char. She’s usually the voice of reason—”

“Char? Char’s the voice of reason? Have you lost your—”

“When it comes to Janelle, Char knows how to handle her and how to talk to her,” Jocelyn explains. “Those two never have the full-blown battles like you and I have with Janelle. Remember when Mom and Dad left, who was the one who got through to her?” 

“Alright fine, call Char,” I relent, throwing the ingredients for my protein shake into the blender and hitting “grind,’ the exact thing that Char does to my nerves. 
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“HE FUCKING WHAT?” Char screams, blazing equally in shock and in rage. “I will fucking cut off his cock and feed to his that dumbass St. Bernard of theirs.” 

“Had a vasectomy—last weekend,” my sister repeats, unnecessarily.

“And neither of you killed him—or told Nelle?” Char questions, glancing back and forth between the two of us, disbelievingly. 

Holding my hands up, displaying innocence, “Jocelyn’s the one who found out. She’s the one who told me.”

“I don’t know what to do,” Jocelyn whines, falling down on my couch, covering her head with the pillow. “You know how Janelle gets when we talk about him.”

All of us have had our fair share of tongue-lashings from Janelle. Basically, she has told each of us, separately, that under no certain terms are we to speak ill of her husband—ever again. Janelle even told Char that if she ever belittled him again, then their friendship was over. Apparently, my baby sister is taking her vows very seriously and centering her loyalty solely around her husband. Big mistake. The man doesn’t deserve her loyalty, her respect, or her love. Hell, he doesn’t even deserve her. But she’s a blinded freak when it comes to him. 

“So what’re you going to do, Jasper? Pay him off?” Char asks, seriously. “Blackmail? What?” 

“No Char, this isn’t one of your daytime soaps. This is real life. We don’t go around paying people off and blackmailing them,” I say, swirling my protein shake around in my cup. “But… we could… oh, I know! This is perfect! We could get his evil twin to kill him—run over him with a jet ski or something.”

“Fuck off,” Char snarls, joining Jocelyn on the couch. “You’ve been such an ass since you quit drinking… and you never even used to drink that much. You should start up again. Take the edge off a bit—and maybe remove that stick from your ass.”

“Oh my God, I saw that one,” Jocelyn squeals, thankfully cutting Char off. “It was such a good storyline. Nobody knew he was really alive and living with an unidentified and unregistered Native American tribe.”

“You’re not helping,” Char groans, rolling her eyes at Jocelyn. Whispering to Jocelyn, she then adds, “Oh my God, it was so good.” 

“I heard that,” I say, sitting on the barstool. “I think we should just sit her down and tell her everything—like now. Tonight at the latest.”

The looks on both of their faces tell me that we are far from being on the same page. “I don’t want to be the one to bear that bit of news,” Char states, shaking her head and waving her hands.

“Neither do I,” Jocelyn concurs. “Plus, Nelle is having such a crap school year this year. It’s only the end of October, and she’s already said it’s the worst teaching year she’s ever had. Remember? They gave her the bottom of the barrel this year. Six of her students have parole officers and two are currently on house arrest, ankle bracelet and all,” Joz reminds us. “No way! We can’t tell her now.”

“What do you want to do? Wait until June?” I ask, not believing the cowardice of these two women.

“At least June,” Jocelyn admits. “Jasper, do you have any idea how much we’re going to break her heart? This is going to destroy her. I don’t want any of us to have to destroy her.”

“Janelle can’t possibly teach and deal with this too,” Char agrees. It’s too much for her to handle and process—while dealing with 125 horny, angsty, and rebellious teenagers, too.”

“Are you two serious? You want to wait nearly seven months to tell her?” I ask, amazed.

“Maybe Marcus will tell her before that, and we won’t have to,” Jocelyn hopes.

“Yeah, and maybe, I’ll vote a straight Democratic ticket next Tuesday, too,” I quip, rolling my eyes at Joz’s absurdity.

“I don’t understand why we can’t just destroy him and fuck him up on our own?” Char asks, her eyes blazing in anger. 

“It won’t help,” I say. “Janelle’s the one who has to see him for what he is.”

Jocelyn’s phone rings, “Hey baby, we’re almost done here, I’ll be—he what? Is he okay?” she asks, jumping up to get her shoes on and grab her purse. 

Meanwhile, Char and I follow her around my living room, trying to get information out of her. Continuing, she says, “Shit, yeah, I’ll meet you at Children’s Hospital. I’ve got the insurance card in my purse. Have Kara and Carlee go next door to the Stewarts’ house until we get back. I love you too. Tell D, I love him. I’ll see you both in 20 minutes.” 

Jocelyn flings the door open and runs out to her car, yelling, “Don’t worry, Rick thinks Darren broke his ankle and possibly his wrist at the Jump-o-leen Station. I’m meeting them at Children’s Hospital. I’ll call you when I know anything.” Jocelyn jumps in her car and peels out of the driveway like a bat out of Hell—or just like a worried mom of a daredevil little boy. 

“Fuck, I hope he’s okay,” Char says, staring at Jocelyn’s SUV as it disappears down my road. 

“She’ll call as soon as she knows anything,” I say, hiding my worry for my nephew. “With the way Donovan and Darren are constantly daring each other to do crap, this won’t be the last of their trips to the ER.” 

“Will you call me… or make sure Nelle calls me… when you guys hear anything?” Char asks, walking back into the house. “I just have to get my purse.” 

Going over to the sink, I start rinsing out my cup, avoiding eye contact with her. “Tell Blaine his presentation for the new walking park was impressive.” 

“It was, wasn’t it? The puppies were a pretty good touch,” Char says, frowning, but nodding simultaneously. “Blaine actually bought that little white fluffy one.” 

“Yeah, as soon as he brought those little furballs into the meeting, I knew I was toast. He knew his audience, the demographics. One old man and four middle-aged fat women were going to choose the advertising company catering to the puppies,” I admitted. “You’re good for him. He’s been much more tolerable this past year—ever since—you know, you guys started going out.” 

Nodding, “Blaine’s a good guy. He’s got a good heart,” Char says, her eyes watering up.

“Char? What’s wrong?” I ask, feeling completely uncomfortable.

“Blaine would never get a vasectomy without telling me. He’d never hit on my best friend… or my sister… or anything like that,” she says, sobbing into her hands. “I’m sorry Jasper, I have to go. I didn’t mean—”

“Whoa, whoa,” I say, blocking her path to the door. “Hold on. What’s going on?” 

“Nothing, I’m sorry. I just… I can’t…” Char sobs, trying to circle around me toward the door. 

“Did something happen with Blaine?” I ask, ready to kill him.

“No, not really,” Char admits. “He bought that puppy… for me. Said it was the start of our future… said we had to start thinking about our future… together… and so I… I…” 

Nodding, I understand, I understand Char all too well. “So, you broke up with him?” 

“What’s wrong with me Jasper?” Char asks, slumping down on my couch. “Blaine is perfect. Absolutely flawless. He’s smart, funny, successful, so fucking hot, and so unbelievable in bed—like so unbelievable—”

“Alright, that’s enough. I got it—no need to go into any more details,” I say, cutting her off before my ears began to bleed.

“I mean, he’s so in love with me—would do anything for me,” Char explains, throwing her head back on the couch cushion. “I like him, I really do. It’s just that I don’t love him—not like that.”

“Char, I’m not really the one to give you advice about love and crap,” I say, sitting on the coffee table in front of her. 

“But I tried, I really tried, Jasper. Blaine’s the marrying type. He is. I think I’m just damaged goods, too contaminated to actually fall in love with someone,” Char says, shaking her head. 

“Well, I’m happy about it,” I say, before thinking about it.

Char’s head shoots up off the couch, “You are?”

“Hell yeah, I am. That means he won’t be in Miami Beach this Christmas with all of us. Joz and Nelle have both been talking nonstop about how they can’t wait to see him in swim trunks,” I joke, making her laugh. “I had to up my workouts, overload on protein shakes, just to be able to stand next to the guy.”

Char laughs and snorts, shaking her head at me. I’m happy that I could cheer her up and make her laugh. Giving chicks advice just really isn’t my thing. 

“Shut up! You guys aren’t even going to Florida this Christmas,” she says, rolling her eyes and smiling.

“Yeah, but it made you laugh.” 

“True. Damn it, what am I going to do? I haven’t told Nelle yet, either. She’s going to be pissed. She’s been living her sex life vicariously through me for the past few months,” Char blurts out. 

“Why does my sister have to live vicariously—wait—no! Don’t answer that,” I say, stopping her from responding before I accidentally unleash a whole slew of knowledge about my sister’s sex life on my poor defenseless ears. 

“Char, Blaine’s not that great, either. He just knows how to play the game. Everyone in advertising knows how to get what he wants by manipulation. I’m actually surprised you dated him for so long—almost a full year.”

“It was a year.” Sitting up with her knees against mine, Char says, “Honestly, I’m surprised you let me date him that long, Jasper. What if I would have married him?”

“Then you would’ve married him,” I reply, suddenly feeling the shift in the conversation and the tension in the air. Whenever we’re alone the tension is so thick, I can barely breathe or focus. 

“Jesus Christ Jasper, I can see how you look at me. I’m no fool,” Char argues.

“I know you’re not. I never said you were,” I admit.

“Last year, you asked me if I was afraid. I wasn’t. But, can you say the same thing, Jasper?” she asks, leaning in closer to me. 

“I can’t do this with you, right now,” I say, feeling cornered.

As I begin to stand, she grabs my hand, “No, stay right there. Answer me? What are you afraid of?”

“Char, you’re dangerous—It’s too risky.”

“Risky? What’s risky?” she asks, searching my face for answers I don’t want to give her.

“You. Us. We’re a dangerous combination,” I admit. “When it comes to you, I have no control.” I’ve never spoken those words aloud to anyone—ever. “I’m a man who has to be in control—needs to be in control. With you, I feel my sense of power and self-control wane.”

Char doesn’t stop me this time when I get up and pace the living the room. This past year, I’ve been disgusted with myself for pushing her straight into Landers’ bed without a second glance or thought. The night I left her apartment after the fundraiser, it wasn’t long before Char and Blaine were hot and heavy and nearly inseparable. So, I basically spent the last year hearing from Janelle and Jocelyn how perfect the two of them were together and how happy they were that Char had finally found “The One.” Granted, my sisters had no idea about Char’s DUI or that she escorted me to my work event. Char and I agreed to keep that under wraps. Therefore, Joz and Janelle spoke very freely about Char’s budding romance with my advertising firm’s biggest rival. However, Char did tell me a few times that she never even considered Blaine her “boyfriend.” 

Every word, every compliment, every ohhh and ahhh, over “Charblaine” (Janelle made that up.) sent me barreling into my work even more. I’ve spent the last year, working out, running, eating right, and making bank, while my biggest rival got chummy with my sister’s best friend. I more than doubled last year’s revenue and profit, because I was on a mission to make enough money to erase that relentless gnawing regret of “what if” that’s been chewing at my ass all year. If Blaine was getting the girl, then I was getting the money and the clients—except for the last one. Fucking puppies. Dude got soft this past year. Chicks did that to you, man. More specifically, Charlene Palmer did that to you. 

“Ya know Jasper, it wouldn’t kill you to take a ride on the wild side every now then—a little risk never hurt anyone,” Char states, relaxing back on my couch. 

Laughing, I shake my head at her. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard you say—and that’s saying a lot. Haven’t you ever heard of Amelia Earhart?” I ask, making my point. “She took risks. Look where she is now. No thank you.”

“First of all, that was almost 100 years ago—I think. But, I’m fairly certain she’d be in the same spot now, with or without her risks,” Char argues. “What about Bill Gates? He took some risks and look where he is now,” Char counters.

“Bill Gates never took a risk as risky as you, but it’s no wonder you do so well in real estate. You’ve got mad persuasion skills, Charlene, using Bill Gates against me—talking my language, the language of money,” I compliment.

“Darling, you ain’t seen nothing yet. I’ve not yet even begun to attempt to persuade you,” she states, smiling mischievously. “Once I start, there will be no turning back.”

“I don’t doubt that. Not one bit,” I relent, nodding defeatedly. 

“So Jasper, what would you do if I walked across this room, trapped you against the wall, and kissed you?” she asks.

“Same thing I always do. Stop you,” I confess.

“Hmmm, I don’t think you would. Not this time. Not anymore, you won’t. I’m pretty sure those days are coming to an end, Jasper,” she says, standing confidently, smiling assuredly. “But lucky for you, I like a few weeks of ‘freedom’ before I jump back into bed with someone else. Ya know, I like to get Blaine’s scent off of my sheets—and off me.” Just the mention of his name tightens my jaw and flares my anger.

Shaking it off, I reply, chuckling, “Oh you do—do you? Never realized you had rules you followed.”

“Of course, I have rules, “she states, flinging her purse on her shoulder, walking toward the door. “And Jasper, the biggest of my rules: I don’t beg.” 

The door closes behind her, and I’m left standing in the middle of my entranceway shocked at her abrupt departure. No sooner does she leave, my phone buzzes. Opening my text:

 

Char: Didn’t want to take anything away from my sexy exit, so I didn’t want to come back in. DO NOT TELL JANELLE ABOUT THE SNIP-SNIP. She can’t handle it yet. 

 

Char’s goofy, fun, witty, sexy, smart, outrageous, completely out of control and inappropriate at that most inopportune times, which is why she’s pretty much had me bewitched since the moment I met her in that bar years ago. There’s something so beguiling about her that you’re just left speechless, brainless, and weak once she’s gone. And it’s never “out of sight—out of mind” with her—it’s longing, waiting, and basically full out “jonesing” for the next time you get to see her, listen to her, be around her. 

I also have no idea how we’re going to keep any more secrets from my sister. Women are fucking batshit crazy. Truly fucking nuts. If my wife were a cheating, lying whore of a hole, then some-fucking-body better lay it all down on the line and tell me. If I found out my buddy’s wife was cheating, I’d take him out for a beer, probably more, and tell him straight out. I sure as fuck wouldn’t wait and see. Why should Janelle waste any more time on that prick? God, listen to my mouth? Christ, whenever I’m around Char, I turn into a dumbass, foul-mouthed sailor with the mental capacity of a 13-year-old boy with a hard-on. 
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“HEY LOVE,” I say, kissing Nelle on the cheek, “Sorry I’m late. Did you order for me?”

“You always are and of course I did,” she says, handing me an iced tea. Waving over the server, I ask for a shot of vodka.

“Vodka? It’s 11:30 in the morning,” Janelle questions. “Wait, wait, get me one too. I just didn’t know we were drinking our lunch today.”

“Speaking of lunch, why are you off today? Don’t you have some fucking little assholes to teach?” I ask, stirring sweetener into my tea. 

“Nope, teacher in-service.”

“Well, shouldn’t you be getting serviced then?” I ask, kicking myself, hoping Janelle and Marcus’ sex life doesn’t turn into our entire lunch conversation. I’m going to need something stronger than vodka if so—like a vodka laced with Vicodin. 

“I wish. Nah, teacher in-service days blow cats, so I schedule all my dentist and doctor appointments on these days, instead. I just met with a podiatrist.”

“Podiatrist? For fucking what? That’s foul.”

“I thought I had an in-grown toenail,” she says, pouring her shot into her iced tea. “Turns out, I didn’t… and voila… whole day off. I’m getting a facial at 2:00.” 

“Nice,” I admit, smiling. “I should’ve been a teacher.”

“You always say that, but can you imagine YOU teaching?” Janelle asks, laughing. “You’d actually have to give a shit about someone other than yourself.” 

“Fuck off, I care about other people,” I reply, defensively. I hate when she gets on this kick of how selfish and self-absorbed I am. “As a matter of fact, I care about you. How’re things going with you and Mar—”

“No, don’t go there. We’ve gone over this. He’s off limits, Char. I mean it too,” she says, glaring at me.

“Okay, but, I just thought that you should—”

“I will get up and walk out right now—I swear to God,” she threatens, grabbing her purse. 

“Fine, won’t say a fucking word about your marriage. But don’t you think—”

Standing up, she takes another drink of her iced tea, and says, “I’m out.”

“Fine… fine… fine! Sit down,” I relent, wondering how in the fuck we’re ever going to tell her about Marcus’ vasectomy. 

Janelle never lets up on me about how into myself I am, but that’s where she’s 100% wrong. I’m into her. (Fuckers, not in that way!) She’s my best friend, the sister I never had, the family I’ve wanted my entire life. I’d die for her—or kill for her. That would be better! I could fucking hire some hit man to off the damn douchebag. He’s a worthless dirtball. 

“So why are we drinking our lunch? You never drink before a showing. What’s up?” Janelle asks as our lunches arrive. 

“Cheeseburgers and fries? I thought we were getting salads?” I ask, eyeing my food as my mouth waters like a 16-year-old virgin about to eat his first pussy. 

“You know I never cheat alone. I still have seven more pounds to lose. I just know that if I can get down to the lowest end of my goal weight on the weight chart that Marc… that… that I’ll feel better about myself,” she states, squeezing catsup all over her fries.

God damn it, Marcus isn’t fucking her again. The question is: Who is he fucking now? I thought after I caught him with Kayla from the tanning salon and threatened to tell Janelle and everyone in the whole city that he’d keep it in his pants—or at least try to. That mother fucker, literally. Kayla is only 22-years-old and has four kids—from different men. He’s a mother-fucking, fake-tanning douchebag dickhead. What dude tans anyway? Douchebags, that’s who! No wonder he got a vasectomy. He probably got up close and personal with Kayla’s cunt and kids and decided that he wasn’t getting anywhere near a train wreck like that again and snipped off the only track to the ride ‘em hard railway. I have got to find a way to derail Marcus’ runaway fuck train. 

“What’re you scowling about?” Janelle asks, staring at me.

“Nothing… nothing… I was just thinking if I should eat the onions or take them off since I’m meeting with this potential buyer,” I lie, picking the onions off.

“So, who’s this buyer anyway?”

“I don’t know, Chrissy scheduled the appointment and said he asked specifically for me.” I explain, cutting my burger in half. “Chrissy said he sounded sexy as fuck and was interested in that house on Sharon Falls.”

“No fucking way? That mansion? The one with the pool and tennis courts?” 

“Yep, do you know what my commission would be if I sold that one?” I ask, getting excited.

“Hell yeah, I do. You could finally buy those tits you’ve been eyeing forever,” she jokes.

“Shit yeah I could—both of them,” I add, laughing too. “Seriously though, I could pay off what’s left of my student loans and still put a couple grand away for my boobs.” 

“Then let’s drink to this sale baby!” she squeals, waving over the server. “We’d each like a long island iced tea to celebrate the mounds of money my friend here is going to make.” Leaning across the table, Janelle unbuttons one of my top buttons, “You should go a little lower—more cleavage never hurt anyone.”

“What cleavage?” 
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THE HOUSE IS immaculate. The previous owners never actually lived in it. They spent a fuck-ton of money designing and building it, but the pressure of building a home and trying to raise two kids in the process sent them straight to divorce court—and the poor house. Neither the wife, nor the husband wanted the house in the end. The wife took the two kids and moved back to her hometown in Wisconsin. The dad is shacked up in some apartment, paying alimony and child support out his ass. Our agency has wanted to sell this money-maker for months now. Everyone wants to tour it, pretend they can afford, but nobody really can. I don’t know why the owner just doesn’t get rid of the apartment and live in this beautiful home at least until it sells. He doesn’t want it though. I can’t figure it out. People do some crazy shit; it’s not up to me to judge them or try and figure them out. 

I don’t particularly like showing homes that aren’t furnished. I never know what to do with myself while waiting for the showing. Typically, I just go through the cabinets, try on clothes and shoes, snack on whatever is in the cabinets and fridge. I’ve even been known to arrive earlier than planned and take nice long bubble baths or soak in hot tubs. I’d swim in this pool if it weren’t November in Ohio, which is synonymous with frigid as fuck. If I ever own a pool—in Ohio—I’m going to blast the heat in it all year long and swim when there is snow on the ground.

Janelle and I had a sorority sister in college who was from Bexley, Ohio, which breeds old, snooty-ass money. We didn’t particularly like this bitch, but her family had a pool. The dad had some arthritic condition that swimming seemed to help. Their pool felt like a hot tub all year long. In the winter, steam rose off the pool like some horror movie starring a creepy virgin slasher with a vendetta. 

Typically, we’d get all liquored up, pick up our Frat boys of the week, and skinny-dip all night in Hillary’s pool. She got knocked up our senior year by one of her anthropology professors. They moved to Colorado to open some yoga-meets-granola health food and outdoor activity joint. Last I heard, they moved into some side-of-the-mountain tree house and stopped shaving and bathing. Her absence didn’t stop us from our late night naked water rendezvous sessions, but her parents and the Bexley police did. Like I said, total selfish bitch. 

Picking up my cell phone as it plays the Ohio State fight song, “Chrissy, please tell me that he didn’t cancel—” 

Chrissy’s high-pitched anxious voice interrupts me. “He just called to say that he’s about five minutes away.”

“Okay, should I roll out the red carpet?” I ask, disconnecting the call. Chrissy is a thorough secretary and as nice as Holly Hobbie on Xanax, but Christ, she’s annoying as fuck. I’d like to get her laid—like a bona fide deep-dicking from an expert. God knows she could use it. Hell, we could all use it.

As soon as I see the car turn down the driveway, I’m equally pissed and pleased. Walking down the path to the driveway, I yell, “Jasper Garrity, I will lay you flat right here and right now for wasting my afternoon and getting my hopes up.” 

Getting out of the car, Jasper smiles widely and shrugs out of his suit coat, throwing his jacket on the front seat of his car. Walking toward me, he loosens his tie, and says, “Is that any way to talk to a potential buyer?”

“Shit, the only thing you’re going to buy today is—”

“This house.” Jasper states, walking past me to the front door. Opening it, he adds, “After you, Miss Palmer.” 

“Jasper, what the Hell? You know you’re not going to buy this house. You’ve been talking about buying a house for ages… and to do that, you’d have to actually spend some of that money you’ve got stockpiled everywhere… and we both know you’re not going to do it,” I say, walking through the door. 

“I’ve taken care of the all the paperwork… had my accountant and banker sign off on everything. It should all be ready for my signatures later this evening he clarifies, looking around. “Now, if you could just do your job and show me the rest of the house, I’ll be all set.” Jasper walks into the open kitchen and runs his hand along the granite counter tops. “Don’t worry, I made sure to tell your boss that you convinced me to buy it—it’s your sale Char—your commission.” 

“Well shit, what do you need me for? You’ve obviously got this all under control,” I state, throwing my hands up. “Take a look around, Mr. Garrity. You just bought the nicest house in Northeast, Ohio. I bet LeBron is even going to be jealous.”

Staring at me, Jasper walks toward me, his eyes locked on mine. “James would certainly be jealous if he could see the woman standing in the foyer.”

“Sure Jasper, whatever you say,” I reply, turning to close the front door. As soon as the door latches, I can feel Jasper’s breath on the back of my neck. 

“Whatever I say? Is that a promise Charlene?” 

“Alright where’s Ashton?” I ask, turning around, staring him directly in the eyes. 

“Ashton? Who the fu—”

“Kutcher! Ashton Kutcher, I have to be getting Punk’d right now. There’s no way after nearly nine years of this back and forth shit, you’re finally throwing in the towel and ready to actually do someth—”

I never finish my statement. Jasper’s mouth closes in on mine as he grabs my hands and pins them against my back. His lips crash against mine, eagerly and desperately, devouring and destroying the very essence of who I am and what I’ve always stood for. I want to be able to tell him to get the Hell off me. I want to walk out and not look back. I want to leave him standing in the doorway as the door slams, separating us, parting us. I want him standing there, rejected, forlorn, longing for me, for everything. 

I want so many things. My head is screaming at me to gain the upper hand, to control the situation—like I always seem to do. I just can’t. I want him. Him. Jasper Garrity. I’ve always wanted him. I’ve wanted nothing but him for the past nine years. 

And he has never wanted me.

Not once.

That thought ties my heart and head to the same wavelength, allowing me the strength and willpower to pull my lips from his. “Easy boy, now that you’ve gotten your daily ego boost, let’s finish this tour of the house you apparently own.” 

“No Char, this… you… right here… right now… no more holding back… is exactly what I want… what I’ve always wanted to own,” Jasper growls, biting roughly on my ear, sending fire throughout my entire being. I’m surprised I don’t ignite in flames, burning down this whole damn house. 

“Well buddy, the house is yours. Me? Not so much,” I say, wiggling out of his captivity, and walking away. 

Grabbing my waist and dragging me back against him, Jasper moves my hair and whispers, “Game’s over Char. This is what I want. This is what you want. Don’t deny it.” Trailing his tongue along my neck and digging his fingers into my hips, he breathlessly growls, “I’m ready to take that ride on the wild side.”

“And what’re you going to do when that ride stops?” I ask, trying to buy some time to think this through.

“Ride it again… and again… and again,” he answers, breathing heavily on my neck, sending shivers everywhere. 

Spinning to face him, “What makes you think I’m ready to give you that ride?” I question. 

Jasper’s eyes dart down to my chest and slowly work their way back up to my face. “Let’s just call it a hunch,” he smirks. As he tangles his hands forcefully in my hair, pulling it back so that my neck is flush against his lips, “I’m not going to do anything you don’t want me to do. So tell me Charlene right now, do you want this? Do you want me to fuck you good and hard and possess every part of your body?” 

Holy fuck yes! But truthfully, he probably doesn’t even have to anymore, because I’m pretty sure I just came in my Victoria’s Secret thong. Jesus Christ, to hear Jasper talk like that to me is torture—full out sexual waterboarding, I’m fucking drowning in my own God damn desire for him. 

“Well Jasper, I think that’s where the problem lies—where it’s been stuck all along,” I reply, moving in closer to him, pressing my breasts against his chest and twirling my hand in his tie. 

Yanking the tie, tugging him down, so his ears meet my lips, I flick my tongue along his earlobe. I’m rewarded with a deep, husky Garrity growl. “The real question is are you ready for me to wrap more than this $300.00 Armani tie around my little finger?” I ask, stroking my pinkie up and down the tie while holding it tightly with my other hand. “Because honey, that’s what’s going to happen. All the money in the world can’t buy you the kind of control I have over men like—”

Jasper’s hands grasp the top of my shirt forcefully. With his eyes blazing, he yanks my shirt open in one domineering and urgent move. My breath catches and my chest heaves. His all-knowing grin pisses me off, upping the ante. 

I see his all-knowing grin and raise the ante by stepping out of his reach and instantly feel the ache of being so far from him. Sliding the remnants of my shirt off my shoulders, I let it fall to the floor. Slowly reaching around behind me, I unclasp my bra, feeling it slacken on my shoulders.

“Your move, Garrity,” I say, leaving my bra unclasped, but still covering my chest. 

“Gladly,” he smirks, walking toward me, placing his hands on my hips. Continuing to move forward, he guides me backward until my back presses against the wrought-iron bannister of the exquisite staircase that curves up along the two-story entryway. Feeling the cold, hard metal of the spindles jolts my awareness into overdrive. 

Ignoring my bra, Jasper loosens his tie, slipping it slowly from his neck, his eyes singeing with fire into mine. With his index finger, he trails his finger from my lips down my neck until he hooks his finger tightly onto the middle of my bra. Dragging my bra down my stomach, it finally falls to the floor, leaving me exposed from the waist up. Jasper’s eyes go from a fiery burn to a lustful and needy gaze. 

Loving the power and control I have over him, I move forward reaching for his belt buckle. Before my hand makes contact with his buckle, Jasper catches my hand in his, wrapping his tie around my wrist. Reaching for my other hand, he spins me around, securing my hands to the cold, hard metal of the railing. Pressing his back against me, trapping me with his body, my nipples meet the spindles. An icy, erotic chill surges through my body. 

My wrists pull against the soft silk of his tie when Jasper moves my long blonde hair to the side. “You’re stunning,” he whispers, trailing his tongue and small nips with this his teeth down my spine to the low curve of my back. With his hands gripping my hips, he kneels behind me, reaching his hand up my long maxi skirt. Curling his fingers in the small strip of fabric on my thong, Jasper slides it over my hips and down my ass and legs. 

I struggle to see him, to turn and watch his movements, his reactions to me and my desire for him. Looking over my shoulder, I arch my back to peer down at him. Winking at me, he brings my thong to his nose, inhaling deeply. “Wet and sweet. Pure perfection,” he marvels, before slipping my underwear into his pants pocket. 

Holy fuck a giant. Jasper Garrity’s got kinky, controlling, hot-as-fuck game. Thank God, I’m “it” in this game, because I may never want to quit playing. “Careful Jasper, you’re starting to reveal a side of you that you like to keep hidden.” I warn, trying to maintain my composure when all I want to do now is just beg him to fuck the living daylights out of me. 

“Hidden?” he chuckles, “That’s the thing, Char. You know more about me now than anyone woman I’ve ever been with… and… I’ve never known more about a woman before pleasing her like I know about you.” Lifting the back of my skirt, he tucks it into the waistband, leaving my behind exposed. Kneading the flesh of my ass, he leans into my ear and whispers, “I’ve been listening all these years, memorizing all the things you shouted proudly or whispered quietly.”

Sliding his finger along the crevice of my ass cheeks, a throaty growl muffles through his lips. “One night when I picked you and my sister and a bunch of other women up from one of your drunken stupors, you told everyone in the car how much you loved your ass being touched,” he states, rubbing my cheeks, molding the skin in his hands. “You said that you love when a guy slips his finger in you, licks you, and fucks you… Remember, Char?”

A barely audible “yes” escapes my throat with a gasp of heat and desire. 

“Is that what you like?” he asks. “Is that what you want?”

“I’m… I’m not…” I stammer, afraid to admit the truth. Panting and trying to gain some courage, I take a deep breath, before exhaling the truth. “I’m all talk,” I admit, trembling. “I’ve never… but… yes… Jasper, that’s what I want.” I’m shocked at the deafening silence, shocked at the way he immediately stops his hands from touching me, pleasing me.

Jasper ends his assault on me, sitting down on the steps. Finally, without saying anything, he stands, placing his hands on my hips. 

Un-tucking my skirt from my waistband, it falls back over my butt and legs, covering me from the waist down. Walking around to the other side of the bannister, Jasper stares at me, studying my face. My eyes drop in submission and humiliation. Untying my wrists, Jasper doesn’t take his eyes off of me; my hands fall to my sides. 

“Come here,” he orders, pulling me around to the other side. 

I walk over to him, feeling remorse and shame blanket me in an all-too-familiar feeling. Trying to regain my strength, some sort of semblance of the woman he knows and craves, I smirk and say, “I knew you’d puss out sooner or later, Garrity… I’m not the one who’s all talk and no…” 

Again his mouth covers mine, but this time in a slow, sensual, soft kiss. His fingers tickle the length of my back, softly caressing my skin. “I’m not pussing out,” he states, with this lips still on mine. “I’m just savoring this—taking my time.”

“But what happened to the Alpha-Garrity who just tied me to a railing?” I ask, pulling my lips from his. 

“Your raw honesty stopped me, Char. You and me… this… us… it’s been a game for almost a decade,” he explains, tucking my hair behind my ear. “We’re always fighting for the upper hand—the power. But you just gave it to me—without a fight. You handed it to me on a platter… and I realized…” 

“You realized what?” I ask, searching his eyes for answers.

“That’s not what I want. I don’t want to tie you to railing and fuck you up the ass on a staircase… I mean… I do… I really do … and I will… I promise I will,” he admits, kissing my forehead. “But first, I want to take you upstairs to the master bedroom and make love to you, make love to you like I’ve dreamed about forever.” 

“No,” I say, smiling, feeling an unfamiliar warmth flood through me.

“No?” he says, his brow pulling.

“It’s a first-floor master suite. We don’t have to go upstairs,” I joke, interlocking his fingers in mine. “You really should take that tour of your house, ya know?” 


[image: ]

 

 

 

AS I FOLLOW her to each room, I watch the fluidity with which she walks. Char’s elegant and sophisticated in this professional setting, but I know beneath this prim and proper façade, she’s wild, fun, and completely dauntless. So daring that she’s conducting the entire tour in a skirt and heels, and nothing else. Her thong is still in my pocket. From time to time, I slide my hand in and stroke the soft silk, knowing I will soon get to be where this lucky little sliver of fabric once was. Throughout the long and agonizing tour, her small, perky breasts tease me with each turn and step. She leaves nothing out, remaining thorough and professional even sans a blouse and lingerie. 

I cannot keep my eyes on the house; they only focus on her body, and her lips—even on the way her fingers glide over the chair rails or skate over the marble countertops in the bathrooms. When she slides her hand over the mantel in the master suite, I harden and strain in agony, wanting her hand to slide so smoothly and expertly over me. My dick is still waging a war with me over the abrupt cease and desist I issued in the foyer. 

The look in Char’s eyes when she muttered the words “I never…” brought me to a screeching halt. I could almost hear the skid marks of my brain skidding across my skull before pounding against the side. Trust me, the fact that she’s never done anal wasn’t what stopped me. There are many women in their early and late 20s who don’t welcome visitors in through the back door. I stopped, because of the way her eyes softened and revealed a vulnerable, more timid side of Charlene Party-girl Palmer that I have never, not in nearly nine years, have ever seen before. 

I’ve been excessively worried for years that Char could rip me up and spit me out as a mid-day snack between meals if I wasn’t careful and kept the upper hand at all times. However, the look in her eyes showed no sign of voracious, ravenous hunger, but complete and total trust and respect. You don’t, I repeat, you don’t bend that look over the bannister and rip it open wide with a latex-covered penis. 

“Well, that’s it. Do you like what you see?” Char asks, spinning around with her arms wide in the empty master suite. 

“More than you can possibly imagine,” I confirm, walking toward her.

“Jasper, be serious. I mean the house,” she whines.

“I am serious—dead serious,” I reconfirm, pulling her into my arms. 

“Jasper,” she moans into my mouth. Swallowing her words and breathing her air is unlike anything I’ve experienced before. Nine years of pent up desire feels so different when it’s about to be unleashed. The cage is almost open and all lust and want are ready to come barreling out.

Softly tangling my hands in her hair, I stroke the back of her neck. “Are you sure about this, Char? We can stop right now, before this goes any further?”

“For the fiftieth fucking time, I want you to fuck me hard, fuck me long, and do unspeakable fucking acts to me,” she grits through her teeth. “Did I stutter? Was I clear enough this ti—”’

Holy Hell, the only way to ever stop her from yapping so much that my ears bleed is to shove my tongue down her throat. Thus far, it has a 100% success rate. Thank God. 

Kissing my way down her neck, I feel my heart rate quicken with the knowledge that something I’ve resisted and denied myself is finally going to come to fruition. I have no feelings of regret, no interest in stopping. Whatever happens after this—happens. I’ve lived my life cautiously and carefully; it’s time to heat things up and take that ride on the wild side, not caring about the consequences. 

Her breasts are fucking perfection. The nipples reach out to me, hard and stiff, begging to be sucked. It takes me no time to give them what they want either I can’t wait one more dick-straining second. I suck one nipple into my mouth, circling the other with the rough calloused part of my hand. I’m rewarded with only a small whimper from Char. Tugging her nipple further into my mouth, I’m surprised by the silent, almost nonexistent response. Char pulls on my hair, holding me to her breast, but the silence is disturbing and distracting.

Glancing up, I startle at the look on her face. “Char?” I ask, standing back up, looking her in the eyes.

“What?” she asks, her eyes popping open, one at a time. “Why’d you stop?”

“Uhhh, I stopped because your eyes were sealed shut… your face looked like you were in agony… and… and… you were biting down so hard on your bottom lip, I thought you were going to bite through it,” I explain, taking her hands in mine. Char’s head drops and shoulders lump. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

“I… I… ummm… I don’t know how to do this with you?” she admits, her eyes immediately watering up. Char quickly wipes her eyes with the back of her hands, sniffing loudly.

“I would think it pretty much goes the same way with everyone,” I joke, pulling her chin up, forcing her to look me in the eyes. “I told you. We don’t have to do this.”

“Fuck that! We are doing this! I have wanted this since the night I met you and your friends in Columbus,” she openly confesses. “Ever since that first time I kissed you in the bar when my ex showed up, I have wanted to finish out that scene. I have thought about it over and over again.”

“Alright… but?”

“You’re Jasper! Janelle’s Jasper. My Jasper. I’m afraid if we cross this line, then… then… I don’t know—”

“Char, everything you are saying right now has gone through my mind a million times a day—for a fucking decade,” I admit, pulling her close to me. “I’m tired of talking myself out of something—someone—I want so badly—someone I dream about hav—”

Apparently, it was my turn to shut the fuck up, because Char’s mouth crashes against mine as she unbuttons my shirt and shoves it off my shoulders. “Lose the pants,” she orders, stepping back from me. Watching me unbuckle my belt and unbutton my pants, Char’s eyes blaze with need as she licks her upper lip. “You’re going to need to move a little faster than that, Buster.”

Laughing, I say, “You’re kind of schizophrenic in the bedroom, ya know that? It’s kind of hard to keep up.” Stepping out of my pants, I add, “Take that damn skirt off.”

“Gladly,” she says, dropping her skirt to the floor, “and my craziness is what makes me so good in bed.” 

“I can’t wait to find out,” I say, taking her hand in mine. “But right now, I get to find out how good you are on the floor.”

“Yeah, I’m not coming back again until there’s a bed in here,” she says, kissing my chest.

“Who says I’m getting a bed?” I ask, kneeling down in front of her, holding on to her hips. I love that she’s confident enough to stand in front of me completely naked and not balk at the exposure.

“You’ll do whatever I want just to get me back in here,” Char states, running her hands through my hair. 

“Oh you think so?” I ask, dipping my tongue into her bellybutton. 

“Mmmm… uh-huh, whatever I ask,” she says groaning.

Looking up at her face, my penis strains painfully at the sight of her desire and the relaxation on her face. “Well, look who finally let go and got into the game,” I quip, kissing my way past her bellybutton.

“Do you always talk this much, Garrity?” she asks, opening her eyes and smiling down at me. 

“Actually, I don’t think I’ve talked this much in my life,” I confess, nipping at her thighs until a soft moan encourages me to continue. 

“Well let me help you out,” Char offers, swinging one of her legs over my shoulder, urging me closer. I grab her ass with my hands and lick the soft, wet slit of her center. “Fuck yeah, that’s right,” she moans. 

Circling my tongue around her clit, I slide one of my hands down the crack of her ass and through her legs, pressing a finger into her. “You’re so wet,” I groan, tugging her nub further into my mouth. Sliding my finger out, I softly stroke her clit at a faster and firmer pace. Holding her against my lips tightly, I maneuver my knees out from under me, sitting firmly on the carpet. 

Easing my way back, I begin to pull her down on top of me until I feel her begin to resist my efforts. “Not going to happen,” she says, tightening her legs. “I’m not popping a squat right down on your face, Jasper. I don’t fucking care how good you are with that tongue.” 

Swiping her knees, she buckles, tumbling down on top of me, sitting astride my chest. Still holding her tightly in place, I slide down until she’s straddling my neck and mouth. 

“Jasper, I mean it. You said if I didn’t want to do—”

Licking her other lips apparently shuts her up too. 

Good to know. 

I slide my tongue inside of her, kneading the flesh of her butt, pulling her harder down onto my mouth. I can’t get enough of her sexy scent and sweet taste. I feel like a condemned man, eating my last meal, the meal I hand-picked and waited for every minute of my life. Circling her clit around my tongue, I growl against her sex.

“God damn, that feels so good,” she says, rocking against me. Letting go of her ass with one hand, I trace along the crack of her butt, feeling her cheeks tense.

“Relax baby,” I whisper into her sex. Char answers me with a small moan, releasing the tight flex in her thighs. 

Encouraged by her trust and submission, I press a finger into her womanhood, reveling in the dampened desire of this woman, the desire and need she has for me. She lifts her hips, allowing me to penetrate her more with my finger, while my tongue swirls and sucks at her nub. 

Removing my finger from inside of her, I trace it back and tease the hole of her ass, circling the rim and dipping shallowly in. Her legs tense again, but release quickly when I move and stretch and dip and pull my finger in and out of her ass slowly and softly, giving her time to adjust and relax. 

Char moans, slowly moving her hips in rhythm with my finger and tongue. “Jasper, my God, it’s so good. I’ve never felt something so good. Awww shit, that’s so good.”

I can’t help myself. I bust into laughter; my laughter quickly quakes my body, shaking my shoulders and chest. 

Easing down to my chest, still straddling me, Char asks, puzzled, “What happened? What did I do?” 

Still laughing and trying to catch my breath, I apologize, “I’m sorry to kill the mood, but that has got to be the funniest thing ever.”

“What? What’s funny?”

Holding her legs, massaging her thighs, I say, “Next time, my fingers are two-knuckles deep in your asshole and you’re sitting on my face, can you please refrain from the words ‘oh shit?’ I’d say that it’s probably in everyone’s best interest.”

“Are you fucking kidding me? I’d like to hear what comes out of your mouth in the throes of passion you, jackass,” Char says, trying to stand up. 

“Oh stop!” I say, securing her to my chest, not letting her move. “Char, we’re friends, good friends first—before anything else. Sex with us is going to be different. It’s going to be close and intimate, but real and natural too… and probably sometimes a little funny.” 

“If we ever get to the sex part,” she mocks, rolling her eyes. 

“Oh we’re getting there,” I reassure her, reaching up and pulling her toward me.

“I’ve got a better idea,” she coos, smirking and turning around to face toward my feet before kneeling back down over my face. As she slides my pants down, I lift my hips to give her easier access. “Jasper Garrity goes commando?” Char questions incredulously. 

“Not often, just haven’t picked up my laundry this week.”

“Picked it up from where? You dry clean your skivvies?” she asks, lifting her hips off of me again and straining to look at me. 

“Of course not, it’s a laundering service. It charges by the pound of laundry. It’s about $50.00 a week for them to wash, dry, press, and fold all of my clothes,” I explain, lifting up onto my elbows. “After my mom left, I didn’t have anyone to do my laundry anymore.”

“Why don’t you do your own laundry?” 

“I’ve tried. I screw it up all the time and end up with pink shirts and bluish black crap smeared all over everything,” I admit. 

“Jasper, my God, it’s not rocket scie—”

I lift my head, crunching up to continue tasting the very essence of Charlene Palmer. “Can we just focus,” I mumble as she sways her hips back and forth over my face as I try to dip my tongue inside of her. 

“Yes we can,” she agrees, grasping my penis in her hand and stroking it slowly. 

“Hallelujah,” I say, smacking her ass softly.

Squealing, Char adds, “I thought we’re supposed to stay focused here. We’re never going to get done at this rate.”

“Would that be so bad? I could do this all day,” I reply, meaning every word. 

“Well, if we don’t move on, then I can’t do this,” she states, leaning forward and licking the tip of my penis. 

“Good point,” I agree, returning to her clit. The second my mouth makes contact with her center, I feel my dick hit the back of the throat and continue further down. My God almighty! My penis is so far down her throat, I can feel her lips tapping at my balls. As her mouth slides back up, her tongue strokes and teases me at the same time. I’m whirling with desire—a submission and relinquish of my own. 

Gripping my penis at the base, she pops the tip of my dick out of her mouth. “Dude, get busy,” she orders, wiggling her hips. 

“Right, right, sorry,” I apologize, kissing my way back toward her ass. Again she tenses, but I stroke and tease the edge until she’s thrusting back against my tongue. I would taste, lick, and feast on every part of this woman, and it would never be enough—ever. 

As she licks the tip of my penis and rolls her tongue around the head, I can’t help but lift my hips to meet her mouth, inching myself back down her throat. With every thrust of my hips, she swallows me deeper and grinds her mound against my mouth while my finger dips further into her ass. 

“God Jasper, I love it… it’s incredible,” she moans, against my dick. “It’s so good.” I take her encouragement to add another finger inside of her. She moans her approval. I lift my hips more as she takes me further down her throat. She takes the opportunity to slide her hand under my ass and squeeze it forcefully, shoving me further into her mouth. 

Char’s breathing and pants become erratic. I know she’s close, so I apply more pressure to her clit with my tongue, circling the nub faster and harder. I feel the familiar pressure of my own release pooling and churning below my waist. Lifting my hips, I flex my thighs and rock my hips to meet her mouth. There’s no objection, no restraint; she sucks harder. 

I feel her thighs tighten and stiffen as she experiences her first wave of release. I taste her pleasure, relish in her ecstasy, knowing I finally gave her the pleasure I’ve always wanted to. After coming down from her release, she returns to my penis, speeding up her assault on my dick: squeezing, pulling, sucking, and tugging. Just when I feel my orgasm brewing, Char pushes her finger into my ass, forcing my own release to come barreling forth.

“Holy fuck, Char!” I call out before, biting on her ass and gripping her thighs in my hands as my entire body convulses in erotic pleasure and release. 

Once we catch our breath, Char flips around and lies on top of my chest. Smirking proudly, she says, “Yeah, I’m pretty good at that.”

“I’d give it a B-. But really, how good was I?” I ask, hugging her against me.

“Fuck you and your B-. I’m an A+,” she argues, trying to slap me, but my arms are trapping them against her side. “And you’re alright, I guess.” 

“You guess? You guess? We’ll see about that,” I scold, rolling over on top of her, kissing her nose and forehead. 

“My my, Jasper Garrity, for a man in his 30s, you’re awfully resilient,” she teases, rubbing her hips against my already stiff penis. “I thought we’d have to Viagra this shit for round two.”

“Viagra, my ass,” I say, kissing her neck and ears, working my way to her small, pert breasts. God, I love her body—always have. Her nipples stand alert, ready to greet me, welcoming my lips, tongue, and teeth. 

Hearing her moan and squirm beneath me takes me to a whole new level of want and confidence. “Jasper,” she whispers, arching her back, offering more of her breasts to me. I knead and tug at the flesh, palming them, holding them, and caressing them. 

Char pulls at my hair, directing me back up to her mouth. My tongue meets hers, outside of our mouths, nipping, sucking, and licking at one another, devouring the taste and need of the other. Maneuvering myself between her legs, my penis strains at her opening.

“Do I need to get something?’ I ask quietly, while trailing my tongue against her ear. 

“Nope, been getting the shot for years. We’re clear for lift off,” she jokes, kissing my head. 

“Great, now I’m going to be humming ‘The Danger Zone’ the whole time,” I groan, starting to hum.

“Well Ice, show me what you got,” Char encourages, wrapping her legs around my waist.

“Ice? Dude, I’m so a ‘Maverick’—there’s no way—”

“We established this already, Iceman. You’re cold and icy, remember?”

“Cold? Icy? Alright, you’re on,” I challenge, sliding into her. Char’s eyes widen as she takes a long gasp of air. Pulling back out slowly, I roll my hips. Her eyes close again and her mouth stays slightly open. The look on her face is erotic and inviting. I watch her as I ease back into her. When her eyes flutter, and she bites down on her bottom lip, I take the cue and begin a faster, deeper rhythm.

“Char, you feel so good,” I moan, feeling her squeeze me from the inside like a vice. “God, so good.” 

Char matches me thrust for thrust, wiggling her hips, adding to the sensation. “Harder,” she begs, bracing her feet on the floor, raising her pelvis off the carpet. Picking up her leg and wrapping it around my waist, I drop my elbow and shoulder, rolling over onto my back, taking her astride me. 

“Holy fuck, impressive Jasper, we didn’t even break contact at all,” she compliments, smiling and nodding.

“It’s one of my best moves,” I brag, as she arches her back and places her hands on my thighs for support. “Go Char… take over… I’m all yours.” 

Rocking on top of me, she lifts her body and grinds back down on me. Typically, I have hard time getting off with a girl on top. I need the power, the control, the reigns, but I relinquished all of that to her today, actually years ago—every last bit of it. 

I raise my hips, lifting her body. She grabs my hands and places them roughly on her breasts, guiding them in the forceful and domineering way she wants to be touched. I increase my pressure as well as my hunger, pulling and kneading. 

“Yeah, that’s it, Jasper,” she urges. Reluctantly taking my hands from her breasts, I grab her hips with both hands, sharing the control, moving her the way she moves me. 

Char’s rhythm picks up the tempo, and she rocks and dances on top of me over and over again: raising, lowering, forward, back, side, side, up, down, around and around and around— 

“Char, baby, I’m going to—” Char shoves her finger into my mouth; I suck it in hard, pulling it deep into my mouth.

“Me too… oh… oh… yeah… yeah… ooohhh,” she screams, rolling her hips and tugging on her own nipple. 

Finally, Char slumps down on top of me, exhausted and panting. Her hair covers us, tenting us in our own reverie of euphoria. I can still feel the clenching and spasms of her orgasm, hugging and squeezing me, draining me, giving her all that I am—all that I have. 

I love the presence and sensuality of this woman. Her confidence and sexual prowess are paramount, but the way she hides her trust in people and her vulnerability are what have mesmerized me all along. What Char is on the outside is far from who she is on the inside. Upon sight, gazing at the exterior, she’s tenacious, powerful, ballsy, and sexier than Hell. But the outside shells an intelligent, loving, kind, extremely loyal, and broken woman. 

Char’s history is a tragic tale of abandonment, mistrust, and mistreatment. Coming from a callous, uncaring upbringing, it’s amazing how internally beautiful and loving she is. I would expect her to hate the world, to not be able to find love or trust in anyone. But Char is fiercely loyal and dedicated to those she loves. Nobody loves my sister, Janelle, more than Char—not even her own douchebag husband. 

Somewhere between Blaine Landers and buying this house, something changed for me. It was no longer about making money, keeping my restraint and composure; it’s now about embracing the present and thinking about the future—a future that sure as Hell stars one Charlene Palmer as the leading starlet.
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WELL THIS IS a mother-fucking-first. Scratch that, a friend’s brother-fucking-first. After I left Janelle at lunch today, I certainly never thought that I was on my way to meet with her brother and show him the house that he now owned. Additionally, I never thought that 40 minutes later, I’d be tied to the railing with his silk tie while he started sexy shit with my ass. 

Again with the ass and shit. 

I probably should stop fucking swearing all the time—around him anyway. I really didn’t know that I’d blow him on the master bedroom floor and then ride him until I came like a wild cat, either. Jesus, life sure as fuck—fudge—has a way of surprising the shit out of you. Crap. 

Fuck it. If he doesn’t like me the way I am, then he can kiss my ass. 

Actually, I really am going to need him to kiss my ass again—and again. 

“What’re you thinking about?” Jasper asks, dangling his legs from the kitchen island. “It looks like you’re waging a war inside your head there.”

“I was just think about how it’d be nice if you’d offer me something to drink or eat,” I lie, feeling totally busted. 

“I could use the kitchen dish squirting hose thing-y and spray water down your throat. I got nothing here, kiddo. Give me a month and you can have a glass of juice,” he jokes. What the fuck? When did Jasper Garrity start cracking jokes? “And Char, don’t lie to me. You’re a straight-shooter—don’t start lying and sugar-coating things now.”

Nodding, I smirk, and say, “Alright fine. You got me. I was just… I was just thinking that I’m not going to go all Danny Zuko for you.”

“Danny who? What are you even talking about?” he asks, coming down off the counter. 

“Danny Zuko! Grease!” I shout exasperated, throwing my hands in the air. “I’m not going to go all goody-two-shoes and prim and proper just because that’s who you are. I’m not scoring some pussy letterman’s track sweater for you.”

Chuckling with understanding, he replies, “Yeah well, I’m not putting on black leather and smoking cigarettes to keep riding on the wild side.” 

Hearing him say the words sends a inexplicable and unfamiliar sharp pain through my chest. “Alright, well cool, thanks for the fun,” I respond nonchalantly, picking up my shoes, trying to avoid contact.

“Char? Stop!” he says, pulling me toward him, wrapping his arms around my waist. “So we don’t start changing—that’s all I’m saying. We just be who we are. The Char I wanted today is the same one I’ve wanted for a very long time now. The same one I’m going to want tomorrow too—and the next day—and the next—” 

“Really?” I ask, grinning sheepishly. “We’re really going to try this—us—you and me, thing?”

“Uhhh, I think we already tried it, and God knows, I liked it.”

Jasper lifts me up onto the counter and stands between my legs. “Let’s just take it slow. See where it goes… see how it goes,” he says, running his hands up and down my thighs. 

“I think it should go back in that bedroom,” I tease, sexily “or even on this counter would be good, too.”

“Agreed,” he says, taking my shoes from my hands and throwing them to the floor. “I also think that we should probably keep this… thing… quiet for now. As long as that’s okay with you?”

“Agreed! We really are strangely compatible. Always on the same page.”

“That means from Joz and Nelle too,” Jasper clarifies.

“I know what it means,” I say, wondering how in the Hell I’m going to keep this from Janelle. If she finds out—when—she finds out, I’m a dead woman. 
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Ohio State/michigan Game Weekend

 

“I SAID EXTRA bleu cheese, does this fucking look like extra bleu cheese to you, you moron?” I bellow at the top of my lungs at the counter kid who’s fucking up my order at Buffalo Wild Wings. “I’m supposed to be at a party in less than 20 minutes. If I miss the fucking kick off, I’m coming back here and shoving what’s left of these wings right up your—”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry for the confusion. Here’s your dressing,” a douchey-er , pimply-er kid says, handing me a bag of tiny to-go bleu cheese packets. 

“Ma’am? Don’t make me throat punch you,” I warn, glaring at both of them.

“I’m sorry Ma—uhhh—lady, is there anything else we can do for you?”

“For the love of Courtney and Curt, I asked for a large quart of bleu cheese, because I didn’t want people to have to fuck with these teeny little bastards. You! You show me how fast and easy you can open one of these cock-blockers!” I wave the to-go containers in his face, ready for him to demonstrate some miraculous way to open them.

Continuing in my rage, “Ya know what? Just forget it. For-fuck it all!” I scream, grabbing my food and dressings, and walking out. 

I stop abruptly at the door.

Gathering my composure at the door, I take a deep breath, count to twenty, and walk back to the counter. “Thank you for helping me today,” I announce, handing the kid a ten-dollar bill. “For your trouble.” 

As I start to leave again, I turn back around, walk around the counter, grab the geeky little twenty-something kid, kiss the shit out of him, and say, “You’re welcome,” before flipping my hair back and walking out of the establishment. 

Leaving the restaurant, I realize that I might have overreacted a little too much. I could possibly be a little on edge. It’s been three weeks since I “sold” Jasper his house. In those three weeks, I have seen him nearly every night—and morning. We have, however, dodged Janelle and Jocelyn at all costs. I’m afraid to see them with Jasper around. I’ve seen Janelle, of course, but never in the presence of Jasper. I’m afraid I have those telltale signs. You know, those stupid, bulging cartoon-eyes and that totally smitten pounding-heart. I’m terrified I won’t be able to mask my true feelings for Jasper in front of everyone. 

We should have told her by now. 

Definitely should have. 

But, I think the sneaking around has added to the excitement and mystery of it all. When something is this forbidden, it makes it more fun. The problem is, we’re just not so sure why this is so “wrong” and not allowed. Sure, Janelle really is having a horrible teaching year. The fucking kids that school gave her this year are either on parole or have the brain capacity of a squid. She’s a lump of frustration and exhaustion every night. She is so screwed this year at school. Plus, all the shit we know about Marcus; we’re worried that everything is just going to come piling down on her at once. What if she doesn’t take our… our… “having fun” well? 

Anyway, I’ve been a basket case for the past week. Jasper thinks I’m “futs.” (Fucking nuts). Apparently everyone around here is trying to coin words these days. They’re all a bunch of fucking weirdoes, but God damn, do I want to be one of them. I really do.

That’s needy and desperate, isn’t it? 

Hey back the Hell off, I haven’t told anyone—him—that. This isn’t my first rodeo; I know how to ride this one out. Well, it actually might be a first for me, because I’ve never felt like this before—ever, which is probably why I’m so jumpy and bitchy. And why I almost shoved bleu cheese up that poor slightly post-pubescent putz’s ass. Now, don’t think I’m only into Jasper, because of the whole Garrity-family thing. That’s just warm icing on the cinnamon roll. Trust me, this particular cinnamon roll is quite decadent and appealing without a lick of icing. Damn, could I go for licking some icing off of him tonight. 

Shit, he’s got me all kinds of crazed. 

Today, we’re all going to Jasper’s for a dual housewarming and Ohio State/michigan game party. I volunteered to bring wings, 250 assorted sauce flavor wings. Jesus Christ, why am I talking about wings and wing sauce?

I’ll tell you why! 

I’m losing my mind. I don’t know if I can play this off and fake shit in front of Nelle. She’s going to see right through it. Then, she’s going to freak her fuck out. And finally, Jasper will say that we probably shouldn’t see one another anymore, because it’s too hard on his family. Then, I’ll have to fuck ten guys an hour to try to forget Jasper. I’ll probably have to start with that the wings kid. God, it’s all going to suck. I don’t want to fuck ten guys an hour. That is just way too much. Maybe just eight. I’m just exhausted thinking about it.

What in the world is wrong with me? I’ve never acted like this before. This is futs. Way too futs for me. I’ve got to pull it together. I’ve got to “Char-it-up,” be the life of the party, and turn on the charm. 

Pulling into his driveway, I only recognize a few cars. The entire wrap around driveway is filled with vehicles. I guess I hadn’t realized that Jasper invited all of Ohio to this shindig. Relaxing, I realize I’ve got this. Life-of-the-party Charlene Palmer can do big crowds. I can work this place and own it by the end of the game. Go Bucks! Fuck michigan! 
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“IT’S NOT EVEN a rivalry anymore,” Rick, Jocelyn’s husband complains. “It’s a blood bath every year. Christ, remember when Appalachian State beat them?” 

“Word, that was totes epic,” Marcus slurs, his eyes drooping. 

Totes epic? God, he speaks as intelligently as Janelle’s “bottom of the barrel” students do. 

“Sure was,” Rick states, rolling his eyes and turning to Jasper. “Want a beer?” 

“Nah, I’m good. I’m just drinking water, tonight,” he says, still cleaning up from the party. “I really haven’t missed it at all.”

I barely said two words to him tonight, but from the corner of my eye, I watched his every move. I watched as some skanky hoes from his company laughed at his jokes and threw their heads back in overdone annoying laughter. I watched when his jaw tensed, and he eased toward the end of his recliner when michigan was close to the end zone. I watched when he tried some guy’s homemade spicy salsa. I laughed when he spit it in the sink and actually did squirt water in his mouth with the sprayer. I watched his brow furrow when I told Janelle and Joz about sticking my tongue down some fetus-like counter kid’s throat over a bleu cheese debacle. I also watched as the corners of his lips turned up when I explained that everyone in the place high-fived the kid, and that he looked like he just won the lottery while fucking Megan Fox on prom night. 

So no, I hardly talked to him, but I did stalk him like a serial killer with a quota. And Janelle sure as shit didn’t notice. She was so caught up in doting on Marcus and making sure his drinks were filled, and his plate was taken to the trash and his ass was continually kissed and pampered. Hell, she even pulled an ottoman out of the den to make sure he had somewhere to put his feet, while she stood idly by waiting for more things he needed. 

God, what the fuck happened to her? How can she be so caught up and blinded by something so glaring and obvious? He texts all the time too, nonstop. I can’t believe she doesn’t grab the phone and look to see who’s so important that he just has to talk to during a party with her family and friends. 

After everyone leaves, the six of us assemble around the dining room table, basically finishing off all the food and drinks. I love when it’s just the six of us; I always have. It’s even better when Mr. and Mrs. G are here. It really is like coming home. 

“Babe, do you care if I just get totally shit-faced?” Jocelyn asks, pouring herself a shot. “Now remember, if you say ‘yes,’ you do get blown tonight, but you also have to get up with kids at the ass-crack of dawn tomorrow to take them to Sunday school. So weigh your options carefully,” she encourages, wiggling her eyebrow. “I want to get so obliterated that I don’t move until at least noon.”

“Well hon, it looks like you’re nearly there,” Rick says, chuckling and handing her a beer to chase the whiskey shot. “Whenever this woman starts talking about sex, you know she’s loaded.”

“I was going to say the same thing. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her talk like that,” I remark, shocked. 

“Ooohhh, let’s play ‘I never,’ you know that college drinking game,” Joz squeals, clapping her hands like a schoolgirl. 

“Actually, the first time I played, I was in middle school,” I joke, clinking my beer bottle with Janelle’s. 

“You realize that you’ll never get drunk that way, Sweets. You’ve never done anything worth talking about. Prim and proper won’t win this game,” Marcus quips, sneering at Joz. Laughing Marcus continues, “And Char here, won’t have a drop to drink, because there ain’t nothing—or no one—she hasn’t done.” 

“I don’t care. We’re playing,” Jocelyn states, holding her drink to her mouth. “I’ve never had sex in public.”

Marcus, Rick, and I all drink. The Garrity siblings laugh and shrug their shoulders. I have to admit, I’m surprised Rick drinks. He’s pretty squeaky clean, but who knows how he was before Jocelyn Clorox-wiped the past off of him. 

“My turn,” Marcus says, “I’ve never had sex with someone smoking hot.” 

Everyone drinks—except for Marcus. Meanwhile, everyone glares at Marcus while Janelle drops her head in shame and embarrassment. “Dude, come on,” Rick says, shaking his head. “That ain’t cool.”

“Hey it’s fine. He always says I’m cute—not hot. It’s no big deal, really,” Janelle soothes, averting everyone’s eyes. 

Turning to Janelle, he adds, “Yeah baby, you better drink, because this shit is tight.” Marcus then lifts his shirt, revealing his stomach. “Look at this. Even the trainers at the gym say it doesn’t get better than this.”

“It doesn’t, Marc, you’re perfect,” Janelle coos, leaning over and kissing him on the nose. 

I can feel the familiar bitter, burning taste of bile coming up through my throat. I look around and see the same sour faces on Joz and Jasper. The three of us eye each other with equal stares of fury and disbelief. 

Smiling, Janelle says, I’ll go. I’ve never… I’ve never… smoked pot.” 

The room stills. Nobody moves. Finally, I tip the beer to my lips, chugging it down. God, these people are so damn innocent. I’m surprised that Marcus hasn’t hit the bong—or at least tried to stick his dick down one. Anything to get off. Hell, maybe he should hit the pipe—mellow his ass out a bit. 

Then, shocking everyone, Jasper joins me and chugs his water. Fucking water! 

“Jasper!” Jocelyn squeals. “When? When did you smoke weed?”

“Amsterdam, my junior year of college,” he explains. “It’s not a big deal.” 

“Uhhh yes it is! You’re Jasper, you never do anything wild and crazy,” Janelle says, staring at him. 

“My wild side isn’t something for my sisters to see,” Jasper states firmly, staring only at me. 

“Well actually, marijuana isn’t that big of a deal anymore. My students smoke more pot than they drink nowadays. It’s more popular and mainstream than getting drunk these days,” Janelle states. 

“Jesus Christ, can we not go one night without a fucking monologue about your students and what they’re doing? God, nobody cares. Nobody has ever cared,” Marcus says, opening another beer and rolling his eyes. “Jesus! ‘My students this… my students that… ’ Nobody gives a shit. Put a cork in it—”

“I particularly like her teacher stories. Keeps me in the loop and up-to-date about the shenanigans that these kids are up to. It won’t be long until D & D are in high school. I need to know what to look out for,” Rick states, extinguishing the situation, as always. Rick is like the family whisperer—no wonder Joz married him. Continuing, Rick asks, “Whose turn is it anyway?” Janelle’s smile is grateful and relieved. 

Smiling devilishly at me, Jasper adds, “I think it was my turn. I’ve never regretted playing with fire.”

Silence.

Stillness.

My face reddens as I hide behind my beer.

“Good one, dude, way to keep the party going,” Marcus says, snidely, rolling his eyes at Jasper. “I got one; I’ve never gone longer than a week without sex.”

Every person in the room raises his or her glass slowly, eyeing Marcus, and drinks. Then, Janelle finally catches on and challenges, “Wait! Yes you have. You’re cheating! You have to be honest Marcus. Now drink. You’ve gone a lot longer than a week without sex.” 

“Oh yeah, right. My bad,” the fuck-tart says, smirking and shrugging his shoulders. “You caught me, Nelle. I’m a cheater.” 

“And I’m out,” Jocelyn says, dumping her drink in the sink. “I can’t… I’m not going to sit… I have to get up with the kids in the morning.”

“But, I thought Rick was going—”

Interrupting Janelle, Rick says, “I just remembered I have yard work to do.” 

“In November?”

“Yeah, ya know, winterize the lawn and shit,” Rick stammers.

“Marcus, should we winterize our lawn?” Janelle asks, looking back at Marcus. 

“Fuck if I know. If you want to winterize or sodomize—get it sodomize—the lawn, then have at it,” he says, walking to the fridge. 

Watching Jasper’s eyes burn in anger and nostrils flare, I’m not sure why we all don’t just accost Marcus now and call him out on everything and everyone he’s ever done. We’re all here—all in on it. Janelle would realize we have her best interest at heart. How long can we really hide something this tragic from her? Hating that Jocelyn and Rick are scurrying to leave, because Joz can’t stomach being in the same room with him gives me a sense of courage and purpose.

“Ya know what? Fuck this,” I start boldly, walking toward Marcus and Janelle. “Nelle, we’ve got to talk—right now.”

“Uhhh Marc, Nelle, I’m kind of tired,” Jasper says eyeing me carefully. “Let’s just all wrap this up. I’m sure you can talk to Char any other time, but I’m ready to close up shop tonight. It’s been a long night, and I don’t want to make it any longer.” 

“Yes. J’s right. We need to all go home, get some rest, and talk another time—a time that is not now,” Joz emphasizes, nudging me backward.

“Awww, I thought we were having fun,” Janelle whines, puffing out her bottom lip. “Fine shindig shitters,” she jokes, laughing. 

“Although I love when you try to make up cute phrases, that one is not going to work. You can’t change ‘party poopers.’ It’s here to stay,” Jasper says, hugging Janelle. “I do love you though.”

“What? Come on, that was a good one. Shindig Shitter. That’s clever,” she argues walking out the front door. “Aren’t you coming?”

Fuck. I was hoping she wouldn’t notice if I didn’t walk out with her. “Yeah, right behind you,” I say, grabbing my purse. “Thank you Jasper, it was fun,” I compliment, hugging him cordially.

“Sure was,” he agrees. Pulling me in, he whispers, “Swing around the block and come back.”

“Already planning on it.” 
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WHEN CHAR RETURNS, I walk her straight back to my bedroom to show her the surprise I have for her. Covering her eyes with my hands, I guide her to the master bedroom. When I take my hands away, she squeals and hugs me.

“I cannot believe you put a TV in here just for me,” Char squeals, jumping up and down. 

“I can’t believe you need one that badly,” I comment. “It’s odd, Char, really odd.”

“First of all, people don’t use the word, ‘odd.’ It’s odd,” she starts sarcastically. “Secondly, everyone and their brother has a TV in their room. It’s odd not to. Thirdly, I’ve never been able to sleep from 2:00 a.m. to 5:00 a.m. It’s been like that since I was kid,” she explains, plopping down on my bed. 

“I’d hear my mom come in with God knows who, and they’d be up all night doing whatever drug they scored and doing each other. I never could sleep through it,” she admits, picking up the remote and flipping through the channels. “I guess it just programmed me to always be up at that time. I’ve never outgrown it. When nobody else was there for me, my good old friend the television was.” 

Whenever she talked about her past, even in quick little details like such, I felt my protective side go into overkill. I just wanted to fix that small, scared little girl. I wanted to take that little girl, who turned up her TV to drown out the horrors of a dysfunctional family, and shield her from the agony that she never should have endured. It kills me that I can’t. Destroys me really. How can you save someone from something she’s already suffered through? 

“Well, here you go, now you can turn the TV on … or you could wake me up any time you want… any creative way you want,” I offer, crawling over to her on the bed. 

“I’ve never slept through the night—not even when I was a baby,” Char says. “I guess you have to drink now, because you sleep like a freaking rock—a dead rock. Sometimes, I can’t even move your ass.” This was Char’s typical avoidance method. She always turned the serious into a joke. 

“I sleep like a dead rock? Really? As opposed to a live rock?” I ask, kissing her hand. “Are we still playing? Trying to dig for dirt on me, are ya? Hold on, I’ll get more drinks.” 

I’ve found over the past nine years that it’s best to let Char take the lead, call the shots—in all areas—otherwise, you’re fighting a losing battle. Char wins. Char always wins. You can’t force anything out of her that she’s not willing to part with. However, if you’re slow, careful, and cunning, there are ways to coax some history and emotion out of her. She just likes to protect what she’s not sure she’s willing to give. 

I know that at some point Char and I need to come clean and tell Janelle and Jocelyn about us. I don’t really know what we’re so afraid of or why we’re so reluctant. It’s not like Janelle could forbid us to see one another. I think she’ll be mad that we lied to her and kept it from her, but she loves Char. She’s bound to be happy for us.

Us.

Damn, I’m getting ahead of myself. Jasper Garrity doesn’t speak in plural first person pronouns. But apparently, I now refer to myself in third person. Jesus, the things this girl does to me. I’m constantly thinking about ways to please her and make her happy. Last week at work, I called her, knowing she was at the gym during her lunch hour—just to listen to her voice on her voice mail. 

I know. 

Let’s just say it and get it over with.

Whipped.

So fucking whipped. 

Jasper Garrity is whipped. 

Done, now let’s move on and never speak of it again. 

“Jasper, bring some chocolate in here—if there’s any left,” Char yells from the bedroom. “And not squirt-chocolate either, you perv. I need some real chocolate.” 

Putting the Hershey’s syrup back down, I close the fridge, smiling. Going to “her” cupboard, I get a bag of M&Ms and grab another beer for her and a water for me. Yes, she has a snack cupboard. Char and I do not exactly eat the same types of food. I prefer a clean diet, raw vegetables and lean meats and protein. To date, I have never seen Char eat a vegetable or anything remotely healthy. She claims she eats a lot of salads, but I’ve never seen her consume one. 

Each night, after spending a few hours in my room, she always wants some snacks. According to Char, green peppers and carrots are not considered a snack in her book. So on my last trip to the grocery store, I picked up few items that I thought she’d like. 

Yep, you got it.

Whipped.

And not of the cream variety. 

Sitting next to her on the bed, with pillows propped against the headboard, we snack on M&Ms and soy nuts. (You can guess who snacks on what.) “I’ve never had this much fun not having sex in a bedroom,” I say, returning to our game.

“Well shit, I can’t even drink to that, because I have never had this much fun clothed in a bedroom either,” she jokes, nudging against me. “Give me another one.”

“Alright, I’ve never had sex with a girl who was… ummm… who was… completely bare,” I say, wiggling my eyebrows.

“Is that something you’d like to try?” she asks, curiously.

“Couldn’t hurt,” I admit, truthfully. 

“Well, I can’t drink to that, because I’ve never fooled around with a ‘bare’ girl either,” she laughs. “But consider me listening… and taking note. Honestly, I have been considering trying the old Brazilian wax out.”

“Mmm this game just got so much better,” I say, kissing her neck. “Your turn.”

“Let’s see… I’ve got one. Until very recently, I never had sex with a man who didn’t have a tattoo,” Char states, eyeing me carefully. 

“Well Hell, that doesn’t count, you didn’t say a current ‘I never.’ That’s not how you play,” I argue. “And don’t think for a second that you’re going to convince me to get all tatted up.”

“That’s fine, no big deal,” she states, feigning anger and annoyance, “but I hope you like Ch Ch Chia pets, because that shit’s going to need trimmed like a Bonsai tree.”

“Hey, I can forage with the best of ‘em,” I joke, running my hand up her thigh. “Give me a new one, something good.”

I love how she looks when she’s deep in thought. Char’s nose scrunches up, and one side of her mouth curls up as if it somehow helps her come up with whatever’s gotten her stumped. “Dirty or real?” she asks, eyeing me sexily.

“Uh… duh, dirty.”

“Okay dirty… let’s see… I’ve never hooked up with someone of the same sex,” Char states. 

“Nothing? Not even something small in college—a little experimentation?” I probe, hopefully. What? I’m a dude. Back off. That’s stuff’s hot.

“Nada. Zip. Unless you count when I smack Janelle’s ass when we’re fucking around,” Char explains, laughing.

“Let’s keep my sister and her ass out of my bedroom,” I cringe. 

“Your turn—give me something real—something not everyone knows.”

Looking at her expectant, hopeful face, I announce, “I’ve never been in love.”

Silence.

Silence.

Silence.

“Oh please, like I didn’t know that,” she says, rolling her eyes. “When you fall, you’re going to fall so hard; you’re going to turn into a puppy dog with an obsession. Everything you do, you go balls to the wall. Jasper Garrity doesn’t go big—Jasper goes MONUMENTAL. We’d all know it if you’d ever been in love.” Popping another handful of M&Ms into her mouth, she adds, “and that chick is going to be so damn lucky.”

What? 

How can she of all people say crap like that? 

Whoever officially captures her heart is going to hit the trifecta, jackpot, and power ball all in one. 

The very thought of anyone else having her sends a jaded jealous fire through my icy veins. I won’t be able to sit through another year of the next Blaine Landers, especially now that I’ve spent this much one-on-one alone time with her. Tonight was pure torture. Watching all the guys at my house gawk at her and flirt with her, I wanted to pummel each one of them and kick them out of my house. Just not being able to touch her, kiss her, be around her was difficult enough. Seeing her date someone else and fall in love with some guy will be my death sentence—an electric shock straight to my heart. 

“Well then, I guess that makes you the lucky one, because I don’t see any other women here tonight,” I say, looking around. “Unless, ya know, maybe you wanted to call someone and try out that girl-on-girl experimentation.”

“Oh yeah, give my phone. I’ll call Janelle now,” she teases, laughing harder when I fake gag and pretend to hurl on the bed.

“Way to destroy a dream,” I pout, defeatedly. “Alright, your turn. Give me something real this time—something nobody knows about Charlene Palmer. I want an exclusive.” 

“I like it better when you want to know the sexy and dirty stuff,” she whines, biting down on her lower lip. “I’ve never… I’ve never… God, I can’t think.” Char scoots down in the bed, hugging the pillow. She looks so beautiful and innocent.

“Come on, there’s got to be something,” I urge. 

“Okay, you’re going to think it’s lame though,” she warns, appearing nervous. 

“Just go… say it.”

“I’ve never… never…” she stalls, taking a deep breath. “Okay, here goes, I’ve never… never… cried happy tears,” she admits, truthfully and sadly. “I guess I’d just like to know what that feels like some time.” 
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Christmas Eve

 

FOR A LONG time, my mom would complain about how badly her feet hurt at the end of the workday. She’d just moan every time she had to walk anywhere in the house, because the bottoms of her feet felt like little pins were stabbing them every time she moved. That Christmas, I found an aqua-spa foot massager that you just add warm water and bubble bath, and it was like giving your feet a hot tub of their own. It was the first time that I can remember ever being excited to give someone a present. I couldn’t wait for the look on her face. I was so proud of myself for knowing the perfect gift to get her. I didn’t tell Joz or Janelle, knowing that they’d try to ruin the surprise for me. I knew that my mom would think it was thoughtful—something she always emphasized for gift giving. I just knew she’d love it. I was right too; she used it every night until she wore the spa’s motor out on it. I’m even pretty sure it helped ease the ache in her feet. 

Tonight, I have that same feeling. I cannot wait to give Char her Christmas present. Coincidentally, I got her name in the gift exchange, so that was easy. She drew Marcus’ name, which royally pissed her off and sent her into a binge-drinking frenzy that night. 

Char and I had already decided that we’d have a private gift exchange, but now I get to give her this particular gift in front of everyone. Lately, Char and I have been butting heads and disagreeing. I’m ready to tell my family about us. It’s been almost two months. Neither of us have any intentions of dating anyone else right now. We haven’t exactly talked about being “official” or “exclusive,” but I haven’t dated anyone since Genevieve. Char hasn’t gone out with anyone since Blaine—unless you want to count the cashier at Buffalo Wild Wings. 

“What’s that shit-eating grin?” Jocelyn asks, as I come in through the front door. 

“Merry Christmas to you too,” I say, kissing my sister on the cheek, handing her a bottle of wine and a shrimp platter. “I’ve got to run back to the car and get the kids’ gifts and some other stuff.” 

Each Christmas, I’m expected to shower my family with over-priced, extravagant gifts. It really is kind of bullshit, because the adults don’t really exchange gifts—except for the gift exchange. But somehow, I’m immune to that rule. Not only do I have to participate in the gift exchange, but it’s a given that I will buy my sisters and brothers-in-law something too. I receive one gift—the gift from the gift exchange, which is typically a pack of cheap golf balls or a gift card to Applebee’s. 

But guess what? 

I love it. I love every single bit of it. I love taking care of them. I love being able to provide for them. I love that Donovan, Darren, Carlee, and Kara’s college educations are already paid for. I want to be able to do those things for my family, and I can. I love it. 

Char pulls in as I’m getting gifts out of my trunk. I wait for her in the driveway. I want it to be the holidays all year round, because Char looks delectable in red, and she’s been sporting red all damn month. Is there another red holiday? If so, I can’t wait for it. 

“Merry Christmas,” she says, greeting me cordially as Jocelyn’s waiting for us on her front porch. 

“You too. Can I carry anything for you?” I offer, despite that I have no free hands. 

“Nah, I just have this piece of shit ashtray I got Marcus and a tray of cookies.”

“You got him an ashtray? He doesn’t even smoke.”

“I know. I’m hoping he starts and dies,” Char states, shrugging her shoulders.

“There’s the Christmas spirit,” I joke, walking in the house behind her.

“Stop! Stop, don’t move,” Jocelyn squeals. “Look up guys! Mistletoe!” Rick takes the ashtray and cookies out of Char’s hands.

Dangling right above Char and me is a sprig of mistletoe, mocking us in holiday fun. “Well Jasper, would you look at that? Looks like you’re going to have to kiss me after all,” Char states, easily and carefree.

Remembering my old actions and demeanor, I roll my eyes in annoyance at their juvenile games and festivities. “Well let’s just get this over with.”

Char leans in and kisses me lightly on my lips, lingering only for a slight second. It’s not nearly enough. I drop my gifts on the couch, pull her back under the mistletoe, dip her back in my arms, and kiss her as if my life depended upon it, right there in front of my entire family. 

The fire in her eyes tells me that I’ve ignited that familiar burning in her. “Geez Jasper, it’s not April Fool’s,” she jokes, nudging my side. “But hey, thanks for the cheap thrill.” 

“Dude, we ‘ve got to get you laid if Char’s starting to look good to you,” Marcus sneers from across the room. 

“Marcus, it’s the holidays. Stop being a fucking dick and lighten up,” I say, not able to stop myself. “And look at this woman,” I continue, spinning her in a circle under my arm, “she’s stunning.” 

“Yes she is,” Nelle agrees, hugging both of us. “And be careful, Jasper, you don’t want to make her head get any bigger. We can’t have that.” 

I’m shocked that nobody, not one person, took my public display of holiday affection seriously. Char might be right. It just might be harder than I think to convince them that we’ve got a good thing going here. To them, we’re so different—from different ends of the social spectrum. We couldn’t possibly work.

But we can.

We do.

We are. 
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“JASPER! MY KIDS do not need their own iPads,” Joz says, shaking her head at me. “The girls are way too young for those.”

“The girls might be, but we’re not,” Darren says, ripping the device right out of the box. “Thanks Uncle J.”

“I thought you might think that, so you can keep them in the box until you’re ready for the girls to have them,” I explain, handing Joz an envelope. “Airfare, hotel, park hopper passes, and rental car for Disney this spring break. Six people. All expenses paid.” 

Carlee and Kara lose their shit and jump all over me, covering me in tiny, midget kisses and snuggles. I never thought I’d want little nuggets of my own, but damn, these two princesses sure make me question that sometimes. 

“Fuck, do we have to take them?” Rick asks, feigning exhaustion. 

“Richard! Don’t be rude,” Jocelyn scolds in disbelief, her jaw dropping. Smiling, she adds, “Of course not, that’s part of the gift. Jasper and Genevieve are taking them.” 

Char immediately chokes on her drink, spewing a spit-ridden chocolate martini all over the back of Marcus’ head. “Damn it Char, don’t you think Christmas Eve could be the one night of the year that you can hold your liquor?” 

“I can hold my liquor you twat-drier,” Char snarls. “I was just surprised to hear Jasper was still seeing… that… that… Geraldine chick.”

“Genevieve,” I clarify, smirking knowingly at her. I love that she’s squirming. Maybe she’s squirming enough to let the cat out of bag. “And Genevieve and I stopped seeing one another… and yes, you assholes, you have to take your own kids.”

“Jasper! Come on,” Janelle whines. “Wasn’t Genevieve a world-traveling model who spoke eight languages? Or some shit like that? What was wrong with her? Sooner or later, you’re going to have to settle down and get married.”

“No he doesn’t, Aunt Janelle,” Donovan, my other nephew disagrees. “If he marries some lady and has kids of his own, then he won’t spend all of his money on us anymore. And that would suck.”

“Donovan! Language!” 

“Mom! It would,” he argues, ripping into his iPad box. “I vote bachelor for life for Uncle J.”

“That’ll never happen little D,” Marcus states smugly. “Your uncle just loves to flaunt his money around—that’ll never change. He’ll always get you the extravagant, over-the-top gifts. Don’t worry.”

“You’re right Marc, I do love to spend money on my family,” I agree, knocking his feet down and sitting in front of him on the ottoman. Scowling, I ask, “Who else would I spend it on, anyway? My secretary? Personal trainer? That’d be way too cliché, don’t ya think?”

“Guys,” Joz grits through her teeth, “it’s Christmas—a time for giving and family.”

“Exactly,” Nelle says, pulling Marcus back in the chair, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. She’s been standing behind him, doting on him since they walked in the door. Never once have I seen him do something nice for her. Janelle continues, “Plus, we haven’t gotten our gift from Jasper yet.” 

“Fine, I see how you are,” I laugh, handing Janelle her gift. “Start living your dreams, little sis.”

Tearing open the paper, Janelle squeals. “A Mac! Oh my God, Marcus, he got us a MacBook. Holy shit!” 

“Oh Joy,” Marcus says, staring only at the television. “It’ll be a great place to put my new ashtray on.” 

“Now, you can start writing like you’ve always said you wanted to,” I explain. 

“Jasper, you’re the best!” she squeals, hugging me. “On second thought, I hope you never get married and have kids either. You make me feel like a little kid on Christmas morning.”

“Well… I mean… he could probably still do that if he were married,” Char adds, picking up the laptop box. 

“I certainly could,” I agree, eyeing her, hoping for a sign that we’re about to come clean right here and now. 

“There’s one more gift,” Carlee squeals, lifting a package. “Is it for me?”

“Geez! Greedy much?” Darren asks, taking the box from Carlee and handing it to Char. “It’s for Char.” 

“I drew your name in the gift exchange,” I explain, as Char strokes the ribbon on the box. 

“Hell yeah!” she yells characteristically, “You better have gone over the price limit, buddy.” 

Watching her open the package, I suddenly feel very uncomfortable with my entire family all here. I thought I’d wanted them to witness this, but maybe I shouldn’t. Maybe, I went a little too overboard. One night the idea hit me, and I couldn’t even imagine getting her anything else. I went to a local artist and had him paint a canvas for her. One half of the canvas looks like fire and the other half looks like ice. I had him paint the words to Frost’s poem, “Fire and Ice,” in the flames and icicles. From far away, you can’t see the words, but when you get close enough, the words spell out the struggle between the opposing forces. They finally blend together in one burning, icy heart. 

“God Jasper, that’s gorgeous,” Joz says, taking the canvas and scrutinizing the artistry.

“It is beautiful J, but when are you going to stop trying to get people to read? Leave it alone already. Hell, I’m an English teacher, and I don’t even try that hard,” Nelle explains. 

Standing up, Char walks over to me, wraps her arms around me and whispers, “I love it. I’ve never loved anything more.”

Letting me go, she eyes everyone in the room and excuses herself. Watching her walk away, I can’t really read her reaction. I know she likes it, but I’m not sure if I overstepped our invisible and unclear boundaries. When you’re sneaking around like we are, there are no certain terms or rules to what is acceptable and what is not. 

“Jasper, I can’t get over how gorgeous this is. Where did you get it?” Joz asks, still admiring the painting.

“I had one of the artists as Don Drumm paint it,” I explain.

“One of the artists at Don Drumm custom painted something for you?” Janelle questions. “Jesus J, you really did go overboard this year. I can’t even afford a cheese spreader in that place.” 

“Well buddy, you did it again. You wowed us all. Thanks man,” Rick says, thumping me on the back. “Don’t let that dumb fuck ruin your fun.” Rick glares at Marcus, who incidentally is once again frantically texting someone—on Christmas Eve for fuck’s sake. “I, for one, love that my wife’s brother is loaded. Makes things much easier.” 

Laughing, I nod, “Hey anytime, bro.” 

“Alright kids, we’ve got to pick up all this wrapping paper and get your stuff together,” Jocelyn calls out, clapping her hands for order and speediness. “We need to get all of this cleaned up in the next 20 minutes.”

“That’s our cue,” I say to Janelle and Marcus, grabbing handfuls of ribbons and paper. “We need to head out, too.”

Still yelling, Joz says, “Come on kids… let’s get to it… Santa’s coming… we still need to get the cookies out and make our Santa Juice.”

“Santa Juice?” I ask Rick.

“Don’t fucking ask. Just another God damn thing we do to keep up with the rest of the fucking overly zealous parents of today,” Rick grumbles, slumping his shoulders. “I’m just happy as fuck that our fucking elf goes back to wherever Satan—I mean Santa—created him tonight, and I don’t have to see that creepy bastard again—until next year.” 

“And they say people have lost their Christmas spirit,” Nelle jokes again, grabbing Marcus’ coat, before getting her own. “Char, hurry up, we’re leaving,” she calls from the bottom of the stairs. 

“You guys go ahead,” I say, hoping Marcus and Janelle leave. “The roads are getting bad. I’ll go up and check on her—she’s blocking me in anyway.”
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“WHAT TOOK YOU so long?” Char says, sitting on the bathroom counter. “Get your ass over here.” 

As I walk over to her, she hikes her red dress up, revealing that she isn’t wearing any panties. I slide my hands up her smooth, silky thighs, grabbing on to her ass. “I take it you liked your gift,” I prompt.

“Like it? I want to fuck it,” she growls, biting on my neck and sucking her earlobe into her mouth.

“Jesus, yes you did like it,” I groan, slipping my finger into her. “You’re so wet… so ready.”

“Nobody, I mean nobody, has ever given me a gift like that,” Char states, taking my head in her hands, looking me directly in the eyes. “Jasper, I… I… love… I love it… the painting… and that… My God, don’t stop.”

“I’m not stopping—ever,” I admit, watching her. Taking my time, I watch her face as she lets me touch her, feel her, and hold her against me. I love how physical she is and how she wants to show me how much she appreciates the canvas. But truthfully, I’d like to talk about it, about us.

“Look at me Char. Open your eyes back up.” 

“I can’t,” she moans, rocking against my hand, holding it in place. “It’s so good.”

“Baby,” I say, slipping my fingers away from her. “Look at me.”

Opening her eyes, she stares at me, a look of fear on her face, not of pleasure and desire. “Jasper… don’t… don’t do this now. I can’t.”

“Do what?” I ask, taking a step back.

“Say anything… just don’t say anything. Please? I can’t do talking right now.”

“You can’t do ‘talking’ right now? What the Hell does that even mean, Char?” I ask, sitting down on the tub. “At some point, we are going to have to talk about this… whatever this is.” 

“Oh stop,” she says, jumping off the counter and pulling her dress down. “What? So now you’re not having fun? You’re the one who said we were going to take this slow—have some fun. Aren’t we just ‘having fun’ here?” 

“Having fun? No Char, I’m not just ‘having fun’ anymore as you continually call it and remind me,” I say, losing my patience. “You know damn well what I’m doing—what we’re doing. Like or not, you… me… us… this is what falling in—”

“Don’t!” she says, covering my mouth. “You promised Jasper. You promised!” Her eyes begin to water, she shakes her head and whispers, “Just forget it. Forget everything. I’m out. Merry Christmas, Jasper.” She wipes her eyes, straightens her back, and puts a giant, fake smile on her face. Then, Char opens the door and closes it behind her. I’m standing there like an asshole, not having a fucking clue of what just went on. One second I’m finger-fucking her to the palm, and the next, she’s running out on me like she’s one fire.

Son of a bitch. 

Opening the door, I run down the steps after her. “Char wait!” I call, before Donovan stops me.

“Uncle Jasper, watch this video,” he says, holding the iPad in front of me. I hear the front door slam before I can say anything. Defeated, I stop and watch a video of some dumbass parents who let their three-year-old daughter play with a dead squirrel. 

A dead squirrel.

Really? My whole Christmas Eve can be wrapped up with idiot parents and a dead squirrel. Merry-fucking-Christmas.

Grabbing my coat, I open the front door. Jocelyn hugs me and says, “Merry Christmas, little brother.”

“You too,” I say, stepping out, onto the porch.

“Don’t worry, she’ll come around,” Joz says, following me out, shivering in the cold. “Just give her some time. Remember J., she doesn’t usually let people in. She will though. Just be patient.”

“But… how could… what?”

“Seriously, like you think I only keep tabs on Janelle. What kind of big sister would I be if I weren’t looking out for both of you?” 
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New Year’s Eve

 

IT HAS BEEN seven of the longest days of my life—and that’s saying a lot. Let’s be honest here, I’ve had some long ass damn days in my life. The days after my mom overdosed seemed endless. The days after my grandmother passed were interminable. However, they were quick in comparison to what I’ve been feeling these last eternally painful and agonizing days.

I want to bitch-slap myself in the damn face. I know this is all my own irrational and fucked up fault. I’m a basket case bitch. I have always hated chicks who cry and freak out and break up with their boyfriends, knowing damn well that they’re just going to take them back 12 seconds later. Dumb-dame drama is not my thing—which is why I’ve always avoided it. I don’t get close enough to men to start worrying about whether or not they’re going to hurt me. 

However, with Jasper, I broke my own rule. I got too close. Now, I’m a crazy, fickle, losing-my-mind nut-job. I’m the girl I hate—the girl I roll my eyes at and make fun of under my breath. Here’s the thing, maybe all girls are like that, I just didn’t know it, because I’ve just recently for the first time ever let my heart take over. Apparently, when you give someone your heart, it’s a package deal with your rational thought, and you evidently become a mindless nutcase. That’s me. 

“Char, are you okay?” Janelle asks, leaning across the table. “Peter asked if you’re having fun.”

“Oh Peter did, did he?” I ask dripping with fake syrupy sweetness. “Well, tell Peter if I feel like answering him, then I’ll fucking answer him.”

“Jesus Char, what’s up your cunt?” Marcus asks.

“What’s up my cunt? What’s up my cunt?” I shriek as all the nearby heads in the restaurant turn to gape at us. “I’ll tell you what’s up my cunt. You and your arrogant loser friend. That’s what’s up my cunt.” 

Pulling on my coat, I stand, and add, “Actually, that’s what’s NEVER going to be up my cunt. I’m sorry Janelle, but I’d rather ring in the new year with Ryan Seacrest on my couch in my Snuggie than spend one more second faking interest in Marcus’ friend.” Hugging Janelle, I add, “I love you, hon; I just can’t do it. Don’t be mad. Happy New Year.” 

“Where are you going?” she asks, worriedly.

“I actually have somewhere else I should be tonight.”
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STOPPING AT HOME, I change clothes and grab his gift, the gift I never gave him on Christmas Eve or Christmas day, or any day thereafter, because I’ve been avoiding him like the plague. I know what he was going to say; I could actually feel what he was going to say. I could feel it with every ounce of who I am, through my veins, my heart, my head—all the way down to my toes. I could feel it, feel us, feel the electricity, the heat, the fire, damn near everything. 

Everything. 

That is what Jasper Garrity has become to me. I have never allowed myself to feel like this—ever—about anyone, especially not my best friend’s older brother. 

On Christmas Eve, I panicked. I full-out bailed like a crook with a wad of cash from a convenient store heist. I couldn’t deal. Here I am Charlene Palmer, party-girl extraordinaire, 29-year-old professional woman with her own condo, Volvo, and a time share in Miami, and I can’t handle a guy giving me a heartfelt, thoughtful, perfect Christmas gift. How could I have conquered so many demons and overcome so many obstacles, but the one that is the most important, the one that matters the most, is the one that I’m terrified of facing? I’m fighting more than my fears. I’m fighting my past—and losing.

My dad bailed.

My mom overdosed.

My grandma died.

My best friend married a douche and threatened to box me out if I couldn’t accept him. She chose him.

The people I love leave. 

The people who are supposed to be there for me are gone.

I am terrified to add Jasper to the list. Because the way I feel about him means that if he leaves, if he’s gone, I’m going to lose every single one of the Garrities too. I can’t bear to be with them, around them, if I can’t have Jasper now. 

But the bottom line is I can’t breathe without him. I can’t think without him. I can’t eat without him. I can’t sleep without him. I can’t be without him. Not now. Not ever. So, here’s me swallowing my pride, rushing in at the final bell to beg him to forgive me and take me back.

Yes, I’m going to beg Jasper to love me—love me as much as I love him. If I have to fall on my knees and grovel at his feet, then so be it. I owe him that much after the way I left him on Christmas Eve. 

Checking my phone, I see that I have 20 minutes to midnight, to a new year. New Year, new Char. New beginnings. Pulling into his driveway, I notice how dark the house is; just a bluish flickering light from the TV illuminates a small part of the living room. There are some things in life that surprise you about yourself. This is definitely one of those things. Nearly midnight on New Year’s Eve and the only man who has ever stolen my heart, captured it for his own, is watching television in his giant house on New Year’s Eve all alone. Gone are the days that the beer-guzzling frat boy or country-clubbing, ladder-climbing socialite catches my attention. I want the man who dismisses it all for a quiet night at home, watching TV. Sure, I’ll take the big house, fancy car, and deep pockets too; that’s just a bonus. 

After knocking on the door and ringing the doorbell for nearly three and a half minutes, I’m starting to lose my God-given gumption. Why the fuck won’t he answer the door? I know he’s in there. 

The chime from my phone alerts me to a text message:

 

JASPER: It’s open.

 

Ohhh, this is what pissed must look like. He’s pissed and isn’t going to make this easy for me. 

 

CHAR: Then come open the door for me. 

 

JASPER: Can’t

 

CHAR: Of course you can. Get up off that cute ass of yours and open up.

 

JASPER: This isn’t my grand gesture. It’s all yours. 

 

Grand gesture? 

Grand gesture? 

God, he knows me better than I ever even realized. Taking a deep breath, I walk through the front door. Jasper’s sitting on the stairs, leaning back on the steps like the cocky bastard that he is. Sporting low-hung flannel pajamas pants, a tight thermal long-sleeved shirt, barefoot with his hair the perfect amount of mussed, he looks like one of those J. Crew catalogue models. Damn, I’d buy those pj bottoms just to rip them right off—with my teeth. 

Staring at me grinning, he starts a typical romantic comedy slow clap, circa the John Hughes era. Standing, he mocks, “Now Char, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” Walking toward me, he adds, “Longest week of my life.” 

Walking into his outspread arms, I agree, “I know, right? They must’ve added a few extra days or something.”

“Don’t walk out on me again,” he whispers into the top of my hair. 

“Jasper, I don’t know if I can promise—”

“Char, come on, yes you can,” he soothes. “I’m not going anywhere. Neither are you. Just admit it.”

“I’m just so… so…” 

Cutting me off, he finishes my sentence, “Scared. I know, Char. But you have to trust me… and believe me… I’m not going anywhere.”

“Then why? Why didn’t you—”

“Call you? Text? Stop by?” he asks. I nod, shocked that he can read my thoughts and know what I’m going to say. “Char, how many times do I have to tell you that I didn’t make a move until I was completely sure? I knew what I was getting into and what I wanted—what I’ve always wanted. Once I made that move, I was never turning back. You’re it for me,” he says, staring into my eyes. “I had to wait to see if you felt the same way.”

“I do Jasper, but I’m terrified of losing you and losing—”

“My whole family. I know. I get it,” Jasper states, sitting down on the steps, pulling me onto his lap. “I’ve got a plan. Let’s just do this… for as long as you want.”

“What do you mean?” 

“I won’t pressure you to tell her. Jocelyn doesn’t think she needs to know yet anyway,” he explains.

“Jocelyn? Jocelyn knows. Oh fuck, Janelle is going to kill me… like fucking destroy me,” I groan, leaning my head on his shoulder. 

“Joz and I talked. Here’s the new game plan: we are going to tell Janelle all about Marcus in June, as soon as she gets out of school. Joz is keeping tabs on Marcus, making a file of all of his indiscretions,” Jasper explains, running his fingers through my hair. “Knowing Janelle, she’s going to want hardcore proof that Marcus is an adulterer. Sadly, we’re going to have it—all of it.”

“Are you sure we have to wait to tell her?”

“Yeah, we want to gather more evidence, so she can’t possibly forgive him. Plus, I’m thinking about giving her the pool house out back to—”

“Oh my God, you’re going to give her the pool house? Jasper, that’s perfect! She won’t have to worry about finding a place to live or how much it costs,” I squeal, feeling so excited for my best friend, excited that she’s finally going to be rid of that mother-fucker and living in the coolest place ever. 

Continuing, I add, “I have the best idea! She loves crafting and shit like that. Why don’t you tell her that you want her to decorate it—anyway she wants, give her carte blanche with the interior design, furniture, everything—”

“Whoa whoa, easy girl,” he says, laughing. “You’re talking a ton of money.”

“A ton of money you have, probably in your top drawer,” I remark, rolling my eyes. 

“How do you know about the money in my top drawer?”

“Really? I snoop through everything every time you leave me alone for two seconds… drawers, phone, cupboards, anything.”

“Char! How could you—”

“I’ve done it since I’ve met you. I’m a compulsive snoop. You better just accept it,” I say, shrugging. “Speaking of which, I found some ratty old blanket on the top shelf of your closet. What’s that about?”

“Ging? You found my Ging?” he asks, surprised. “I thought I’d hidden him pretty good.”

“Ging? Your old blankie’s name is ‘Ging,’ as in rhymes with ‘king?’ God, Jasper can you get any more perfect—and adorable?” I ask, kissing his neck. “Now that I know the plan for Janelle and that dickhead, you still need to tell me the rest of our plan, before you take me back to your room and make up for the past excruciatingly long week.”

Picking me up, he carries me to his room, lying me down on his bed. “The plan is simple. Joz came up with it. By the way, she’s happy as Hell that we are… that this is… happening.”

“We are happening,” I laugh, sitting up on the bed. “So spill.”

“Like I said, ‘simple.’ We continue doing what we’re doing… until we don’t want to do it anymore,” Jasper explains, nonchalantly.

“Uhhh… just like that? So, you keep fucking me until you’re done fucking me?” I say, feeling my anger starting to rise. “That’s your big plan? So what, Joz thinks that’s all this is?”

“Calm down—”

“No, I won’t calm down. I told you that this is—”

Jasper leaps across the bed and pins me down, covering my mouth with his hands. “Woman, you are going to be the death of me. Listen to me, until you and I are both ready to change… ummm… our living situation or… or… our marital status, we’re just going to keep doing what we’re doing… it’s so much better without all those outside influences anyway.”

Struggling out from under him, I squirm out of his reach. “What the fuck did you just say?” Jumping up, I start pacing the bedroom. “I know I couldn’t have heard you right.”

Jasper lies back on the bed, covering his head with this arms, and yells, “Agggghhhh, why can’t women just listen?”

“Listen? Listen to your convoluted plan to bang and bail?” I question, crossing my hands over my chest, resisting the urge to throw a lamp at him.

“I already told you, I’m not going anywhere. You’re not going anywhere,” he screams from under his hands. “Char, I’m not letting you back out of this. I won’t let you. This is it for me. Can you please listen to me?”

Slumping back down on the bed, I sigh in exasperation. “You’re confusing the fuck out of me.”

“If you’d just let me explain and… wait… I’ve got an idea,” Jasper states, jumping up and running over to his closet. Taking out one of his ties, he smirks and winks at me. 

“You are not about to—”

“Just trust me,” he says, rolling his eyes at me. Going back into the closet, he grabs a second tie. Looping one tie around my wrists, he ties me to his bed, sitting up and fully clothed. I still haven’t taken off my coat—haven’t decided if I’m actually staying or not. “Open your mouth,” he instructs, chuckling. “Hell, I should’ve done this years ago.

“You’re gagging me? Like seriously?”

“Like seriously,” he mimics in full Valley girl fashion before wrapping the tie around my head and slipping the silky material into my mouth. Tying the material around the back of my head, he asks, “Too tight?”

I glare at him and reluctantly shake my head. 

“Ahhh, much better he says, sitting down facing me with his legs curled under him like a schoolboy during story hour. 

Is it strange that I’m wildly turned on and extremely attracted to him as I’m lying here bound and gagged on his bed? Well, I guess that’s stupid. Most people are probably pretty ready if they’re in this position. 

Putting his hands on either side of my face, he looks me in the eyes and says, “Charlene Rose Palmer, you have got to start believing me. I have never… ever… felt like this for another person in my entire life. In thirty-one years, I have never known anyone who has challenged me and infuriated me like you do… sometimes to the point of not knowing whether I should run for cover or hold on to you forever.” 

Trying to speak, I mumble through the tie, glaring at him and pulling at my wrist restraints. I have things to say, things to protest, and things to rebut. 

Laughing, Jasper continues, “Love that gag… anyway, even more than all that, you have completely mesmerized me. You’ve taken me out of my comfort zone, turned my world upside down, and… and… completely changed me… so, you need to get it through your gorgeous and manic head that I’m in this… I’m in this for as long as you’ll let me. 

“Your biggest worry is that if something goes wrong between you and me that it’ll mess up our whole family dynamic,” he states, understanding my biggest fears. Stroking my cheek with the back of his finger, he adds, “Don’t worry about that Char, I won’t let it.”

He stops talking; I pull at the restraints on my wrists, wanting so much to respond. Untying my one hand, he takes it in his, and says, “Suppose something does come between us and we don’t end up working out—which I seriously doubt is going to happen—if we never tell anyone like we’ve been doing, then nobody will know that they should be walking about on eggshells around us. I promise you here and now that I will never do anything that will jeopardize your place in our family, because Char, you are part of our family. You have been for nine years now.” 

Feeling my resolve waning, I attempt to smile in acquiescence. Jasper kisses my hand and places it on his chest. “Before I take that gag off, I have to say one more thing. I’m just going to hold this a little tighter, so you don’t punch me.” Holding my hand against his heart, I feel the rapid beat, pounding against his chest. “Char, I need you to believe me, because I am so fucking in love with you, so in love… and I have been for a very very long time, and I will do anything to make this work.”

Well fuck a hairy, unexpected cat. Didn’t see that coming. Wanted that, but seriously never saw it coming. 

Reaching around my head, he unties the gag and sits back, apparently waiting for my rebuttal. “Well that would make this very incestuous,” I reply, kissing him, devouring his words and his sentiment, swallowing them into my very being. I feel his hand reach for the other restraint, freeing my other hand. Wrapping my arms around him, scooting up onto his lap, I continue to kiss him, making up for the last week, the last nine years, and for my entire life of kissing everyone who wasn’t the one.

Pulling back, he places his forehead against mine, “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to say?”

“For now, that’s all I’m going to say,” I admit, nodding. “But I do want to give you this… I never actually got around to it on Christmas Eve.” Reaching into my coat pocket, I pull out a small gift-wrapped box.

Placing the small box into his hand, I close his hand around it, squeezing it tightly. “Thank you, Char,” he says, before opening his hand. Unwrapping the box, his eyes are transfixed on mine; he never once looks down at the gift—only at me. 

Finally glancing down, he opens the velvet box and laughs, shaking his head. “Great minds, eh? Where did you find these?”

“Some website,” I said, shrugging. “It was pretty tough.” Jasper takes the small gold cuff links out of the box. “I can’t believe you found little flames of fire cuff links.”

“The small diamonds are the ice,” I explain, smiling nervously. 

“How about we stop denying this?” he says, pulling me onto his lap. His hand slides up my thigh under my coat. “Shit Char, you’re not wearing any underwear.”

“I’m not wearing anything,” I admit, thanking Meatloaf and the God of sex and drums and rock and roll.

Standing on his bed, I untie the belt of my coat and open it, revealing my newest endeavor. “I can’t believe I’ve been here over an hour and you never once offered to take my coat. Where are your manners, sir?” 

“I can’t believe you… you… you…” he stammers, staring at me.

“Had a spa day? Yeah, surprise,” I smile, wiggling my hips. “It’s all yours, smooth, soft, and ready.”

“Did it hurt?” he asks, feeling the silky smooth after effects of my Brazilian wax.

“Ya know how it sort of hurts when you rip a Band-aid off?” I ask. He nods, still staring at me in awe. “Multiply that by fifty-fucking-four. That’s how bad it hurt.” 

“I’m sorry, baby. How can I repay you?” he asks, putting his cuff links on the nightstand and tearing off his shirt. 

“Homage, pay this bitch homage,” I reply, pointing between my legs. “Show me how much you appreciate me.” 

“My pleasure,” he groans, “and yours.” 
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I SUPPOSE THINGS didn’t go too terribly awry. I would’ve liked for Char to profess her undying love to me as well, but it’s fine. It’s cool being the douche bag who says it and doesn’t hear it back. I mean, it’s never happened to me before, because I’ve never told a woman that I loved her before. But, I can handle this. I’ll just wait it out. Sooner or later, she’s bound to realize that we have something real here. 

There is one more problem with how things went last night. I wanted to end her “I never.” I wanted all of those words to wash over her, penetrate her until she finally felt the joy of crying happy tears. I even thought I had her, but nada. I wanted to be the one to show her how good crying for joy felt. I still do. I will. I have to. I have to be the one that gives her that feeling. 

I’ve been lying awake staring at her for the past two hours. I used to nearly gag in movies when the “after shot” was of some dude watching his chick sleep. I always thought, “Never happens.” I was wrong. It happens. I do it every time she stays over—without fail. Char’s stunningly gorgeous, but there is something about her that softens when she sleeps. I can’t get enough of it. 

When she starts stirring, I stroke her hair, an action that typically puts her back to sleep. I’m not sure if she knows it or not, but she slept through the entire night. I held her and felt her sleep soundly against me for the whole duration of the night. 

Stroking my chest, she rubs her cheek against it and smiles. “Happy New Year,” she whispers, her eyes still closed. “I have to say, it’s the first time I’ve ever woken up on New Year’s Day not hung over and full of regret.” 

“Happy New Year, babe,” I say, kissing the top of her head. “Did you sleep well?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

“How could I not? I slept all night, without ever waking up, in the arms of the man I’m in love with,” she says, finally opening her eyes and looking up at me. 

“Char, are you… what’re you saying?”

“I’m saying what I came over here to tell you last night, but you fucking gagged me, so I couldn’t really have my moment after you stole all my lovey-dovey romantic thunder… then you paid your respects to my bald beaver and finally took my virgin asshole… so then talking was just the last thing on my mind after that,” she says, crawling up on top of me. 

“You really have a way with words, ya know that?’ I say, smiling and shaking my head. 

“So I’ve been told,” she laughs. “And thanks for fulfilling that little back door fantasy for me.”

“No… no… thank you. By the way, I’m surprised, it took us two months to get—”

“Ewww… don’t talk about it,” Char says, scrunching up her nose.

“Ewww? Did Charlene Palmer just find something offensive and gross? It’s a New Year’s miracle. This year is going to be full of exciting surprises and firsts,” I joke, hugging her. 

“You bet it is,” Char agrees, smiling broadly. 

Just then, there’s a knock at the bedroom door, startling us both. “Who the fuck has a key to your house?” she asks, looking around, frantically. 

“Uhhh, just Joz and Janelle,” I say, feeling a sense of dread. Char immediately grabs her coat and runs into the bathroom. Pulling on my flannel pants, I cross the room and open the bedroom door. 

Jocelyn walks in and yells, “It’s alright Char. It’s only me; come on out.”

Hugging me, she says, “Happy New Year little brother… looks like it started off well.” When Char emerges from the bathroom, she looks like a child whose hand was caught in the cookie jar. 

Joz hugs her tightly and says, “Happy New Year, Char. But seriously, if you guys are going to continue this sneaking around business, you better start parking in the garage. Lucky for you, Marcus and Nelle are still in Cleveland. They stayed at some hotel after Peter apparently got ditched at dinner and drove home. Know anything about that?”

“Nope, she doesn’t know a thing,” I say, wrapping my arms around Char, pulling her back against me. Watching the surprise turn to glee in Joz’s reaction, I say a quick prayer and hope it’s this easy with Janelle. 

“Why’re you wearing a coat?” she asks, looking around. “Are you leaving already?”

“Ummm… I…” 

“Oh Jesus, you don’t have anything underneath it. Alright, I’m out. I just came by to drop off some pork and sauerkraut. Make sure you eat it. It’s good luck for the New Year,” she calls, walking out. “I made enough for two.” 

Enough for two? 

I like the sound of that. 

I want everything from here on out to be for two. 

Table for two. 

Room for two.

Enough for two. 

A woman really can turn a guy into a full-flown pussy. It’s amazing there are any men out there anymore. It’s shocking that the world isn’t covered with pussified guys walking the Earth like love-struck zombie imbeciles with armfuls of flowers and boxes of chocolates. It’s embarrassing, but I’ll be honest, I like the way this feels. I finally get what all those damn country singers are singing about. It makes you do crazy ass stuff, stuff that you’d never dream you’d be doing, like hiding your relationship from your kid sister. It sure is strange the hold it has on you. Love scoops you up, shakes you all around, and dumps you out a completely different person. It changes you, from top to bottom and from the inside out. 
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June

(Six months later)

(Six glorious, sex-filled, romantically-induced months later)

(Six lying, hiding, sneaking around months later)

 

“ALRIGHT, IF YOU could have one wish that hasn’t come true yet in your life, what would it be?” I ask, lying next to Jasper on the double raft in his pool. 

Have I mentioned how fucking wonderful it is to have a boyfriend with a pool? Yes, I said boyfriend. Boyfriend. Boyfriend. Boyfriend. Get over it. We’ve been going strong now for five months, five perfect months. Actually, Jasper says it’s been seven months; he counts from when we first started fucking like rabbits. Yeah, I still haven’t cleaned up my mouth, but I promised him I would if he’d get some ink somewhere on his body. I’m holding him to it. There is nothing sexier than a professional businessman hiding a dangerous, badass tatt. I guess it’s the same thing as a woman wearing naughty lingerie under a prim and proper dress or business suit. It’s just hot. 

Anyway, we wouldn’t have been able to pull off “operation sneaking around” without Jocelyn and Rick behind us. They’ve bailed us out of some sticky situations. Like for Valentine’s Day, Jocelyn told Janelle that I was watching the girls overnight while she and Rick went to some romantic bed and breakfast. She explained that she didn’t want to ask Janelle and Marcus, because they were technically still newlyweds and should still be spending the day as lovers. Then, Jasper was supposedly taking Dom and Donovan to Columbus overnight to watch the Ohio State basketball game on Friday and a hockey game on Saturday. 

In reality, we drove all four kids to Columbus, met up with Rick’s parents, dropped the kids there, and Jasper and I spent the weekend in Columbus. Granted, Jasper did have to buy the boys and Rick’s dad both sets of sporting event tickets. Basically, Jasper had to buy D & D’s silence, but it was worth it. We went to a spa and got a couple’s massage, ate at some upscale steakhouse, and spent the rest of the weekend in bed. 

It was the best Valentine’s Day I have ever had. Actually, it was the only Valentine’s Day I ever celebrated—with a man. For the last four years, I have organized a “Love Yourself” party at some bar and invited all of my single friends to celebrate and drink the night away. I gave away “Love Yourself” gift baskets to all my single friends, complete with vibrators, dildos, Starbucks gift cards, and Hershey kisses. What better way is there to “Love Yourself?” Even last year, when I was dating Blaine, I didn’t spend Valentine’s Day with him. Our relationship was purely sexual and social—never emotionally intimate and connected. 

However, lately, the guest list and attendees at my party keep dwindling as people keep pairing off and getting married. Truthfully, I preferred spending the weekend naked with Jasper instead of at my anti-love chug fest. 

For the most part, it’s been pretty easy keeping our relationship on the down low. We pretty much just like to do things alone, enjoy each other, and spend time together. Janelle’s been busy with work. She was teaching some evening college class as an adjunct professor. Apparently, last semester, she didn’t get to see much of Marcus, because he’d been working so much. The angel that he is has been working more hours to make some extra money for whenever they get pregnant. We all called “bullshit” on that. The dude’s a salaried employee. They don’t get overtime. God, he’s an ass. 

Actually, Jocelyn did call “bullshit” and said so right to Nelle’s face. Janelle didn’t talk to her the whole month of April. After the way Janelle reacted to Joz, I realized that we were right in waiting to tell her about everything. It’s better that Janelle’s head is clear and not muddled with school, work, and all kinds of other things when she finds out. She just finished teaching her college class in May and now is finally done with school for the summer, which means we’re going to come clean about everything: our relationship, Marcus’ infidelity, his vasectomy, and Jasper’s pool house. That will give her a full three months to mourn and begin to recover from all of it before she has to go back to work in the beginning of September. It’s really a win-win for everyone involved. (Shhh, that’s what I’m telling myself.) 

Honestly, I think I’m going to miss the espionage. It’s been fun being mysterious and secretive. In a way, I can kind of understand the pull and intrigue of an affair. Don’t get me wrong, Marcus is a mother-fucking bastard and should be castrated. However, I see the lure in the forbidden, the hiding. It does make things more exciting. But then again, I haven’t really gotten to try the out and open yet, either. Jasper’s my first official boyfriend and so far, I’ve kept him pretty closeted. 

People might think it’s bizarre that I’m 29-years-old, a month away from being 30, and I’ve never had a boyfriend. The truth is, with my past and trust issues, I never really saw the point in letting someone get that close to me—unless I could see him working himself right into my heart and setting up camp right there in the middle of it. Let’s just say that Jasper “Jamestowned that bloody, beating organ.” He staked his claim and settled right in, taking over like he’s owned it his entire life. I don’t know, maybe he always has.

“Like a real wish or a wish-wish?” Jasper asks, thoughtfully. He always has to clarify and determine all the rules to whatever game we’re playing. He’s so meticulous about shit like that.

“Is there a difference?”

“Well sure, my wish-wish would be that I could fart cash whenever I needed it and never had to work again,” Jasper explains, like it’s the most normal wish in the world.

“Ummm, you want to fart money?” I ask, thinking that he’d pick something a little more “Jasper-esque.”

“And you don’t?” he challenges. “Say you’re at the mall, and you try on an outfit. It looks hot—like off the charts hot. But, it’s too pricy. You wouldn’t want to bed over and just rip one, filling the dressing room with cash?” 

“You are foul. When did you get so guy-ey?” I ask, grimacing. “And anyway, why would I have to do that? I could just take your wallet. It’s not much different,” I say, pulling my sunglasses down over my eyes. 

“Ha ha, very funny,” Jasper pouts, kicking water on me and rocking the raft. 

“If I have to straighten my hair again, I will kill you,” I threaten.

“You’re the one who got ready for an hour… to float on a raft,” he remarks, splashing me again.

“You said, ‘Get ready. We’re going to do something fun.’ I got ready,” I challenge. “I didn’t know this was your idea of fun.”

“First of all, we could be at that marathon my company sponsored. You should be thanking me for getting us out of it,” he states.

“Getting you out of it. There was no way I was running in some dumb race,” I say.

“Jesus, we sound like an old married couple,” Jasper states, chuckling. 

“We pretty much are,” I agree. 

“I guess that would be my real wish,” he admits, running his foot up my leg. 

“Excuse me?” I ask, lifting my shades to see him clearly.

“Yeah, I wish we could fast-forward to just being that old married couple, and skip the whole rigmarole with Janelle, the proposal, the engagement, and all that wedding planning crap,” Jasper states nonchalantly, like he just ordered his dinner at a restaurant.

“Uhhh Jasper, is there something that you’re trying to say here?” 

“Just the same thing I always say before you get all weird and panicky and start doing that breathing and fanning your face—”

“I do not—”

“Every time I bring it up, Char… every single time,” he says. “One of these days, I’m just going to slip the ring on your finger, throw you over my shoulder, and take you to the J.O.P., kicking and screaming.”

“J.O.P.?” I ask, confused.

“Justice of the Peace, ya know, the courthouse,” he says, rolling off the raft.

“Jasper Garrity, I am not getting married in a courthouse with a bunch of fucking rapists and heroin dealers lurking around,” I argue, sitting up on the raft and losing my balance. 

Jasper grabs me around the waist, catching me before I go under the water. “First of all, why would rapists and drug dealers hang out at a courthouse? That’s probably the last place they’d be.”

“Uhhh hello? They got arrested. Duh!” I explain, wrapping my legs around his waist. 

“Okay, I can see that, but secondly,” Jasper says, kissing my nose, “that’s the closest you’ve come to saying ‘yes’ so far.” 

He kisses my neck and grinds his erection against me. I think water is an aphrodisiac for him. Every time we go swimming, we end up fucking in this water. If I were any of Jasper’s friends or family, I would never step foot in this pool. There’s probably enough sperm and Char-juice floating around to start a Charter school. Hopefully, he’s putting enough chlorine in it to murder all of his swimming spunk; otherwise I could quite possibly be pregnant with quadruplets right now. 

“You said ring, like there already is a ring,” I question, eyeing him suspiciously.

“Do I sense a hint of excitement in your eyes, Miss Palmer?’ Jasper asks, easing my bathing suit bottoms down. 

“With your fingers inching toward my ho-ha, yeah, you could say I’m pretty excited,” I admit biting lightly on his earlobe. “Why don’t you see if you can get me even more turned… oh… yep… that’s it.” Jasper slides his finger forward, tapping on that little spot inside that curls my toes.

“God, I love watching you,” Jasper groans. I grind against his hand as he bends his finger and flicks it harder and faster. 

“I don’t want… no… not like…” I pant, stopping his hand and pulling it away from me. “Together… I want you inside me,” I beg, using my foot to ease his swim trunks down. Feeling his penis rubbing against me, I grasp it, sliding my hand up and down it a few times before placing it at my center. “Now… please…” 

Looking in his eyes, I rock up and down on him. He pulls my hair, forcing my head back. Kissing his favorite spot on my neck, I grind down on him harder, reveling in the sensation of our bodies connecting and melding together. I’ve never been this close, this in-sync with someone before. I always believed sex was sex. I was wrong, so fucking wrong. Sex with an emotional and intimate connection trumps a fuck in a bathroom stall any day. 

“That’s it,” I encourage, sensing the familiar telltale signs of both of our impending orgasms. I know when he’s getting close, because his eyes hood and start rolling around and closing. His mouth opens just a bit while the tip of his tongue slightly touches his front top tooth. But his most telling sign is the way he grips my hand and holds it tightly until we’ve both recovered from our euphoric state. 
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“SO… UMMM… IS there a ring?’ I ask, casually, flipping through a People magazine on the chaise as Jasper checks his emails on his phone. 

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” he quips, winking at me. “You’d probably like to know the cut and clarity too.”

“Nope, not at all,” I say, feeling my skin prickle and throat start to constrict. Scratching my neck and bobbing my foot, I add, “not curious in the least.” I continue to scratch my neck as small, round welts start forming on my neck and arms.

“Hives? Seriously Char?” Jasper states, filling a cup with cool pool water. “Here, this will cool you off and calm you down.” I take the cup from him and splash some of the water on my neck. Surprisingly, he’s right. The burning and itching subsides a bit. “I think I need to change my wish. It’s got to be something about calming you down. My God, after seven months, we should be able to at least broach this subject without Benadryl and a Valium.” 

“I know, I’m working on it,” I admit. “Dr. Van Hawken says I’m making great strides.”

“Dr. Van Stalken wants in your pants,” he says, shaking his head at me. 

“Not this one… this one’s a girl,” I explain.

“Oh I know, but I also saw how she looked at you that night we ran into her at the Sushi bar,” Jasper replies, making a lewd girl-pleasing gesture. “I should fix her up with Sarah, my new account rep.”

“Dr. Van Hawken is not gay. She’s a grandmother for God’s sake!”

“There are gay grandmothers; they’re called ‘gaymas.’ Oh, that’s a good one. Remind me to tell Janelle that one,” Jasper brags.

“My God, it’s like party time at the Webster’s family reunion. People do not just go around making up words. What is wrong with you people?” I ask.

“Us people? I think you’ve taken on a few of our words from time to time yourself. You’re just jealous that you don’t have your own vocabulary,” he says, scooting me over on the chair to sit down next to me.

“Yeah… yeah,” I say, rolling my eyes and smacking him with my magazine. 

“So what about you? What’s your wish, your real wish?” Jasper asks, interlocking my fingers with his. 

“Last week, I would’ve said that I wished Janelle would be okay with you and me,” I say, feeling nervous admitting this to him. 

I’ve been keeping this from Jasper for a week now. It’s not some big deal or any major revelation, but we’ve been sharing everything lately. It feels like I’m hiding something. “But after my last session with Dr. Van Hawken, I guess my wish would be to meet my dad and… I don’t know… maybe get to know him.” 

“Really? Char, that’s huge! I never knew you had any desire to find him. I think that’s great.” Wrapping his arms around me, he says, “Wow, our little girl is growing up.” 

“Oh fuck off,” I groan, lying my head down on his chest. “I don’t know if I’ll ever actually do it… but… I don’t know… maybe…” 

My phone rings, cutting me off. Jasper hands it to me, and says, “At some point, you’re going to need to answer. She’s been calling you since midnight last night. Maybe something’s up.”

“Nothing’s up. She got drunk with her teacher bitches last night, and she’s calling to gloat. She does this every June to rub it in that she doesn’t have to work all summer… and I do,” I explain, angrily. “If we’re being honest, it really pisses me off.”

“Ya know, you could just quit your job and move in—”

“Shut it,” I say, shutting him up and listening to my voicemail from Janelle. “Holy fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

“What’s going on? What happened?” he asks, looking worried.

“She knows. She’s going to kill us. She’s going to fucking kill us,” I whine, putting on my flip-flops and grabbing my cover up and beach bag.

“How do you know? What’d she say?” Jasper asks, following me as I leave through the gate. 

“Nothing. She didn’t say anything,” I say, feeling frantic and frenzied.

“Well then how do you know she knows?” he asks, confused.

“Armageddon.” 
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“I DON’T KNOW what to say,” Jocelyn says, collapsing down on her couch. “I mean I’m glad she knows, but my God, how horrifying for her. That son of a bitch… that fucking bastard.”

“I know… I can’t believe he’s been fucking her IN THEIR HOUSE. What the Hell is wrong with him?” I ask, raging with venom. 

“Lots,” Rick says, handing me a glass of wine. “So, she didn’t say anything about you and him.” 

“Nope, not a word,” I say. I feel terribly for Janelle, but beyond relieved that she didn’t somehow find out about Jasper and me. Glancing over at Jasper, “Hey you, earth to J… what’s up?”

“Nothing, I was just thinking if I could convince Alexander to let us do his advertising for ESPN, then I could retire now,” Jasper states.

“Jasper!” we all yell. 

“Have you not been listening to anything I’ve been saying?” I ask, incredulously. “Did you not hear the story Janelle just told me in her hotel room about walking in on Marcus and Whoren in their bedroom?”

“Hell yeah I have. My sister almost fucked Briggs Alexander and now I think I got a shot at his advertising campaigns for his new show.”

“Jasper!” we all yell, again.

“What? How can the three of you not see this for what it is? This is a damn blessing. Nelle knows. She’s pissed as Hell. We didn’t have to be the ones to break it to her and now… now… she’s got some rolling-in-the-dough superstar to help her take her mind off of it. Where’s the problem?”

Rick, Joz, and I glance at each other, realizing Jasper’s right. This did turn out pretty well. We’re kind of in the clear—about the whole Marcus and his lechery. Sort of. Somewhat. A little bit. Okay, so we’re still lying assholes, but at least we tried to do what we thought was best for her. Christ, even I don’t believe it. 

“She’ll be here any minute,” Jocelyn says. “Do you have everything ready?”

“All here in this folder,” Jasper says, tossing it on the coffee table. 

I read the whole file a few weeks ago, and Jasper had to restrain me, so I didn’t drive to their house and castrate Marcus on the spot. I can’t even look at him without wanting to kill him.

“What about the pool house? Is it all set?” Joz asks, looking back and forth between the two of us.

“Yeah,” I say, “Janelle worked on it all during her spring break, remember? Marcus had that important conference in South Padre Beach that he just couldn’t possibly bring her to.”

“That’s right. I forgot,” Joz says. “What man in his late twenties goes to a college spring break party? Jesus.”

“A lucky man,” Rick says, picking up Barbies off the floor. 

“Watch it buddy.” Jocelyn throws Ken at him; he dodges it just in time before it hits him in the face. “She’s pulling in. You two… try to keep your hands off of each other for now.” 

“That’s right. We were supposed to tell her this weekend at dinner. Guess we’ll postpone it for a while,” I say, smirking. The idea of getting to buy more time before the storm comforts me—I just wish it weren’t at Janelle’s expense. 
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LETTING JANELLE MOVE into my pool house was the biggest mistake I’ve ever made. It’s ludicrous. I can’t have my girlfriend to my home, because my kid sister, who happens to be her best friend, is living in my pool house. I feel like I’m living in a real life episode of some dumb sitcom. What was that one that always had some major misunderstanding that needed to get resolved by the end of the show? Oh wait, that’s every single sitcom ever made. Well, welcome to my new, adolescent and immature life. 

I can’t believe this is what my life has become. I’m ready to slide the 3-carat, princess cut, platinum ring that I’ve been carrying around on Char’s finger and drag her kicking and screaming down the aisle, so we can start our lives together. But what am I doing instead? I’m watching out my window to see when some cab driver drops Janelle off, so I can watch her walk inside, and make sure the coast is clear, so Char can sneak in through the basement door. Yep, this is my life. 

I’m like a stalker the way I’m constantly peeking out my window and watching what’s going on in my own yard. Shit. Briggs Alexander just pulled into my driveway. Is it wrong for me to hope my sister lets him nail her, so I can nail down an advertising contract with him? 

Damn, is he cut. Holy shit. I wonder what he benches? After all I’ve done for Nelle lately, the least she can do is lead this dude on for a while, so I can secure some sort of written and notarized contract before she gives him the old boot. It’s not like she’s going to go back to that bastard husband of hers. Why not help me out in the process? 

I’ll get Char to start talking him up, make it seem like Briggs is some great catch that Janelle couldn’t possibly pass up. Janelle doesn’t do “complicated,” so he doesn’t really stand a chance. Dating him comes with a whole giant bag of issues, limelight, and scrutiny, all shit that Nelle avoids like crazy.

“Are you here?” Char whispers, coming up the basement steps. Tip-toeing as if Janelle might hear her from across the yard and in the pool house with the door closed, she closes the basement door behind her. 

“How much did you guys drink?” I ask, watching her trip over nothing, but look back to see what caused her less-than-graceful stumble.

“Lots. Too lots. More lots that you can imagine—all on Marcus’ credit card,” she slurs, high-fiving me and missing my hand. “Did you see that I texted Briggs and told him to cover… cover… noooo… come over and fuck?”

“Is Janelle this drunk? Because you just sent some strange guy over to her house to—”

“Don’t worry. She’s drunk-ish, but I’m more-er,” Char explains. “She st… st… stopped, because she… she… I forget why. I didn’t stop. I just kept going… and going… like that little bunny… that goes and goes… and oh guess what Japper? Ha! I said ‘Japper.’ That’s funny. Your name’s not Japper. Japper’s not even a name.”

“How about I take you to bed, get you some water… and… maybe some aspirin and you can tell me what you want to tell me?” I offer, scooping her up in my arms.

“Oh I remember. Today was my appointment. Ya know, the one that makes me all soft and smooth and kissable… down… down… you know where,” she says. “You should kiss me down…” 

I glance down to see her head fall against my shoulder, her eyes close, and her mouth drop wide open. Damn, that was fast. They must’ve maxed Marcus’ card on alcohol and spa treatments alone. Women are vicious sometimes. 
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“GOOD MORNING SUNSHINE,” I say, pressing the button so my blackout shades retract up, bathing the bedroom in golden sunshine. “Time to rise and shine. I’ve already run five miles, had a protein shake, and showered and shaved,” I announce, knowing I’m only going to piss her off. The only thing that Char hates more than a happy person in the morning is someone who gets up to run before breakfast. 

“Dick,” Char mumbles, burrowing further under the blankets. 

“Come on, I want to talk before I have to leave for work,” I say shaking her leg, softly. 

“Later… can’t we talk later?” she asks from under the blankets. 

“No, it can’t, I have a surprise for you,” I say, peeking under the covers. 

“I’m up,” she mumbles, sitting up.

“Ohhh, wow, on second thought—” 

“Fuck off, you’re the one who wanted me up,” she groans, trying to flatten out her messy, matted hair. 

“I have to go to New York in a few days for a March of Dimes fundraiser. I’m flying my mom in. I want to tell her about us,” I explain, treading carefully. “I want you to come with me… so we can tell her together.” 

I also want to propose, but of course I’m not going to tell her that part.

“When?” she asks, scowling.

“Monday morning.”

“Monday? As in seven days from now?” she asks, leaning against the headboard. “How long have you known about this?”

“A while, why?” 

Damn it, I know why; she’s already on to me.

“So you waited until just now to tell me? That’s just great… No, I’m not going,” she says, lying back down. 

“Char, come on, you know you would’ve been freaking out about it and then gone into some closed off shell for weeks, because it would’ve scared you. I figured I would save you all that worry and angst… and just spring it on you.” 

“Well that’s just so kind of you, J,” she remarks, sarcastically. “I’m glad you think you know me so well… and listen so well. I would’ve gone—if you would’ve given me some notice, you jackass.” 

Getting up from the bed, she stumbles, and sits back down. “But remember, I’m conducting those real estate training classes next week. Remember? It’s kind of a big deal that they asked me to head up the conferences and training sessions.” 

Shit. How could I have forgotten? She’s been talking about this shit for weeks. “Char, damn it, I’m so sorry. I guess I just got a little too excited about everything that I did forget. I’ve been planning this for—”

“Stop right there!” she says, covering my lips. “Whatever you’re planning—or thinking or fucking flying parents in for—it is not the time. It’s… it’s… just no.” 

“Char—”

“Grrr… stop Jasper! I mean it. No, not… not… not yet,” she says, shaking her head. 

“Fine! Jesus woman, you’re infuriating. So now what? I get to spend a night in New York hanging out with my mom. Perfect,” I say, looking in the mirror to adjust my tie. Checking the time, I realize I’m going to be late for my 9:00 meeting. “Well, I’ll figure something out. I’ll swing by your place tonight.”

“Wait! I know!” Char screams, grabbing my arm. “Send Janelle. Oh my God, let me plan the perfect New York trip for her. It would be the best thing for her right now. Oh my God, this is epic. Please Jasper. I love it.”

“So, I’m just supposed to give my sister some great trip to New York for no reason?” I ask, incredulously.

“There’s a reason… because her husband’s been cheating on her and you’ve known about it for almost a year… and you’ve been fucking her best friend without telling her,” Char argues, crossing her arms over her chest. “And… because you’re the greatest brother anyone could ever want,” she finishes, wrapping her arms around me, kissing me.

“And you have the worst breath known to man,” I say, turning my head. “But okay, you’re right. Start planning. I’ll tell her in a few days. Make sure you act like you didn’t know anything about this.”

“Oh my God. You’re the best! God, I just love you,” she squeals, jumping on the bed. “This is going to be so fun. Ohhh, I’ll have Joz help me plan it.” 
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“MR. GARRITY, YOUR 9:00 appointment has been in your office since 9:00,” Celia, my anal-retentive and rigid secretary says, glancing at the clock on her desk. “I know I’d be impatient if I had to wait for 20 minutes for a man who summoned me.”

“I know Celia, you’re right. I’ll apologize as soon as I walk in,” I say, handing her a brownie from the snack cart.

“Pastries don’t forgive proper etiquette, Mr. Garrity,” she calls after me, unwrapping the brownie from the cellophane. 

Walking through my door, “Mr. Clevenger, thanks for coming,” I say, shaking his hand. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

“Who’s cheating now?” he asks, sitting back down. “You got another snake of a brother-in-law who needs caught? I gotta say, I ain’t never seen a man screw so many women before.”

“The guys’ a prick, but no, it’s not so much as watching someone. This time, I want you to find someone.” 

You know when a dog gets ahold of a bone and just won’t relent, has no intention of letting go? That is exactly how I’ve been since Char told me that she wanted to find her father. I think her quacky therapist just might be right this time. Dr. Van Hawken may have hit the nail on the head, finally. I guess even a broken clock is right twice a day. 

If Char could meet her father, start to see his perspective on things or even see him for what kind of person or man he is or was could rid her of some her abandonment and security issues and maybe even give her a sense of peace with her past. God, I’d love to give her that. I’d love to see her let go of all that anger and resentment she harbors within her. I want to give her that lightness of mind. Maybe Nelle’s been right all these years. Maybe I do have some sort of “Savior Syndrome.” 

I spent the first few days trying to find him myself, but I’m not even sure if Ross Palmer is his real name or not. Sounds like some name her strung out mother made up for the sake of saying Char had a dad and not that she was knocked up by some guy who wanted paid for donating drugs to the addict. 

Who knows?

But, I’m going to find out. 
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Nearly three weeks later…

 

“EXCUSE ME? WHAT did you say we’re doing tonight? There’s no way, I could possibly have heard you correctly,” I say, wishing I hadn’t agreed to let Char plan the night and actually drive to our destination.

“Oh come on, it might be fun,” she says, laughing and patting my thigh condescendingly. “Plus, it’ll give you a chance to talk to Briggs about using Garrity Advertising for his show.” 

“So let me get this straight… Janelle thinks you’re going over there to fuck Briggs, because she… I can’t even finish that statement,” I say, shaking my head and rubbing my forehead.

“She needs to make sure he isn’t in love with her, which he clearly is. It’s all so stupid. But hey, anything that makes her feel better, I’m good with,” Char says, checking her hair in the mirror.

“Why are you checking yourself out? You don’t want to fuck—”

“Oh shut the fuck up, of course not. I always check my hair before I get somewhere, you know that—that’s why it always looks so good,” she says, flipping her behind her shoulder. 

“So what’s your plan here? What if he’s pissed, because he really thought he was going to screw you tonight?” I ask, feeling very uneasy about this absurd plan.

“We’ve been texting all day. Nobody is fucking anyone. He’s so fucking in love with Janelle that he can’t see straight. Dude bought her a guitar,” she explains, rolling her eyes.

“So you assume that because he bought Janelle a guitar that he still wouldn’t want to bend you over his couch?” I ask, wondering how in the Hell girls could be so stupid.

“Of course he wants to bend me over the couch! Who doesn’t? But, that’s not the point here. The point is: it doesn’t matter what he wants to do, because he won’t. He’s into her… not me… and plus, I wouldn’t let him.”

“I don’t know about this,” I say, shaking my head. “This plan has a lot of holes in it.”

“The only problem with all of this is that I feel badly for Briggs,” Char admits. 

“What? For what? Not having sex with him?” I ask, not following any of her convoluted thinking.

“No, because I keep pushing for Briggs—keep telling Janelle ‘oh pick Briggs. He’s so hot… Briggs… Briggs… ’ knowing damn well Leo’s been the front runner all along.”

“That’s what Joz says too. How could you guys possibly know that?” I wonder. “I’m not gay or anything, but Christ, both of them are… are…” 

“Fucking hot as shit? Yeah, I know,” she squeals, kind of pissing me off. “But not as hot as you, J,” she adds for good measure.

“Hey thanks,” I say, rolling my eyes. “But that’s not exactly what I was going to say. I think both guys would be good for her.”

“Well yeah, they are. That’s the problem,” she explains. “But the bottom line is the way she looks at Leo. You can almost see the little hearts bugging out of her eyes and the little love birdies tweeting around her head.”

I actually remember thinking the same thing about the way I feel about Char. You just can’t fake or hide that crap. It is what it is. You can’t help whom you fall in love with. That’s why they call it “falling” and not “jumping.” Falling is something you can’t help; something that natures takes over and does for you. There’s no rhyme or reason; it just is. 

“So why tell her to choose Briggs if you know she’s not going to?”

“For starters, so you can get a confirmed signature on his contract… and … well, Janelle needs a little… a little… fun, before she jumps back into another marriage.”

“Jesus, you already have her married to Leo? It’s been three weeks!”

“God Jasper, are you blind?” she asks, glancing over at me. “It’s so obvious! I bet Janelle’s already got her kids’ names picked out with him… and trust me, I never thought she should be with Marcus, but this time, I know who she belongs with… and so does she. So, I’m glad she’s taking her time… this time.” 

“Well that blows for Briggs.”

“No it doesn’t. He gets to fulfill every schoolboy’s fantasy. He’s fucking his hot teacher. Have you seen him? I’m sure he’ll get over it,” Char states.

“They’re already having… forget it… I don’t want to talk about this.”

“You didn’t think she was already sleeping with them? How naïve are you?” she questions, as we pull into his apartment complex. 

“Both of them? Jesus, my sister works fast… plus she’s still married. Hell, it’s only been a few weeks,” I argue, my head spinning with unwanted thoughts and images.

“Not everyone waits nine years Jasper,” she jokes, shaking her head. “Hell, it’s been almost a month and anyway, that marriage was over before it even started. You know that as well as I do,” she says, getting out of the car.

“Wait… how do we know this is even going to work? Where do I go when Janelle gets here? How do you even know she’s even going to show?” I ask, drilling Char with questions as we go up the flight of stairs to Briggs’ apartment. 

“Trust me,” Char says, sliding her sunglasses up on her head and kissing me before she knocks on the door. 
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“SAY IT AGAIN.” Char orders, straddling my stomach.

“You were right. I was wrong,” I groan, rolling my eyes. 

Char was 100% right. Once we got there and Char explained that I owned an advertising company, I didn’t even have to ask Briggs to check with his agent. He offered to check into it before we even brought it up. Now, I don’t feel as if I’m pimping out my kid sister for my own financial gain. 

Briggs was pretty perceptive—or maybe Char and I are too obvious—but he immediately asked how long we’ve been together. His exact words were “how long you been tapping that ass?” Man, if he only knew how great that ass really was. Thankfully, he truly had no intention of “tapping Char.” He’s got it bad for Nelle. Makes me feel pretty sorry for him. Like I said, Janelle doesn’t embrace sticky situations. But right now, she’s in a pot of honey, floating in a vat of tar, because she’s in one pretty sticky situation with Briggs and Leo. 

We hung out for a while, talking about Briggs’ ESPN show and playing a little Madden. Char took one picture sitting on Briggs’ lap, and then I left to circle around the block a few times. When I got back, Janelle was storming up the steps, and Char came prancing out of the door five minutes later. Char’s good—very good. 

“Now, since I was so right and you were so wrong, I get to do something,” she says with a devilish grin on her face.

“What’s the tie for?” I ask, as she loops it around my wrists. 

“Trust me,” she says, smirking. Once she has me tied up, she orders me to close my eyes and just relax. Not having a clue as to what she’s up to, but becoming very aroused, I close my eyes and let her take over. 

I can feel her breath on my face as she leans toward me. “Whatever you do, don’t open your eyes,” she reminds me. 

“Oww—what the fuck?” I scream, opening my eyes and turning my head. “Jesus Char, what the Hell?”

“Come on Jasper, just let me do it this one time, if you hate it, then I’ll never ever do it again. Please!”

“You are not… not… plucking my eyebrows,” I grit through my teeth. 

“Oh, I think I am,” she says, dangling the tweezers in front of me with one hand and unbuttoning her shirt with the other. “How about I make you a little deal? If you let me do this, then I’ll do whatever… and I mean whatever you want me to do.” 

“No matter what?” I ask, skeptically. “You can’t back out.”

“Deal,” she says, leaning over me again.

“Don’t you want to know what it is first?” I ask, smirking. 

“Nope, I trust you,” she says, winking at me. 

 

10 excruciatingly painful minutes later…

 

“OKAY, YOU WERE right again,” I say, leaning over the bathroom counter inspecting my eyebrows. I don’t know what it is about being in a relationship that turns guys into full-blown pansies, but that is exactly what happens. Never in my life would I be checking out and admiring my eyebrows. “Why does it have to hurt so bad though?’

“Each time you do it, it hurts less,” Char says, hopping up on the counter next to me.

“Each time? What does that mean? It’s done, why would I have to do it again?”

“Well duh, the hairs will grow back within four to six weeks,” she states, pissing me off.

“What? You expect me to let you do this once a month? No way! Not going to happen,” I say, shaking my head. 

“We’ll see,” she says, smirking.

“Hey! I thought you were the one who said we weren’t going to go all Danny Zuko on each other?” I remind her.

“I wouldn’t say this is ‘going Zuko.’ I’d just say it’s just a way to keep improving our images for each other,” Char replies, crossing her legs on the counter, redirecting my attention.

“Right, speaking of that,” I say, still staring at her long, tanned legs. “I think you promised to do something for me.” 

Opening her legs and pulling me between them, she coos, “Ohhh, I can’t wait to hear what this is. I love when you start revealing fantasies.”

“How about this? Every month that I let you… you… rip out hairs on my body is a month that you have to… I don’t know… stop cussing?”

“What? Are you fucking kidding me? It’s not like you have some angelic mouth, you ass,” she argues, kicking me out from between her legs. “Hypocritical much?”

“That’s true, but I just think… I think… that… you’d seem more classy and professional if you… you…” 

“Stop stalling. You think I sound like a trashy hoodrat and that I don’t sound like someone the great Jasper Garrity should be fucking behind closed doors,” she yells, jumping down off the counter. “Well fucking fuck you, you fucking arrogant, uppity, fucking bastard.” 

I grab her wrist just as she passes me to storm out of my bathroom. “Are you done?” 

“No, I’m so fucking far from being—”

“Fucking done,” I finish the sentence for her. She glares at me. “Listen to me Char, you are beautiful, smart, talented, sensitive, and so incredible—”

“But… let’s hear it J, because I know a ‘but’ is coming.”

“Oh there is, but… but when you talk like that, it’s just so over the top and kind of… I don’t know… a turn off,” I admit.

“Oh that’s just great. So now I turn you off? Well, you don’t have to worry about me wanting to turn you on anymore,” Char says, grabbing her shoes. 

“Really? You’re really going to walk out of here, because I asked you to stop swearing so much… but, it’s perfectly fine for you to tie me to the bed and rip my eyebrows out just so I can look hotter to you?’ I say, watching her storm around my room, grabbing things that belong to her. 

“You just don’t get it. I’m not going to be one of those women who gets belittled by their boyfriends and keeps coming back for more,” she states, glaring at me.

“Right, because I belittled you, really just put you down,” I say, feeling my own anger start to get the best of me. “Char, you need to get a couple of things straight. I love you. I love the crap out of you, and I would do anything—anything for you.” 

As I start to walk toward her, I stop, realizing that I’m sick of trying to convince her to let me love her. It shouldn’t be this hard—this much work. “But if I can’t be honest with you about everything, then I’m not sure this is going to work out. I shouldn’t have to hold everything back and hide how I feel about things—just because it might piss you off or scare you and send you running for the hills.” 

“Jasper, don’t you get it? I’m not gong to be one of those girls who just changes everything for some guy. I’m not that person—won’t be that person.”

“Who’s asking you too? Char, I should be able to tell you how I feel without scaring you off. It’s not about ‘changing.’ It’s about bettering ourselves—being the best we can be for each other. I would never change you—or want to change you,” I explain, exasperated. 

“You just asked me to. You basically just told me that I’m trailer trash and not good enough for the perfect Jasper Garrity,” she yells. 

“When? When did I say that?” I ask, losing my sanity. “Oh my God, you’ve lost your mind. Are you listening to yourself? You’re creating some fight for the sake of a fight.” 

“Well that’s just swell. Is ‘swell’ a good enough word choice for you? How about this? How about I walk out this door and you get a good look at my ass… ooops sorry, I mean my ‘bottom,’ because it’s the last time you’ll see me here,” she says, turning on her heel and storming out. 

Women. Are. Infuriating. 

They make no sense. None. How can an entire gender be irrational, hypocritical, and completely insane? It’s amazing the human race has lasted this long. Why haven’t men just gotten together and completely annihilated the whole female species? Life would be so much simpler and make a lot more sense. 

Now, I’ve got to figure out how to get her to come to her senses and realize that I wasn’t trying to hurt her or offend her. The problem is that women do not listen to reason, so I need to come up with a better way to show her that her world is my world now and vice versa. Because there is no way in Hell, I’m losing the best thing that ever happened to me over some fucking profanity—excessive fucking profanity. 
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I HAVEN’T BEEN alone with Jasper in ten days—not since the blowout. We’ve talked and texted—even flirted a little when we can steal a moment away. These past couple of days, our lives have been consumed with all things Janelle and the media shit storm that some douchebag and Marcus unleashed upon her.

I guess we’re okay as far as the whole “us” thing goes, but I’m not sure what’s going on right now. He hasn’t really asked to see me or have me sneak over; I haven’t asked to see him either. He called me that night after our argument and apologized for hurting my feelings. I asked him if he still wanted me to stop swearing. When he said that he did, I hung up on him. The next day at work, I received three dozen lilies delivered to the house I was showing at the exact moment the couple arrived to tour it. I don’t know if they were infected with my glee and excitement, but they made an offer on the house. Leave it to Jasper to swoop in and save the day. 

When I woke up on the morning of my thirtieth birthday, there was a gift from him on the hood of my car. He got me a giant box of Godiva chocolates and a TED teddy bear that was locked and loaded with a whole slew of profane phrases and words. I decided to toss the bear in the trash and eat the chocolates for breakfast. Just as I was about to toss the bear in, a sparkle caught my eye. I was so wrapped up in my hatred for him and his stupid joke that I nearly missed the enormous diamond earrings in the bear’s ears. When I got back home after work that night, there were 30 roses covering my bed. Jasper left a note that said: “Happy 30th beautiful. I miss you. I love you.” 

I figured that we’d spent enough time apart and planned to call him and ask him to spend the first night of my 30s with me. That was the plan, but the plan fell to shit when a slew of reporters and cameramen set up camp on Jasper’s front lawn, hoping for an inside scoop on the slutty teacher and her two young boy toys. Our life is all about Janelle now. Of course, I feel terribly for her and want to be there for her, but Christ, I’m “jonesing” for some Jasper action.

Anyway, being away from him these past ten days hasn’t made me sad or worried. We bicker a lot, but we rarely fight—twice in seven months. The fight we had over my unnecessary and extreme amount of profanity is rare and out of the ordinary for us. Stepping back and getting a better perspective on our relationship has helped. Jasper’s right, not about my swearing, but about me. I need to pull on my big girl panties and stop being so childish and immature about our relationship. I’ve got to start accepting that he’s not going anywhere and start realizing that what I’ve wanted my entire adult life, I finally have and start being fucking happy about it—instead of second-guessing it all the time. 

I spent the last few days thinking about it and really getting a handle on all of it. (With a few extra-long sessions with Dr. Van Hawken) It’s not that I need Jasper or want Jasper. I do need him and want him, but it’s more than that. When I’m with him, something inside me finally feels whole. It’s not like the “Jerry McGuire Completes Me” Syndrome either. I’m not looking for someone to complete me or be my other half. I guess it’s more like I’ve spent my entire life feeling empty due to all the loss I’ve experienced. I never went searching for something to replace that loss or fill that void—nobody can do that for me. Those holes, those missing pieces in my life, will forever be there—hollow and empty. But when I’m with Jasper, I no longer feel them; they no longer define me. They’re there as a reminder of who I once was, but Jasper is a reminder of who and what I want to become. 

Walking through the gate to the pool, the first thing I notice is that Janelle’s got the good raft. Fucking bitch. The second thing I notice is that she looks damn good in her bikini. Leo’s going to love seeing her today in that barely-there thing. It’s small enough to be something I’d pick out. Even the other day when we went shopping for something sexy for her contract negotiations with Leo and Briggs, Janelle bought something that I’d never expect her to buy. She’s embracing her new slutty side. Huh, ain’t that the kicker! I’m the one in a serious relationship, and she’s the one whoring around. The tides, they are a-changin’.

I have to admit, I gave the whole “no cussing” thing a go. It was a no-go for sure. Janelle caught on within seconds of me even attempting to clean up my language. What can I say? I’ve got a fucking rep to protect. All joking aside though, I’ll give it a whirl—for him. Truth be told, I’d do or at least try to do anything he asked. So yeah, I overreacted. Yes, I’ve got to grow up and start acting like an adult. Hell, if the time’s right and everything goes well today, I just might announce to everyone at the Garrity cookout that he and I are together. I’m sick of caring. It’s time we come clean. 

The moment Jasper walks in, carrying all of his grilling supplies, I realize how long it’s been since I’ve really seen him and touched him. Granted, we’ve seen each other at the pool house waging our war on Marcus, but it’s been a long time since we’ve been alone. He looks so good, so damn good. Darn good. God, I want to go to him, touch him, kiss him. I’ve got to cool off, but I can’t even go under the water for a cool-off. I made my own carnal mistake and actually got ready to go to a pool party. But I had to. I couldn’t come here all skanked out and gnarly. I needed to make sure Jasper got a good glimpse of everything he’s been missing. I had to go HAM (hard as a mother fucker—effer) and get ready, complete with makeup and a curling wand. I almost got busted too. Janelle knows I hate when bitches, I mean girls, wear makeup and jewelry to go swimming. Actually they don’t even swim; they just sit beside the pool and look like assholes—like jerks. 

I decide to go talk to him, pull him aside, and tell him that I’m an idiot and that I’m sorry. When I swim over to where he is, he completely shuns me and continues to talk to Leo, ignoring me completely.

“Alright, but let me know when you need more money. I don’t want you doing this shit for free just to get closer to Nelle,” Jasper says, chuckling. “Actually Nelle, you got any other guys up your sleeve? Your newfound boy toys are really starting to benefit me.”

“Come on Jasper, you’re being a dick. Shut the fuck up,” I say, coming out of the pool, completely pissed that I cussed without even meaning to. Dang, this is going to be harder than I thought. Everyone’s heads whip around to stare at me. They’re gawking at me like I’ve just grown an extra pair of tits—boobs. People don’t usually talk to Jasper like that. Nobody talks to Jasper like that. 

“Ahhh… the best friend to the rescue. Isn’t that sweet?” Jasper remarks, opening the packages of meat. Briggs and Leo quickly grab a package and open one as well. “Dudes, I’m not the one you have to convince. Ain’t no use in kissing my ass,” Jasper says, taking the meat from them. 

I just glare at him and take my towel to the other end of the pool, laying it out over the chaise. Briggs glances between us and shrugs his shoulders, obviously not too curious about what’s going on with us. 

But then when Jasper pulls off his shirt, I see it. I see it in all its glory. On his upper arm is a tattoo, a fresh, still kind of puffy and scaly tattoo. That man inked up his arm, because he knows I think they’re sexy and irresistible. He tampered with his perfect body, his flawless skin to excite me and turn me on. He went against all his principles and convictions to make me want him, to prove to me that just like the tattoo on his arm, that we are a permanent thing. 

Son-of-a-bitch, he did go all Sandy Olsson on me—without the cigarette and leather pants, of course. Looks like I’ve got to do a little more Danny Zuko-ing for him. 

Just as I start shifting in my seat really feeling the effects Jasper’s new tatt has on me down below, Janelle loses her mind and starts cannon-balling into the pool, like a child hyped up on crack-filled sugar cookies. Then, Briggs comes bounding down the side of the pool and drenches me with some power splash of his own. I’m about to lose my shit and go all postal on them for fucking—screwing—with my hair when Leo wraps his gorilla arms around me and jumps in the water with me in his arms.

Resurfacing, I immediately glance at Jasper to see what his reaction is to this string of events. Looking at me and looking away, he continues to grill the food, paying no attention to me. Swimming over to Leo, I whisper in his ear, “Please just go with it,” and jump on his shoulders. Running my hands through his hair, I lean over and whisper, “Make sure we’re always facing that end of the pool… and the grill.” Taking my cue, Leo grabs my thighs and runs his hands up and down them, stopping higher on them than I would’ve thought he had the balls for.

Looking up at me, he grins and says, “The effect is working… on both of them.”

Laughing, I wiggle my butt on him and say, “Like brother, like sister, they have the exact same face right now. See how tight their jaws are?”

“Sure do,” he agrees. “Now, lets’ go kick some ass.” 

“Wait,” I say, “We don’t have to win, but I really don’t want to get my hair wet.”

“Listen, I helped you. There’s no way, I’m letting Briggs win this. You have got to take her down,” he begs, through gritted teeth, his voice full of determination. 

“I’ll try,” I say, as Briggs and Janelle advance on us. 
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“UHHH JASPER, BEFORE I leave, can I dry my hair in your house?” I ask, avoiding Rick, Jocelyn, Leo, and Briggs’ eyes. I know, lamest excuse ever, but I’m desperate here. You certainly haven’t seen his tattoo and his fricken incredible body. I have, and I miss the heck out of it. 

“Char, just go use my hair dryer in the pool house,” Janelle says, obviously.

“I am going to use yours, but I’ll bring it to Jasper’s house,” I say, trying to sound as rational as possible. “After the day we’ve had here with Marcus and Whoren, I’m quite certain that you and Leo will want some alone time.” 

Watching Briggs’ brow furrow, I feel guilty for bringing up any alone time Nelle might be spending with anyone other than him. I don’t know how she does it; I would shoot myself if I had to hurt either one of these two guys. They’re both as sweet as sugar and as hot as Hell. I’m glad I’m not in her shoes. Really glad, because I’m quite happy with the shoes I’m currently wearing.

“We’re wrapping up here anyway,” Jasper says, not looking at me. “Why don’t you just go on home and dry your hair there?”

All eyes are on me. Joz’s eyes are wide; Rick bites down on his lip and looks to the ground. Briggs is holding in his laughter, while Leo looks concerned and sad. Meanwhile, Janelle slaps Jasper’s arm, and says, “Don’t be so mean, of course she can use your bathroom to dry her hair. It’s not like it’s some shrine or something.”

“No Janelle, I’ve got plans tonight. I’m meeting someone in a bit. Char can dry her hair anywhere she wants, but it’s not at my house,” Jasper states, grabbing the rest of his crap and walking away. 

Not letting everyone know how hurt and out-of-control with anger I am [again], I make a few sexual comments regarding Briggs as he leaves and even one about Leo, and gather my shit and go, leaving Nelle alone with Leo. 

Just as I get into my car, Jasper’s garage door opens, and he gets into his car. He speeds around mine, out of the driveway and down the street. I’m left sitting in my car, clueless as fuck about what to do. Yeah fuck that! After the way he treated me, or shall I say, “dismissed me,” today, there is no mother fucking way that I’m cleaning up my language for him. Why the Hell should I? Because he got some tattoo on his arm? Screw that. I don’t know what’s going on, but I sure as fuck am going to find out.
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TODAY WAS ROUGH, rougher than I was prepared for. When I first laid eyes on Char, I wanted to drop everything, wrap her in my arms, and tell her there was no way I can go another day or night without her. It’s been miserable being apart from her. But, I’ve had my reasons. Truthfully, the shit storm with Janelle and her ex was a perfect distraction and excuse to keep Char at arm’s length. As much as I loathe and want to destroy Marcus, I’m glad his idiocy gave us a break, so I can work on handling other things. 

However, Char was fucking with me all day today, trying to force me to cave. She knows her white string bikini is like kryptonite to me. Whenever she wears it, I just want to untie every damn bow and watch it fall to the ground. Actually, every time she’s worn it at my house, that’s exactly what I do. It’s like unwrapping the greatest gift of all time. 

Then when Char mounted Leo in the pool, I knew what she was doing. Needless to say, it was working. Leo’s like one of those all-around nice guys, the good old boy from next door that you can trust with your life. Despite knowing that, I wanted to rip his dimples off and shove them in his always-smiling mouth, right down his damn throat. 

Finally, when Char went off on Marcus and Whoren (perfectly coined nickname), I wanted to take back my “stop swearing” rule. She was tough, tenacious, controlled and so freaking hot. I wanted to bend her over the fence right then and there and show her just how much I love it when she’s strong, confident, and verbally vicious. I actually sprung wood. No shit, I did. To see the hottest woman you’ve ever seen, clad in the skimpiest bathing suit permitted to call itself a bathing suit verbally assaulting two assholes is enough to make any man lose it in his pants. She was so hot. I bet Rick, Briggs and Leo felt it too, which makes me want to kill them with my bare hands. 

Treating her like I did at the pool and rushing out of there like a bat out of Hell nearly crushed me. I hated seeing the hurt in her eyes. She was reading indifference and betrayal, but I wasn’t writing that at all. She was reading what’s not there. My feelings for her haven’t changed at all. In fact, in the last few weeks, watching how a marriage could crumble and how two people could destroy each other, made me realize just how much Char and I do have. That would never be us—could never be us. Char and I have too much admiration for each other that we could never treat each other that way.

So, why did I allow her to think that I was speeding out of her life today?

A simple text from Clevenger, my private investigator, sent me barreling out of there and heading over to his office before he closed up for the holiday weekend. Having plans for the Fourth, he said that he wouldn’t be able to see me until Monday evening if I couldn’t make it before 6:00 tonight. I didn’t want to wait until Monday. 

I wanted the information. 

I needed the information. 

It’s time to take one final look at the past, seal it up, and start looking at the future. I want to give Char everything she’s ever wanted. I want to give her the world. There is so much she wants to be, but she’s so afraid of who she was. I want her to know all the facts and see for herself that the truths about the past don’t determine who she is now,

She is loved. 

She is needed. 

She is wanted. 

She is mine. 
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PULLING INTO HER driveway three hours later, her condo is dark, not a glimmer of light anywhere in the house. I ring the bell, waiting for her to come to the door. When it’s obvious that she’s not going to answer the door, I text her, hoping she’ll let me in. Again, no response. I call her phone. Nothing. Finally, doing what I swore I wouldn’t do, I take my keys out of my pocket and let myself in. 

I can make out low jazz music coming from her bedroom. Light jazz is her go to music when she’s sad or upset. Feeling terribly for abandoning her today, I knock lightly on her bedroom door.

“Go away Jasper,” she says from the other side. 

Opening the door, I say, “I’m sorry Char, I can’t do that.” Noticing her red, swollen eyes, my heart pangs as guilt overwhelms me. “I have so much to say to you, but first I have to do this,” I state, wrapping her in my arms as tightly as I can. Feeling her shoulders shake and body tremble, I squeeze tighter. “I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.”

Backing out of my arms, she untangles herself from my embrace. “Jasper, I’ve always been smart, been so smart, and have always protected my heart, because what little there is left of it, can’t handle much more.” Sitting down on her bed, she pats the spot next to her. “I love you Jasper, I love you more than I knew I was able to. I believed I’d shut down that part of my heart ages ago, swore it didn’t even exist anymore,” she explains, as tears pool in her eyes. “I can’t imagine waking up tomorrow without you or the next day… or the next…” 

“And you don’t have to,” I say, turning toward her, reaching for her hand. 

My heart breaks for her as I watch the tears in her eyes. She’s told me over and over again that she doesn’t cry and that she stopped crying when her mom died. Char believes she’s drained herself of emotion. Right now, looking at her glistening eyes and damp cheeks, I want more than ever to hold her and stop the fountain that I created. I don’t want to be the person who made her cry—who broke her—again. 

Recoiling and moving her hand from mine, she continues, “That’s where you’re wrong. I don’t know why we’re even trying this anymore. Jasper, we’re from different worlds, different lives. We don’t work—can’t work. I think I’ve known it all along, which is why I was willing to go into hiding all these months with you.”

“Come on Char, we were never ‘in hiding,’ that’s not what—”

“We’ve been ‘playing house,’ Jasper, playing fairytales and make-believe,” she says, standing up and pacing her bedroom floor. “And don’t say that this is my fear talking, because that’s not it. When you look at our lives, our pasts, even how we are when others are around, we just don’t work—”

“That’s not fair, Char. We’ve never been ‘us’ around anyone else. When everyone is around, that’s when we’re pretending, pretending that we’re not completely and totally in love,” I argue, suddenly feeling very nervous. 

“From the very beginning with us, from the moment we first met, it’s been some sort of game of who can top the other, who can shock the other. It’s never been about falling in love, being in love, and not caring who knew or who saw,” she states, tears streaming down her face. “Then when we actually did start… start… Hell, I don’t even know what we’ve been doing these past months, I just know that it wasn’t falling in love the right way.”

“Char, stop, you seriously don’t believe that—”

“Jasper, this isn’t love, people sneaking around, asking the other to change and be something they’re not, that’s not love… even I know that and I’m no expert on it,” she sobs, catching her breath and shaking her head. “I think you and I fell in love with the idea of finally having what we thought was so ‘off limits’ and unattainable. Neither of us even knows what love is,” she says, sniffling and wiping her nose.

“Listen to me, I know what love is. I see what it is and I feel what it is,” I explain, my voice catching as I admit my deepest emotions. “It’s watching you sleep every night, soundly, when you’re supposed to be too scared to sleep through the night. Love is feeling lonely when I can’t feel you next to me in bed and so I move over to touch your back or arm just to fall back to sleep. Love is the way I feel when you walk into a room and I can’t see or hear anyone else around me, and I lose my train of thought, because you steal all of my senses from me. It’s knowing that the woman I’m staring at right now is the only woman that I have ever loved and will ever love. So Char, please don’t try to tell me what love is.” 

Watching her face, I realize that I’ve not gotten through to her. She’s drowning in her own tears and agony. The pain I caused today, coupled with the hurt of every loss and disappointment she’s endured throughout her entire life, is flooding out, creating an ocean between us, one I can’t cross. 

“Char, are you listening to me? Do you hear what I’m saying? I love you. I want to be with you, today, tomorrow, forever. Do you get that?” I ask, reaching for her.

Wiping her eyes, she takes a deep breath, straightens her shoulders, holds her head high, and says, “That’s the problem, Jasper. I don’t feel like that about you.” 

“You don’t get it. Every time you run, I’m going to come running after you. I won’t let you walk away,” I say, standing firm. 

“Then, you have to be the one to walk away. I don’t want you. I don’t need you… and I’m not in love with you,” she says as a sob escapes her. 

“How can you say that? You started this entire conversation with ‘I love you.’ I call bullshit,” I say, as fear squeezes my heart like a vice.

“I do love you, the idea of you, the you I put on a pedestal for so long, not the you I’ve been with for last eight months,” she says, pissing me off with her blatant lies.

“I’ve got to tell you, you’re pissing me off. You’re trying to piss me off, so I’ll walk away and not look back. But it’s not going to work. How many times do I have to tell you this? I am not going anywhere,” I confirm, grabbing her and kissing her. 

She’s caught off guard and a moment of weakness overtakes her as she returns my desperate hunger with her own. We grasp and reach for each other until she pounds on my chest in anger and hurt. 

“No stop!” she yells, pushing me away. “I want you to go. Please!” Char turns her back and walks into her bathroom, slamming the door behind her. “Now Jasper!” 

Walking over to the door, I tap on it lightly. “Jasper just go,” she says, quietly.

“Char, I’m going to leave, because you asked me to,” I yell to a cold, closed door. “But just know, I’m not walking away. I’m right here. I’ll wait, I’ll wait for as long as you need me to… because this… what we have here… is the real thing. So, I’m going to wait until you see it too.” She doesn’t get it. She has no idea that I’d wait the Godot right out of this if I have to. When there’s no answer, I add, “And Char… I’m not going to freak out, punch walls, get drunk and screw other women. I’m just going to wait—wait for the best thing that’s ever happened to me to come to her senses.” 
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“WHY ARE WE having lunch? We never have lunch,” I say, sitting down in the seat across from Jocelyn.

“Can’t two friends have a nice lunch?” she asks, feigning innocence.

“Did he send you?” I ask, flipping through the menu.

“Doesn’t even know I’m here,” she admits. 

“You’re not changing my mind. It’s better this way,” I say, before ordering a margarita. “I drink my lunches. You’re okay with that, right?” 

“I didn’t ask you to meet me to change your mind. Since it’s been nearly a month since you two have seen each other, I’m pretty certain your mind is made up,” she says. The words cut through me, finalizing the events of what I’ve done.

“Good, because I’m not,” I confirm, wondering why she’s okay with it—wondering if he’s okay with it too.

“Good, glad we got that cleared up,” she says, smirking and rolling her eyes. “Anyway, Rick and I are having a little get-together for Janelle and Leo. Ya know, to celebrate Nelle’s removal of her head from her ass. It’s going to be pretty low key since Leo’s heading back to Arizona next week,” she explains. 

“How’s he holding up?” I ask, feeling terribly for all that he’s gone through lately.

“As good as can be expected,” she says. “I think moving into his new house and having Janelle around has eased some of his pain. But, once he gets back to Arizona—”

“God, I can’t even imagine. Those poor kids… at least Leo’s going to be there for them. Jesus what a nightmare,” I say sighing and shaking my head. 

“It’s crazy really. Think about it. Even with all the pain he’s gone through… is going through, he still has so much courage to open his heart and love Janelle like he does,” Joz says, dreamily. “He’s amazing, really. It’s admirable that he can just love like that without that fear of pain that always comes with loving someone too much.”

“Oh fucking Christ, how long does it take to blend some fucking tequila?” I ask, looking for the server. 

“I mean, here he is, just torn apart by the death of his sister… and yet… yet… he’s still doing all he can to make sure he finds happiness and true love, too. It’s remarkable really,” Jocelyn grins dreamily. “If only everyone could be so courageous.” 

“Where the fuck is my margarita,” I scream, slamming my hand down on the table. “Are you done?” I ask, turning to Jocelyn. “Is that why I’m here? To hear about how brave Leo is and how much of a coward I am?”

“You? I wasn’t saying anything about you,” Joz states, innocently.

“Your fake innocence makes me want to hurl and cunt punt you over that booth,” I threaten. 

“Sometimes that queasiness, that feeling like you’re going to puke is brought on by regret and loss,” she adds, grinning. “Speaking of puking, you seem a bit green and pale… and skinnier than normal. Have you been eating? Ya know, sometimes when people do really stupid things—”

“Enough! I don’t want to talk about this. It’s over. It’s done. There’s nothing more to say,” I groan, grabbing my drink out of the slow-ass server’s hand. 

“Fine! Fine, I won’t say any more,” she relents, “except, he looks as bad as you.” 

“Jocelyn!”

“Okay, just let me say one more thing, please.” She doesn’t wait for me to say no or to agree, she just keeps talking. “In all my 34 years, I have never once seen my little brother happier than when you two were together

Continuing, she adds, “And since I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you more grounded and secure. There was a light in your eyes that I’d never seen you have before… and it’s gone again.” Taking a drink of cranberry juice, she pauses and then says, “Char, letting someone in is scary—not just for you—but for everyone. Remember the first time you jumped into a swimming pool or rode a roller coaster? Wasn’t it terrifying? But remember the thrill of it, the exhilaration of the ride or the splash? Remember the feeling of pure bliss and satisfaction after, knowing you conquered your fears. That’s falling in love, being in love, and saying in love—all rolled in to one big thrill. Scary as Hell but worth it as fuck.” 

“Worth it as fuck?”

“That’s what I said, ‘worth it as fuck.’ Trust me, I know.”
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“I’M GLAD YOU came,” Rick says, taking the bottle of wine and cheese tray from my hands. “They’re all in the great room.”

Walking through the foyer into the great room, I’m nervous as shit to see Jasper. I haven’t seen him once since I made him leave my house that night after his cookout. The first week or so, he called me to see if we could go to dinner or talk, but I refused each time. Since then, I haven’t gotten any phone calls or heard his voice. Each morning, he sends me a “Good morning, beautiful” text. Every night, he sends another text: “Sleep well, beautiful.” I’ve never responded to any of them. Yet, they keep coming, every day and every night, without fail. He’s a relentless son-of-a-bitch. 

Or just reliable. 

Or maybe just in love. 

When I walk into the room, my phone dings, alerting me to an incoming text message.

 

JASPER: You are so beautiful.

 

My face blushes as I try to hide my smile. What woman doesn’t love compliments? 

Jasper gets up and walks to the kitchen, continuing to text on his phone, ignoring everyone around him—including me. As Rick and Jocelyn finish preparing the dinner, Janelle recounts the story of how she told Leo she wanted to be with him. I half-heartedly listen, as I’ve heard it before and wonder why she’s telling me again. Sometimes, she really just likes to listen to herself talk. She’s a talker. 

What I’m really focused on is who in the Hell Jasper is digit-fucking for so long. Then all at once, my phone starts blowing up with text messages: 

 

JASPER: God, I missed you.

 

JASPER: Your scent is no longer on your pillow.

 

JASPER: Your hair is lighter.

 

JASPER: I bought a puppy. Still have to wait two weeks to go get him.

 

JASPER: Celia started dating some guy from Match.com. I don’t want to be 55 and dating.

 

JASPER: I hate that your voice is not the first thing I hear when I wake up and the last thing I hear when I go to bed.

 

JASPER: I’m still waiting. Will wait forever.

 

Just as I’m re-reading the messages for about the tenth time, Joz calls us all into the dining room for dinner. Rick thanks us all for coming and gives a small toast to Leo and Janelle, the happy couple. 

Standing, I announce, “I’d like to make a toast, if I could.”

“Shit, I hope it’s not like the one you gave at my wedding,” Janelle jokes.

“It’s the same one, I was just going to switch out the names,” I quip, winking at them. There is no way in Hell Janelle chose badly this time. This time, Janelle chose forever.

“Sometimes, I just put in a copy of your wedding video just to watch that toast and laugh my ass off,” Rick says, shaking his head. 

“Actually, I do too,” Jasper says, staring at me. “I watch that video a lot.”

“Alright, hello? Can we stop talking about my wedding?” Janelle grits through her teeth.

“Hey dumbass, you brought it up,” Joz says, cracking everyone up. 

“True, you got me. My bad,” Janelle admits, as Leo leans over and whispers into her ear. Nelle’s smile lights up her entire face. She’s the walking poster child for true love. Glancing at Joz, I notice she still has the same goofy look on her face when she’s talking to Rick—even after all of these years. 

“Anyway, before I was so rudely interrupted,” I say, feigning annoyance. “I just want to say how happy I am for you two. Janelle, I have always loved you and admired you, but this past month, you have shown me how truly incredible you really are. You didn’t let the hurt you endured deter you from what you really wanted. You faced your fears and went after it. Most people don’t do that. They’re too afraid… and because you did, your dreams are coming true. I am so proud of you and completely in awe of you. Leo, you are an incredible man, and I have never met anyone more worthy and deserving of my best friend. I am happy for both of you and so excited for you.”

Standing, Janelle says, “Char, that was—”

“Wait, I’m not done. Just let me get this out. Because of you and how much you have inspired me, I want to do the same and face my fears,” I say, taking a deep breath. Glancing over at Joz, she smiles broadly and nods slightly, encouraging me to go on. 

“For my entire life, I believed I wasn’t good enough, good enough for anything. I thought that because my own parents didn’t want me that nobody else would ever want me either and that I wasn’t worthy of someone’s love,” I say, taking a deep breath. “Until very recently I wasn’t sure what love was or even if I was capable of loving someone… but I was wrong… so wrong.”

“Holy shit, are you dating someone?” Nelle asks in disbelief.

“Shut up,” Joz grits through her teeth, kicking Janelle under the table.

Walking around the table and stopping in front of Jasper, I continue, “I fell in love, so far in love that I don’t think I’ll ever resurface—nor do I want to. “Jasper, I’m so sorry that I turned into someone I loathe—one of those crazy ass freak-jobs who doesn’t know her head from her ass. But Jasper, I get it now. You are everything… you made me feel again. You taught me how good it feels to love and how incredible it is to be loved.”

Jasper turns in his chair, facing me. “Jasper, I’m done running. I’m staying, standing still—with you.” 

“Is this some kind of prank?” Janelle asks, diverting my attention and giving me a moment to breathe. 

“Shhh,” Joz scolds.

Feeling the butterflies in my stomach, I swallow hard, needing to finish what I came to do. Kneeling down, I take Jasper’s hand in mine. Joz’s gasp is so loud all heads turn toward her. 

Looking back at Jasper, his eyes are locked with mine. I continue, “You’re right. You were right all along. I was just too dumb to see it. There is nobody else in this world for me. You’re it. You’re everything I’ve ever hoped for—everything I’ve ever wanted. From the first moment I met you, I knew. Jasper Garrity, I don’t want to spend one more day without you. I refuse to spend one more day without you. Will… will… will you marry me?”

“Holy fucking shit! No fucking way!” Janelle says, her jaw dropping. 

“I thought you’d never ask,” Jasper says, pulling me to my feet and wrapping me in his arms. Jasper kisses me passionately in front of everyone. 

His entire family. 

Our family. 

“This is a joke. This has got to be a joke. This can’t be real. Can it?” Janelle continues to repeat, looking around the room for affirmation. 

Pulling back, Jasper looks at me, grinning. “Truly, I never thought you’d ask,” Jasper says, reaching into his shorts. “I hate when you steal my thunder.”

Kneeling, he says, “Charlene Palmer, I’ll do you one better and give you the ring. This is the ring I’ve been carrying around with me since March when I knew that the only woman I’d ever want to spend the rest of my life with stole my heart nine years ago. So yes, I’ll marry you. I’ll marry you right now. I would’ve married you years ago.” Slipping the ring on my finger, he says, “Imagine that, it fits.” 


[image: ]

 

 

 

“I DON’T KNOW why we had to come all the way to this park,” Char complains, getting Brutus out of the car. “We’ve got the whole trail by our neighborhood down to an effing science now. Brutus knows where we’re stopping, when we’re getting drinks and where to take a leak.”

“Just because you say ‘effing’ now, doesn’t really make it any better,” I say, watching her bend over and hook the leash on the dog. 

“Fine! Fuck off then,” she says, rubbing Brutus’ head. “Oww fuck.”

“I told you, I’m going to smack that ass every time I hear you swear.”

“Fuck fuck fuck, you know I like it rough,” she jokes, kissing me. 

Walking over the hill toward the blanket and basket, I say, “This is it.” 

“Jasper, you set all this up? A picnic for us?” she squeals, hugging me. 

“Actually, no, I didn’t,” I admit, hugging her. “Char, I love you. I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure every one of your dreams come true. If you dream it, then it’s my job to make it happen.”

“God Jasper, I’m so lucky. I love you, too,” she replies. “But if you didn’t do it, who did?”

“I did,” a voice from behind her says.

Char turns and looks at him, then at me, confused. Nodding, I say, “Char, I’d like you to meet Ross Palmer… your father.” 

“What? What’re you even talking about?” she asks, looking between the two of us. “No, I’m not going to… I can’t…” 

“Char stop!” I say, holding her trembling hand in mine. “Listen, I’ve been talking to Ross for a few months now, really getting to know him and his family. His story checks out… I think you need to hear it.”

“Charlene, I’m so sorry,” Ross says, his eyes filling with tears. “You look just like her… same eyes… I didn’t know Charlene. I had no idea.” Ross sobs into his hands, his shoulders shaking. “Tabitha and her mother told me that she lost the baby… we were in a car accident… they said she miscarried.”

“What? What accident?” Char says, her eyes full of fear and emotion.

“Your mother and I met in rehab. We knew the rules, but I… I couldn’t stay away. She was just so… so… bewitching,” Ross admits, smiling. “God, she was beautiful. We started dating—even though we weren’t supposed to. Hell, I loved her—would’ve given up everything for her.”

“Char, they were going to get married,” I say, running my hand along Char’s back. “They were in love.” 

“Love? You guys… loved each other?” she asks, incredulously.

“God, so much,” he explains. “We were so excited when we found out we were having a baby… and… and… then one night… damn it,” he says, his tears spilling over. “We were out with friends… she’d gone into the bathroom and… that son-of-bitch… he knew she was six months pregnant.”

“What? What happened?”

“Her old dealer had given her heroin… she shot up…” he says, his face contorting in pain. “We fought… God, did we fight. She was jeopardizing my baby’s life… I was so pissed and hurt that she’d do that to me… to us… to you. We’d worked so hard to get clean… and start over.”

Char scoops up Brutus, holding the puppy up to her neck. “Okay, so then what?” she asks, skeptically. I’ve seen this look, this reaction. She’s trying to pretend that none of this matters to her. I know otherwise.

“On the drive home… I forced her to leave the party… she didn’t want to… we were fighting so bad that I didn’t see the guardrail. I hit it and flipped the car… I thought we were both okay… until… until… God, I’m so sorry.”

“She told you she miscarried?” Char asks, understanding.

“Said the impact of the accident and the drugs ripped the placenta or something like that,” Ross sobs, wiping his eyes and taking a deep breath. “If I would’ve known… I blamed her… I blamed myself… I never… ever… would’ve left.” 

“So, you really weren’t there when I was born?” Char questions, trying to believe him. “You didn’t take one look at me and… and… leave?”

“Oh God, I’d never do that. Charlene, I’ve blamed myself for what happened for years… when this man… Jasper… found me, he told me all about you. I couldn’t believe it. It’s like I’m finally being rewarded for all these years of staying sober. I’ve never once gone back to… to… that messed up man I once was. When I found out Tabby was pregnant, I vowed to be the best husband and father I could, but I was never given the chance… I blamed myself.” 

“I can’t… believe this,” Char says, staring at both of us in disbelief, and putting Brutus back down.

“I’ve met with him many times now, Char, and his story is always the same,” I explain, tucking a stray strand of her hair back behind her ear. “Char, I think you owe it to yourself to get to know him… talk to him… have lunch. Brutus and I will be just over there a ways to give you two some time to catch up.”

“Wait Jasper,” Char says, grabbing my hand and turning me to face her. 

“What baby?”

“You… you did this for me,” Char says, staring at me in awe. “You gave me… my family back.” She wraps her arms around me, squeezing me and holding onto me harder than she ever has before. Hearing the small sob escape from her lips, I pull back, looking into her eyes. And there it is, a tiny tear falls down her cheek, followed by a stream of small droplets.

Smiling, Char nods, and says, “Happy tears.”

I nod, my eyes pooling as well, “Happy tears.”
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Dear the Ritz Carlton in Cleveland, Ohio:

My husband sprung for a room in your “ritzy” establishment the night we got engaged. He brought me to Cleveland for a fancy-schmancy dinner and proposed. We went back to our hotel room and had champagne and strawberries. Want to know what I remember the most? The next morning, he was still asleep. I went down to the hot tub and bawled my eyes out—for over an hour. I had been DYING to get engaged. I fantasized how he’d ask me, what he’d say, and what the ring would look like. When I woke up the next morning, I was so depressed. I felt like everything that I’d been dreaming about and fantasizing about was over and there was nothing to look forward to. I was devastated. He found me crying in the hot tub and told him everything. He laughed and said, “I think you might have fun planning and fantasizing about your dream wedding.” Guess what? He was right. However, the day after our wedding, the same thing happened! 

 

Dear Stephen King (author of Firestarter): 

I received a ton of backlash for being a teacher and writing an erotic book. I wonder, did anyone ever think you were a murderer because you wrote scary books? Was anyone ever afraid of your car, because Christine was a murderous vehicle? Did people think you could start fires with your mind and bring you up on arson charges? I mean if you thought it and wrote it, you must be doing it, right? It’s amazing how closed-minded a “supposed” educated nation is. No wonder, I hide in my house behind a keyboard. The general public is scary—scarier than your fiction. 

 

Dear Drew Barrymore (from the movie Firestarter):

That was a scary-ass movie. I think my parents took me to see it. (See earlier Accolades if you didn’t get that!) Man Drew, you had some pretty creepy roles as a kid, but God, do I love you now. You’re really fun and down-to-Earth. I think! What the Hell do I know? I feel like you and I could be friends. Wanna go out?? My favorite movie that you’ve ever been in is… drumroll… Boys on the Side. Damn, I love that movie. I bet that was a fun movie to make. Also, are you and Adam Sandler pretty tight? You seem like guy/girl best friends in all your movies. In Blended, there were some scenes when I thought you were trying to hold back your laughter. (Ya know, because I know you so well and all.) Readers, if you have never seen Boys on the Side, then you really need to “Net-flick” that bitch.

 

Dear Sam Walton (the founder/owner of Wal*Mart):

I’m going to start by being 100% honest. I don’t hate you. We always stop in and get candy before we go to the movies. I much prefer paying the $1.00 for a box of Goobers at your store than paying the $3.50 at our movie theater. We actually keep a large, empty Coach purse in my husband’s Jeep to smuggle in our Wal*Mart-purchased contraband into the movie theater. Readers, Goobers are my favorite candy. Now that I’m going to go to signings, make sure you don’t come chocolate-covered peanut empty-handed. They’re my crack. 

Truthfully, one year I gave up Target for Lent. (I have a Target shopping problem.) Anyway, I had to do all the kids’ Easter baskets with stuff I bought from Wal*Mart. They were just as nice and probably a little cheaper. Just sayin’… 

 

Dear Brown-Forman Corporation, owners of Jack Daniels:

I don’t drink you. Sorry. People do, so my characters do. However, I will say this: I love the Jack Daniels chicken and shrimp from T.G.I.Friday’s. That is some damn good sauce—whatever it is. So, since you’re in that sauce, I dig you real good! 

 

Dear Beyonce:

You’re pretty damn hot. I’d do you… if I were in to girls… and not married. My husband would for sure. I like your fun, dance-y songs. I wish you could teach me how to move like you. You’ve got made sexy dance moves.

 

Dear Put-In-Bay:

I have not been to your drunken-party island since I was like five-years-old. My parents took us to PIB when I was a kid for a long weekend. All that I really remember is that there was a place to rent/ride bikes and my parents wouldn’t let us. That’s all I remember. Well, I guess I also remember wondering why in the mother-fuck we were there when we could’ve been at Cedar Point all weekend. My parents were whack. I recently told my husband that he and I should go for a weekend of alcoholic frolicking. Do you know what he said? He said that we were too old. So therefore, I was too young when I went and now I’m too old. What the Hell is that about? My husband said that it’s a 20-something island. I don’t even know what that means. 

 

Dear Robert Frost (“Fire and Ice” poet):

I like your poems, because they’re easy to understand and easy to teach. You’re about the only poet I don’t think was strung out on acid-soaked crack. Thanks for writing in a coherent manner. 

Side story: I was the high school’s prom advisor for four years. I always came up with HOW I wanted to decorate and then picked a theme for the prom. The students on my committee never fought me on it, because they knew I was the shit and could rock a kickass prom. 

One year, I chose a Fire & Ice theme, wanting a ice sculptures and burning torches and crap like that. We went hard-core decorating on it. It was by far the most visually-pleasing and coolest prom I planned. However someone should have told the middle-aged, mother of four about the “Fire and Ice” condoms. (Apparently, they burn and cool at the same time???) Parents went apeshit, because they thought I was going to pass condoms out as favors. (I was never planning to do that; I never even knew they existed until after the fact.) People have a tendency to jump to conclusions without getting all the facts first. I did however give my assistant principals a box of them as gag. 

 

Dear Shonda Rhimes (writer of Grey’s Anatomy):

Well, here’s the problem: I never really watched your show. When you first started, you were on Sunday nights at 10:00 p.m. Sundays were always my “go to bed early night” since I had to get up at 5:00 a.m. every Monday morning. So, I watched Desperate Housewives and went to bed. However, I would always say to my husband that this was going to be a show I regretted not watching—and I did. 

Now, a couple of years ago, I was home during the day on maternity leave. I caught a marathon or something on Lifetime maybe. Anyway, I watched like four episodes in row, not knowing any characters or anything. There was a shooter in the hospital. Does that episode ring a bell? Well, there was this girl who was about to be shot in the face, and she seemed young and immature (I don’t know any of their names). She started telling the shooter her name, her address, and her parents’ names. Then she said, “I’m somebody’s daughter” over and over again. Well, for those of you who don’t know my “real” story, both of my parents died before I was 21-years-old. Remember when I said I was on maternity leave? Couple that chick’s comments with the fact that I had a bit of post-partum and fast forward to 5:00 p.m. when my husband got home and I was crying in the middle of my living room in fetal position, repeating the words: “I’m nobody’s daughter.” It was not pretty. 

Dude, you’ve got quite the following, so you’re doing something right. I hear this is your last year? That’s sad, I wish you all well. May you spend this last season making more people sob into their carpet.

 

Dear Ernest Hemingway:

I just love your writing style. I love your short sentences that say so much. There is so much depth in your tiny, concise sentences. I like that. I don’t write like that, but I still appreciate it. 

 

Dear Leo Tolstoy:

I’ve never read any of your work. I think it’s mainly for smart people. I’m not that smart—I just play a smart person on Facebook. Plus, I’ve got a pinched nerve in my neck, so I’m pretty sure War and Peace is too heavy for me to carry. For those of you who have never “Googled” Tolstoy, please do so right now. He looks exactly like Rumpelstiltskin. How do I know? I just “Googled” him—duh! 

Ps. Guess how many times I had to type Rumpelstiltskin before I got it right? Once! Yeah baby, I got it on the first try. However, it still has that red underline-y thing, so I “Googled” it to make sure. I was right. Boom! (God, I love Google.)

 

Dear Denise Holly Ulinskas (writer and Illustrator of Holly Hobbie):

I reference Holly Hobbie a lot in my daily life—probably more than anyone on this entire planet. If you don’t know who Holly Hobbie is, then guess what you should do? Damn straight, Google her. Here’s the situation: my husband love love loves prim and proper. (I’m definitely closer to Char on the spectrum than I am to prim and proper.) Anyway, he is in love with the wholesome-looking girl type. He’d totally lift Holly’s krinolin and bend her over a butter churn if he could. I’m pretty sure he’s got visions of Laura Ingalls archived in his spank bank. 

Shit, guess what I found out (from Google)? Holly Hobby is based on the author and illustrator’s life. My husband is totally going to leave me for her. I don’t care that she was born in 1944. She’s his ultimate turn-on. 

 

Dear LeBron James:

First of all, I truly hated you—even before you left Cleveland. I’d heard some disparaging things about you and thought you were an arrogant ass. Then when you decided to leave the Buckeye State, I wasn’t phased at all. It didn’t matter to me one way or another. I was like “good riddance.” 

When all that chatter started about you coming back, I dismissed it and rolled my eyes, thinking “that S.O.B’s never coming back here. He’s a glory-hound and doesn’t care about anyone other than himself.” However, all of your actions since the announcement have proven me wrong. You’re really growing up and turning into a pretty upstanding man—as far as I can see. As a former teacher, I should’ve known better than to judge you and begrudge you for the things you did and said as a child. Psychologists say that the human brain isn’t fully developed until someone is 25-years-old. I jumped the gun on my judgment. I should’ve given you more time to grow and mature before writing you off. LeBron, I apologize. Welcome back to the Buckeye State. 

 

Dear Ashton Kutcher and Punk’d:

Punk’d is hysterical. I love when people play pranks on people. My babysitter and I want to do funny shit all the time when we’re driving. (I consider my babysitters “friends” and not really “employees.” I actually hang out with them.) Anyway, every time someone pulls up beside me at a stoplight with his/her window rolled down, I want to throw shit in his/her window and drive off while my babysitter tapes it. I think it would by hysterical. So far, we’ve come up with: shoes, chicken nuggets, bouncy balls, tampons, etc. We have never done it, but damn do we want to. 

Ashton, your speech last year at the Teen Choice Awards was phenomenal. I made my students write a paper on it last September. What a message! Did you write that speech or did someone write it for you? It was superb. Readers, if you have not seen it, then you should YouTube it! (I didn’t say “Google.”) It is pretty short and so inspirational and perfect for young ears. 

 

Dear Tom Whitlock (writer of the song “Danger Zone”):

Your song is the perfect song for the flight scenes in Top Gun. It really gets you revved up for the movie and ready to watch some hot guys in action. I’m a Kenny Loggins fan, so I like that he sang the song, too. 

 

Dear Jim Cash and Jack Epps, Jr. (writers of Top Gun):

When you wrote Top Gun did you plan on writing a movie that women were going to swoon over for years? Did you write that volleyball scene for all the horny, unsatisfied middle-aged women of America? God, even when I was in seventh grade, I liked that scene. As an pre-pubescent teenager, I recognized perfection when I saw it, and there were some fine specimens of male perfection on that sand volleyball court. 

Let me tell you about my experience at the movie theater. I’d asked all my good-good friends to go to the movie with me one Sunday afternoon. Nobody was allowed. Finally, one of my “eh” friends was allowed to go. However, she’d already seen the movie on Friday with her parents. Just as the plane started throttling, she said, loud enough for rows and rows of people to hear, “This is where Goose dies.” I knew that I didn’t really like her, but after that, there was no need to continue the façade. Our friendship was over. Can you imagine ruining a scene like that for someone? What a bitch! Good riddance!

 

Dear Jim Jacobs and Warren Casey (writers of Grease):

You two, just wow! You really wrote a timeless piece of culture. My boys are 11 and 9 years old, we just recently introduced them to the movie, Grease. My 9-year-old has been singing “Grease Lightning” for three weeks now. My husband and I have two songs that we sing whenever there is a Karaoke machine somewhere, and “Summer Loving” is one of them. (I sing the BOY parts; he sings the GIRL parts!) It’s amazing all the underlying “dirty” parts that I never knew about as a kid. I like that. They are subtle, little drops of smut—ya know, kind of like how I write! Ha! 

 

Dear Curt Cobain and Courtney Love:

I’m so sorry, but I don’t really know anything about either one of you. Curt, I’m terribly sorry about your early, too-soon demise. I feel for your family and friends. Any life lost is a life to mourn. Courtney, one time when you were on Howard Stern, you had me rolling. You’re a pretty fun and badass chick. I’m sorry you had to endure such horrific obstacles. My heart is with you.

 

Megan Fox:

I apologize, but I’ve never seen a movie you have been in. However, when I used to teach high school English (used to—that’s strange to say), you were always number one on my male students’ “favorite actress” list. We did this scavenger hunt at the beginning of the year. They had to find other people in the classroom with the same interests/likes as them. All the boys always bonded over you. I assume you are a fine actress with an above average acting ability. However, I think that their obsession with you comes more from the fact that you are smoking hot. You could probably play “Janelle” in the movie version of Schooled. That is if Holly Marie Combs is unavailable. I’ve got a girl crush on all the Charmed chicks, so much so that they get first dibs on any characters that I write. 

 

Dear Hershey Company:

Thank you for your delectable syrup. I’m sure my friend, Tiffany Kaszmetskie, feels quite similarly. She’s got a mad obsession with chocolate that borders on compulsive. That’s not to say that I don’t enjoy your chocolatey goodness as well. You make like just a little bit better. Thank you.

 

Dear Frank C. Mars (owner of the Mars company and M&Ms):

Dude, you own M&Ms; that’s epic really. Through all this Googling to find out who owns what, I have to say, I’m pretty keen on you. M&Ms are the bomb. (Lest not forget though that Goobers are my all-time favorite candy.) When we go to Vegas, we always get our kids souvenirs at either The Rainforest Café or the M&M store. I love the M&M pajamas. My kids get new ones every year—mainly because we go to Vegas every year. 

A couple of Valentine’s Days ago, my husband bought me M&Ms with our pictures on it. How cute is that? I pretty much melted in his hands—and mouth—if you get what I’m saying. 

 

Dear Joseph Enterprises (owner of Chia Pets):

Okay, everyone knows what a Chia Pet is, but does anyone will OWN a Chia Pet? I mean, you’ve been around for ages now, so I’m sure something profitable is keeping you afloat. I have just never met anyone who actually grew a real Chia Pet (and not the kind between their legs).

According to my Google search, you can EAT a Chia Pet (not in the dirty way). You can eat the seeds. They have plenty of nutritional value. They are high in fiber and potassium. I don’t know about any of you, but I don’t want a porcupine grown in my stomach. Imagine the excretion of that Chi Chi Chia! 

 

Dear Ryan Seacrest:

I really don’t have much to say to you. You’re pretty good-looking in a pretty-boy way. I enjoy looking at you. Thank you for telling me when it’s midnight on New Year’s Eve. I appreciate that. Usually, I’m hosting a party and passing out champagne and crap, so I need to be told the exact minute and second. Happy New Year to you. May you live a long, ageless life, like Dick Clark himself, the rocking eve, ball-dropping wonder.

 

Dear Allstar Products (owner of the Snuggie):

It’s a blanket with sleeves. Why couldn’t I have thought of that? Five hundred million dollars…??? Amazing. It’s the most absurd and asinine thing I’ve ever heard of, next to the Chia Pet, of course. 

I did “invent” something the other day. (Or thought of it.) I think that plungers should have disposable splashguards on them that the user just tosses in the trash after using it. Why did I come up with this fabulous idea? Let’s just say, unfortunately, I saw first hand (and face) the need for such a thing. 

I also “invented” another idea. I think women’s winter gloves should have ring holes cut out of them, so our giant diamonds don’t get caught on the material of our gloves. However, I looked it up. They already exist. Therefore, I cannot “invent” them. They even make women’s golf gloves with ring holes cut out—in case anyone needs any. 

 

Dear John Hughes (writer of the greatest movies of all time):

Man, we miss you. Society needs the laughter that you brought to the cinema. Thank you for the chuckles and memories.

 

Dear Meatloaf (the musical legend):

I like your songs—a lot. You’re fun and timeless to me. I really like “Paradise by the Dashboard Light.” My husband and I lip-synced that song at our wedding reception with motions/actions to boot. We were awesome. It’s our other Karaoke song that we do. 

I also really like “I’d do Anything for Love (But I Won’t Do That).” It took me a while to figure out what “that” was. I still might not be too sure. I think it’s cheating. Am I right? I hate that most places only play the shortened version. I’m a huge fan of the long version. Good tunes. My husband likes “Two Out of Three Ain’t Bad.” I think that song is sad; I feel badly for the recipient of the words. 

 

Dear People Magazine:

Wow, what a fun, informative, and great magazine. I had a subscription once, but I let it expire for two reasons: (1.) I couldn’t read them fast enough before a new one came in the mail. It was driving me batshit crazy. I kept feeling like a total failure. They were piling up next to the toilet, mocking me every time I went to the bathroom. Every so often I’d have to take 3-4 laxatives just to catch up. Okay, well, maybe that part was an exaggeration, but for the most part, I couldn’t keep up. (2.) It’s a pretty pricey subscription. So now, I’m a checkout buyer. If I like the people and stories on the front, then I’ll buy it at the grocery store. My FAVORITE is when it’s HALF THEIR SIZE. God, I just love those success stories, probably because I fantasize about it being a picture of me one day on the front cover. 

 

Dear Johnson & Johnson (owners of Benadryl):

All I have to say is that I have no idea how I would be able to raise my kids without you. Truly. When the seasons change, my kids start pouring snot, mucous, crust, and other green bodily fluids. My house becomes a non-breathing hack-fest of hell and germs. Your shit dries them right up (and puts their whiny asses right to sleep). Thank you for your remarkable product. 

 

Dear Mattel, Inc. and Ruth Handler (owner/creator of Barbie):

Readers, I am sorry, but I am not on the “feminist bandwagon.” I love Barbie. I do. I always have. I love dressing her up and doing her hair for dates out with her hot hunk, Ken. I even love to get her naked with Ken. Yeah that happened. Ask my best friend about how much trouble we got into for making Barbie and Ken doll orgies. Her parents walked in on our plastic pussy party and all Hell broke loose. She was younger than me, so she was no longer allowed to play with me. I was a bad influence. My parents couldn’t be mad; they let me watch Porky’s. They didn’t have an argument. 

Now that I have a daughter of my own, I am once again elated to be playing with Barbies and doing their hair and matching their clothes. It’s so fun. I finally got the Barbie dream house after all these years, too. I mean, SHE, my daughter, finally got the Barbie dream house. I do require that all of her Barbies and Ken dolls remain clothed at all times. I did learn a little bit about proper child-rearing. 

 

Dear Seth MacFarlane, Alec Sulkin, and Wellesley Wild (creators of TED):

Although I love Mark Wahlberg and his sexy body, I did not see the movie, Ted. However, I do believe you will enjoy this story. Readers, you know when you are on vacation and at a souvenir shop with your family and the shopping gets chaotic? Well, we were at a store called IT’S SUGAR (yum), in Charleston, South Carolina. As you can imagine, my three young children were in hog heaven, picking out numerous amounts of sugar-induced candy and goodies. My husband is the worst of them. He’s a sugar-a-holic. Anyway, my daughter kept bugging me to buy her a talking TED stuffed animal. Of course, I refused. She was 3-years-old at the time. I decided to wait in the front of the store for everyone to pick out his/her treats and for my husband to pay for everything. 

Once we were in the car, my husband handed the bag to my oldest son to pass out the treats. My son gave the stuffed TED doll to my daughter. (I had no idea that she asked him to buy it.) Oblivious to anything other than the candy surrounding him, he mumbled a “yes” and paid for the toy. I grabbed the bear out of my son’s hand, turned off the radio, and put the bear to my husband’s ear, pushing the “play” button. Ted spewed something about what he was going to do to some chick and called my husband a “bastard.” The TED doll quickly went out the window. MEN! 

 

Dear Godiva Chocolatier:

God, I love chocolate. Maybe Tiffany Kaszmetskie and I aren’t so different after all. I don’t know when I started saying “Holy Godiva,” but it certainly stuck. I say it all the time, and so do some of my friends. My children even say it. So, I guess I should be getting some kickbacks for promoting your yum at all times. I’ll accept a nice box of chocolate covered peanuts. Thank you in advance.

 

Dear Cameron Crowe (writer of Jerry Maguire): 

I really liked the movie—a lot. Sure Cruise and Zellweger were great together, but man, do I love me some Cuba Gooding Jr. He was hot. Is he still hot? I have to Google him and check it out. Hold on… yep, he still is. Granted, he’s aging, but aren’t we all? I’d still welcome him for a round of fun. 
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This novella, All Girls’ School, is dedicated to all the couples out there that cannot be who they truly are and love who their hearts desire. May there come a time in the very near future when all love is put on a pedestal and respected for what it is: unconditional, undying love. To my wonderful friend and her beloved wife, your love and devotion to each other is an inspiration to all of us. Thank you for having the courage and strength to stand tall and proud, holding on to one another for courage, for love, and for life.
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IF I PULL an all-nighter tonight, then I can sleep in tomorrow morning and into the afternoon. Then, I can crack the physics book for a few hours after dinner tomorrow night and be ready for Monday’s midterm. I’ve already got adiabatic cooling and heating down. I’m just worried about all the allotropic forms. It gets confusing when the different structures—

“Uhhh Sar-bear, are you not into this?” Jake asks, bringing me back to the task at hand.

“What? Of course I am. How can you even ask me that?” I question, rolling out from underneath him. 

“Well, I guess because your eyes were kind of glazed over like you were memorizing the Table of Elements,” he says, brushing the hair out of my eyes. 

Not quite. Chemistry was last year. 

“I can’t believe you would even question it,” I reply, scowling. “I mean, look at all I’ve done for this night. I got on the pill two months ago… I… I… stole the key to my aunt’s condo while she’s in Maui… I got…” 

“Sarah, I know all that. But, just now, when I was trying… trying… you didn’t seem at all like you wanted to do this,” Jake explains, his brow furrowing. “If you’re not ready…” 

“I am ready! I’ve been ready. I’m the one who’s been ready all along,” I argue. 

“Listen to me, it’s not a big deal that Brooklyn told you that we’re probably the last virgins in our class. Being a virgin’s a good thing. It’s admirable—”

“Admirable my butt. Plus, I’m turning in my V-card for your big D-card tonight,” I joke, kissing his forehead. “Plus, you’re handing over your V-card to me tonight, too. It’s perfect.”

“Big D? It’s a good thing you have no other experience… it might be ‘Average D’ or ‘Okay D,’ but there’s no way it’s ‘Big D.’ I’ve seen—”

“Will you stop? It’s fine… and so big. I told you that the first time I touched it,” I explain. 

“You have nothing to compare it to,” he argues again, kissing my neck.

“Yeah, just like when you told me that my tits were gorgeous… how many others have you touched?” I joke, giggling as he kisses my collarbone.

“Touched? None. Seen? Thousands,” he admits, maneuvering back between my legs. 

“You might want to seek some therapy for that porn addiction,” I advise, spreading my legs further. 

Again, he begins pressing his fingers inside of me. “Are you sure it’s just a myth?”

“Of course it is… women don’t walk around getting wet and dripping down their legs, because they’re so turned on… it’s just something people talk about for fun,” I say, hoping like Hell he believes me. I know that girls get wet. I just think there’s something wrong with me. I just can’t see to relax enough and let go when Jake and I are fooling around. “They wouldn’t sell Vaseline and KY Jelly if girls really did get wet… just lick your hand or something and rub it on your thing, so it can slide in.” 

“My thing? God, we are a bunch of damn amateurs. Don’t you have any Vaseline?” he asks, looking around.

“Yeah sure, right here in my aunt’s nightstand,” I quip, slapping his arm, playfully. “No! Of course I don’t carry around—wait—yes I do,” I say, sitting up. “Grab my purse! I’ve got that squeeze Vaseline for my lips.”

Jake gets up and walks to the chair, grabbing my purse. Handing it to me, he sits on the bed, waiting for me to find my tube of lube. I can’t believe we’re really going to do this. Granted, we’ve been dating for over three years. It’s our senior year; we’re both eighteen. It’s probably time. Brooklyn’s right. We really might be the last virgins in our grade—maybe even the school. It’s now or never.

I squeeze a giant glob of Vaseline on my hand and rub it on his… his… thing. Yeah, I have to go with “thing.” I really can’t bring myself to say anything else. Everything else sounds so vulgar, so gross. I don’t even like looking at it. It looks like a misplaced organ, just hanging out—all veiny and gross. 

Okay, so maybe we aren’t mature enough to handle this if we can’t even talk about it with actual adult terms. But Brooklyn stated the obvious. We’ve been going out for so long. We love each other. What’s the hold up? We might as well. Right? It’s just sex. No big deal. 

Jake crawls between my legs again, slick and slimy from the Vaseline. I stretch my legs apart as far as they’ll go, hoping that we can just get this over with. Pressing himself at my opening, he looks in my eyes and says, “I love you, Sar-bear.”

Smiling, I say, “I love you too, Jake-potato.” 

I do. 

I really do. 

There is nobody else in this world I’d rather hand my virginity to on a silver slimy platter. He’s my best friend, the person who’s always been there for me. If we actually do get married and have kids, then we’re the next country song waiting to happen. If he would’ve grown up next door to me, then Kenny Chesney and Tim McGraw would be salivating and vying for the rights to sing our “love story.” 

Jake Tyler and I have been friends since middle school when I couldn’t figure out how to crack an egg without ten shells filling the bowl in Family Living, aka home ec. class. Jake’s a natural in the kitchen—has always been a regular Betty Crocker, or Betty Jaker, as I’ve always called him. I have a whole slew of goofy nicknames for him. He helped me bake my cookies; I let him copy off me in science, sealing our friendship with baking soda and Bunsen burners. 

Then, freshman year, I didn’t have a date to homecoming and his trampy girlfriend broke up with him to go to the dance with some senior football player. Freshman girls should not, repeat not, go to dances with senior boys. That was the start of Amberly’s slutty stage. I’ll let you know when it’s over. She’s the skankiest senior in our class, and poor Jake never got to reap any of her benefits when everyone else in our school has. Anyway, Jake and I went to the dance together, had a blast, basically because we were together and have been ever since. 

Together works for us. 

It will be hard to leave him in a few months.

Kissing me again, he lines himself up at my opening, waiting again for my nod of approval. Jake might be more nervous than I am. I just want to get this over with and check one more menial thing off my senior year “to do” list. 

As he pushes through the threshold, I gasp and whimper. “Are you okay?” he asks, his face full of worry.

“Yes, just keep going,” I say, holding my breath and wincing at the pain shooting through my center, threatening to rip me in half. Yeah, I’m pretty certain he’s enormous; otherwise this wouldn’t feel as awful as it does. God Almighty, we must be doing it wrong. It hurts like Hell. I’m adding this to the list of stupid things that people do—or get used to. 

With cigarettes.

And beer.

The first time I tried smoking a cigarette, I hacked up my lung and left it in the neighbor clubhouse all black and charred. The stupid neighbor boys that I was with told me that I’d “get used to it.” Why in the world would I want to get used to that shit? So I could die earlier? No thanks. I’ll keep my lungs all clear and shiny, thank you.

Then shortly after the cancer-stick incident, I tried a beer at a party. I gagged and had to swallow it down like the vomit that comes up during class that you just can’t let loose everywhere, otherwise you’ll never live it down. The beer was sour and bitter. I heard those stupid words again, “You’ll get used to it.” Again, I’ll pass and stick to alcoholic froufrou drinks that still do the trick, but taste rather refreshing.

I don’t think I’ll be able to pass on sex again though. Jake looks pretty into it. God, I don’t really feel much like “getting used to” having my insides torn in half and feeling what it must feel like to be a wall when someone’s drilling holes all the way through it. This is far from enjoyable. It’s the opposite of enjoyable.

“Oh my God, this feel so… so… so… ahhh,” Jake growls like a wounded animal, his eyes squeezing shut and his body tightening before he slumps down on top of me, nearly suffocating me.

“Ummm, okay,” I say, patting him on the back, encouraging him to give me an air hole to breathe out of. 

“Sarah, I’m so sorry. I couldn’t… I couldn’t help it. I didn’t know it was going to feel that good… I mean, I hoped, but I had no idea,” Jake admits, his eyes wide, grinning from ear-to-ear. “Give me a minute… and wow… I can make it up to you.”

“Jake, there’s no rush,” I say, running my hands through his hair. 

There is no way in Hell we’re doing this again tonight. I’m sure I’m going to need to get stitched back up after this. What’s that called when you have a baby, and they have to cut your crotch and then sew it back together? Episi-ectomy or something? I think I need one of those, for sure.

Continuing, I add, “No need to rush round two… plus I have that physics midterm on Monday. I want to get home and start studying.”

“Physics? That’s what you’re thinking about?” he asks, his face pained.

“Of course I’m thinking about physics. When am I not thinking about school? If I don’t get a scholarship for James Madison, then I’m going to—”

“Kill yourself… I know. I’ve heard it a thousand times before,” he says, sitting up and turning away from me. “I just thought that maybe tonight… you could have something else on your mind.”

“Come on, don’t do this now,” I say, wrapping my arms around his back and kissing his shoulder. “I’m sorry… you’re right. That was insensitive of me.”

“I just thought that maybe if we’d… ya know… made love, then you’d maybe consider not moving to Virginia… and… and… go to school here… in Ohio,” he admits, holding my hands against his chest. 

“Jake, you don’t want me to choose you over my dreams… we both know what happens when people do that… look at our parents… total assholes,” I remind him, scooting around to face him. “And they’re only assholes, because they didn’t pursue their real dreams.”

“I know, you’re right. I just wish we wouldn’t have already decided to break up before college. After tonight… it’s going to be impossible to let you go,” he says, playing with my hair. 

“Stop, we have months before I leave,” I say, snuggling my head onto his shoulder. “Think of all the sex and fun we can have for the rest of the year…” 

“But then you’re going to leave and I’ll be here—”

“Here meeting all kinds of hot chicks that you’ll tell me all about,” I say, smiling. “And you better, because I don’t want you moping around waiting for me. We’ve already talked about this.”

“What if I don’t meet anyone and when you come home—in four years—we could just pick right back up where we left off?” he asks, hopefully.

“I won’t want you then,” I say, laughing. “Why would I want a douchebag who waited four years for some chick? That’s just lame.”

“Jesus Sarah, can you just be serious for one second?” he asks, shaking his head.

“Jake, I am being serious,” I explain honestly. “You know I don’t want any distractions or anything tying me down in college. You need to decide—right here and now. Are you okay ending this when I leave… or should we just do it now?”

“Sarah, I don’t want—”

“Choose, eight or so more months with me or two more minutes—you decide?”

“Damn it,” he says, running his hands through his hair. “If I can’t have forever—then I’ll take the eight months.”

“Well God, don’t sound so happy about it,” I say, trying to lighten the mood.

“I’m not,” he says. “Letting you go means that I’m just going to hand you over to some other guy in Virginia who could never love you as much as I do.” 
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I DON’T UNDERSTAND all this elective crap. If I wanted to major in it, then I’d study it. This linguistics course is getting me nowhere in my life. It’s a succubus and sucking my soul right out of me. The reason electives even exist is so the university can drain more money out of poor and struggling college students. Not all of us have parents who are just dying to give us money and shower us with care packages every Tuesday filled with gift cards and weekly “I promise to love you forever” checks. 

College life has made me cynical and morose. I thought getting away from high school, my parents’ reign, and the humdrum life of Northeast Ohio would be the answer to my caged lioness feelings. I was wrong. So wrong. Now, I feel like a free lion roaming around in a society still concerned with all the same crap that high school thrived on. I wanted out. I got out, but walked back into another place that looks sadly the same. But this time around, I can at least buy beer. 

Ahhh beer. Yeah, you do get used to it. The proverbial “they” were right. 

And sex, you get used to that too.

If given a choice though, beer always wins out. 

This hypocritical and misogynistic professor always goes over the class time. Granted, that wouldn’t typically cause my claws to come out, but he’s got all these rules about being tardy and losing attendance points. He is nine minutes late every Tuesday and Thursday, because he teaches a class across campus. When he walks in, he looks at us, smirks, and says, “I will go 10 minutes over today to make up for our lost class time… whatever I say during those 10 minutes you can guarantee will be on the exam.” 

This class is interminable. Nothing about it is remotely interesting or exciting. I’d rather lick a cheese grater and then suck on a lemon than come to this class. Finally, Dr. Slow-Death Doldrums packs up his scuffed and faded briefcase and dismisses us, reminding us to study and make a difference. The only difference he inspires me to make is to change the clocks, so we get out at the correct time. 

“Sarah! Sarah!” Lyla calls after me.

Damn is she stunning—it’s the first thought I have every single time I see her. I don’t even know if my brain has the capacity to think anything differently when my eyes land on her. I’m not even sure why she’s in college. Lyla Crites is dumber than dirt. How she got into JMU, I’ll never know. It should be the topic of one of those Unsolved Mystery shows. Lyla should be in Hollywood or New York, modeling or acting or just letting rich, hot men take care of her. She’s a walking cover girl model with her lean legs, long wavy blonde hair, big blue eyes, and perfect fashion sense. Slap some wings on her, throw a gold ring on her head and you’d swear she was an angel sent down here to prove that angels really do exist… and fail classes at JMU.

“Hi Lyla, what’s up?” I ask, knowing that she either needs my notes or help with something she didn’t quite understand. We’re not exactly friends, but we get along well enough. Our boyfriends are fraternity brothers.

“Are you going to the 50’s date party, Friday?” 

“God, I hope not,” I groan, wishing she hadn’t reminded me. If I could talk Kyle into getting out of his fraternity, then I’d do it in a heartbeat. I am so sick of all of the social events he drags me to each weekend. He’d never go inactive though. He’s a legacy, and in his family, that means something more to them than my involuntary eye-roll and head-shake. 

“I was hoping you were going to say that,” Lyla says, bouncing on her toes. “Can I borrow your roller blades for my carhop costume?”

“My roller blades? How do you even know I have roller blades?” I ask. Owning roller blades isn’t all that high on the social status hierarchy. 

“Kyle told Bo-Bo,” she explains, shrugging. 

Bo-Bo is Lyla’s incredibly good-looking and equally ignorant boyfriend. He’s the envy of the entire campus. He’s got Lyla and a ton of money at his disposal. His dad got rich writing some Self-Help Sex book. They even named some dorm after him on campus. Her boyfriend’s real name is Jefferson. However, somewhere down the line, he ended up with the nickname, “Bo-Bo,” the poor unfortunate fool. 

“I guess you can borrow them. How do you know they’ll fit though?”

“I tried them on before when you left them at the frat house once. Bo-Bo and I had a little fun trying to get freaky with me on skates. We tried this—”

“Nope… don’t need those details. I’ll just send them home with Kyle tonight,” I say, cringing at the thought of Lyla and Jefferson playing Roller Dicking on my roller blades. 

“Yay, you’re the best!” Lyla squeals, hugging me and jumping up and down. “I’ll see you soon!” Watching her walk away, I’m amazed at how truly flawless she is. One of these days, I’m just going to come right out and ask her why in the world she’s in college and not just breaking bank with her appearance.

“Thanks for blowing it,” a voice says from behind me. Turning around, I recognize the woman behind me from my linguistics class. “I wanted to hear… in great detail no less… what she and Bo-Bo did on those roller blades.”

“Really? You want that visual?” I ask, chuckling. “I wouldn’t be able to get past how ridiculous it is that they even attempted it… but let’s not forget it’s Lyla and Bo-Bo,” I joke, emphasizing the name. 

“Right? What the Hell kind of name is ‘Bo-Bo,’ anyway?” she asks, grimacing.

“A name that comes with more money than I’d know what to do with… Bo-Bo is actually Jefferson Davis—”

“No fucking way! Well why does she need to borrow your roller blades. He could buy her a roller blade company,” she says, shaking her head.

“I know; it’s crazy. I’m Sarah,” I say, switching my bag to the other shoulder.

“Vivian, Vivian Marx,” she says, grinning and tucking her hair behind her ear. “What? You didn’t already know that? Shit, I must not be as popular as I think, Peaches.”

“Peaches? I think you’ve got the wrong person,” I say, confused.

“Nah, I don’t think I do. Sarah Sloane, Advertising and Marketing major, from Ohio, can’t stand rap or country music, and has a slight obsession with Sudoku puzzles,” Vivian states, creeping me out.

“Yes! I’ve always wanted a stalker. I can finally cross that off my bucket list,” I say sarcastically, stepping a little further from her.

“Whoa… whoa… hold on there, Peaches—”

“My name is not ‘Peaches.’ You’re starting to creep me—”

“I sit a few rows behind you in linguistics. You always get there after me and you walk right by me. You smell like that peach-scented spray from Bath and Body Works,” she explains, openly. “I’m a nicknamer. I nickname everyone.”

Laughing, I say, “Alright, I’ll accept that, ‘Selma.’ You’re not so creepy now.”

“Selma? Now I think I missed something,” Vivian says.

“You remind me of Selma Blair, when she played that part in Cruel Intentions. That is if you had shorter hair,” I explain. “And truthfully… I’m a nicknamer too. And to think… I thought we were a dying breed.”

“We might be the last of them,” she jokes. “Can you imagine a planet with everyone just going by their God-given names and everyone accepting it? Scary!”

Shivering the thought away, I laugh. “Too frightening for me, Selma,” I quip, smiling. 

“I like you, Peaches. I knew I chose wisely,” she says.

“Oh, so you chose me? What exactly did you choose me for?” I ask, starting to walk toward my dorm as she falls easily into step. 

“My partner for the linguistics project,” Vivian states, confidently. “When Professor Punctuality announced the partner project last week, I started checking out all of my potential ‘partners’ on social media. I suppose I did stalk your Facebook and Twitter.”

“Look Selma, I’m probably just going to do this one by—”

“By yourself? Right. I thought the same thing. But I emailed him last night, and he said that we have to work with a partner—from the class. I choose you,” she announces.

“Well, how do you know I choose you?” I ask, teasingly, truthfully thankful that I no longer have to find a stupid partner from that class. 

“Easy. Four of us got As on the last exam. You, me, Teriyaki Travis, and Mute Meredith. Since it’s a ‘speaking’ and presenting project, Meredith is out, and Travis smells like the all-you-can-eat 24-hour Japanese buffet. So, it looks like I win,” she explains, wiggling her shoulders in victory. “Unless, you want some dumbass partner who’s going to kill your grade with idiocy and mediocrity.” 

“Well, you’ve certainly done your homework,” I laugh. “And ‘Teriyaki Travis’ is a lot better than my ‘Tiny-feet Travis.’ I think I’ll steal yours.”

“How did you even notice his feet? I can’t past his scent to notice anything else?” she asks, running her fingers through her hair.

“I lowered my head one day to avoid the stench as he passed, and saw his itty-bitty feet. I don’t know how he even stands upright on those things,” I explain, shaking my head.

“Shit, now I need to make a point to check out his feet,” Vivian states. “So, how about it? Want to work together on this one?” 

“I’m in,” I agree. 

“Should we get started tonight?” she asks, taking out her phone.

“Can’t tonight. I have plans with the boyfriend,” I explain.

“Ohhh, the boyfriend… I’ll need some deets about that next time I see you,” Vivian says. “What’s your number?” she asks, before putting my information into her phone. 

Laughing, I say, “How about I meet you at the library study rooms at 6:00 p.m. tomorrow night?” 

“Sounds like a plan,” she says, walking away.

I have to meet up with Kyle tonight. I haven’t seen him in four days. He’s made it abundantly clear that he misses me and needs to see me tonight. Otherwise, he claims he may die. Sadly, I wouldn’t be able to give this Vivian any good details about our relationship to save my life. Things have been pretty blah lately. 
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I SET UP everything for our project and type out a template and outline for what we should be doing. I just loathe getting together for group projects and spending the first hour debating what should be done, how it should be done, and who should do it. If people don’t come prepared, then the meeting is unproductive and pointless. I don’t like wasting my time on pointless activities. I took the liberty of assigning very little work for Vivian. 

Hearing my text ding, I read a message that she’s running “15 behind.” 

Sighing, I type out a response and explain which study room I’m set up in. I’m also very intolerant of tardy people. I’ll give her a pass this time. She did at least text me to let me know. I hate group projects. Why in the world should I allow my grade to be impacted by the lackadaisical and carefree attitudes of others? I’m the one paying for my education—not them. I’m the one who cares about my future—not them. 

Group projects are fine for middle school and high school kids, that way a teacher can shove some loser, failing kid in your group, so you can carry them through the course and essentially across the stage for graduation. I get that. It works in public education. It should be prohibited in higher education. 

Waiting for Vivian, I peruse the databases, bookmarking some articles that will help with our presentation. I just really wish she’d let me do all the work. That would make things so much easier and enjoyable for me. Yes, I said “enjoyable.” Schoolwork and studying is very fun and exciting to me. I love education and thrive on learning. Call me whatever you will, but I can’t get enough knowledge. 

“Sorry, I’m late, Peaches,” Vivian says, dressed to the nines. “My printer jammed, and I refused to show up empty-handed,” she explains, handing me a Starbucks. “It’s a Caramel Macchiato. I’ve got a Chai Tea Latte too—if you prefer that. Doesn’t matter. I like them both. Figured a drink would make up for being late.” Putting her drink down, she reaches into her enormous Louis Vuitton tote and hands me a manila file folder.

“Here are fifteen articles, highlighted… with notes in the margins… I also attached the APA formatting… this will give us a strong start,” she says, taking a drink of her latte. “Ahhh that is so good.” 

Then, she reaches into her LV tote again, takes a mini bottle of some dark liquor and pours half the bottle into her cup and says, “Want the rest in yours?” Vivian doesn’t wait for my response; she picks up my cup off the table and dumps the remaining contents of the mini bottle into the cup. “Studying is always better with a little Jack.”

Staring at her, I’m dumbfounded, completely and totally speechless. First of all, she looks gorgeous. Typically, I think she’s attractive, but she’s always dressed like a “college student.” Today is a different story. Her long black hair is sleek and straight, falling down past the middle of her back. Her dark eyes are accentuated with a golden brown liner and a shimmery frost shadow. And apparently, Vivian knows a little something about fashion and has the money to do something with that knowledge. Her 4-inch, yellow Louboutins complement her light gray skinny jeans and yellow and red tight-fighting, lacy, see-through blouse. Her gray camisole and no bra underneath leave little to the imagination. She could be the stark contrast runway model to Lydia Crites. The two of them together could model and be the perfect Ying-yang version of each other. It’s amazing really. 

“So what’s your deal? You going to talk tonight or what?” Vivian says, sitting up on the table, crossing her legs, not once, but another time, looping her foot around her calve. I’m not even sure I could do that with my short, stubby limbs. 

“I’m just… just… shocked as all,” I admit. “I mean… I didn’t expect you to… to…” 

“To be so fucking hot?” Vivian asks, grinning.

“Well shit, I didn’t know we were supposed to dress up and have so much done. I feel like the weak link of the group,” I admit. “I’m just surprised is all… and I certainly didn’t expect to be showered with yummy beverages.”

Suddenly, I feel very self-conscious and keenly aware that I haven’t even showered today. After ending up staying at Kyle’s last night, I walked home this morning, went to class, slept for a while, and started working on what I thought was going to be my portion of this project. I threw my long, red, nappy hair up into a messy bun, put on my glasses, not bothering with my contacts, and pulled on some yoga pants and a hoodie and felt pretty solid for a partner project. 

“Well, you’re welcome,” she says, grinning. “I wanted to make sure you knew that I’m not some deadbeat loser.”

“Of course… I never thought that at all… but… I don’t really know you,” I admit, taking a drink of my Caramel Macchiato, relishing the sting of the heat coupled with the burn of the liquor. I need to take the edge off. I’m all jagged, angles and tension tonight, and I’m not even sure why. 

“Alright, well what do you want to know?” she asks, flipping her hair to the side.

“Ummm… I don’t know… what’s your last name… and your major?” I ask, feeling silly and juvenile.

“Marx, I already told you that… and… I don’t know. I loved my Women’s Studies class… shocking, I know,” she laughs and winks at me. “But seriously, I also loved Political Science and Black Studies… I think I might want to be a lobbyist… maybe a politician… Hell, maybe a journalist. I’m not sure yet,” she explains, shrugging her shoulders. “I just love knowing shit and arguing it. It gets me off, actually, so probably I’ll just end up being a lawyer—like my brothers and both of my parents. I’ve just been trying to resist following them like a snowy-white, obedient little sheep.” 

“Ahhh, that explains your aggressiveness,” I say, nodding. “Brought up by lawyers…” 

“Hey! I resent that… it’s true… but I still resent it. My parents taught me a lot. For instance, there isn’t anything I can’t argue… or persuade,” Vivian states, proudly. “What else do you want to know?”

“Ummm, let’s see… why’re you so dressed up to do homework?”

“Easy… I’ve got a date in a couple of hours, and I didn’t want to go back to the dorm to get ready. My car’s parked in the remote parking lot, so it’s closer from here,” she explains. Lifting her leg and shaking her foot, she adds, “These damn shoes are pretty comfortable as far as heels go, but to traipse around campus from point A to C without a break at point B… no way.” 

“Those shoes… totally coveting… tenth commandment shattered,” I admit, making the sign of the cross while wishing I had the money and finesse to pull off designer heels—heck, designer anything. 

“Ahhh, fellow Catholic girl, eh?” Vivian says. 

“You’re Catholic?” I ask, curiously. 

“Well, not exactly religiously Catholic… ha… pun not intended… but I like a good pun,” she jokes, licking the stir stick from her cup. “No seriously though, I was raised Catholic. I’m not exactly practicing much religion these days… as I like to practice… uhhh other things that the Catholic religion might not be too keen on.” 

“Got it,” I say, glancing down at the file folder. I’m never all that comfortable talking about sex and crap with my friends. It’s awkward and odd. Freshman year was the worst. All my suitemates ever talked about was “sex this… sex that… oral this…” It was exhausting and nauseating. 

“Alright, so about our project, I see that we both had the same idea of which way to go on this,” I announce.

“Whoa, hold on there Peaches, I almost got whiplash from that abrupt subject change,” she announces, rattling her head back-and-forth. “I didn’t think I’d upset you. I’m sorry. I’m not real prim and proper. I didn’t realize that you were uptight,” she states offensively.

“I’m not uptight. It’s fine. Whatever you do is fine with me,” I say, flipping through the papers quickly. 

“Okay, so tell me a little bit about this boyfriend of yours,” she says, cocking her head to the side, questioning me.

“There’s not much to tell. He’s perfect, actually. He’s smart, cute, fun to be around… he’s loyal… so loyal,” I explain.

“Wow, let’s get him a license and a collar, because it sounds like you just described my dog, Beaner—not a guy you’ve been dating for a while,” Vivian remarks. 

“I wasn’t done. Kyle’s ambitious,… ummm… loyal—”

“I’ve heard ‘loyal’ three times now,” she quips, raising one of her brows, laughing.

“Well he is. He’d do anything for me… and… and would never hurt me,” I say, confidently. “He’s a great guy.”

“Hmmm…” 

“What does that mean? ‘Hmmm?’ You don’t believe me?” I ask, self-consciously.

“Sure, I believe you. Sounds like a great guy,” she says, opening her laptop.

“Well he is,” I argue, feeling defensive.

“I’m sure. How long have you been dating him?” she asks

“It’s been just over a year now,” I explain, closing my laptop.

“A year! And that’s your response? Christ. It’s worse than I thought,” she says, shaking her head and flipping her hair back and forth.

“What do you mean? Why are you making me feel like I’m lying or something? Kyle’s great,” I say again.

“Listen, I don’t doubt that Kyle is a great guy,” she says, clacking on her keyboard. Sighing, she looks around her screen at me, and adds, “I’m just saying that after a year of being with someone… you should be using more intense words than ‘loyal’ and ‘fun.’ That’s all.”

“If you’re talking about ‘love,’ well of course I love him.” I counter, hating when the stupid L-word comes up in conversations. People throw that damn word around like a hot potato and make it seem like it’s nothing.

“Have you told him this?” she asks, bluntly.

“Of course not… it’s too soon,” I reply.

“A year is too soon? Okay… let’s suppose a year is too soon. How long do you think it takes to know whether or not you are in love with someone?” 

“God, are you always this nosy and pushy?” I ask, hoping to change the subject.

“Yes,” she admits. “Now answer the question.”

“I don’t know how long it takes, because I’ve never… never… actually…” 

“Been in love,” she states, smugly. 

“So, you seem to think that since I wasn’t pierced immediately by Cupid’s love-struck arrow that I must not really love him. Right? Well newsflash: that’s not how it works Vivian,” I state, assuredly. “It takes time to fall in love. It’s not like it is in the movies. There’s no flash and zap of electricity and you just know it’s love.” 

“Says the girl who’s never been in love,” Vivian says, getting up and tossing her cup in the trash. Walking up behind me, she leans over and whispers in my ear, “Let’s just say, I’ve got a pretty good sense of people… I can typically spot the signs of a woman in love… you’ve got none of them.” 

“Well that was real nice,” I say, standing up and packing up my shit. “I didn’t realize that my Linguistics partner was an expert on love and relationships… and I certainly didn’t know she was a total bitch either.” Throwing my bag over my shoulder, I walk to the door and say, “Great session. Have a nice night… or date.”

Vivian blocks the door and closes her eyes. “Shit. Shit. Shit. This is precisely why I don’t have any female friends. I can’t keep my thoughts to myself, and my mouth shut. I’m sorry… I am. And you’re right. I’m such a bitch… but I don’t want to be a bitch to you. Let’s start over. I won’t pry into your relationship. It’s not my place. So, what do you say? Can we just sit down and work on the project?”

Staring at her, her features have completely transformed. She looks pained and vulnerable—nothing like I’ve ever seen her look before. Suddenly, I feel like I’m the one who should be apologizing for changing her entire demeanor. “Yeah, of course… I’m sorry. I do have a tendency to overreact… and I’m not real big on the whole ‘girl talk’ stuff.”

Sighing with relief, she says, “Oh thank God. I’d like for once to not have my big-ass mouth ruin a friendship for me.”

“Well, you do have a big ass mouth,” I agree, smiling. “But I could probably open mine a little more every now and then.”

“Well look at that… we’re bonding,” she says, sitting back down and flipping through her files. “We’ll be braiding hair and telling ghost stories in no time.”






 

To:GAM4160@gmail.com

From:VLMarx37@JMU.edu

Subject: Latest Update

 

Gwen,

School sucks. I’m sure you know that as well as I do though. You have no idea how badly I hate being surrounded by idiots. You would think that a college as hard to get into as JMU is that the place wouldn’t be inundated with a bunch of assholes whose brains are smaller than their sphincters. Yes, I just said sphincters. I can picture you cringing right now. The way your face scrunches up, but your nostrils flare. The scrunching is cute. The flared nostrils—not so much. 

I talked to that Sarah chick that I was stalking on Facebook. She agreed to be my partner for that project. We seemed to get along well. After I shut my mouth and stopped offending her. You know me—NO FUCKING FILTER. 

Oh, you would have loved my outfit last night. I totally channeled your fashionista side last night. I had a date after working on my project. It went okay. Yes, I slept in my own dorm… alone. I’m slowing down and trying to be less “active” as you say

Alright, I’m going down to dinner. Beef tips and noodles again. I’m going to get the cereal. Shocker! Please keep an eye on mom and dad for me.

Miss you! Love you!

V. 
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ONE OF THE hardest things about being at Kyle’s frat house is watching all the couples together. I feel like a voyeur most of the time, just watching and staring. They’ve all got to think I’m some kind of nutjob with an obsession. I envy their comfort, their openness—the way the girls can sit on guy’s laps, kiss their necks, rub their backs while 50 other people are in the room. I don’t have that kind of courage. I reserve the PDA for PDA (public displays of affection for private displays of affection). I believe physical contact should remain private, behind securely closed doors. 

Bo-Bo and Lyla apparently have a different perspective on things—as do the other 20 paired off people, hanging around the common room. “Want to get out of here,” Kyle asks, nudging his nose into my hair.

I nod, really wanting to escape the visual orgy playing out in front of me. Kyle leads me to his room—a room he shares with two other fraternity brothers. There’s a dirty sock on the door handle that looks like the wearer might have stepped in some sort of gummy, sticky substance as well. “Looks like we need a different venue. Do you think Hannah’s home?” he asks, looking hopeful. 

I raise an eyebrow, answering his question. 

“Of course she is,” he says defeated, leaning his head against the doorframe of his room. “Does that chick ever leave your room?’

“Classes and meals,” I say, shaking my head. He knows that already though; he’s just frustrated. 

Kyle’s eyes light up. “How about the roof?” he offers, smiling. Then he sprints down the hall and stops in another room, grabbing a twin mattress and some blankets. “First year… I can take what I want, and he can’t say a thing.” 

Following him up the stairs, my heart warms at the sight of him carrying blankets and a twin mattress up the stairwell without complaining or difficulty. “I’m impressed,” I compliment, helping him on the last few steps and out the door.” 

“You didn’t realize I had mad man skills, did you?” he boasts, letting the mattress fall onto the flat part of the roof. 

“Oh I knew, I certainly knew,” I chuckle, flopping down on our makeshift bed under the stars. “This is pretty romantic for ‘spur of the moment,’ Mr. Mason.”

“Yeah, well I pull out the big guns when I haven’t seen or touched my woman in over a week,” Kyle says, lying down next to me. “Speaking of which, ummm, that week is over, right? I mean, you’re… you’re clear for takeoff?”

“And Mr. Smooth just became Mr. Lame,” I say, shaking my head. “If you’re asking if my period is over, then yes, Kyle, I’m done for another 28 days.”

“Oh thank God,” he sighs with relief. “I’ve been pretty excited to see you.”

“You usually are,” I joke, as he starts kissing my neck. 

“You’re just so hot,” Kyle compliments, unbuttoning my shirt. 

I’m fairly certain there is a book somewhere of phrases guys think they are supposed to say to a woman before, during, and after sex, because they believe those particular words are sexy or necessary. I hate when Kyle tells me that I’m “so hot.” The only time he even uses the word “hot” is before or during sex. I’m far from being hot. I know that. He knows that—everyone knows that. Typically, I believe words more along the lines of “cute” or “adorable” fit me more accurately. Being five foot two inches tall and 103 pounds with red hair and freckles, hot just doesn’t seem to cut it. Every time I hear him say it, I tune him out and plan out the following day. If he’s going to pretend, then I’m pretending too.

Kyle and my first boyfriend, Jake, could pretty much be interchangeable. Kyle is a little better looking and more physically sculpted, but for the most part, I normally go for the same kind of guy each time. They’re nice, sweet boys, boys that you’d build forts with, wrestle in the backyard with, and catch lightning bugs with. The perfect best friend—and boyfriend. They’re fun and reliable, but more than that, they’re safe and comfortable. I like that. I don’t do risky. 

Tugging on my nipple, he whispers, “Will you flip?” Without answering, I roll over. Kyle slides my underwear down, only freeing one of my legs.

“Can you throw a blanket over us—in case someone comes out?” I ask, feeling very exposed on my hands and knees outside on a roof, getting ready for my boyfriend to fuck me from behind. 

After he covers us, he begins to press against my opening, slowly. I don’t really have a favorite position, but this one is up there on my list. I know that if he’s ramming me from behind that he’s hornier than Hell and that we’ll be done in no time flat. I like that—especially in this particular position and location. 
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“SARAH! LOOK!” KYLE points at the sky. “Did you see it?”

“See what?” I ask, barely able to keep my eyes open. We decided to spend the night on the roof, wrapped in blankets. More like, Kyle decided. I’m longing for my own bed, flannel pajamas, and remote control. But, he was pretty insistent and persuasive. He even made a fraternity pledge make us some hot chocolates. He’ll be the perfect husband and father someday. 

“Open your eyes,” he says, running the back of his finger along my cheek. “You’re missing it.”

“Missing what?” I say, opening one eye.

“The meteor shower… it’s amazing,” he swoons, staring back up at the sky. Looking up, I’m stunned at the illuminations in the sky. It seems like a dream. What looks like falling stars are everywhere, bathing the night sky in streaks of flashes of light.

Sitting up and bringing the blanket with me, I say, “Kyle Richard Mason, you planned this all along—didn’t you?” 

“Guilty,” he admits, sitting up next to me. “You get all freaked out when I try to be romantic or plan something with a little romance… so… I figured that…” 

“That you’d trick me into it,” I finish. The smile splaying across his face says so many things—things I’m terrified to hear and know. 

Kyle wraps me in his arms and pulls me back against his chest. “Just look at it Sarah. It’s beautiful.”

“You’re right… it is. I just wish you’ve would’ve been honest with me… this is incredible. I love sharing it with you,” I say, truthfully.

“Sometimes, I just don’t know how you’re going to react to this kind of stuff,” Kyle explains. “Most of the time you hit the road whenever I get too mushy.”

“A meteor shower? That’s not romantic. That’s science… we both know how much I love science,” I joke, snuggling back against him.

Kissing the top of my head, he says, “It is romantic, Sarah. It’s like a thousand shooting stars. Tonight, you can make 1000 wishes—they’re bound to come true.”

“Well then Mr. Starstruck, if you’re making 1000 wishes tonight… tell me the most important one you’re making.”

I feel his arms tighten around me. “Easy… that you will someday love me as half as much as I love you.” 






 

To:GAM4160@gmail.com

From:VLMarx37@JMU.edu

Subject: LIVID

 

Gwen,

I’m so fucking pissed off. Can you even begin to believe that Jeremy is marrying that skank? Can you say, “Gold digging whore?” I know I can. What could he possibly even see in her? I will never consider her my sister. Fuck, I might not ever even call her my sister-in-law. I’ll just refer to her as “My Brother’s Trophy Wife.”

Next time I’m home for the weekend, I’m putting cyanide in her wine—God knows she drinks enough of it that I’ll have plenty of opportunities. Maybe I’ll just puncture her big fake boobs, and she’ll fly away like a popped balloon.

Oh and get this, Mom said that they’re doing a destination wedding… IN PARIS. (But you probably already know that!) Did you know that they said that guests have to pay our own way to freaking France? Well guess what, Jer? Your baby sister will be sitting this one out. I can’t believe he’s marrying her. I want to punch someone! Oh and… he told me everything over a text message. Dickhead. 

Alright, I have to go. I need to meet Sarah to work on our Linguistics project. 

Love you Gwen! Miss you! 

V.
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“IS SOMETHING WRONG?” I ask, not understanding Vivian’s surly mood. She came into the study room, dropped all her shit, and just started typing her portion of the abstract and analysis, not saying one word to me.

“Wrong? No, nuh-huh, not a thing. Everything is just peachy,” Vivian says, shaking her head, squinting her eyes in anger.

“Okay then, you just don’t seem—”

“Nothing wrong at all. I’m fucking thrilled as shit that my brother is marrying a trollop,” Vivian rants, surprising me. “Just what I always wanted… a sister-in-law that I loathe. How could anything be wrong? I’m as happy as pigs on shit.”

Laughing, I say, “I think it’s supposed to be ‘flies on shit,’ but hey, this is your rant. You can put whatever you want on a pile of shit… but I’d recommend you just throw the shit directly on your brother’s fiancée—it would probably be more satisfying.” 

I don’t really peg Vivian as a weepy, come-comfort-me kind of woman. If I had to wager a guess, I’d say she’s more of a get mad/get even and bitch like crazy about it woman. So, I hope my response is taken lightly like I intended.

“Really? I’m talking about the Marx family crisis, and you start talking about shit and flies? Well, that’s just great. I was right about you all along,” she says, stuffing her computer into her Kate Spade laptop carrying case. 

“Vivian, I didn’t mean to—”

“We’re far enough on this damn project, we can call it a night. Let’s go get shitfaced.” Walking to the door, she opens it and says, “You’re coming… no excuses. You’ve got a fake right?”

Scrambling to get my stuff together, I say, “Yeah, Kyle got me one when we first started dating.” 

Apparently, you can’t date a fraternity boy without a fake I.D. Otherwise, you won’t get to see him until after all the bars close down and you meet up at some stale-smelling frat house with passed out people sprawled around everywhere. So, the guys typically convince legal-aged sorority chicks to give them one of their old driver’s licenses for their underage girlfriends, and you can officially consider yourself able to drink… and able to see your boyfriend in a public venue. It’s really very thoughtful and romantic. Not. But, it is nice to have one when I need it. 

Whenever we go out, I’m no longer Sarah Sloane, but quickly become the quirky little “Lexie Adams,” instead. I’ve met Lexie before. She seems nice enough, and we do resemble each other, if you don’t account for eye color and breast size. Instead of going away for spring break her junior year, Lexie decided to enhance other elements of her appearance. She went a little too large, in my honest opinion, but if you ask any of the guys in Kyle’s fraternity, her tits are perfect. Men.
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“YOU DON’T HAVE to be so right all the time,” Vivian pouts, downing her third beer. “I know I’ll go to the wedding. I know my parents will pay my way there… and I even know that I’ll pretend like I’m happy about it… but right now, I’m going to be pissed and act like a badass.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I say, stirring my vodka and cranberry. “I get it though. It does suck… who wants to welcome people into their family when you already hate ‘em?”

“Exactly… you’re so fucking lucky you’re an only child,” Vivian remarks. “You’ll never have to deal with this shit… or other shit that sucks.”

“That’s the first time I’ve ever heard that. Usually people feel badly for me for not having any brothers or sisters. Hell, I feel bad for me. I always wanted an older brother,” I admit, licking the droplets of my drink off my straw and putting it back in my cup. “Thought it would make things so much easier… someone as an ally against my parents.”

“What do you need an ally for? There’s no way you’ve ever done anything wrong,” she states, eyeing me suspiciously.

“True… but if I had a sibling, then we could get in trouble together… or he or she could take the fall for whatever I got blamed for,” I reply, chuckling. 

“Oh yeah, that is true. The things I’ve blamed them for… shit… I’ll tell ya what too. They never once ratted me out,” she says, smiling. “Damn it, I’m going to have to do this for Jeremy… and for my parents. This sucks.”

“I’ll get us another round,” I say, standing on very wobbly legs. “On second thought… maybe you should.”

“Jesus Sarah, lightweight much?” she asks, hopping up and sashaying to the bar. 

The bartender eyes her like a piece of meat, and she eats it up like a pro. Flipping her hair, she points over to me, pouts her lips, and bats her lashes at him. He leans over the bar, takes her hand in his, kisses it, and nods. Then, he scrolls something on a small beverage napkin and hands it to her. Vivian turns around, looks at me, and winks. When he hands her the drinks, I notice immediately that there’s never been any exchange of money. 

“That bartender’s sorry that you walked in on your boyfriend with another dude,” she says, sitting down. “Here’s his number. He said to give him a call if you feel like getting back at your boyfriend.”

“What? Did you just pimp me out for free drinks?” I ask, incredulously.

“Uhhh no… I gave you a free bang and a free drink,” she states, sipping her beer. “You should be thanking me.”

“Hello? Have you forgotten about Kyle?” I ask, shaking my head. “I told you that whole story yesterday about how he wishes I’d love him as much as—”

“Yeah yeah yeah… I heard enough of that story already,” Vivian says, rolling her eyes. “I’m only going to say this one more time: you obviously care for him, but there’s no way you’re ever going to love him.”

“I want you… I need you… but there ain’t no way…” 

“Jesus Christ, Meatloaf, we gotta get you home,” Vivian says, laughing. “Nobody wants to hear that.”

“I’m ever gonna love—”

“You should probably tell him that,” she says, leaning closer to me. “If he’s not giving you butterflies and toe-curling, shoulder-biting orgasms, then it’s not meant to be.”

“Orgasms? Yeah right!” I blurt, before realizing what I’ve said. 

Vivian’s eyes widen, and her jaw drops. “Jesus fuck, please tell me that I’m not looking at a 20-year-old woman who’s never had a—”

“Shhh shhh, no… no… of course I have… I was just…” 

“Holy shit, you haven’t,” Vivian accuses. 

“Can we please not talk about this?” I ask, looking around to make sure nobody can hear us.

“Oh no, we are so talking about this,” Vivian states, taking a long drink out of her beer. “Sarah, if he’s not making you come, going down on you, and all the shit that makes sex what it is, then you’ve got to kick him to the curb.”

“It’s not… I mean, he does. We do. It’s just… I can’t…” 

“Can’t what?” she asks, coming around to my side of the booth. “Tell me.”

“Vivian, I don’t talk about this kind of stuff… it’s private,” I say, feeling very uncomfortable. 

“Says the girl with no siblings. Trust me… if you had a sister, then you’d know that there’s nothing you can’t talk about with other women. It’s what we do. We share… we talk… we give away more information than anyone ever needs to know,” Vivian says, turning toward me, hiking her foot onto the seat of the booth, and propping her chin down on her knee. “Now start talking… you said the other night that you went at it on the roof. Wasn’t that hot?”

“I mean… it was okay.”

“Did you come?” she asks abruptly. 

Oh Christ. I can’t talk about this stuff with people. “No… I don’t know.”

“Uhhh, you know when you have an orgasm,” she says. “It’s not a question of maybe or maybe not… it’s yes or no.”

“Then, I guess no,” I admit, sighing and taking a drink.

“Did he go down on you? Flick the bean… diddle the clittle?” she asks, crassly.

“God, this is so weird,” I say, frowning, looking around for people within earshot. “I mean… he touches me—gets me ready. But, I really don’t let him, ya know, like rub me… or lick—”

“Shit the bed! Are you telling me you’ve never had oral?”

“I’ve given it. I like to think I’m pretty good at it too,” I boast, hoping to send her on a new tirade about giving head or something else. Realizing that she’s not budging and waiting for more details, I continue with reluctance, “But… but… I don’t want him to do that to me. It’s just… just… gross, I guess.”

“Gross? You’ve got to be kidding me! Sarah, it’s the greatest fucking thing of all time. Nothing… not one thing in this entire world is better than oral sex… nothing,” she states. “Seriously, you’ve got to let him lick it like a lollipop… and I’ll tell you what. Once you feel that kind of pleasure… that euphoric release, you’ll never be the same. Trust me. Fucking trust the shit out of me.” 

“You get pretty crude when you’re drinking,” I point out, scooting against her. “Let me out. I’ve got to pee… I’ll be back.”

“I’m always this vulgar,” she says, honestly. “I’ve been holding back around you.”

“Nice, maybe you should go back to that,” I say, standing. Swaying and grabbing the table, I add, “I think I’ve had enough.”

“Easy Peaches,” she says, grabbing my hand to steady me. “Go pee. We’ll have one more and then call it a night.”

“Alright, one more,” I agree, heading to the bathroom. 

Holy shit, I’m drunk. I haven’t been this drunk since last spring break when Kyle insisted that I go to Panama City with him and a bunch of his fraternity brothers and their girlfriends. Albeit, we did have a lot of fun—what I remember of it. I needed to keep up and try to hold my own against all those liquored up sorority chicks. Damn, those girls can drink. I swore after that trip that alcohol consumption from there on out would only be to “relax a bit” and socialize a little more. I vowed that I’d never to be so loaded up that I woke up in the bathtub in my own vomit and pee ever again. 

Lived.

Learned.

Retained.

I’m going to need to opt out of that last drink. Otherwise, I might have another intimate evening with a porcelain tub, and since I live in a dorm, I’d rather not find myself on that repulsive communal bathroom floor. I will say this for Kyle though: he’d be right beside me if that ever happens again. 

That spring break is when I realized that I might possibly be emotionally and intimately blocked. Kyle was the undisputed hero of the week. He took care of me and catered to my every need and whim—non-sexually of course. The way he treated me caused some rifts and friction for the other couples that went with us. Envy wasn’t pretty on those girls at all. It’s their own dumb fault for trusting guys that ogled other girls in their presence. Those guys cared more about getting drunk, playing some stupid competitive game on the beach, and hitting on girls with their girlfriends right there than they did about spending quality time with their girlfriends. 

Not Kyle though. 

He was the prince of Spring Break—my prince. 

Like I said, he’s the best friend I could ever ask for. 

“Thank God, I was worried you were passed out in some stall,” Vivian states, when I return to the table. “I got us each another drink… I told Bartender McRebound to go light on your vodka. You’re closing in on the ‘cut off’ point.”

“I think I’ve hit it,” I say, shaking my head. 

Vivian grabs my cup and takes a drink. “Nah, you’ll be fine. It’s not strong at all.” Handing it back to me, she adds, “I never drink alone—expect for when I am alone.” 

That sends me into a fit of laughter. “Dude, are you trying to get me drunk?” I ask, sliding my cup back to her.

Shaking the cup at me, she replies, “Trying? Uhhh… no… succeeded. But I like you drunk… you actually start talking and spilling shit. I like that.”

Laughing, I say, “Yeah, I do get a little loose-lipped and start spewing shit.”

“Ewww… if you puke, I’m out. You’ll have to call the boyfriend for that shit. I don’t do vomit and the whole hair-holding business,” she admits. Glancing to the side, her eyes widen and she turns her head away from the door. “Shit. Shit. Shit,” obviously avoiding eye contact with someone.

“What? Who is it? What’s going on?” I ask, looking around, confused. 

“Charlie Ryan just walked in… shit, I’ve been totally in hiding since our date the other night. I’m just not interested,” she says, grabbing a menu and blocking us from view.

“Where? Which one is he?” I ask, looking around.

Vivian slowly and deliberately lowers the menu, looking at me incredulously. “Whoa, did you just say ‘he,’ as in Charlie is a guy?” she asks, staring at me intently.

“Well yeah, did I say something wrong?” I question, my head feeling a little fuzzy.

“Uhhh Sarah, I’m so sorry. I… shit… I thought you knew. I thought everyone knew,” she stammers, pressing her hands to her forehead. 

“Knew what? What was I supposed to know?”

“Charlie Ryan is not a ‘he.’ Charlie’s a ‘she,’” Vivian admits, biting her lip and furrowing her brow.

“Charlie is a girl? But you said you had a date with— Ohhh… okay. So, that means that… you… and she… are… okay,” I say, feeling my face redden. 

“Gay. Sarah, I’m gay… I didn’t realize you didn’t know. If that’s going to be a problem—”

“No… no… I’m mean that’s cool. I mean, whatever. I watch Ellen—I like Melissa Etheridge,” I ramble, trying to hide my shock. 

I don’t get it. Why would Vivian be a lesbian? She’s so pretty and smart. I mean, not that lesbians can’t be pretty and smart. I just thought that—oh fuck, I’m not going to be good at this—especially drunk. I’m going to say something ignorant and dumb. She’s going to see just how naïve and sheltered I’ve been my entire life. So much for having an actual friend I can hang out with and do girly crap with.

Laughing, she says, “Seriously? Ellen and Etheridge? That’s like telling a black person that you’re not racist, because you have a black friend or that you watch The Fresh Prince of Bel Air.”

“Well, I do have a some black friends, and I love Carlton Banks. That man can dance,” I reply with a slur, not really knowing how to redeem myself. I pray that I don’t start mindlessly rambling about things I can’t possibly have a clue about. I down my drink, hoping to buy some time while also hoping that I don’t puke up all the alcohol I’ve had tonight. 

“Vivian, truthfully, it really doesn’t matter to me one way or another if you’re… you know… gay or not. I don’t really care about stuff like that. But… I will be honest… I’ve never had a homosexual friend or even an acquaintance who swung that way,” I admit, trying not to ramble on ridiculously. “I’m not freaked out—just surprised. I’m sorry if I was rude. I was just a little caught off guard.” I can feel my verbal deluge, but can’t seem to stop it. I don’t want to offend her, so I want her to know that I’m totally fine with her choices… or being-bornness. I have no idea if it’s a choice or a gene. I know nothing—virtually nothing at all. 

Fuck, I’m drunk. My thoughts are incoherent.

“Gay is fine… there are a lot of fine gay people. And that’s… that’s fine…” 

“Now that’s what I’m talking about. That is the most you’ve ever opened up before. Hell, I would’ve made sure you knew that first day if I knew it would’ve loosened you up and made you start really talking—incoherently, I might add,” Vivian jokes. “And you’ve never had a gay friend—that you know of. There are closet cases all around, Peaches.”

Sighing, I nod and agree, “That’s probably true.” Glancing over at Charlie-the-Girl, I’m immediately struck by her beauty and presence. Looking around, I notice that all eyes are on her—male and female alike. “Uhhh Vivian, what’s wrong with Charlie? She’s gorgeous.” I suck an ice cube into my mouth for something to chomp on and distract me from my own naïve embarrassment. My head spins from the liquor and confusion of this new bit of knowledge.

“That’s what’s wrong with her,” Vivian answers. “She spent more time that night fixing her hair, putting on lip gloss, taking pictures… of herself… and flirting with everyone in a hair-flipping distance that I lost interest… quickly.” Peeking out from behind the menu, Vivian sighs and says, “She is hot though… damn… which is why I took her home, fucked her, and never called her back… Oh, and she says, ‘I seen.’ That’s always enough for me to end it immediately.”

“Ummm did you… I don’t get… ummm ‘fucked’ her? How is that even possible?” I ask, feeling like a total, slurring, stupid asshole.

Shit, I wish I could keep my mouth shut when I’m drinking. Well, if I did that, then no alcohol would get in—which might not be a bad thing after tonight’s debacle. But alcohol can be so good—especially in times like this.

“Yeah ‘fucking!’ That’s what it is. You don’t need a dick and a pussy to fuck. You just need two people willing to fuck the shit out of each other and that’s what it is,” she says, candidly. 

“So do you like strap on—”

“Oh Christ, no. It’s not about the penetration. It’s about the connection, the intimacy… the orgasm. Honestly though, with her, it was just about the orgasm… and the status,” Vivian explains. “I nailed Charlie Ryan—that’s a big deal. She’s a beautiful woman who knows exactly what she wants and how she wants it… but… she’s not exactly real generous in the sheets though—if you get what I mean. But I did manage to get mine.” 

“Information overload,” I announce, closing my eyes to take a moment and process this inundation of information. My head is spinning on a continuous axis from the alcohol and the sexual visuals. 

“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Vivian asks, eyeing me suspiciously.

“I am. It’s just a lot to take in. Plus, I did say that I wanted to go to college to broaden my horizons… and meet new people. This would definitely count,” I explain, biting down on my ice cube. 

“Do you wish you didn’t know?”

“God no, I don’t want you to feel like you can’t tell me things… which you’ve obviously proven that you can and will tell me things… more things than I’d actually care to know,” I state as my head begins to bob and feel heavy—heavier than I think I can handle.

“Alright Peaches, we need to get you out of here,” Vivian says, helping me out of the booth. 

Vivian walks on the other side of me, avoiding Charlie’s line of vision, while nearly carrying me out of the bar. Walking past Charlie, I can’t help but picture her with Vivian. 

Kissing. Hugging. Touching. Naked.

Giggling, I say, “Whoa, now you’ve got me picturing it.”

“Picturing what?” she asks, holding the door open for me.

“You. And Charlie… doing… ya know,” I admit, wondering why my mind would go there. 

“Picturing it? Really? What’s it look like to you?” she asks, stopping on the sidewalk and turning toward me. 

“Ummm… I’m not sure. It looks… pretty, like beautiful… soft even,” I say, nodding at the clarity of the vision.

“Damn straight it was.”

“Actually, it was damn gay,” I say, losing it in a fit of vodka-infused laughter.

“Okay, so now you’re a damn comedienne. Let’s go Rosie, let’s get you to bed,” Vivian says, walking me to my dorm. Or more like, guiding me to my dorm.

“Rosie! As in ‘O’Donnell?’ I love it. She’s got mad laughs,” I say, stumbling over my words again. 

“She sure does.” After she helps me unlock the main door to my dormitory, Vivian stops and asks, “Let me ask you something, does Kyle try… like want… to go down on you?”

“All the time… it’s like his number one mission in life,” I say, nodding slowly and deliberately. Giggling, I add, “He wants to sample my taco, my sweet, little meaty taco.”

“No… whoa… TMI… TMI… I will never be able to un-hear that,” she says, plugging her ears. “Or look at a taco the same way again.”

“Oh you can be… descriptive, but I can’t? I challenge. “Unfair.”

“Descriptive? Dude that was repulsive. Never refer to your vag as a taco again—please. For the sake of all things holy and feminine,” I state, fake gagging.

“Fine, but I still think it’s pretty funny.”

“Alright, I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll stop bombarding you with private questions and prying into your sex life… if you do one favor for me?”

“Hmmm, why do I have the feeling you’re going to freak me out right now?”

“Just hear me out… and trust me… it’s a win/win for you,” she says, holding the door open for the three people coming out of the dorm. After they’re out of earshot, she says, “Just once… one time… let him do it. Let him go downtown. And then… then… if you hate it, I won’t bring it up ever again.”

Groaning, I say, “You can’t bring it up even if I like it either.”

“So you’ll do it—or let him do it?” she questions, excitedly.

“I didn’t say that,” I announce quickly. “I can’t promise you anything, but I’ll think about it… and maybe. That’s it. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Oh, I can promise you something… you’re going to thank me… oh how you’re going to owe me. I can’t wait,” she says, nearly skipping away. 






 

To:GAM4160@gmail.com

From:VLMarx37@JMU.edu

Subject: BETTER

 

Gwen,

I’m better on all counts. (1.) I’ll go to Jeremy and Skankasaurus’ wedding—if Mom and Day pay. (2.) I’m over the fact that Charlie Ryan didn’t return any of my calls. She’s a slut bag only looking to lick and leave. Whore. (3.) I’m pretty sure Sarah and I will ace this project. She’s wicked smart and meticulous. It’s like looking in a mirror… a distorted funhouse mirror that only shows people’s brains and levels of ambition, because in no way do we look alike. 

So yeah, forget the mirror analogy. It really doesn’t work here. I’m trying though. I’m not doing well in my creative writing class. The TA said that I need more symbolism, analogies, and similes. I said, “Fuck off. I can write what I want.” I actually did say that. She caught me at a bad time. Her response was, “I can grade how I want, too.” Bitch. 

Hey, remember that guy, Eddie Lenz that you had such a crush on in middle school? I just found out, via Twitter, that he was arrested for… wait for it… fucking his neighbor’s GOAT! Hahaahahaah you sure can pick ‘em!

I miss you. 

Love you,

V. 
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“BABE, I’M SO happy for you. I know how hard you and Violet—” 

“Vivian.”

“Right… Vivian… how hard you and Vivian worked on that project,” Kyle says, hugging me. “We should celebrate. Want to go out?”

“Nah, let’s just stay here,” I say, sitting down on his bed. “Will Troy be back tonight?”

Raising an eyebrow, Kyle smiles and says, “I’m sure I could text him and tell him to find somewhere else to crash tonight.”

“I think you should do that,” I say, coming on much stronger than I’ve ever been accustomed to. Before I can finish the sentence, Kyle leaps over his bed, grabs his phone, and starts tapping out a message to Troy. Then, he throws his phone on Troy’s bed and falls down next to me on his own twin-sized mattress. 

“What do you have in mind, Sarah?” Kyle asks, running his finger along the neckline of my shirt.

“How about this? How about you do whatever you want—any way you want and… and… I let you… no holding back?” I offer, trying to hide my reddening face.

Being this bold sexually is not my typical demeanor, but I’m ready to do some exploration of my own. I’ll admit it; I want to experience what Vivian has been raving about for the past week and half. Ever since I admitted to her about my lack of experience on our drunken night out, she has been relentless describing in graphic details about everything I’ve been missing by not allowing Kyle to go to “Y-town” as she calls it. Vivian claims that she’ll stop being so detailed and vulgar once I let my inhibitions go and let Kyle do his magic. 

There’s something about Vivian that I just can’t say, “No,” to. She’s straightforward and bold, which is the antithesis of me. But her strength of character and intelligence are unlike anyone’s I’ve ever known before. When we talk, we talk for hours on end, but it’s not mundane and humdrum. She’s an intellectual with a witty and raunchy mind. It’s refreshing. With people, you usually get smart, stiff, and poised or vulgar, crass, and obnoxious. Never both. Vivian is all of the above—and about the most persuasive person I’ve ever met. So, it’s no wonder I’m sitting here telling Kyle to go down on me. 

“Anything?” Kyle asks, his eyes widening. “Well you know damn well what I’m starting with then.” As he unbuttons each button of my shirt, I watch his every move. “Look at you!” he marvels, “You’re eyes are open.” 

“Well why wouldn’t they be?” I ask, confused.

“Sarah, every time we fool around, your eyes are sealed shut like you want to block me out. Tonight… tonight… you… you actually seem like you’re into this,” he explains honestly. Sitting up, he takes off his shirt and then finishes unbuttoning mine. 

Kyle really is attractive. Girls are always flirting with him. He’s got that sweet boy-next-door look, complete with the big brown puppy dog eyes and deep, round dimples. If I didn’t trust him so much, then I’d probably worry about him when we weren’t together. But I don’t have to worry; he’s just so trustworthy and loyal.

Loyal.

I can just hear Vivian mocking me for calling him “loyal,” and see her rolling her eyes at the mention of his name. I really should just introduce them, so that she’ll see firsthand how wonderful he is and how lucky I am to have him. 

“Kyle, I’m watching now, and I can’t wait to see what you’re going to do next,” I prompt, surprising myself. 

Honestly, I’m enjoying this boldness, this take-charge attitude. Up until now it wasn’t me, but maybe it should be. It does feel kind of good. I always said that I wanted to evolve in college. What better evolution is there than sexual evolution? Like Vivian said, “It’s win-win for everyone.” 

Once my shirt is unbuttoned, Kyle opens it, exposing my chest. “You’re so hot,” he moans. Immediately, his trite phrase makes my mind wander, but I succeed in forcing myself to stay in the moment.

“Oh yeah, so are you,” I compliment, running my nails down his back. It’s the first time I’ve ever spoken to him—to anyone—during sex. 

“God Sarah,” he groans into my ear, “I don’t know what’s come over you, but I like it… I like it so fucking much.”

“Yeah, show me what else you like,” I say, cringing at my words, trying to hold back my laughter. There’s no way that people really get into this and like talking to each other like this. 

Kyle pulls my bra up over my chest, freeing my breasts. He presses them together and alternates between licking my nipples and tugging one and then the other. This will most likely last for one or two minutes, until he gets bored or too worked up. Then, he’ll take off my pants. He’s got a system and very rarely does he stray from it—unless we’re just pulling a “quickie.” However, much like Jake, sex with Kyle is pretty much always a “quickie.”

After he yanks my pants down and slides my underwear off, he kisses his way down my stomach. Licking my bellybutton, he maneuvers himself between my legs, continuing to work his way further down between my legs. Momentarily, he pauses and looks up at me. I assume since this is normally the point that I stop him that he’s awaiting my approval. I take a deep breath, spread my legs a bit further, and nod my assent. 

Kyle massages and kisses my thighs, kneading the flesh of my legs, while licking his way inward. Mentally, I will myself to relax my eyes, my face, my arms, and my entire body, mimicking the relaxation exercises that end the one yoga class I went to. I found yoga to be absurd and pretty much giggled the entire time. 

No. Focus. This is not about yoga. Pleasure. Find pleasure Sarah. 

When Kyle touches me at the center, I move my hips, permitting him to do as he pleases. I open my eyes and tilt my head upward, watching his tongue slowly make contact with me… once… twice… until he’s rolling his tongue all around my clit. I tighten, feeling very vulnerable and exposed. Praying that this ends quickly, I lay my head back down and squeeze my eyes shut. Assume the typical Sarah-position. How can I will myself to like this?

Whispering against my sex, Kyle says, “Come on Sarah, relax… you taste so good.” Kyle places a finger inside of me and continues to circle his tongue around and around my nub. I feel a heat run through me, surprising me. He pulls my clit into his mouth, sucking it harder. Relaxing a little, I let him take over and let the warmth of his mouth and his moans bathe me in comfort. 

God, Vivian was right. She’s always right. Vivian knew the kind of pleasure this could give me. I’ve never felt so… so… God… Vivian was right. Vivian knew. Vivian knows everything. There’s nothing Vivian’s ever wrong about. 

Tangling my hands in Kyle’s hair, I lift my hips, grinding myself harder against him. “Oh… oh… oh… God,” I cry, feeling my body tense and tighten, before the small quakes shake me and pulse from inside. My hands pull at his hair as my toes grip the sheet of the bed.

“Oh fuck Sarah,” Kyle says, kissing his way back up my body. “That was so hot… you’re so fucking hot.” He kisses me deeply, sharing the taste of my personal pleasure on my tongue and lips. I claw at his back, urging him into me as he pushes inside. I meet him thrust for thrust, lifting, rocking, and gyrating my hips against him. “Jesus… oh Sarah… oh fuck,” he yells, pounding into me, crashing the headboard against the wall. 

A loud pound echoes through the wall. “Go Kyle—get her hard,” comes a voice from the other side, followed by cheers and laughter. A proud smile splays across Kyle’s face as my eyes squeeze shut in painful humiliation. Finally, he lets go, calling my name louder than he ever has before. 

Panting with his head on my chest, Kyle glances up at me and states, “Sarah Sloane, I love you so much… every day you surprise me more and more.” Rolling over and pulling me onto his chest, he swipes my hair out of my eyes, and adds, “God, I can’t wait for the rest of our lives.” 

Noticing the tears pooling in the corners of my eyes, he says, “Babe, what’s wrong… did I hurt you?” His eyes are full of worry and concern as panic begins to set in.

“No… no… I’m fine Kyle, really I am,” I lie, trying to smile. “You were great. That… that was so perfect… so great. I mean it. Thank you.”

“Thank you? You’re welcome, I think,” he stammers, staring at me confusedly. “I don’t understand. What’s wrong? What happened?”

“Nothing… It’s just… it’s… I don’t think we should see one another anymore.”
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“BITCH, OPEN THIS door or I swear to fuck and back that I’m going to break it down.”

I’ve officially been in hiding for five days now. I called all of my professors, faked a horrid, scratchy voice, and told them I was in the hospital with pneumonia. They all bought it. I promised profusely that I’d be back in class by Monday, adding in that I hated missing their classes. Professor Punctuality told me that I could YouTube the lectures that I missed. If I’d known that, then I’d never have gone to one of his classes in the first place. Why do we always figure things out after it’s too late?

Picking up my phone, I text a message: Go away. I don’t want to talk.

I hear the phone ding on the other side of the door and a loud thump against it. Finally hearing the footsteps retreating away, I sigh with relief and pull the blankets over my head, burrowing further into my shame. I feel terribly for Kyle. There is no better guy in this world. He’s the best—deserves the best. Deserves so much more than me. 

Hiding under my blankets, I hear the unmistakable sound of keys rattling and the jiggling of my door handle. Suddenly the door flings open, and my R.A. screams, “Sarah… Sarah… are you okay?”

Coming out from under my comforter, I’m face-to-face with my panic-stricken R.A. and Vivian Marx. “Bitch, I told you that I was going to get in here one way or another… you’ve been sulking enough over this breakup.”

“So wait, you didn’t think she hung her herself? Shit Vivian, you know I could get into a lot of trouble for opening Sarah’s room and barging in like this.”

“Awww, your secret’s safe with me… your cushy irrelevant and unnecessary job is safe… for now,” Vivian states, leading her to the door. “You did the right thing. Everyone’s safe here.”

“Are you out of your mind?” I ask, after the door closes. “I said I didn’t want to talk.”

“For someone who wasn’t ‘in love,’ you’re really taking this breakup pretty tough,” Vivian states, sitting down on my bed. “So all you’ve told me in the last week is that you broke up and didn’t want to talk about it… so spill.” 

“There’s nothing to talk about… it’s over… what else is there to say?” I ask, lying down and covering my face with my arms. 

“So what happened? Did you walk in on him banging some so-whore-ity, Alpha-come- fuck-me girl?”

“God no! It wasn’t anything like that. I told you he’d never hurt me,” I remind her from beneath my safe haven of crossed limbs.

“Right, he’d never hurt you, but he dumped your ass for no reason—sounds pretty painful to me,” she states, prying my arms from my face. 

“I dumped him… me… I did it… okay!” I yell as a sob escapes my throat and tears trickle down my face. 

“Wait a second! What? What do you mean ‘you dumbed him?’ If you’re this distraught and bed-ridden over it, just walk back over there and get him back,” Vivian states, matter-of-factly.

“It’s not that easy,” I whine, hating all of this.

“Of course, it is,” she says. “You knock on his door. You say, ‘Hey K, I fucked up. I love you. I’m sorry—we should fuck and forget everything that happened this past week.’ See? It’s simple.”

“It’s not simple! It’s far from simple,” I cry, shaking my head. “Vivian, you were right—right all along. I’m not in love with him. Have never been in love with him. But the problem is… he’s so good, so perfect, and so kind. He’s the type of guy every girl wants—wants to marry and be with,” I explain, knowing that I’m not making any sense. I don’t really even understand it myself. I’m a jumbled mess of thoughts and regrets and what ifs. “It’s just… not me… I don’t want him like that. I don’t know if I ever have.”

Wrapping me in her arms as I sob into her shoulder, Vivian strokes the back of my matted, tangled, been-in-bed for a week hair. “It’s okay. I get it. It’s so hard to be honest like that—especially when it’s yourself that you’re being honest with.” 

Crying into her neck, letting her hold and comfort me, I feel an overwhelming sense of peace and assuredness. My shoulders stop shaking and I’m able to catch my breath and stop crying. “You’re going to be okay,” she soothes, still trying to console me. “It’s so much better that you told him now… if he’s as wonderful as you say he is, then it wasn’t fair to him. It’s hard loving someone that much when they don’t love you back.” 

An uncontrollable and inexplicable urge comes over me, building deep within a place inside of me that I never even knew existed. Sensing that I understand what she’s saying, what she’s implying, I take a deep breath, and softly place my lips against her neck, letting my tongue slowly taste the flesh of her skin. The quiet whimper I hear encourages me to kiss her again, traveling to her ear lobe.

Her pained sigh, slows me at the exact moment Vivian leans back away from my advances. “Sarah, I… I… I can’t do this. I’m so sorry. I never meant to—” Standing, with a horrified look on her face, Vivian backs away from my bed, eyes wide and full of fear and regret. She grips the doorknob, not saying a word, and silently backs out of my room, like prey retreats from its predator. 

I can’t move.

I can’t think.

I’m full of shame, regret, confusion, fear… and an all-encompassing sense of certainty.






 

To:GAM4160@gmail.com

From:VLMarx37@JMU.edu

Subject: HOLY SHIT

 

Gwen,

Oh. My. God. You are never ever, I mean ever, going to believe this. Sarah, sweet, innocent, totally-straight, and entirely inhibited Sarah, kissed me! Well, not on the lips, my neck, but she was definitely kissing me. And before you get all high and mighty, NO GWEN, I didn’t pursue her. I definitely learned my lesson about falling for straight chicks last year. Caroline did a number on me that I’m still reeling from a year later. Setting your sights on a straight girl is the kiss of death for gay people. Sadly it happens to us all the time. It’s a total setup for failure, a horrifying, self-fulfilling, and self-deprecating prophecy.

I’ll admit, at first, I entertained the thought of hooking up with Sarah. She’s just so damn cute—it’s almost impossible to not imagine doing hot, sexy things to her tiny little body. (I know, too much information.) But then, something happened. I stopped picturing doing shit to her and really started liking her. She’s my friend. I wouldn’t do anything, Gwen, to ruin that. Hell, she’s about my only friend on this campus. You know how hard it is for me to make female friends to hang with—especially after they find out I’m gay. They usually shy away from me, because they don’t want people to think they’re gay or they just want their one token lesbian friend for some social status reminder. 

But with Sarah, I’ve come to rely on her funny texts and witty quips to get me through the day. And God, she’s so smart; she makes me want to be smarter and better. When we start talking and laughing, it just doesn’t stop. She’s a riot. And beautiful, her freckled innocent skin is gorgeous and flawless. Her long red hair is out-of-control, but yet sexy and endearing. Oh shit, do you hear me? I sound like a lovesick puppy. I’m not; I swear I’m not. Now, I’m just worried that I fucked it all up and lost my closest friend here. I have no idea what to do.

I miss you.

Love you,

V.
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IT’S BEEN A week since I’ve seen or talked to Vivian and two weeks since I’ve seen or talked to Kyle. Kyle surprised the Hell out of me. After I broke up with him, I jumped out of the bed, threw on my clothes, apologized profusely, and bolted. I expected to get a barrage of texts, calls, and emails—and even some drop-ins. 

Not one thing. 

Nothing.

I don’t know, after everything that happened with Vivian, maybe it would be better if Kyle came over and begged me to take him back. It would be easier, so much easier. However, he hasn’t. As much as it reconfirms what I already knew about us, it also makes me question what I thought I knew about him. I never thought in a million years that he’d let me go. Sure, I did the letting go, but he’s certainly not grasping to keep me. Maybe he’s trying the whole “If you love something, set it free…” thing. Maybe he’s waiting for me to come crawling, begging back to him. 

I can’t do that.

I won’t do that.

It’s not fair to love him out of convenience.

Nothing wonderful ever comes easy. 

God, that is so true. Nothing wonderful comes easy. 

Kyle’s easy, but he’s just not wonderful in that way to me. 

Vivian, now that’s a different story. We’ve gotten so unbelievably close these past two months that I know what she’s thinking. I could almost hear her thoughts pounding out of her head:

“Hey look at the straight chick coming on to me just because she’s all sad and heartbroken. Well fuck that, I’m not going to be her blues-buffer. If she wants to experiment, then she can go play games with some other straight chick. Then, they can laugh and giggle about it years later with other moms over wine. They can all make jokes after the little league championship on someone’s copper-colored stamped patio in the suburbs while their kids play on trampolines and climb trees.”

Okay, maybe she wasn’t thinking all that. But knowing Vivian, she was definitely thinking some rendition of that scenario. 

Vivian doesn’t skip classes. I, on the other hand, haven’t been to Linguistics in two weeks. Those online YouTube lectures that Professor Punctuality posts have been quite beneficial. And the best part, I start them at the exact time that I want to start them. So, fuck you PP. As for Vivian, I know she’ll come home from class to change before heading to the rec center to work out. It’s her everyday routine, a routine I’ve never seen her stray from in the two months that I’ve known her. 

Sitting down on the bench outside her dorm, I run through the words I want to make sure I say to her, hoping that I don’t forget anything. I don’t want Vivian to hate me for what I’ve done or how I’ve treated her. By no means was I trying to offend her or make her feel badly. That was never my intention. She read my actions wrong, but I certainly didn’t mean to portray them the way that I did. 

‘So you’re out of hiding?” Vivian asks, coming up behind me. (I didn’t see that coming.) Walking around to sit down beside me, she adds, “I skipped Linguistics… stopped by your dorm. Your hermit roommate was more than happy that you finally ventured out of the cave.”

“Vivian… you came to see me… like went to my dorm?”

“Well sure, I wasn’t going to let you sulk forever,” she explains. “I figured that you’ve had enough time to wallow and self-destruct… you’re done now, right?”

“But… I owe you an apology—”

“Listen, water under the bridge. We’re good. I’ll go in and get my swipe card. Let’s get lunch,” she offers. 

“Aren’t you going to work out?” I say, starting to follow her back in. 

“I got up early and ran at the rec—before my 9:00.”

“Wait, what? You got up and went running before… before class? Hold on a second,” I say, backing up and sitting back down. “I think I need a minute. That’s… that’s… I don’t know. I’m not sure I can handle being friends with someone like you,” I joke, lightening the mood.

“Keep it up, bitch, and I’ll make you start going with me,” she threatens, pushing the button of the elevator. 

“Never,” I declare, standing firm on the fact that I will never—ever—no matter what, become a runner.

Laughing, Vivian says, “Oh we’ll see. I can be quite persuasive.”

“Yes, you certainly can,” I agree, thinking about how she convinced me to let Kyle go down on me. “So, we’re okay? For real?” I double-check.

“We’re perfect… we’re friends,” she says, smiling, but there’s something behind that smile that I just can’t quite figure out. 
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“I’M REALLY HAPPY about two things right now,” Vivian says, lying back on her bed, unbuttoning her jeans. “I’m happy to have you back. I’ve been pretty bummed without you—and bored—really fucking bored.”

“God, me too. I should’ve emerged days ago. Hannah Hermit sure was getting on my nerves. Do you have any idea how many shows that chick watches on TV? She must be a Nielsen or something—nobody should watch that much TV,” I complain, sitting down on Vivian’s futon. “So what’s the other thing you’re happy about?”

“Oh… that’s the most important one, I’m freaking ecstatic that it was ‘build your own burrito’ for lunch. That’s my favorite—by far,” she jokingly swoons, rubbing her stomach. “Good thing I ran today.”

“Right? Why can’t they just have it every day for lunch? Just doesn’t even make sense—people come out of the woodwork for burritos—and the ‘build your own sub’ is good too,” I state, feeling quite full myself.

“True, that is a good one, but not nearly as good as the burrito,” Vivian says. 

Rolling over to reach her iPod dock, the back of Vivian’s shirt lifts in back, and I immediately hone in on the pink lacy thong coming out of her jeans. A warmth trickles through me, coating my insides in heat, like warm syrup drizzling over morning pancakes. The feeling is slow and inviting, tantalizing and tempting. 

For the past week, I’ve been struggling with how I felt about Vivian’s arms around me, comforting me when I was tormented and torn. Honestly, I haven’t felt that safe and sure at any other time in my life. I spent the first few days wondering if I was confusing the feelings of a true best friendship with love and lust as I’ve never had the best friend who spends the night, braids your hair, and shares secrets with you all night long. I tried to chalk it up to a bonded, true friendship and that I accidentally misread it as something else. But the truth is, I feel so much more for Vivian than what I have ever felt or could feel for a best friend. Truthfully, I even feel something deeper for her than what I felt for Kyle after being with him for over a year. 

Almost as if she can read my mind, Vivian asks, “So are you going to tell me what happened with Kyle? Why’d you end it?”

Taking a deep breath and holding it in while I count to ten, I slowly exhale and say, “Yeah, it’s why I came over—I want to tell you everything, but it’s going to be hard to say—to admit.” 

Thoughtfully, Vivian picks up her phone, powers it off, and says, “Alright shoot, I’m all yours.” 

“Well, remember how… how… you made me promise to let him… go… you know?”

“Jesus Sarah, are we in fifth grade? Yes, I told you to let him eat you out,” Vivian declares, rolling her eyes.

“Ummm… okay… well… he did,” I admit, feeling so uncomfortable.

“Oh fuck, was it bad? Did he not know how?” Vivian asks, crossing her legs and leaning forward.

“No… no… it wasn’t that. It was… was… fine. I mean, I couldn’t… wasn’t really getting… ya know… into it… until… until…” I stammer, trying to find the courage to be open and honest with her.

“Until what? What happened?” she squeals, bouncing up and down on the bed.

“I was just about to tell him to stop, but then… then… I closed my eyes and—”

“And what? I’m going to kill you if you don’t tell me,” she grits, impatiently.

“I started imagining he was… you,” I say, sighing and closing my eyes in humiliation. Shaking my head in embarrassment and shame, I add, “I pretended his hands were yours and his mouth was—”

“Okay… okay… hold on there,” Vivian commands, waving her hands. “Sarah, listen to me, this is… no… this is not how it goes.”

“What do you mean? What did I do wrong?” I question, feeling hurt by her rejection.

“You’re mixed up… confused because Kyle didn’t do it for you,” Vivian tries to explain. “It makes sense that you’d think that about me, because I can tell a good story… describe a hot scene. My stories got you worked up—not me.”

“I thought about that… I did… I really did,” I explain. “Vivian, this is all I’ve thought about all week long… Hell for two weeks. Do you think it was easy to come over here and say all this to you?”

“Sarah, listen to me… you’re enticed by the idea of something sexy and different—Hell, for a good Catholic girl, like you, it’s forbidden,” she says.

“Yeah, according to Leviticus, so is eating bacon and playing football,” I reply, exasperated. “We can’t forget the sin of premarital sex… coveting those Louboutin boots of yours either, Vivian. I’ve got quite a few sins under my belt. I don’t feel like this, because I’m not allowed to. I feel like this, because I feel like this.” 

“Be realistic, think about it… you’re just on the rebound and looking for something exciting and out-of-the-ordinary—”

“Stop it, Vivian!” I yell quietly. “Don’t tell me what I am or what I feel. I know that I’ve never felt like this about anyone… not a friend or a boyfriend.”

“You don’t get to—”

When she starts, talking, I cut her off and continue, “I’ll tell you that these past two weeks have been terrible. I hated… hated… not seeing you, being around you… and I’m afraid that if I don’t find out what this is… what I feel… that… I’ll leave here and never feel like this about anyone else again.” 

“Wow, Frances Houseman would be mad that you stole her speech,” Vivian says, laughing and turning her phone back on. “Sarah, you’re crazy. It’s just a phase.”

“What? Who the fuck is ‘Frances Houseman?’ What are you even talking—?”

“Frances Houseman? Baby? You know when she goes down to the shack and spills her guts out to Johnny to get him to screw her?” Vivian explains, still looking at her phone. “You basically just gave me the same spiel that Baby gives Johnny.”

“Who are these people?” I groan, confused, angry, and hurt.

“Dirty Dancing, duh… it’s a movie… ya know fiction… just like what you think you’re feeling,” Vivian states. 






 

To:GAM4160@gmail.com

From:VLMarx37@JMU.edu

Subject: SO HARD

 

Gwen,

A lot has happened since Sarah kissed me. Well, you know we hadn’t seen each other in a week. When I got home from class today, she was waiting for me. God, it felt so good to see her. I missed hanging out with her and being with her. Well guess what? She spilled her guts, declaring her undying love and attraction for me. Of course, I rebuffed her advances and played it off as “just a phase”—I even went so far as to laugh it off and pretend she was full of shit. But Gwen, she seemed scared and nervous and so sincere.

I didn’t do anything though. I resisted her and it was SOOOOOOOOO EFFING HARD. Gwen, please give me the go ahead to pursue this! I promise it won’t turn out like my deep doldrums depression after Hurricane Caroline broke my heart and went back to guys. This just seems and feels differently. She had this whole speech prepared. It was basically that same one from Dirty Dancing that always made you cry. The one right before they get all freaky and hot. I know I promised you that I’d never do that again, but God, I think Sarah’s on to something here. I might be falling for her… and she’s the one pursuing me. That’s got to count for something—right? If I promise to protect my heart, will you give me the “thumbs up?” 

Oh did you know that Skankasaurus, our soon-to-be sister-in-law, got a LAVENDER wedding gown? Thank God this wedding is out of the country—nobody here in America wants to see that shit.

As always, I miss you

I love you.

V. 
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JAKE NEVER PICKS up his phone. Ever. Which is why I’ve been on an obsessive redialing mission for over an hour. I’ve texted him 15 times simply with the message, “Call me.” Jake always calls me when I need him—or when he needs me. The fact that he hasn’t responded to my calls or texts pisses me off, worries me, and kind of freaks me out. 

Where is he? 

It’s Sunday morning. He and Carrina-the-Filipino should be snuggling up in his bed, getting ready to go down to breakfast before brunch hours end. I was devastated when he didn’t get into JMU. (Well, I faked devastation. There was no way he was getting in with a 2.4 GPA. I feigned disappointment for his sake.) However, I was elated when he got into Kent State. I love him. I’ll always love him. He’s like the brother I never had. Well, the brother that I fucked for almost a year. Wow, that is so fucking foul. Fucking him wasn’t foul, but thinking about people fucking their brothers—now that’s foul. Actually, thinking about fucking him now is kind of gross, too. 

I knew that I genuinely loved him and was never really in love with him the day he called and told me about Carrina. I was so happy for him. I didn’t feel any sort of regret, no twinges of “what if”—just complete happiness for him. I could hear the jubilation and love in his voice over the phone. The first time I met her when I went back home for Thanksgiving break, I could tell that it was the “real deal.” They were meant for each other. 

I tried to be a little perturbed and annoyed that he “promised to wait for me,” despite the fact that I asked him not to, and then within three months of being in college, he was already in love with someone else. I tried to be angry, but I just couldn’t muster up the anger. Just watching Carrina-the-Filipino look at him with her glassy, lovestruck eyes and goofy grin, I knew that Jake deserved that kind of love and adoration—things I couldn’t give him or feel for him. 

But why the fuck wasn’t he answering the phone?

Finally after 76 straight minutes of hitting send over and over again, my phone rings. Picking it up, I say, “What the Hell took you so long?”

“Sarah, what’s wrong? Is everyone okay?” Jake asks, with panic in his voice. 

“Everyone’s fine. I just needed to talk to you and Hannah has some workshop thing today—so I could call from my room,” I explain, trying to calm him down. “Where are you?”

“At the hospital,” Jake says, sighing.

“What? What’s wrong… what’s happening?” I ask, feeling horribly for calling him incessantly for the past hour. 

“Carrina’s grandfather is not doing well,” Jake explains, his voice cracking. “They don’t think he’ll last the day.”

“Oh Jake, I’m so sorry. I know how much you’ve come to love all of them,” I console. “Please tell Carrina I’m sorry… if you guys need anything… I’m just… I’m sorry.” I know I’m rambling, but I just don’t know what to say. There are so many people who know exactly what to do and say when tragedy hits. I am not one of those people. I’d rather find some rock somewhere and hide under it until people are smiling and laughing again. 

“It’s okay. We knew this day was coming… it’s just hard. I hate seeing Carrina so sad and know I can’t fix it for her,” he says, his voice solemn and dripping with pain. 

“I’m sorry, Jake-potato,” I say again. “Keep me posted. I love you. Go back to her. I call ya later.” 

“Wait, don’t hang up,” he says, before I can press the ‘End’ button. “What did you need?’

“Oh jeez, nothing,” I say, feeling like a total piece of shit for thinking my shambled mess of a life was a priority. “Don’t worry about it.”

“No Sarah, you called. You hardly ever call. What’s up? Distract me a bit from this shit storm… Carrina is with her sisters and mom right now anyway,” Jake explains. “I’m going to walk down the road to the bakery on the corner and bring everyone back something to snack on. You talk. I’ll walk.”

That is so Jake. Getting comfort food. Comforting me. Taking care of Carrina and her family. Why couldn’t I love him like I should have? Why couldn’t I love Kyle like I should have? Damn, wouldn’t everything just be that much easier? Nothing wonderful ever comes easy. Hell, that’s got to be my new mantra.

“Alright, so… what if I told you that I met someone?” I ask, nonchalantly.

“I’d say, ‘poor Kyle,’ and then say, ‘Good, I’m happy for you,” Jake says, seriously.

“Well, Kyle and I broke up a few weeks ago, so that’s a moot point,” I admit. 

“God, I hate that word,” Jake gags. “Moot. Who uses that—besides Rick Springfield?”

“Right, I forgot. Not allowed to use ‘moot’ around you. Anyway, Kyle’s out of the picture,” I correct, laughing. “Is that better?”

“It is, but I liked Kyle. I felt like you were downgrading with him… looking at him kind of did a little something for my ego,” Jake jokes, cheering me up infinitely. 

I look at my phone and see that we’ve been on the phone under seven minutes, and I’m already feeling increasingly more chipper. Jake acts insecure and all that, but he’s about the most secure and sincere guy I’ve ever met. 

Laughing, I ask, “What if I said that I never felt like this about anyone before?”

“I’d say, ‘Ouch.’ Then after I took the knife out of my heart, I’d say, “Well fuck Sarah, it’s about time, already.” Jake admits, sarcastically. “No seriously, that’s great. I’ve… I’ve been worried about you.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“You just don’t seem to give all of yourself… like all of your heart. It just always seems like you’re holding back… with me… with Kyle… with everyone,” Jake states, honestly. “I’ll tell you what though—falling in love—like hardcore falling… is the greatest feeling ever… It’s even better when the other person feels the same way.”

“Jake, I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt—”

“No… no… no, don’t be. Sarah, I’m happier than I’ve ever been in my life… well not now… seeing as how we’re saying ‘goodbye’ to Carrina’s grandfather… but I’m grateful with how my life turned out. I owe a lot of that to you,” he states, honestly. 

“You’re the best, Goodness-Jakes! I’m pretty damn lucky to have you in my life. You make everything better,” I compliment sincerely. 

“Alright, so who’s the poor sap that’s stolen my best friend’s heart?” Jake asks, inquisitively. “What’s his name?”

“Well…” I stall, wondering if I should just drop the bomb and see what happens. 

“Whoa, you’re stalling!” he says, surprised. “Is it someone I know? Holy shit, is it someone famous?”

“Jesus no, nothing like that.”

“Then who? Who is he?” Jake asks again.

“What if I said it wasn’t a ‘he?” I reply, biting my lower lip.

Silence.

Silence.

Silence.

Silence.

Deep, loud sigh.

More silence.

“Well shit, my mom was right,” he says. “Damn that woman is always right!”

My jaw drops. “What? What did your mom say?” I’m floored. Five hundred and fifty-two percent floored. 

“Back in high school, one night… I was… just talking to her. I told her that I didn’t think you were really that into me. She asked me if I thought you were actually into guys,” he admits, letting out a whistle of air.

“Holy shit Jake! What did you say?”

“Man, I’m not sure exactly. I told her that you kissed me and stuff and told me that you loved me, so yeah, I was pretty sure,” he explains. “God, Sarah, I never thought in a million—”

“So what did she say after you said that?” I ask, freaking out.

“Something about getting the same Sapphic vibe about you that she always gets around Aunt Coco,” Jake responds. I can just see him shaking his head and rubbing his forehead, typical Jake gesticulations when he’s caught off guard and shocked. 

Jake’s Aunt Courtney (CoCo) left her husband and three sons to be with a woman. Joan and Coco come to town for all the holidays, but her sons and ex-husband wouldn’t have anything to do with her. I always felt terribly for her. 

Nothing wonderful ever comes easy, damn it. 

Maybe, I’ll look her up and email or something. The whole thing was a just a mess. Coco did everything to get the boys to “forgive” her and accept her, but they wouldn’t. It was heartbreaking really. Am I embarking on a lifetime of breaking people’s hearts? I don’t want to hurt people. But I also don’t want to spend my life wondering “what if” and feeling trapped—and unhappily unfulfilled. 

I don’t know. Maybe I’m just jumping the gun. I had a few fantasies. And I kissed Vivian’s neck. I don’t think those particular events change everything for me. Does it? I don’t know. I really don’t know. 

“Jake, what… what are you thinking?” I ask.

“I don’t know… I’m… at a loss for words. Was it something I did… or didn’t do?” he asks, sadly. 

“Jake! Are you crazy? No, not at all,” I yell. “Plus, I’m not even… I don’t even know if…” 

“So are you like ‘dating’ this girl… like hooking up and stuff?” he asks, quietly.

“No… I don’t think so… she and I… Vivian and I are just friends,” I explain poorly. “Nothing’s ever happened or anything like that… but I… I kind of want it to.”

Silence.

Silence.

Silence.

“Jake? Are you there?” I ask, hoping he didn’t hang up on me and write me out of his life for good.

“Yeah… I’m here… I just… ummm… I got a little too ‘guy like’ there for a second,” Jake admits. 

“Why? What do you mean?”

“Well, Vivian is Julia Roberts’ name in Pretty Woman, so I sort of… started picturing you… and Julia—”

“Well fuck Jake, come on! I called you because I’m freaking out and don’t know what to do, and you start… start… ewww… being a guy,” I yell into the phone, exasperated. 

“Hell Sarah, what am I supposed to say? It’s a lot to take in… give me a second here,” he says, sighing. 

The silence is once again deafening and seems interminable. I begin to start second-guessing my decision to tell him. What was I telling him anyway? That I had a “stirring” for a chick? Is that really newsworthy? Does it really warrant a phone call to my ex-boyfriend for his feedback? His approval? What? Why would I call him? 

Simple: the only other person I am remotely this close to is the one person I have these feelings for. I needed to talk to someone. It’s not like this is the easiest subject to just spring on someone. But why isn’t it? Jake said so himself that I always seemed like I was holding back. Maybe I always have been. Maybe it’s time I stopped.

Finally, he says, “Sarah, all I’ve ever wanted is for you to be happy… if this girl… wow that’s a tough one to swallow…” he says honestly. He takes a deep breath and starts again, “If this girl makes you happy, then you know I’m happy.”

“Thank you Jake… for listening. Nothing’s happened, but I just wanted you to tell me that I’m not crazy… or losing my mind or something,” I ramble, sighing.

“Listen Sarah, the fact that you called me… told me about all this… is something. Obviously, there’s something… I don’t know what exactly… but something is going on. Just go with it… You always worry about everything. Just let whatever happens—happen,” Jake says, easily. “Only you will know if it’s right or not… but I’m guessing that if it gave you enough courage to call me to talk about it… then it probably is.” 

“Ladies and gentlemen, the greatest best friend and ex-boyfriend of all time, the one… the only, Jake Potato!” I say into the phone, my heart warming and my eyes pooling with tears. “I love you, Jake. Thank you. Thank you so much. You have no idea how much I needed to hear that… now go take care of that Filipino.” 






 

To:GAM4160@gmail.com

From:VLMarx37@JMU.edu

Subject: I NEED YOU!

 

Gwen,

I need you!

I need you!

I need you!

I can’t do this by myself. Gwen, I want her. I want her so bad! She’s all I think about. I know you don’t want me to pursue this, but I think I have to. I’m sorry, but I can’t not be with her. Don’t be mad at me!

I miss you! So much!

I love you!

V.
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VIVIAN TEXTED ME about an hour ago and asked me whether or not my roommate, Hermit Hannah, was home. Just seeing her text made my heart speed up. Playing it cool, I simply responded with a picture of Hannah listening to her headphones and studying her Anthropology notes. 

The five hours Hannah spent at her workshop this afternoon were the best five hours I’ve ever spent in my dorm room. Actually, those five hours were the longest consecutive, non-sleeping hours that I have been in my dorm room. Don’t get me wrong, Hannah’s a fine roommate, but a little alone time, privacy, space, every now and then is beneficial to one’s psych Other than her constant, nonstop presence, I’ve never had a problem with her. Hannah makes a lot of jewelry and scarves and crap. I wouldn’t own one accessory if it weren’t for her. So, there’s an upside there. 

Vivian said that she wanted to stop by, but would I consider coming to her dorm instead since Hannah had hermit work to tend to. I was in the shower and getting ready faster than a bat out of Hell. I needed to see her, wanted to see, couldn’t wait to see her. After talking to Jake and “trying out” the words on someone, I needed to see her, talk to her, and just be around her. 

I never could understand the way that girls just drop everything for their boyfriends—constantly needing to be around them, touching them, and staring at them. It never bothered me if a few days or heck even a week went by and I hadn’t seen or talked to Jake or Kyle. I figured that we’d meet up sooner or later. 

With Vivian, I’m always on alert, waiting for her texts, her posts, her Tweets, Snapchat, anything. When I see that she’s done something, anything, then I’m all eager and excited to read it, share it, comment on it… whatever it may be. It’s been like that since about week two of knowing her, too. 

There’s just something about her that’s gotten to me. There’s a part of her that’s flowing through my veins, overtaking me—almost as if I can’t get enough of her. Vivian is my drug, and I’m just always waiting for the next fix. I thought it was a weird friendship obsession, but after talking to Jake and really thinking about it. I’m starting to recognize it for what it really is. I’m not fan-girling and idolizing this smart, sexy, stylish, and fun woman. That’s not what I’m doing at all. No part of me wants to BE Vivian Marx. Every part of me wants to be WITH Vivian Marx. 
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“I HAVE TO tell you two things,” Vivian states, as soon as she opens up the door, motioning for me to come in. I walk in and sit down on her bed; she sits down next to me, facing me. 

Vivian’s single dorm room is smaller than my pantry at home, but it’s decorated in a way that you feel like you’ve entered a quaint loft in Greenwich Village. Everything is artsy and eclectic and “too cool” for college kids. It’s vintage chic with an Upper Eastside flair. I don’t know how she did it, but she managed to make her dorm room look like something that Blair Waldorf and Dan Humphrey would’ve agreed upon together. (Not that they could ever really agree on much!) Every time I walk into this room, I feel like I’m a million miles away from campus and on vacation somewhere hipper than I’ll ever be.

“Alright number one, Charlie Ryan, from the bar…” Vivian starts, taking a deep breath. “Well, she wasn’t a bad date… I was. She blew me off and didn’t want to have anything to do with me. I was so obsessed with hooking up with a ‘gold star lesbian’ that I acted like a total jackass.”

“Gold star lesbian?” I inquire, not following her.

“A lesbian who’s never had straight-sex—ya know, with a guy,” she explains.

“Okay…” I say, not sure how I’m supposed to respond. “Why’d you tell me this? Why’d you say it was the other way around—that you blew her off?”

“I didn’t want you to think I was a loser,” she admits, biting her lip and frowning. “Are you mad?”

“No, not at all… it doesn’t matter to me what happened or didn’t happen with that girl. I don’t care. But, I don’t want you to think you have to lie to me or embellish stories for my sake,” I explain, placing my hand on her knee. 

Vivian’s eyes dart to my hand, and she shifts on the bed, adjusting her sitting position out of my reach. Sighing deeply, she says, “Last year, I fell pretty hard… really fucking hard for my roommate Caroline Bartlett. She’d just gotten out of a two-year relationship with her boyfriend. He was abusive. Used to put her down, rough her up, and control her like a puppet. It was sickening. Anyway, after they broke up, she was pretty messed up,” Vivian recalls, twirling her hair around her finger and shaking her head. 

Continuing, she says, “Well, one night, she got on an ‘I hate men’ kick and one thing led to another… and you get the idea. She stayed on that kick for about five months or so—just enough time for me to fall in love with her.” Vivian stops speaking and looks to the ceiling, almost as if she can still see the whole painful thing playing out in front of her. “Then one day, it was like she snapped out of it and told me that she’d met someone… a guy someone. She said that we had to stop ‘screwing around’ and shit.” 

“God Vivian, I’m so sorry—”

“That day… I swore… I swore that I’d never… ever… fall for a straight girl again, because that kind of pain… that kind of rejection is just too hard to bounce back from. I can’t do it again, Sarah. I just won’t,” Vivian vows, shaking her head, her eyes pooling with tears. 

“Vivian, I don’t know what you want me to say—I don’t. But, I hope you’re not going to keep pushing me away. I already told you that what I’m feeling, what I feel like when I’m around you… is like nothing I’ve ever… in my life… felt before,” I admit, moving closer to her. “I know that when I’m not with you… I miss you. I miss you more than I’ve ever missed anyone… anyone… in my life before.”

“Sarah, that doesn’t mean that you’re—”

“That I’m gay? How do you know it doesn’t?” I ask, confronting her. “You won’t let me find out. You keep turning me down and pushing me away. How am I supposed to know for sure?” 

“It’s not that easy,” she states, shaking her head.

“I think it is,” I say, boldly, closing the gap between us. “I know that for a long time now, all I’ve wanted to do is… is… this.” 

I place my lips softly against Vivian’s lips as relief floods through me. All I’ve wanted, all I’ve thought about for a while is this very moment, the moment her lips touch mine. It is everything I wanted it to be and so much more. I catch Vivian’s sigh in my mouth, savoring her acquiescence and needing more of it for my own survival. 

Sensing my need and finally meeting it with her own, Vivian reaches for my hand, holding it tightly as her mouth opens slightly, welcoming my tongue. I whimper in victorious pleasure and want as her tongue eagerly finds mine. Her lips are soft and delicate against mine, but her tongue is ravenous and wanton, hungrily and expertly guiding me in and out of her mouth. I pant into her mouth as her heated breath mingles with my own. 

I have kissed and been kissed since I learned how to “French” in a makeshift fort in the middle of the woods in seventh grade with a group of boys and girls sitting around an old 7-up bottle, spinning on its side, giggling and praying for it to land on a certain someone. I’ve been naked and making out since the first time I let Jake feel me up and go down my pants during our sophomore year snow day in my parents’ unfinished basement. Kissing is not a new concept for me—not in the slightest.

But I have never—ever—felt the sensations of a kiss travel liquidly down my spine or to the tips of my toes. The second Vivian’s hands clasp behind my neck my insides burn with her touch, begging to turn inside out to feel the softness of her fingers, the lightness of her caress. Her hands tickle the back of my neck and glide through my hair. Every feeling in my body is heightened and aware of the woman who is awakening them, bringing them out of the darkness and enlightening them. 

“Vivian,” I gasp, needing to call her name, to feel her name on my lips, to hear her name in my ears.

Breaking contact with my skin, Vivian pulls back, looking into my eyes. “Stop?” It’s one word. One question. But she’s asking everything in that one single word. That one word will determine it all. 

My heart races.

My stomach leaps.

My eyes fill.

And I answer with the only word that I can, the only word that matters, “Never.”

Vivian’s eyes widen as her lips curl up, “Thank God,” she says, crushing her mouth against mine as she guides me back on to her pillow. 

Pressing her body onto mine, I’m acutely aware of how light and unassuming the weight of her body is. Feeling her long hair brush and sweep across my shoulders sends shivers down my back and arms, creating visible goose bumps everywhere. Running her hands down my arms, she asks, “Cold?” 

I shake my head as my tongue darts out, and the tip meets her neck. “Not at all,” I say, nipping at the skin. “You’re skin is so soft,” I marvel, trailing my tongue up her neck toward her earlobe. 

Giggling, Vivian says, “I didn’t peg you as a ‘talker,’ Sarah.”

Chuckling, I say, “Touché, I didn’t see you as a ‘giggler.’ I guess we’re both full of surprises.

“Some of us more than others,” Vivian replies, pulling my bottom lip into her mouth with her teeth. 

Vivian continues to kiss me, tracing my lips with the tip of her tongue and taking her time tasting me. I relish the time she’s taking, savoring the taste of my lips, my tongue, and my mouth. But for the first time in my life, I want to feel, taste, experience and have more—so much more. 

Almost as if she’s reading my mind, Vivian shifts her body to the side of me and kisses her way down my neck and chest, stopping at the “V” in my neckline. Lifting her head, she stares into my eyes as her hands dance along the bottom hem of my shirt. With a questioning raise of her brow, she lifts my shirt, stopping for my approval.

I nod and my eyes flutter in anticipation. Vivian lifts my shirt slowly. Her eyes follow her hands, drinking in every inch of my flesh as it’s revealed to her, offered to her, given to her. The anticipation of her touch, her mouth on my breasts is making me squirm while my heart beats out of my chest.

“Mmm,” she moans, when she looks down at me. “You’re so perfect, Sarah. Everything about you is exactly what I’ve always imagined and wanted.” 

Holy Hell, that was so much better than “you’re fucking hot.” How did she know exactly what to say? How did she know what would sound like Heaven in my ears and send shivers straight to my toes? She’s knows, because she’s my best friend and knows me—knows me better than I know myself. 

Laying her head against my chest, she grins and looks up at me sheepishly, “The pound of your heart… those are for me… for this?”

Running my hands in her long, dark hair, I nod, smiling shyly. 

“Are you sure? Afraid?” she asks, sliding my bra strap down while kissing the freckles along my arms and neck. 

“Vivian, I… I… not only am I sure… so certain… I can’t wait,” I admit, biting my lower lip. 

“You don’t need these front hook bras anymore. I kind of have the hang of the back bra clasp… seeing as how I’ve worn one since I was 12,” she jokes, just as she unhooks my bra, and slides the silky material away from my breasts. 

Involuntarily, I gasp, heaving my chest at her—arching off the bed. Realizing what I’ve done, I shrink back, sealing my eyes shut. I wait for the embarrassment to rush through me, knowing that I revealed such a primal, carnal side of me. No humiliation comes—just absolute want and desire. 

“Open your eyes, Sarah, I need to see you. I have to know that this is what you want… every single step of the way,” she says, running her fingers softly along my stomach.

I link my fingers in hers from the back of her hand and guide them to my breasts, circling my hard nipples with her fingertips. “It’s everything I want,” I say, staring into her eyes. “For the first time in my life, I mean it. I mean every single word of it.”

A large blissful smile splays across Vivian’s face. She leans forward, kisses me softly on the lips, barely touching them with her own—just a light tap of her lips to mine. Then, before I can protest or beg for more, her lips touch against my nipple, causing my body to dance from the inside out. I can feel every sensation as if it’s in overdrive and heightened. Nothing in my life has prepared me for this moment. Nothing. 

Vivian sucks my nipple into her mouth, cupping my other breast in her hand, rolling that nipple against her thumb. I’m soaring. All I want, all I need, all I can feel is Vivian Marx. All there is—is Vivian Marx. I arch my back to offer more of myself to her—to give all I can to her. She tugs harder on my nipple—pulling it further, hardening it more than it has ever been before. 

“This is how I like it,” she groans alternating between my two breasts, pushing them together. There’s a “pop” as Vivian sucks harder and lets my nipple release from her suction.

“God, that’s so good,” I say, really meaning it, feeling it, and needing it. 

Trailing her nails down my stomach, she tickles the flesh at the waistband of my pants. “Again Sarah, only until I see your eyes can I know for sure… know if I can keep going,” Vivian states, stopping her movements at the button on my jeans. 

Opening my eyes and panting, “Please Vivian, don’t stop… I want it… I want it all… you… I want you,” I beg, pleading with her, heart, mind, body and soul. 

Unbuttoning my jeans, she tugs them as I lift my hips off the bed, helping her to get them off. “I might need to go up a size,” I joke, not feeling at all self-conscious with her. 

“The Hell you do,” she argues, pulling harder and finally getting them off. Laughing, she adds, “These look hot as fuck on you. I couldn’t wait to get them off of you… because I knew I wasn’t getting into them.” 

“Hey,” I yell, feigning offense.

Lying down on top of me, Vivian moves the hair out of my eyes. “Woman, how many times do I have to tell you… you are beautiful… every single inch of you?” Her lips close down on mine as her tongue guides mine into her mouth, pulling, sucking, and biting softly. God, can this woman kiss! 

Suddenly, I feel a painful, powerful need surge through me. I have to have her. I need her. I need to let go, feel the release that I know only she, Vivian Marx, can give me. Wrapping my legs around her waist, I grind myself against her, hoping to relieve the desire building and pooling inside of me. 

“Sarah, I’ve got you… this… you… are all mine. I’m going to take care of every need you’ve ever had,” she says, staring into my eyes. “And some you didn’t even know you had.” She winks at me and then begins kissing her way back down my stomach. 

“I wouldn’t have pegged you for a matching bra and panty kind of girl,” Vivian says, running her nails along the silk of my underwear.

“I’m not usually,” I admit, “but when you invited me over… I… I decided to wear the sexiest thing I own.”

“Have you worn these for anyone before?” she asks, looking up at me, inquisitively.

“No,” I confess. “Tags are in my trash can in my room.”

Grinning wildly, she begins to remove my final article of clothing. Lying naked before her, I have no sense of insecurity, no sense of self-consciousness. I feel open and free, uninhibited and liberated. 

“Vivian?” I ask, directing her attention back to my face and eyes. “Can I… can I… see you?”

She cocks her head, looks at me curiously. “I’m right here.”

“I’m lying here naked… so naked, and I… I want… to see you,” I stammer, my eyes wide with hope and anticipation. 

“You just keep surprising me, Peaches,” she winks. I laugh. It’s been a while since she’s called me ‘Peaches.’ I didn’t realized how much I missed it. 

Standing up from the bed, Vivian whips her shirt off. She isn’t wearing a bra. My eyes must give me away. “Yeah, they’re pretty awesome. Aren’t they?” Vivian laughs. 

Awesome doesn’t quite do her breasts justice. I’ve always enjoyed women’s chests. Always. I know all women appreciate the size, shape, and different variations of breasts, but they have always mesmerized me. In gym classes, I would have to force myself to look away. I marvel at how beautiful and perfect they can be—and yet so different from my own.

Vivian’s boobs are large, round, and high with a slight natural hang to them. They should be memorialized, made into copper, and plastered all over every Victoria’s Secret store on the planet. “Vivian, they’re incredible,” I announce, meaning every word of it. “I knew they were big, but I had no idea they were so… so… flawless.”

“Marx family trait,” she says, doing a little dance for me. 

“Have you ever thought about—?”

“Modeling bras? Bathing suits?” she finishes my sentence. “Who says I haven’t?” she asks, winking at me. Then, she slides her pants down and stands before me in a black and white thong. Her skin is pale and perfect, not a blemish to be seen. 

“On second thought… you should probably be modeling everything,” I swoon, taking in the beauty and elegance of her feminine body. 

Spinning once more for me, she then says, “Now where was I?” Crawling back onto the bed, she works her body between my legs and places her chin on my stomach. “Sarah, tonight has been wonderful.”

“Are we done?” I ask, not able to hide the disappointment in my voice.

“Oh God, no!” Vivian barks out a laugh. “But in just a few minutes… neither of us are going to want to do much talking… so, I just… I just wanted to tell you that… you… are wonderful.” 

Tickling her shoulder with the tips of my nails, I smile and relish the feel of her bare skin on my fingers. “I’m glad we’re on the same page, because I’ve never felt so incredibly wonderful in my life. Vivian, I owe that all to you,” I reply, smiling at the beautiful woman before me. 

Vivian takes my hand in hers and kisses the back of my wrist. Sliding her tongue down my hand, she sucks my middle finger into her mouth. The intimacy of the seduction makes me gasp and catch my breath. There isn’t anything that she does to me that I don’t want more of—crave more of. 

My finger is damp with her saliva. She places it on my breast. “Get your nipples wet for me, Sarah. I want to watch,” she orders, her eyes blazing with lust. 

I trace the outline of my nipple, watching Vivian’s eyes go dark and lustful. I love that I can have this effect on her. It makes me want her and yearn for her even more. Her breathing increases, and she licks her upper lip. Smiling wickedly with her eyes on mine, she dips her tongue into my bellybutton. I squirm at the feeling it jolts through me. 

Working her way slowly down between my legs, Vivian covers every inch of my skin from my navel to my thighs with sweet, soft kisses, while massaging the flesh of my hips and thighs. Every part of my body is alight with desire, a deep carnal need that has never surfaced for me before. For the first time ever in my life, I can feel the damp, droplets of moisture trickle down my backside. I’m wet. I’m really soaking wet. And she hasn’t even touched me between my legs yet. This is my want and my yearning for her. This is all for Vivian.

Moving my legs apart with her hands, she braces my thighs against the bed. “God, your scent drives me crazy… I can’t wait to taste you,” she moans, tracing the slit of my opening. Dipping a finger between my folds, Vivian pulls it out and licks the tip. “So good,” she marvels. 

Repeating the action, I’m on fire, wanting nothing more that for her to shove her fingers deep inside of me—pushing them in and out, over and over again. “Sarah, have you ever really tasted yourself?” she asks, sincerely. 

“Not really,” I admit as I shake my head, mortified at the notion. “Just a little on Kyle’s—” I stop, not wanting to talk about him now. He has no place here with us. 

Returning her finger to the center of my desire, she pushes it in further and draws it out slowly. With lust in her eyes, she places her finger at my lips, and says, “Lick it.” I do so. Her eyes blaze. A moan escapes me—not from my taste—but from the yearning in her eyes. I can do this to her.

“Again,” I say, licking my lips, waiting for another taste. 

After the second time, she states, “I’m done sharing,” and kisses the top of my mound slowly, taking her time. I squirm beneath her, wanting her to work her way further down, but she resists me. “If you want something Sarah, then you’re going to have to ask… or tell me exactly what you want.”

“Vivian… please,” I beg, gripping the bed and wiggling my hips. 

“Please what?” she says, kissing my inner thighs. 

“I need your mouth on me,” I plead.

“On you where?” she asks, innocently. 

“Fuck Vivian,” I growl. “Please… please… eat my… eat my… pus—”

Vivian doesn’t make me finish. Her mouth is on me—her tongue exploring every inch of my femininity. Holding me apart with her fingers, she dips her tongue deep inside, penetrating and licking her way back out, while her fingers follow the same movements. Vivian’s tongue circles around my clit and traces back over the tip. The pressure increases and then relinquishes back. She continues this dance.

I’m driving straight to the edge, dangling over the precipice. Her movements are deliberate and masterful. She’s an expert of seduction and satisfaction. 

It’s intimate. 

It’s exquisite. 

It’s provocative. 

And real. 

This is real and what I’ve been waiting for my entire life. Feeling my insides fill with pressure, my body begins to beg for release. My actions are not my own. My desire and lust have taken over. I tangle my hands in Vivian’s hair and grind myself against her face. She moans at my forceful need for release. I lift my hips off the bed. She grabs my butt and lifts me closer to her mouth, devouring me and taking me as her own.

“Vi… Vi… ahhh… Vi… Vivian,” I cry as I come undone, and my entire body convulses in satisfaction and release. I pant and try to catch my breath as my heart threatens to beat out of my chest. Never—never in my life have I ever experienced something so euphoric and so right. So incredibly right.

Kissing her way back up my body, she nips at my nipple. My body’s still heightened with intense electricity that every movement, very touch, takes my breath away. “Well?” she asks, snuggling into the crook of my arm.

“Yeah, that… that… was… wow,” I say, not finding the words, shaking my head in disbelief at all I’ve been missing. 

“Pretty intense, huh?” she says, kissing me lightly on the lips. 

“Uhhh, that’s an understatement,” I exhale, blowing my hair out of my face. 

Laughing, Vivian says, “Billy Joel was right, ‘Catholic girls start much too late.’ Wish you would’ve started sooner?”

“Billy Joel knows what the fuck he’s talking about—and yes—so much sooner,” I agree, running my fingers through the back of her hair. “Should I? Ya know? Do you now?” I ask, not sure how this should go.

“Give it some time,” Vivian says, lying on her back. “We’ve got all night. That’s the thing about lesbian sex, Babe. We can go all night—over and over again.”

“I like the sound of that,” I admit, turning toward her, taking in the sight of her naked body. “Do you want me to wait, because honestly, I wouldn’t mind—?”

“Sarah,” she says, facing me. “Whatever… or whenever you’re ready. I just don’t want to push you to do… or try… something you’re not ready for… or comfortable with. Going down on you… that… that… was pretty fucking awesome. I could die now happy.”

“Well, shit, I want to die happy too, then,” I say, kissing her neck. Her skin is so soft, so smooth against my lips. She smells like vanilla with a hint of something more spicy and intoxicating—an expensive perfume with a splash of vanilla lotion or body wash. The combination is enchanting. 

I shift our bodies, so she’s beneath me. I stare down at her and am captivated by someone who is so perfect, so evolved, and so incredibly beautiful. Feeling nervous, my hand trembles as I cup the heft of her breast in my hand. Immediately, I can feel that familiar need between my legs once again. God, with each touch of this bewitching woman, I’m becoming more and more insatiable and needy. 

Pressing her breasts together, I take one of her nipples into my mouth, reveling in the feel of it hardening against my tongue. I suck it into my mouth, pulling it lightly with my teeth. “Sarah, harder, I like it harder,” Vivian orders. I do as she asks, nipping it harder and sucking with more force and purpose. “Oh God, yeah, that’s it… that’s how I like it.” 

Vivian pulls on my hair as I knead the flesh of her breasts and nibble against her nipples. I love watching her squirm beneath my touch. She’s so beautiful and strong. Everything about her is everything I’ve ever wanted. Just the sound of her voice makes my heart pound and mouth water. When she enters the room, all others dissolve away. She owns everywhere she’s at—all others cease to exist or matter. All that matters is Vivian. 

The need to taste her, watch her, and know her overtakes me. I kiss my way quickly down her stomach. Vivian wiggles beneath my kisses and fingertips, knowing exactly where I’m headed and what I’m about to do. Her moans and pants get louder with an anticipation of what is to come.

Without needing to move her legs, Vivian throws her legs over my shoulders and pulls me close to her. “Eager much?” I ask, laughing.

“So fucking eager—you have no idea,” she growls.

“Ohhh, I think I do,” I say, running my knuckle long her bare triangular mound. “It’s so smooth,” I compliment.

“Got waxed this week,” she replies, pulling me in closer with her knees. 

Taking my two fingers, I ease her apart—just as she did to me. Her scent nearly sends me back over the edge of desire. Darting out my tongue, I take my first taste of a woman—of Vivian. She’s delectable and suddenly, I’m ravenous for more of her. I dip my tongue further between her folds and am rewarded with a moan of ecstasy. Her moans and whimpers guide me through. When her breathing speeds up, I know that I’m pleasuring her. Not being that familiar with my own body, much less another woman’s body, I follow her lead and let her body language direct me.

For the past few years, I’ve prided myself on my ability to perform exceptional oral sex on Jake and even more so on Kyle. I’ve always had sort of a control issue. Being in control of Jake and Kyle gave me a sense of power and superiority that I pretty much got off on in my own sick and twisted way. Taking them down my throat and knowing they were at the mercy of my every whim was a huge turn on for me.

But this, with Vivian, is not the same. The taste of her, the scent of her, and the feel of her are just as stimulating for me as when she was between my legs giving me more pleasure than I knew was possible to experience. Being able to make this stunning, strong, and secure woman squirm and call my name was everything to me. Our pleasure was interlocked, linked in a way that I’ve never known before. I wanted her to feel for me what I felt for her—and I never wanted to stop. 

Feeling the pull of her hands in my hair, I increase the pressure of my tongue, working her over harder and faster, while her hips gyrate uncontrollably. I don’t allow her to push me away when I feel the first wave of her orgasm. I continue to manipulate and taste her, not pulling away. Slowing my movements, I want to get her comfortable again and at ease to work her back up. She said that we could go all night; I plan and want to do just that. 

Slowly, softly, delicately, I continue to tap away at her clit with smooth, small movements of my tongue. Vivian’s slick and ready, swaying her hips to the ministrations of my tongue and lips. “You sure are quick learner,” Vivian states, giggling breathily. “Swing, your leg over here.”

Feeling uncomfortable, I pretend to have not heard her, continuing to touch and taste my way around her femininity. I’ve never wanted to “go all night” as Vivian calls it. But honestly, I may never want to stop pleasuring her and watching her as she releases and calls my name. It’s addicting and satiating. 

“Sarah, swing your leg over here… I want us to come together… and hold on to each other as we both climax,” she states openly. Nothing has ever sounded better or more inviting.
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WAKING UP, I lift my head and see that Vivian is staring down at me, twirling a strand of my hair around her pinky finger. “How long was I asleep?” I ask, looking around for a clock or a watch. 

“Just a little over an hour,” she says, smiling. “You look like a little angel when you sleep—so innocent and sweet.”

“That’s me! Sweet, naïve, little Sarah,” I say, nipping on her earlobe. “What’re you thinking about?” I ask, noticing the pensive look on her face. 

“Nothing really,” she says. “I was just thinking how much I wish you could meet Gwen.”

“Gwen?” I ask, sitting up, feeling a little awkward. “Who’s Gwen?”

Smiling sadly, Vivian answers, “My older sister.”

“Vivian! I didn’t know you had an older sister!” I scold. “How could you not tell me that? I know all about your brothers and your brother’s Skankasaurus.”

“I don’t really like talking about her,” Vivian says, distantly.

“What do you mean? You just brought her up. Are you guys fighting?”

“No, it’s nothing like that, Sarah. My sister, Gwen, she…” Vivian’s voice cracks. “See, I don’t like talking about this.”

“About what? What about your sister?” I pry, insensitively.

“She died three years ago.”

Sitting up and pulling a pillow against me, I say, “Oh my God, Vivian. I’m so sorry. What happened?” I grab her hand and trap it inside both of mine, protecting her from whatever it is she has to tell me. 

“I was a junior in high school. She was away at college. Georgia Tech.,” she says, exhaling heavily. “It was the Thursday night before Sibs’ Weekend. I was so excited to fly down and see her. I had a flight out on Friday at 5:45 a.m.” 

Vivian shakes her head and rolls her eyes in anger. I don’t say anything. I just squeeze her hand harder, letting her know that I’m here and listening. 

“Anyway, Gwen told me that she had all kinds of things planned. Dinner. Movies. Shopping. All that shit… So, I said, ‘fuck that. I want to go to the bars and a frat party.’ Vivian just laughed. God, I loved her laugh. I’d do anything to hear that laugh one more time—even if it was directed at me.”

“Okay, so what happened?” I probe, not knowing if I really want the end of the story, considering that I know how it ends eventually.

“Gwen said that she’d never take me to any college parties and bars while I was there. That the point was for us to spend some time together—quality time,” Vivian says, tears streaming down her face. “I was so pissed that she wouldn’t take me out with her… so pissed. That… that… I said, ‘Fine, I’m not coming then.’ I chose to stay home instead of going down to see my sister,” Vivian says, sighing and wiping her eyes. “How could I?”

I take her into my arms as she sobs into my shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Vivian,” I console, stroking her hair. 

“That weekend… the weekend I was supposed to be out shopping and doing whatever with her… she went to some house party with all of her friends. She was standing out on a balcony… the balcony… it… it collapsed from all the weight. Forty-six people were injured… one… one person died. My fucking sister died, because I didn’t go down there to go to the movies with her… fuck… I’d kill to go to a movie with her now… eat dinner… hear her laugh…” Vivian cries, her shoulders shaking. 

“Jesus Vivian, I don’t know what to say,” I admit, holding her tighter. “I’m sorry. That’s just awful.” 

“If I wouldn’t have been so selfish, so juvenile, then she’d… she’d… God Sarah, it’s all my fault,” she says, between sobs and cracks of her voice.

“No… no… no… you can’t think that way. You don’t know that. You probably would’ve talked her into letting you go and you both would’ve been standing where she was standing,” I say, desperately trying to find the words to take away her pain and anguish.

“I’m a horrible, selfish person,” she cries, wiping her eyes. “I’m sorry. This is why I never talk about it. I always… without fail… break down whenever I do. I just carry all this guilt.”

“Vivian, you can’t blame yourself… what happened to Gwen was not… not… your fault,” I say, trying to convince her. 

“You sound like my shrink… a lot of good he did,” she tries to joke. “All those years spent in therapy… and I’m still a blubbering mess.”

“Of course you are! She was your sister. You’ll probably cry every day for the rest of your life… and guess what? That’s okay. Crying is therapy in itself.”

“Thank you Dr. Sloane,” Vivian says, smiling. “God, why do you always know just want to say?”

“Psychic powers?” I joke, hugging her tightly—just like a best friend would. That’s what she is. Vivian Marx is my best friend—and so much more. 

So much more. 

“Want to hear something pathetic?” she asks, dropping her head.

“I love pathetic. I think I might even be the queen of pathetic,” I say, lifting her chin to look in her eyes. “Vivian, I want to know everything. All of it. The good. The bad. The ugly. The happy. The sad. The everything.” 

“When my sister was in college, we started emailing every day—like without fail,” she says. Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly, she states, “I still email her every day—well nearly every day. I feel like, I don’t know, that someway, somehow, she can still read them, and be a part of my life. I know, it’s stupid, but I can’t stop. I tried to, but I just—”

“Vivian, I don’t think you should stop at all. I think it’s wonderful and powerful. It’s a way to keep her alive—in your heart and mind. Writing is therapeutic. It’s your own personal therapy. You better not stop,” I say. 

“Really? You don’t think it makes me whacko or something?” she asks, her eyes soft and innocent, not the fierce piercing eyes that I’m used to. I’m seeing Vivian for the first time now. There’s a soft, vulnerable, real side to her that I can’t resist, can’t ever let go of.

“Well, there are some things that make you whacko,” I joke, “but that, that is not one of them. Those emails are what make you perfect—perfect in every way.”

“Jesus Sarah, I am so lucky to have found you,” Vivian says, lying her head down in my lap.

“No way, I’m the lucky one.”

Looking down at her and the way her long hair splays over my legs and on the bed, I realize how blessed and truly lucky I am. I stare at her and take in the woman lying before me. The strong, but yet vulnerable woman who’s the answer to every question I’ve ever had—every doubt I ever wondered. Stroking her hair, feeling her breath against my legs, I know what I am. I no longer have to wonder. I no longer have to worry. I know, without a shadow of doubt what I am. I, Sarah Sloane, am… 

Without question

Without fear

Without remorse

100%

In love. 

 

[image: ]


[image: ]

 

 

Dear Science:

Holy Mary Mother of God, are you hard. Now, I know you’re not a pop culture reference and all that jazz, but I had a few things to say about science. So, I figured what the Hell. Science and math are harder than shit. I have an overwhelming sense of awe and respect for people who are “good in math” and “good in science.” 

Here’s a good high school story for you. When I was a sophomore in Biology, we had to memorize all the wildflowers. (Seriously, what the fuck did that do for me?) Anyway, every day my teacher, a little tiny, skinny, bald man would show slides (yes, slides from a film strip projector) of wildflowers. The first person to call out the wildflower would get extra credit points for the day. (I desperately needed the extra credit.) Well, I knew every singe wildflower (memorization is/was easy for me), but I was never the first one to call it out. Finally, it was the last day he was going to this review before the test the next day. I swore I was going to get some extra credit, come Hell or high water. 

My teacher showed the slide for the “Virginia Creeper,” and I screamed its name at the top of my lungs, standing and pointing at the screen. The room went silent. My teacher turned off the projector, turned on the lights, took off his glasses and sat down at his desk, laughing uncontrollably. The rest of the class burst out in a fit of giggles and guffaws. I looked around the room confused, and my friend said, “Do you have any idea what you just said?” I just shook my head. He said, “You just screamed ‘Creeping Vagina’ as loud as you could.” 

Ps. I got an A on the test. 

 

Dear Kenny Chesney and Tim McGraw:

You’re going to share your accolade. I figure that you guys do everything together any way, why not? My husband is a huge Chesney fan. I on the other hand, roll the McGraw way. Mmm, Tim, the way you looked in those jeans, Browns jersey, and cowboy hat will forever be etched in my brain for my late night “need some archives” material. My husband and I have an ongoing debate. I feel like Kenny Chesney’s songs are always about how he wants to “Go Back” to when he was young and that old age sucks for me. I argue that Tim McGraw thinks that like just keeps getting better and that the “next 30 years” are going to be the best ever. Kenny’s living in the past; Tim’s looking forward to the future. Either way, it doesn’t matter. Both guys can “Come Over” and show me their “Indian Outlaws

 

Dear Pierre Choderlos de Laclos and Selma Blair (Writer of Cruel Intentions and one of the stars of the movie):

When I saw Cruel Intentions in 1999, I thought it was so freaking hot. I was squirming in my seat. I watched it again recently. It’s not so hot. I guess that says a lot about what age and experience does for the old sex drive. No wonder erotica keeps getting dirtier and dirtier and more graphic. God, by the time I’m 80, imagine what kind of sex scenes I’m going to be into. *Shivers and cringes*

Selma, when I saw the movie, I fell in love with you hair. I may have cut my hair to mimic yours in the movie. GOD WAS THAT A MISTAKE! Yeah, I’m not Selma Blair. I tried though. Reader: Did you notice that in The Final Lesson Plan that Vivian had shorter hair? In my head, she did it to turn Sarah on and get her back since Sarah thought she looked like Selma Blair (with longer hair). Did you also notice that in Schooled Sarah is a runner, but hasn’t gotten into running yet in All Girls’ School? I like to play reading games. Maybe that’s the (former) English teacher in me. 

 

Dear Louis Vitton (or maybe my husband, I’m not sure):

I need a LV purse! I need it. Can’t you just ship me one as a gift for these free promotional things here? Come on, just one silly purse. Every time I go to Vegas, I see all of these women sporting their Louis Vitton handbags, and I think “I deserve one, too.” I never get one. 

 

Dear Louboutin:

I will never own your red-bottomed, sexy shoes. They are stunning and mouth-wateringly tempting, but I’ve got short, fat feet and heels kill me. Don’t even get me started on this giant bunion that sticks out of my foot, like a gnarly gourd at Halloween! Christ, it’s disgusting. So, you and I will never have any sort of relationship. Sorry. 

 

Kate Spade:

You’re my favorite. My purses are Kate Spade. My cell phone covers are Kate Spade. Everything. I love you. Reader: If you’re planning to shower me with gifts (wink*hint*wink*hit), you can’t go wrong with Kate Spade. I especially love the “literature collection.” Have you seen those? TO DIE FOR! 

 

Dear Ellen:

You crack my shit up. I love your show, especially the beginning when you dance and have a blast. I’m a fan of who you are and everything you stand for me. Just know, I’m standing beside you—standing for the same things. 

 

Dear Rosie O’Donnell:

I have to be honest with you. I hated you for a very, very, very long time for my own personal insecure and selfish reasons. For as long as I can remember, I have been told that I remind me people of you. It’s always made me self-conscious. I’m sorry. However, I’ve grown and evolved. You rock my life! You are a strong, confident, secure woman, and I value that. I especially value your sense of humor and zest for life. So yeah, we’re a lot alike, and I embrace that—finally. Sometimes, it takes a while to grow out of your own “ass-hole-ness.” Oh guess what else, a few years ago, my students started tell me that I remind them of Jack Black. Yeah, I’m never ever going to find the silver lining in that one. 

 

Nielsen Ratings:

How do I get to be one of the people who vote on TV shows? I need to be. Some of these shows we’ve got out there are ridiculous. Every time I turn around, my show gets cancelled. THAT SUCKS! I loved October Road. I still feel slighted with the rushed ending and closure to that show. I also loved Life Unexpected with Baise and Lux. Again, cancelled. Eff you! Bring back my shows.

 

Dear Eleanor Bergstein (writer of Dirty Dancing):

I am in shock. I am so sorry, deeply sorry. I cannot believe after four books that this is your first accolade. How can that be? I feel like I’m a horrible fan. Believe me, I am a fan, a true fanatic. I apologize that I haven’t been more loyal and complimentary of your work. Please forgive me. I can carry a watermelon if you need me to do so? Dance the meringue? Whatever you need.

 

Dear Jennifer Grey (Frances Houseman):

Of course, I loved you as “Baby” in Dirty Dancing, who didn’t? You were “wild, wild!” But honestly, I loved you more as Jeanie Bueller in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off. Isn’t that when you started dating Matthew Broderick, too? I also heard you were engaged to Johnny Depp at one point, too. Man, you’ve had some serious “scores.” Impressive work, Baby. I just think you’re adorable. Thanks for the fun over the years. 

 

Dear Rick Springfield:

Alright, my husband is right. “Moot” doesn’t belong in a song. “Jessie’s Girl” has always been such a fun song otherwise. I know you were trying to rhyme “cute.” Isn’t there a way that you could’ve changed the line to something like: “I wanna tell that I love her, but I know I won’t do it?” and say it in a way that it rhymes with “cute.” Something… anything but “moot.” Stupid. 

However, Mr. Springfield, you will forever be “Noah Drake” to me. I loved when you were on General Hospital and in love with Bobbie. (God, I am fucking old and living in the past… so so far in the past.) 

 

Dear Josh Schwartz, Stephanie Savage, and Cecily Von Ziegasar (Writer and creators of Gossip Girl):

I miss the show—a lot. My husband and devoured it every week. My husband had (has) a strange fascination/obsession with Chuck Bass. I’ve got the same one for Nate Archibald (my muse for Leo Kling). I was glad when Jenny was no longer on the show. She was a total buzzkill, but I loved Blair. A LOT. I wish we were friends, and I could borrow her clothes, sans the obnoxious headbands. The episode finale was perfect. I cried. I love my TV shows. 

 

Dear Readers:

I can’t believe I actually have readers. It’s still so humbling and surreal. Thank you for sticking by me through all of this. It has been a seriously fun ride—and quite the “learning” experience. I hope you got your closure. I know I have. I keep telling myself that Tate Alexander (Briggs’ baby brother) and Jake Tyler (Sarah’s ex-boyfriend) do NOT, absolutely DO NOT, need their own books. I’m just going to keep telling myself that. 

I am pretty sure that “Deena Bright” is done writing. . If you enjoyed my Schooled series, I do hope that you’ll check out my other author personas, Angelisa Stone and Carol Ann Albright-Eastman. Angelisa’s books are steamy and funny. Carol’s book is a tear-jerker with thought-provoking elements. Give my other personalities a whirl.

Again, thank you for all your support over these past two years. It means the world to me. I am truly touched. 
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My family: Thank you for bearing with me and understanding when I spend hours on end tapping away at the keyboard, responding only with random “uh-huhs” and what not. Your love, support, and patience helped make my dreams come true. Having a family who believes in you and loves you throughout all of your journeys makes everything worthwhile and possible. 

 

The Book Enthusiast Promotions: Thank you for all of your promotional expertise and advice. The only following I have gained is because of you. Please contact The Book Enthusiast Promotions if you’re looking to market your novels. http://bookenthusiastpromotions.com 

 

Fictional Formats: Thank you for making my book so beautiful and visually pleasing. Thank you for bearing with my technological inferiority. My covers are artistic masterpieces that I just cannot believe are really mine; they’re stunning. Fictional Formats is an incredible company, creating the most gorgeous books and eBooks. Check them out! You won’t be sorry. https://www.facebook.com/FictionalFormats 

 

My friends and beta readers:

Stephanie Bailey: Gazoo, I just love you. Our chats, our laughs, and our vulgarity brighten many of my days. Thank you for always reading whatever I send your way and offering your kind words. You are insightful and wise. I was lucky to be one of your “quarters.” I can’t wait until the day we watch a football game together. I MISS YOU WITH EVERY OUNCE OF MY BEING! (That’s a lot of ounces!)

 

Michael Burhans: You truly are “the bomb,” even though it’s an outdated phrase. It fits you literally and figuratively. Thank you for helping me with my technological inadequacies and always reading whatever junk I send your way. It’s nice to have a male perspective on my writing. You have the kindest and most giving heart. Maybe that’s why it’s acting up so much lately—you’re using it too much! 

 

Virginia Tesi Carey: You make me feel like the world’s best comedienne. Thank you for always supporting me and trying to get my book noticed. I appreciate all you do for me and for all other indie authors. 

 

Juliana Cabrera: Thank you so much for my sexy and beautiful teasers. I’m lucky to have such an “artsy” friend. 

 

SK Jean: I need you in my life. I need your fun and flirty ways, coupled with your insight and wisdom. I’m lucky to have you as a friend. 

 

Skye Jordan: I love your spunk and fire; it inspires me. (And scares me a little.) I love that friendships can occur miles and miles away through type strokes. Readers: You need The Renegades Series by Skye Jordan. SO FREAKING HOT. 

 

Tiffany Kasmetskie: Your last name sucks. It’s way too hard to spell! But I love you nonetheless. I’m grateful for your help and encouragement. I feel like Harper Lee when you’re around; you’re always praising me and making me feel confident in my writing. Thank you.

 

Joy Kriebel-Sadowski: You make me want to write. You make me feel like my writing is worthy. Thank you for always reading whatever I write and giggling with me over it.

 

Angela McLaurin: Friendship occurs even when distance separates those two people who are destined to be friends. Your friendship means the world to me. I have never had such a selfless, loving friend like you. It humbles me and makes me want to be a better person. I’m not too fond of the distance though. I love that I was able to hug the person who means so much to me. I hope it happens many more times in the years to come. 

 

Verna McQueen: I want to thank you for making my first ever book trailer and always being there to support me in my endeavors. 

 

Janessa Osborne: I love my “horny” unicorn. Thank you for always encouraging me and being there for me. 

 

Chrissy Sharp: You are one fun lady. I’m a “laughier” person when you’re around. Thank you for the fun. 

 

Missy MacKenzie Swain: You’re the good-ship lollipop. You are all smiles, hearts, hugs, and rainbows. You brighten my days and remind me why life is the gift that it is. 

 

Denise Tung: You are my sweetness; the one person who understands what writing and creating means to me. My heart belongs to you. Thank you for being there for me through everything. One day, I am going to hug you and it’s going to take four people, four extremely hot men, to get me off of you. 

 

Christine Zolendz: You’re my literary soul mate. I want to be a writer/author just like you. You are kind, gracious, and an inspiration. You write from the heart with feeling and purpose—never backing down from what’s in your heart and mind. I’m lucky to have met you. Now, if I could just do it in person… Readers: Please check out Christine Zolendz and her Mad World Series, starting with Fall From Grace. You won’t be sorry. Shane Maxton is a dream. If you want to go a little darker, then check out Brutally Beautiful and Cold-Blooded Beautiful. 

 

Keep going for a sneak peek into Can’t Go Home by Angelisa Stone.

(Sorry Gitte Doherty, I know you hate when writers do this!)
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HER NAME IS Kathryn Denise Howell. She used to go by “Katie” when she was in high school, even into college, but when she moved here, she became “Kathryn” to her new friends and co-workers. It’s amazing what you can learn from social networking and even just from random people on the streets. When I scrutinize her, she looks like a “Katie.” She has one of those angelic, “girl-next-door” faces, the kind that when you look at her, you just know that you’d never be able to lie to such an innocent and naïve face. 

I understand why she’d choose to go by “Kathryn” now; it’s more mature, more professional, and demands respect. As for me, I already respect her; I respect the fuck out of her. She solidified my opinion of her the moment I heard her speak.

The problem is when I actually meet Kathryn and talk to her all I’m going to do is lie like crazy to her. Basically, I doubt anything I ever say to her will be the truth. The feel-good, glowy, little angel on my shoulder keeps whispering that I should most definitely stay away, should move on, should forget I ever heard her on the phone. I should walk away and do her a favor. A big fucking favor.

But, I can’t. The evil devil in my pants won’t let me. Kathryn got to me—and to him. She got to us bad. Despite my better judgment, Kathryn Howell will be mine, come Hell or high water. I know I sound like a creepy-ass stalker. I’m not a stalker in the “cut ‘em up and eat ‘em sense.” I’m a stalker in the “I know what want, and I’m going to get it” sense. Normally when I see a woman I want, she’s mine within in the night, sometimes within the hour. My life has been a series of wanting and then quite easily getting. But lately, what I want and what I have are two very dissimilar things, even very different from what I used to have. It’s all changing, and quite fucking frankly, that’s just fine by me. 

Now the hard part: I have to meet her first. I also have to let go of my guilty conscience, because I’m going to hate lying to her. Well, I guess I must also renege on that promise to myself that I’m going to swear off women. I did swear off women—all women. How was I to know that I was going to overhear Kathryn Howell’s phone call, a phone call that put me over the edge and certainly made me want to know her? I decided that I’d scrap the “no women for Dre rule.” Let’s be honest. That rule sucks anyway. 

My infatuation for her started nearly a month ago. Yes, it’s an infatuation, possible borderline obsession. Cue the flashback music; let the picture fade and get all blurry until we zoom in on an angry Kathryn Howell on her cell phone, putting someone, presumably her boss, right in his place. 

The day in question was crazy hot, unbearably sweltering, which is usually the case in Charleston, South Carolina in mid-September. I was standing under the awning of a local tourist seafood joint when Kathryn parked her bright yellow Volkswagen Bug at the meter in front of me. Normally, a girl like her wouldn’t have caught my eye, but I was dying in the heat and too bored and tired to look away. Nice huh? 

When Kathryn got out of her car, let’s be clear, I wasn’t knock-my-socks-off floored by her beauty or presence. I actually looked at her and thought, “It’s too hot to have that much hair.” Kathryn has long, dark, wavy hair that is thick as it is long. Nobody should have hair like that in the south. It probably adds about 10 degrees to the body temperature. And nobody wants that. 

I don’t want it to seem like Kathryn isn’t beautiful, because she is. Kathryn just didn’t “look the part,” the part that I am normally drawn to and tend to sway toward. Most of the women I’ve dated could grace the cover of a Victoria’s Secret advertisement, a Maxim centerfold, or Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition. Typically, I like my women tall, lean, blonde, and a little on the “easy” side. Who doesn’t really? I sound like an ass, don’t I? I never claimed not to be, which is why I feel slightly guilty for honing in on Kathryn Howell, chartering places I have no business exploring in the first place. 

When Kathryn circled around to the parking meter, she rummaged through her large, knockoff designer purse for change, pulling out a handful of coins. Immediately, I loved that she was walking around with a fake handbag. From where I come from, that was unheard of, grounds for societal ridicule and possible emotional torture. 

Quickly, she put two quarters into the meter. But then, she did something that made me perk up and pay attention. She put three more coins into the meter next to it, buying time for the car parked next to hers. A random, selfless act of kindness is pretty unheard of these days. 

At that point, I became intrigued. People didn’t normally surprise me, especially in this day and age. Sure, the South is supposed to be filled with southern hospitality and kindness. But the truth is, when nobody is looking, southerners are just as selfish and rude as any Yankee on the other side of the Confederate lines. 

Kathryn continued down the street, adding quarters to the parking meters until all of the change in her hand ran out. Stunned, I watched her walk every step of the way until she walked into a quaint little Italian restaurant on the corner. It was at that point that I decided I needed to at least talk to her. I wanted to meet a woman who put that much energy, selfless energy, into a random act of kindness. Who did that? My curiosity was piqued, but that was all that was interested—at the moment. 

I casually walked over to her meter to see how much time she “bought” herself, wondering how long it would be until she would return. Seeing that I only had less than 30 minutes before she returned, I stopped in to a restaurant to gain sanctuary from the heat with an ice-cold drink. Plus, I promised the owner I’d fix the floorboards on their deck in the back—a task for me that would take less than 15 minutes. 

In Charleston, 30 minutes wasn’t enough time for lunch downtown; Southerners like a long, leisurely lunch. Kathryn must have been just picking up food, so I knew I didn’t have too much time to screw around if I wanted to approach her. 

I finished my drink, replaced a few rotted out two-by-fours, and was patiently waiting for Kathryn’s return. Finally, she emerged from the restaurant, carrying bags of takeaway food. I saw my chance and knew that it was now or never. As I began to approach her with my “I’ve got this smile,” an older, smarmy man pounced, offering to help her. 

Shockingly, she shot him a look that clearly said, “Back off Buddy, I don’t need your help.” Wow, I’d dodged a bullet. My approach would’ve been regarded as offensive and chauvinistic. Kathryn Howell wasn’t a damsel in distress who needed a man to swoop in and save the day. 

I trailed behind her, determining my next move, when her cell phone rang. I laughed when she said, “Dang it,” and put the bags of food down on the ground, next to her car. What adult woman says “dang it?” She took her phone out of her bra—her bra? And answered it. 

“Kathryn Howell Seaside Literary Agency—” 

Bingo! At least, I knew her name and where she worked. I had time. I didn’t need to accost her then. I could figure out my plan of action before I approached. Now remember, at this point, I was just intrigued, wanted to get to know her more. It’s this phone call that just came through on her phone that put me flying over the edge and dying to have her. 

I listened, impressed, to her conversation. “Yes sir. Yes sir. I understand,” she said, nodding as she put the food into her car. “Of course, I follow. You want me to pick up a dozen roses and a necklace from the jeweler here and drop it off to a hotel prior to coming back to work.” 

Kathryn rolled her eyes and leaned against her car. Then she floored the fuck out of me. “How about his? How about I pick up the roses and the necklace and drop it off at your house—to your wife—with a note that says, ‘I’m sorry I’m a cheating bastard; I’ll stop—” 

The caller on the other end apparently cut her off, because she stopped abruptly and let him finish. Kathryn shook her head aggressively and said, “No, you listen. Fire me if ya want. I’ll have a new job tomorrow morning.” 

Kathryn looked around, realizing for the first time that she was yelling. She lowered her voice an octave and continued “I’m one heck of a literary agent, and you know it. Your flailing agency needs me more than I need it… and I’m pretty darn close with Beckie Foster, our HR director.” With that, she hung up her phone, reached inside her car, and then put more quarters into her parking meter. Damn, this woman was good. 

The people who I know, people I’ve known and admired my entire life, don’t do things like that, standing up for the underdog. They don’t speak up for those who can’t speak for themselves; they mostly just turn the other way, ignoring the pain and problems of others. They certainly don’t take it upon themselves to right the wrongs of the world; ultimately they just add to them. At least in my experience that’s just what people do. 

I wondered where she was off to, now that the meter was full of change again. Then for the final time in that short time, she shocked me again. Kathryn Howell got into her car and drove off, leaving a full two hours on the meter for the next person who parked in that spot. 

I needed to meet her. I had to meet her. I was going to meet her. 

Granted, I said that I was swearing off women for the time being. I’ve actually been womanless for over a year now. And when I say womanless, I mean without any female companionship at any time, zero, zilch, nada. I mean nothing. Let’s get really real here, I haven’t even experienced any form of pleasure in over a year either—not even the manual kind. Before you even think to ask, I don’t have a problem; there isn’t an issue. I just know that right now, at this time in my life, a woman, a relationship would complicate my life even more. And let’s lay it all on the line, my life is a total cluster-fuck of chaotic shit right now.
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