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Chapter One

She knew immediately who the body on her living room floor belonged to. She’d seen him on the news a few weeks ago, falling out of a limousine with several girls wrapped around his shoulders. At the time she’d thought, It’s like he’s wearing a necklace made out of ladies, before changing the channel.

But now that he was sprawled all over her best rug he wasn’t so easy to dismiss. He had a lot more flesh and bone suddenly, and a much thicker, darker presence. His leather jacket looked like an oil slick painted across his broad back. The stubble on that near-pretty face was too coarse, as though someone had painted it with iron filings.

And she could see the tattoo on the back of his neck.

The one she hadn’t thought she knew so well.

The one that made her think of a big, dark maze.

It was definitely Holden Stark. You simply couldn’t mistake him for anyone else—not even if you really wanted to. She would have loved to find someone much smaller and less important on her rug, just to ease her into human interaction. Maybe that little costar of his in the one about the sharks. That would have been cool. She could have gotten close to him without having a panic attack.

She couldn’t get close to this guy. He was just too big and too unexpected. She was used to everything running the same way on each particular day, and this was not the same way. This was a massive movie star invading her home just as she finished her nighttime routine—a fact that did not get any easier once she started noticing how little he looked like his image.

He wasn’t as tanned, for a start. His skin was almost as pale as hers in fact, though that wasn’t any better. If anything it was worse. It made the black of his hair really pop, in a way that almost hurt her eyes. And his hands, his big hands—had he always had hands as big as that? They looked so much rougher than they did onscreen. They looked like the hands of someone who worked hard for a living, right down to his completely butchered nails.

She’d always somehow imagined that male movie stars got manicures, but he definitely didn’t. The ends of his fingers were worse than hers. He’d bitten them down so ferociously he’d drawn blood in places, and the soft skin around them seemed sore. He really needs to soak them in lanolin, she thought, before realizing she was completely obsessing over the wrong thing.

Who cared about his nails, for God’s sake?

He had passed out on her rug.

Holden Stark, supreme ruler of the movie universe, had passed out on her rug. In fact, she wasn’t even sure if he’d just passed out. He could have been dead, for all she knew. She couldn’t see his back going up and down and he didn’t seem to be moving, which left her in something of a tight spot. She sort of knew she should really get down on her hands and knees and see if she could feel the breath coming out of him, but that panic was still holding her back.

In the end she had to sort of creep toward him in a half-crouch, ready to spring away at a moment’s notice. If he snorted, or moved those big bear hands, or kicked out with one of his movie-star boots, she was going to launch herself across the room. Or at least, she was going to try. Her legs were near useless and incapable of a slow jog, but she had to believe in them.

Otherwise, she would never have gotten close enough to see that he was still breathing. Thank God, he was still breathing. His back was going up and down, and when she dared to lean in just a little bit—wincing all the while like a kid who had to poke a dead animal with a stick—she could hear the air rattling in and out of his lungs.

But this presented its own set of problems, obviously.

His breath was rattling, like maybe he had something trapped in his throat. And by the smell of him, it wasn’t a little cough that he hadn’t quite cleared. There was a pool of something nasty by his face—on her rug, her beautiful rug, the rug she’d felt so adult getting—and a certain sort of smell she recognized only too well.

When you spend a lot of time in the hospital, it becomes a faithful friend.

Holden Stark had not only passed out on her rug. He’d passed out drunkenly, and then vomited. Of course, the drunken part was purely a guess. But she felt it was a good guess. It was the sort of guess that made sense, when applied to a big-time movie star in some little nobody’s house. He’d finished partying, and probably having sex on the beach. Then he’d stumbled into the first house he came to. That lock she’d meant to fix had barely made a sound as it gave under the pressure of his immense body, and here they were.

Her half-terrified, him about to die because he was choking on his own vomit.

God, what did people do in situations like this? What was the medical advice? Turn him on his side, she thought, but the idea of actually touching him was so outside the realm of her experience she wasn’t sure she could do it. She put her hands close to his face and then just watched them be there, like two immoveable claws.

It looked as if she were about to do really weird and amateurish brain surgery on him. If he woke up, he was definitely going to think that was the case—so much so that when he suddenly shifted she almost blurted out an excuse. I promise I wasn’t about to screw open the top of your head, her mind screamed.

But thankfully she realized before she could say the words aloud.

He was just stirring in his sleep. He wasn’t about to accuse her of anything. And even better...he had turned into the proper position. His breath was no longer rattling, which meant she didn’t have to go anywhere near his general brain area. She had been excused at the very last second, and could now go on with her normal day.

Only that was stupid, of course it was stupid. She couldn’t go on with her normal day at all. He was still on her rug and he was still unconscious, and she was starting to suspect it might not be because of excessive partying. There was a bottle by his right hand, and she could read the label from where she was crouching.

She’d taken a few of those things herself, right after it happened. She’d even contemplated taking a lot of those things—and by the looks of this he might have done that too. He didn’t seem like that sort of guy, but who really knew? Maybe he wasn’t so fun underneath it all. Maybe he had problems, real problems, and if he did she couldn’t just wake him up and let him wander out the door. It was entirely possible he couldn’t be woken up.

He needed medical attention. He needed stomach pumps and drips full of saline.

And she had to be the one who got those things for him. She had to, even though she didn’t have the faintest clue where to begin. She couldn’t just call the emergency services. The moment anyone realized who he was a thousand photographers would more than likely descend—and by God she didn’t want that. She didn’t want that for all sorts of reasons, and the biggest was the thought of what it might do to him.

Everyone would know he was different then.

He wouldn’t be Holden Stark anymore. He would be some other depressed guy who chugged a bottle of pills and maybe tried to drown himself in the ocean. How could he carry on being Captain Amazing once everyone saw him the way she currently was? No, no, she couldn’t do that to him. She couldn’t be responsible for decimating his career and his image.

But there were still ways to help him. There were other things she might possibly do. People who’d taken a lot of pills needed to be woken up and walked around, and though she was scared, she was sure she could do that. She even reached out a few tentative fingers again, just to try to shake him awake.

Then when he didn’t respond, she upped her game.

She put her whole hand on his shoulder. He was damp and big and she was so afraid of him suddenly speaking she kept imagining ridiculous things he might say—I’ve never beheld such a monstrous visage being chief among them. But she managed it anyway. She succeeded, and came close to celebrating that success. She even smiled a little breathlessly, before it occurred to her.

He still wasn’t responding. It wasn’t enough—though she wasn’t sure what would be. In movies they bundled the guy who’d overdosed into the shower, but there were two main problems with this option. The first was the lingering suspicion in the back of her mind that this was a silly idea that no one did in real life.

And the second was just the practicalities of the thing.

How did you get someone into the shower when they were unconscious? In films they just snipped the part out where the tiny woman maneuvers the giant man into a cubicle the size of a post box. One second he’s on the floor and the next second he’s there, and no one has to explain how it happened.

But she did.

She had to explain.

She had to somehow haul him down the hallway to the bathroom on the right. And before she even got to that part there were all these other impossible things. To begin with, his arms didn’t want to come out from underneath his body. They’d been trapped by his gargantuan weight, and wiggling them free proved pretty awkward and rather painful. She had to touch him a lot to do it, and he kept letting out all these strange and sudden noises just as she’d gotten a good grip.

It made her think about that horror movie again, only this time she wasn’t trying to scoop out his brain without him noticing. She was trying to steal his entire body and somehow make off with it down the hall. If he woke up he was probably going to press charges, but that wasn’t what made his random sounds so frightening.

It was the man thing. She knew it was the man thing. She’d never had the chance to get used to any real guys—or at least, not any guys who had hair on their faces and hair on their chests and probably didn’t lisp when asking her out. That sort of creature was practically an alien planet to her, mysterious and full of sudden pitfalls.

Spend too long near one and you’d end up falling five hundred feet to your death.

Or at least, that was how she currently felt. As if she were falling, or possibly imagining this. She had to close her eyes and sit very still for a second, until she was absolutely sure that the world around her was real—the four walls of her little living room, patiently waiting for her to paint them in grown-up colors. The furniture she’d tentatively bought, unsure if that chair and this coffee table were the right things for adult house owners to have. The smell of the ocean...the soft soughing of the grass that surrounded her little house on the hill. Everything calm and good and nice.

Except for the movie star on her rug, of course.

The one who wouldn’t budge, no matter how hard she pulled.

She finally managed to get his arms free, but she just couldn’t get the necessary traction. No amount of digging her heels in helped—not even when she strained hard enough to put her body on a diagonal. She started to fear his arms were going to come out of the sockets, and if they did he was definitely going to have grounds for arrest.

And especially if she explained by saying she just needed to get him to the bathroom. That sounded so completely sinister—like she maybe had some tools in there that would help her with the dismembering. She was going to finish prying his arms off with something metal and rusty from the nineteenth century, then use him in her tableau of the strange.

Christ. Christ.

She had to come at this some other way. Maybe get things going, get the rug sliding underneath him...surely that would help? She even tried to get ahold of its fringed edges and yank, but as soon as she had she knew what she really had to do. It was obvious, even though she didn’t want it to be.

She needed to touch him somewhere else. His wrists and his hands and his shoulders just weren’t enough—the main weight of him was much lower down. And in order to shift him, she was going to have to grab that lower-down place. She was going to have to push from his hips or maybe his upper thigh area, though if she was really being honest those two things were just euphemisms. It was his ass she was really thinking of. His ass was the fulcrum or the point of pivoting or whatever other bullshit physics term she could come up with.

But even after she’d accepted that fact she couldn’t do it. She’d never touched a guy there, before. She’d never touched anyone there before—not even little Johnny Parker when he’d dared her on the playground. And doing it this way seemed sort of obscene, like maybe she was trying to cop a feel without knowing it or someone might see her through the window and snap a picture. Tomorrow she’d be in the National Enquirer.

Weird Hermit Fondles Holden’s Unconscious Ass.

So she went for his hips, instead. She got him by the hips and heaved and wriggled his big body until she felt the rug start to skim the wooden surface of the floor. Then once she’d gotten everything sliding, she tried with the arms. She dug her heels in and yanked really hard.

And almost went sprawling, for her troubles. The ass-pushing had worked, and now he slid across the floorboards like some enormous thing being birthed. She came close to stumbling into the couch and had to kind of run to keep up with him—but it got easier after that. She actually made it all the way down her hall with him, before she had to take a break.

Though it was a longer one than she wanted to have. She leaned against the wall, half-crouched, breathing unsteadily—and all the time painfully aware of how much danger he might be in. What if he died because she couldn’t handle a lot of exertion now? She’d never be able to explain that properly, without showing someone the scars all over her or telling him about her weird left lung.

And she didn’t want to do that.

She just wanted everything to work again. She’d barely done a single thing and her entire body was trembling. Her breathing was this unsettling wheeze and for what? Five minutes of struggling with a big, heavy body? Why was she sweating like this? She could taste it on her lip, ripe and salty. Could feel it trickling down over her temples and into her hair—and all over so little.

Well, she wouldn’t let it win this time. She wasn’t trying to drag a bookcase down some stairs here. She was trying to stop someone dying on her floor, and if she failed he’d never be in that Captain Amazing sequel. She’d have to watch someone else being supercool in spandex, and somehow that seemed like the worst crime of all.

So she ground her teeth together and went for it again—hard enough to strain muscles that she definitely needed and pull things that she’d pay for tomorrow.

But she’d think about that later, after he wasn’t dead.

“Okay, buddy,” she said. “It’s shower time.”

* * * * *

She somehow didn’t expect him to jerk awake when she blasted him in the face with a sharp stream of cold water. Though she realized how stupid that expectation was, once she’d done it. Of course he jerked awake, of course he did. He wasn’t in the least bit dead, and she was suddenly waterboarding him.

She was lucky he didn’t immediately get her on human rights violations.

Instead, he did another thing she hadn’t anticipated—he acted the way five-year-olds generally do when they suddenly realize how sprinklers work. He put two shocked hands up to his face and tried to stop whatever was attacking him, while making the funniest affronted sound she’d ever heard. She wanted to laugh before she remembered exactly what was happening here.

She was trying to revive Holden Stark.

Holden Stark, who she would now have to speak to using her actual words and her real mouth. He’d think it was funny if she saved him from an overdose and then didn’t say anything. Unless she could pretend that she was mute, which seemed doubtful. She was already wondering how to explain what she was doing when he spluttered that she should stop.

And when she did and he sort of slumped against the wall in this too-sleepy way, she wanted to shout. Stay awake, she wanted to yell at him, but fortunately she didn’t have to. Hitting him with the shower spray had the exact same effect. It made him sit bolt upright again, gasping and panting.

Only this time he opened his eyes.

Oh God, those eyes.

She wasn’t in any way prepared for those eyes. It was like someone had found the switch around the back of the sun, and moved it to On. She’d never in all her life seen anything as blue or as bright, and for a long moment it paralyzed her. She clutched the showerhead and tried not to look, and absolutely failed.

This was why he was a movie star, she realized.

Normal humans simply didn’t have eyes like that. She’d always thought the effect was faked, but if anything his eyes were better in person. Somehow, they were better in person after he’d just suffered through an overdose. God only knew how good they could get, on his best day.

This was undoubtedly his worst.

She knew it was, before he said. Those eyes were shot through with something other than pretty nothingness. And as she watched, his whole face seemed to sag in a manner that caught her somewhere unexpected. Just below the heart, she thought, about a second before he spoke and made it so much worse.

“It didn’t work,” he said.

This time, it hit her full force in the chest. She wanted to take his hand suddenly, but she knew she couldn’t. She’d only been in his presence for about half an hour, and even if that wasn’t the case...he was famous. He probably hated people grabbing his hand. He probably hated it so much that he’d tried to kill himself over it.

Because it was obvious now that this was what he’d attempted. He put his head back against the tiles, in a sort of hopelessness she recognized only too well. His hands kept making fists, then relaxing, then making fists again—so tight his knuckles turned white. And even after he’d started to shiver, he didn’t try to move. She shut the shower off and he just sat there, slumped inside his soaked clothes, defeated.

It gave her this incredible urge to say something to him...but what? Everything will be okay sounded so trite in her head and Do you want me to call an ambulance? seemed like too much pressure. Maybe he just wanted to sit there for a little bit and gather himself back together—God knows she had. She was still sitting and gathering herself, in truth.

She’d just mostly managed to disguise it as scrubbing floors and painting window frames and pretending to know how to fix the rest of this ramshackle old thing she somehow owned at the ripe old age of twenty. And some days it worked too. Some days it was good, to know that she actually owned something and could make it as beautiful or as horrible as she wanted.

And then other days you almost killed yourself on someone else’s rug.

“I wasn’t sure...I didn’t know if this was the right thing to do,” she said—mainly because the silence had gone on too long, now. If she gave him another second he might think about doing it again. He might go for her medicine cabinet and slash himself to pieces with her razor, and she just didn’t know how to deal with that.

Hauling someone to safety, yes. Wrestling them for control of a blade, no.

“But I couldn’t just leave you there,” she added, and this time he gave her some response. He groaned and put his fist to his forehead and followed it with something so absurd she almost laughed.

“Oh man, I trashed your rug.”

Was that really his chief concern here? And if it was, she liked him a lot better than she’d ever thought she’d like a movie star. Weren’t they mostly arrogant jackasses who never apologized about anything? But here he was apologizing for something so slight, in the middle of an actual suicide attempt.

Surely that qualified him for saintly status?

“I’m so sorry. I think I busted your door too.”

“I’m sure my door will be fine.”

“But the rug bought it, right?”

“The rug received a near-fatal vomit wound, but I think I can revive it.”

It startled her to see him smile. And sure, it was just this faint and trembling sort of thing, close to collapse. But it was there, and maybe if she carried on like this it would find some foundations. It would get stronger.

The question was—how to carry on like this with a famous person? What possible point of commonality could they have?

“Man,” he said. “You look as crazy as I feel.”

Chapter Two

She didn’t think badly of him. The truth was, she did look crazy. She was in her big old granddad’s nightshirt, and her hair still hadn’t completely grown in on one side. It had taken on an almost lopsided air, and when she caught a glimpse of herself in the bathroom mirror she saw that sleeping had exacerbated the situation.

Some of it was trying to escape off the left side of her head. She tried to smooth it back down when he wasn’t looking, but of course that only made things worse. Now her fringe was pointing skyward, and even more horrifying...

He’d definitely noticed her doing it.

He’d noticed her being weird and vain in the middle of helping him to his feet. And she couldn’t even explain, either, because how did you go about doing that? She couldn’t possibly say, You’re just so massive and impressive, and I’m so small and ridiculous. It was how she felt, but it didn’t really matter here.

Or at least, she thought it didn’t.

He seemed to think otherwise.

“Hey, I didn’t mean anything by that.”

“Oh no, I wasn’t—”

“Your hair is crazy. But in a good way.”

“Is there a good way, for crazy hair?” she asked—mainly because this conversation was serving one purpose, at least. It was taking her mind off the hand she’d offered him, and the easy manner in which he’d taken it. Now she could feel his rough palm and his big fingers, and how little he seemed to care that he was holding on to her.

It wasn’t a big deal. It totally wasn’t a big deal.

He wasn’t that enormous, really.

“Sure—you ever seen a seventies rock chick?”

“Yeah, but I don’t think they’d thank you for comparing us. Pretty sure they never wear an old man’s nightshirt.”

He made the strangest sound, then. Like a chainsaw rubbing against a rusty knife. It took her a good ten seconds to realize it was meant to be a laugh, but even after she had she couldn’t fathom it. How had she managed to make that happen? She was barely functioning. She wasn’t even sure what she was saying—though maybe that was the idea. The less she thought about things, the more chance she had of improving his mood.

“Maybe not—but believe me, the hair’s dead-on.”

“I think this is all just code for your hair is a weird rectangle.”

He made that sound again, but it was better this time. Less like she needed to get him to a throat doctor fast. More like a normal human noise.

His efforts at moving, on the other hand...

“I think I’ve forgotten how to walk.”

“You haven’t forgotten. Your ability to walk is just sleeping. It’ll come back once I’ve sat you down on the couch and filled you full of warm drinks.”

He fell silent, then, for far too long a time. Didn’t he realize she needed this conversation, to help with the next step? He was practically leaning on her as she eased them both out the door, and he’d been right about the walking thing too. His legs were dragging in this weird way—one that made her think of CAT scans and other complicated hospital things that he might need.

Maybe he’d burst his brain. Maybe he was going to die in her arms.

Maybe he should just speak, before she went insane.

And then he did, and everything made even less sense than it had before.

“You’re such a sweetheart. How are you such a sweetheart?”

She glanced up, whip-quick. Was he joking? He had to be joking. The words were just so weird and unexpected, and his expression didn’t help any with figuring them out. He looked surprised, she thought.

And sort of...warm.

“Anyone would do this.”

“I don’t think they would.”

“Of course they would.”

“I think they would have called the cops, the second they saw the busted door.”

“Well I didn’t see the busted door, so—”

“And they’d have probably gotten out their shotgun, for the ruined rug.”

“Nobody cares about a rug. Why are you so obsessed with the rug?”

“Everybody cares about a rug. And they care even more about a big, strange dude in their house.”

She was right on the verge of correcting him. You’re not strange, she wanted to say. You’re Holden Stark—everybody knows who you are. And then he spoke, and suddenly she couldn’t say anything at all. She kind of froze instead, with him still attached like a massive limb she’d never noticed before.

“Especially when big dudes obviously make them nervous.”

He meant her, she knew. She’d somehow given her nervousness away, though she hadn’t meant to. She hadn’t said a word when he’d suddenly smacked his big hand around her waist, and she was sure any flinching had been kept to a minimum. It was important to keep it to a minimum, when he clearly didn’t intend to grab her.

He’d just needed to steady himself, and now she’d somehow made him feel bad.

“No, really, I’m not nervous at all.”

She was aware that this just made her seem very nervous indeed. But what could she do? She couldn’t tell him the truth—I spent most of the last three years in a hospital, and now I’m socially weird. I still feel like I’m seventeen inside and no amount of house buying is making me grow up right. He wouldn’t understand that. She didn’t even understand that.

She’d always been old for her age...until it happened.

“It’s okay, honey—you should be nervous. Sudden huge, hairy stranger in your home...messing up your stuff, using you as a crutch.”

He wasn’t quite holding on to her that hard anymore. In fact, he’d worked his way up to a slow but steady pace and had just negotiated her coffee table almost solo.

She knew what he was driving at, however.

“Is this where you reveal you’re a secret serial killer?”

“Hey, I could be. You never know.”

“Think it would have been in the papers by now.”

“So you do know who I am. Damn. Almost thought I’d gotten away with it, then.”

He said it like a joke, but she could hear something underneath. Something unsettling, that kind of made her feel bad. Maybe he’d wanted her to pretend, or never bring it up. He was just an ordinary guy having a bad time, and she was some girl who’d decided to help him out of the goodness of her heart.

Only now...now it was possible he thought otherwise.

She could have done it all because he was famous.

“I don’t think you could ever get away with it...but I don’t care, if that’s what you mean. I was just saying that it made me feel a little safer, that’s all.”

“Oh honey, I can tell you don’t care.”

“You can?”

“Sure I can. You’re not asking me for my autograph, right now, are you?”

God, did people actually do that in situations like this? The way he said it suggested they did, but she found it hard to imagine. He was practically dead on his feet, and when he sat on the couch it was really more of a slump. He didn’t even seem able to take off his jacket. He just batted at it ineffectually then gave up.

You’d have to be insane to have autographs on your mind. All she could think about was the state he seemed to be in, closely followed by slightly weird but largely practical thoughts like, I wonder if he’s going to need me to cut that coat off.

“Well no...but I’m hoping that’s not a good indicator.”

“The way you seem is a good indicator.”

“And how do I seem?”

She was almost afraid to ask, and the long pause he took before answering didn’t help. It gave her a chance to imagine a million things, and all of them were horrible and hideous. Some of them were memories of paintings in fairytales, of evil hermit trolls who didn’t like people and got their comeuppance in the end.

Though none were as frightening as the one he actually went with.

“Like something out of a dream,” he said, so soft and strange she could nearly feel it herself. Everything seemed to waver and drift, and that was before he added more faintly unsettling things. “Man, those eyes of yours.”

“What’s wrong with my eyes?”

“They remind me of an eclipse.”

She knew what he meant immediately. She saw it in the mirror every day—those two empty holes in her head. Once she’d been her Mom’s black-eyed girl, but over time they’d turned into something else. They’d turned into the dark side of the moon.

And he’d noticed.

“You’re probably just not seeing things right.”

“Probably.”

“My eyes are plain old dark brown.”

“Right,” he said, but he wasn’t really agreeing.

He was just nodding off.

He was nodding off, after an overdose.

“Don’t go to sleep, Holden, okay?”

It was the first time she’d said his name aloud. The first time she’d thought of it, without seeing it in lights. Now he really was just some guy who might still be in trouble, slumped on her couch.

And she was just a girl who had no idea what to do.

“I won’t.”

“Maybe I should call a doctor.”

“No, no. Seriously, I’m fine.”

“If you’re fine then stay awake. Okay? Stay awake.”

He opened his eyes, but in a lazy way. A way that showed more of those incredibly long and incredibly black eyelashes than it did anything else. She could just about see the blue between, but only because that blue was so damn incredible.

“I’m awake.”

“I should have kept you walking. Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do?”

“Probably, but it’s not going to happen on these legs. I think they’ve turned to water. I should probably put down a towel.”

“Then focus on something. You take off your jacket, while I make some tea.”

It sounded like a good plan, in her head. Then absolutely ridiculous, once it was out—like something a seventy-year-old grandmother would say.

And apparently he thought so too.

“I’m not sure that’s going to cut it,” he said, in this swinging sarcastic voice she recognized from a dozen movies. It was the one he used when he quipped just before blowing the bad guy away—only now it seemed kind of sad. Sad, and a little weary.

“So what would cut it?”

“Talking,” he said. “Talking would cut it.”

“You should probably know—it’s not my strongest suit.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Then how come I’m enjoying this so much?”

“Because you’re still probably stoned,” she said, but when he patted the coffee table in front of him she found herself sitting down. It was almost impossible not to. Whether he was telling the truth about her conversational skills or not, she understood the sentiment. This was the best talk she’d had for months.

This was the only talk she’d had for months.

“Maybe. But I think you’re helping, dream girl.”

“Dream girl isn’t going to make you seem any less off your gourd.”

“You better tell me your name, then. Make things more real.”

She paused for just a moment. But it was a moment too long. It stank of a lie when she finally forced the fake name out, though really what choice did she have? The fake one was on everything now. She couldn’t say her real one and then have him see something else on the back of a random bill. And even if there was absolutely no chance that would happen...did she really want him to know?

She didn’t want the mailman to know.

Explaining to Holden Stark was just unthinkable.

“It’s Alice,” she said, then waited with bated breath.

He didn’t seem to find anything amiss, however.

“Down the rabbit hole, huh? Guess I really am in a dream world.”

“Yeah, yeah. Like I’ve never heard any of this before.”

She hoped he did not know that she’d never heard any of that before.

In her old life someone had once asked her where the The Famous Five was, but that was the extent of her experience with name jokes. Thankfully, however, it was not the extent of his. He had loads of stuff to talk about, with a name like Holden.

“Hey—don’t feel bad. At least you’re not an angsty teenager,” he said, and after he had everything was fine. They didn’t have to discuss her fakery now.

They could just talk about his.

“But Holden’s not your real name though,” she said, confident in the answer.

No one was called Holden. Nobody named their son that.

Except for his weird mom, apparently.

“Sadly, yes.”

“And Stark too?”

“Uh-huh. I know, disgustingly macho, right?”

“Well, I wasn’t going to say it, but...”

“But my name sweats testosterone.”

“I was kind of hoping it was secretly Norman.”

“Oh yeah, I like that. Norman...Norman Dweezel.”

She laughed the second he’d said it, but immediately wished she hadn’t. It came out as bad as his. It sounded all weird—as if she hadn’t used it in a thousand years. Even he looked surprised to hear it, and he’d never heard the laugh she’d had before.

The lighter one. The one that didn’t stink of rust.

“Maybe you need the cup of tea.”

“I know that was awful—sorry.”

“Was that a laugh? Or were you clearing your throat?”

“I’m going to say throat clearing. Dweezel was funny, but not enough to get me.”

“No? Then what would get you?”

Something happened when he said it—a kind of shiver over her skin. But then she shook herself and it flitted away. He didn’t mean get you, get you. He wasn’t going to chase her through the house in the dark with big monster arms.

And she wasn’t about to hide in the closet.

“Bernard Horganblaster,” she said, and watched as his eyes slowly drifted closed. It was in the good way though, this time. The way that reminded her of blissful things, like biting into a bar of chocolate after a long period of near starvation.

“Oh yeah. I could be a Bernard.”

“And your friends call you Bernie.”

He gave her two gleeful, triumphant fists.

“Yes! Yes, exactly that. I have friends just like you, and you call me Bernie.”

“So you’re after some weirdoes, then.”

“I was thinking more of the kindness, and the decency.”

Something twanged inside her when he said it—something big enough that it kind of stopped her breath a bit. Was he actually suggesting that he didn’t have any kind and decent friends? And more importantly, did he honestly think this was the standard for kind and decent? She’d barely done anything.

She was still barely doing anything.

“You’re not falling asleep again, are you?”

“I’m absolutely not. I think it would be impossible to, while trapped inside this medieval torture device. Or as it probably looks to you—this ‘jacket’.”

“Well, since I’m so kind and decent, I could probably help you out.”

“Are you also super strong? Because I think I’m welded into it.”

She couldn’t help giggling. “Has it shrunk?”

“I think it’s shrunk. I took a dip in the ocean before coming here, and apparently that’s an ill-advised move while wearing leather.”

“Good thing you didn’t go with the same material for your whole outfit, huh? Your junk would be pretty unimpressed right around now.”

“Did you just say junk?”

She wished she hadn’t now. It had seemed okay before, but once he flagged it her face flamed red. What had possessed her to say junk to Holden Stark? He probably thought she was thinking about his famous penis, and how she would love him to rub it all over her body or some other weird thing.

And the worst part was—she kind of did seem to be doing that.

She had to pretend to be breezy just to get it out of her head.

“I guess I did.”

“And you also suggested I might actually choose to wear an entire suit of leather. Is that what movie stars are in your head?”

“Well, they’re certainly not like you.”

“And what am I like?”

“Funny. Self-deprecating.” She paused, considering. “Not an asshole.”

“Hey, there’s still time for me to be an asshole. Get me my tea, I only like chamomile with gold leaf in it, stop looking at my face—no, look at my face more!”

“See, all of that just makes you less of an asshole.”

“Dammit.”

“I know, it’s a pain.”

“This jacket is a pain.”

She watched him shrug around inside it for a minute or so, obviously trying to escape and obviously failing. He was starting to sweat under the effort. She had to help.

“You know, I could cut you out of it, if you wanted. I was actually going to suggest that earlier, only I thought it might be too weird. But I see now that you actually are weird, so I’m not sure it matters as much.”

“You’re right, it doesn’t. Cutting me out sounds awesome.”

“I’ll get the scissors. And the tea with the gold leaf in it. While looking and not looking at your face at the same time,” she said as she stood and walked toward the kitchen. It was a good place to end it on, she thought. It left her looking cool and light, instead of obsessed with his penis.

Or at least, it did until he shouted after her.

“I think you’re kind of doing that anyway!” he called out, and she was suddenly very grateful for the kitchen wall that now stood between them. Her face had gone all hot again at the thought of him figuring her out so easily. He knew she wasn’t really interested in everything but him.

He had seen her trying to glance and not glance at the same time.

But that was okay, that was fine. She could be cool about it.

“Can you blame me? Your face is what magic would look like, if it were real. Harry Potter could probably use your jaw to destroy Voldemort.”

“Did you really just say that?” he asked, and it was the strangest thing. She didn’t have a single solitary urge to say no. She just wanted to carry on doing this, even though her face was hot and he might get the wrong idea. It felt like coming to a really tall and impassable wall, only someone was there with the best kind of ladder.

She suspected that someone was him.

“Yes, I did. Harry Potter does your face with a wand.”

“I think I could be arrested for that.”

“Nah, there was that whole epilogue at the end where he was an old man married to Ginny. So at worst, you’d be an adulterer.”

“My face can’t be that great if the best you think I can do is an old wizard.”

“Yeah, when you put it like that it sounds really bad. Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry about anything in this conversation. It’s probably the most amazing one I’ve ever had.”

She thought about telling him how ridiculous that was, but somehow pulled back at the last moment. If she didn’t say anything he might let her hold on to it for a little longer. She was a proper person, having a cool conversation. And she was doing well at it. She was climbing up that ladder with no problems.

Then in a little while, she could take him tea. She had no idea how to brew tea and didn’t have a kettle, but he never had to know that. He couldn’t see her filling a pan with water and putting it on the stove. And he had no idea she was about to use teabags she’d been given years ago in a gift basket from Atlantic Airlines.

She was sure tea tasted just as good, after so long under cellophane. Plus, the box was completely sealed. It made a little pffffing sound when she broke it open—like the casket of a mummy, she thought—but that seemed like a good sign. And the teabags turned the boiled water a good brown color once she’d dipped them in.

That was the color tea was supposed to be, wasn’t it?

“Um...how dark do you like your...” She checked the box, quickly. “Earl Grey?”

“How dark do I like it?”

Uh-oh.

“Yeah.”

“Is Earl Grey supposed to be dark at all?”

“I’m pretty sure it is.”

“Medium then, I guess.”

“Okay, this is medium.”

In truth she had no idea, but when she sipped it none of her limbs dropped off. She didn’t have the urge to immediately vomit, and he didn’t seem to either once he’d taken a drink. He did, however, say the following.

“You’ve never made tea in your life before, have you?”

“No, I have not.”

“It’s okay though, because I’ve never drunk it. So in all honesty this could be poisonous, and I wouldn’t know.”

“I’m hoping it’s not.”

“But there’s a chance it is?”

“I just found some old brown stuff in the fridge and stirred it around.”

“I thought it tasted meaty.”

“Actually it’d be really cool if it tasted meaty. This is disappointingly fragrant.”

“Like sipping a flower.”

“Right.”

“With a hint of old man in it.”

“Definitely.”

“So you were going to cut me out of my jacket.”

She’d been clutching the scissors ever since she’d brought them in from the kitchen, but didn’t register how tightly until now. The metal had made an imprint across her palm, though not for any reason she could think of. She wasn’t nervous about doing this. Who’d be nervous about doing this?

“Are you nervous about doing this?”

God, he was really good at knowing things. That was the second time he’d guessed stuff about her, despite the fact that people so rarely did. Her first shrink hadn’t realized she didn’t like coffee, until one day he’d discovered her pouring it into the potted plant. And she was pretty sure her second one thought her fake name was Anne.

He’d always paused before saying it, then fumbled the last part.

So how are you feeling today, Arglebargle?

“Maybe just a little, tiny bit.”

“Here. I’ll hold out an arm. Make it easy.”

“I’m sort of afraid I’ll accidentally lop off an ear.”

“I don’t think you’re going anywhere near the ear area.”

“Maybe not, but I could shear off an elbow,” she said, though she took hold of the cuff anyway. She pulled it taut in a good and businesslike fashion, then lined up the scissors ready to cut. No muss no fuss, she thought, despite how mussy and fussy it sort of felt. They were very close together now—much closer than she’d imagined. If he shifted his other arm just a little, this would practically be an embrace.

And he was really looking at her too.

He was looking at her so hard she couldn’t pretend he wasn’t. She could feel his eyes stroking over the side of her face before she’d even started.

“Plus this jacket looks really expensive.”

“That’s why it’s going to be soooo satisfying when you snick those blades together,” he said, and he was right too. It was satisfying. They made a sound like a too-tight dress splitting up the seams, and she almost let out a relieved breath to hear it. As though the dress had been on her and she’d been wearing it far, far too long.

And then she cut again, and again—always feeling the meat of his arm on one side, always aware that she could cut him if she went too fast or moved too erratically—and after a while he was actually making that sound that she’d imagined. “Ohhhh,” he said, when she got to the elbow. “Oh man that’s so good.”

She understood what he meant. The material was near unbearable. It felt like the pelt of a dead seal peeling away, soaking wet inside and too thickly textured. The whole thing slopped against his upper leg as she eased it off, and forced her to think of weird and unsettling ideas. Would she find a man underneath this second skin?

Maybe he was something else, inside. Something dark and twisted, from a fairy tale she only half-remembered.

“What are you thinking of?”

She wished he hadn’t whispered that. His whisper was even better in person than it was in the movies—sort of husky, with a hint of sensuousness that didn’t really fit this situation. She was just cutting him out of a damn coat, for God’s sake.

Why didn’t it seem as if she was just cutting him out of a coat? She could feel his breath on the side of her face now, as she tried to negotiate his big, bulky shoulder. And all this heat was coming off him in long, slow waves, even though he should have been freezing. The outside of the jacket was freezing.

Maybe he was developing a fever?

“I’m thinking that I’m going to find a weird creature under here.”

“I promise it’s just me,” he said, but he was lying.

He absolutely had to be. Holden Stark wouldn’t get as close as he was currently getting. Something else must have been stirring the strands of hair that curled against her right cheek, because it couldn’t possibly be him. If it was that meant he was nearly touching her, and not with something simple like his fingers.

He was doing it with his mouth. That lush, ripe mouth of his, and he was nearly touching her with it. She could tell he was, without even turning her head. She could make out the near-sulky curl of his lower lip and the pout of the top one...could almost see them out of the corner of her eye.

Plus, he was breathing on her, oh God he was breathing on her.

Did he realize he was?

She doubted he did. He probably exuded such enormous amounts of raw sex appeal that some of it was always spilling out—even at completely awful times. In fact, wasn’t this the worst possible time in the world? He’d just been through a terrible, terrible ordeal and yet all she could feel was the heat rolling off him and the pressure of his big body. Her hands were starting to shake. Her face felt red-hot.

Any second now, and he was going to notice. She had to get herself together, but how to do it without revealing several embarrassing facts? She couldn’t say, I’m not used to a man being this close to me—please go over there. And she definitely couldn’t tell him to stop breathing hot, humid breath on her. It would sound like a complaint, when really it was anything but. The whole thing was a bit like being inside a tea-scented sauna with a lot of naked men—which was nice, in one way. It was very nice, in fact.

It was just also very hard to escape.

She swapped sides and started working on his other sleeve, only to find that this strange pressure had infected everything. It was in his stare, which looked both amused and oddly defiant, whenever she dared to glance up at it. And it was in the slow, steady cuts she was making. She couldn’t help thinking of the word undressing now, as she slid the scissors ever upward.

Even though that was insane.

He still had his t-shirt on, underneath the jacket—as thin as it was, and as near transparent. She could make out the actual curve of one pectoral muscle beneath, but she paid no attention to that. She paid attention to the picture on the front, instead—a smiling octopus, surrounded by a faded sunset.

“Almost done,” she said, just to break the silence. It had gotten very thick in the last few minutes, and the longer she let it go on for the more it seemed to be building into something else. Something coiled and ready to crush her. If she didn’t do something quick she was going to wind up smothered, or at least inadvisably excited.

She could already feel it starting to blossom between her legs, in this terrible tingly way. Every time she moved, this sensation threatened to get more intense, and that just seemed really bad of her. It was important to cut it off at the pass, but all she could manage was a jittery, jagged finish to this arts-and-crafts project, followed by a blurted, “There. Now you can stand up and leave it behind, like a leathery outline of yourself.”

It didn’t help in the slightest. The moment he stood she knew she’d misjudged. He emerged from that soaked cocoon like a brand-new man, all bare arms and broad shoulders. Of course they’d been broad before, when he’d been inside the jacket. But there was something much rawer and more real about them now. She could make out things through the thin material—jutting, rounded things.

Tempting things, she thought, then quickly pushed the thought away.

She focused instead on the jacket, which also proved to be a mistake. She’d been right about how it would look. It was weird but she had been right. She could actually see the shape of him in the mess of material he’d left behind, and it wasn’t a soothing sight. It made her think of stories about goblin shapeshifters shedding their skin—as though this weren’t the real him anymore.

This was the thing that had taken him over. The real man had dissolved down into that sagging thing on the sofa, and now she was left with the creature. Funny then, that this creature didn’t seem so bad. In fact he was sort of better than the one he’d been when she first encountered him on the rug.

That guy had seemed like a hard-partying probable jerk face.

This guy was sort of awkward and unsure of himself. He kept brushing at his bare forearms, as solid as the rest of him but somehow vulnerable now without their layer of leather. And when he looked at her finally, that same vulnerability was in his gaze. All the silly, weird talk was done, and there was just veiled blue, like something lost at the bottom of the ocean. There were just the words he hadn’t said—Why I did this, why I still want to, why it felt so bad I thought I had to.

She could see it all, because those things were in her too. They made her want to hug him—though she knew what would happen the moment she dared. Of course it was possible that he would talk and talk and talk about himself and never expect a word from her. But it was equally possible that he’d do the opposite.

He’d already done the opposite in so many ways. She’d thought he’d be arrogant and aggressive; he wasn’t. She’d thought he’d be bemused by the weirdest thing she could say; he hadn’t been. There was a chance he’d listen.

But all that did was make her realize something, for the first time...

She was absolutely terrified to say anything about herself at all.

Chapter Three

She woke with a start at some time past dawn, in the cold gray light that usually heralded the day’s arrival. From where she was laid she could see the mist pressing its fingers against the broad living room windows, faint here but heavy farther back. The ocean was pretty much concealed in a way that always disturbed her—as though she’d somehow found herself in some strange hell, and nothing beyond her front door actually existed.

The movie star she was lying on didn’t really help matters, in that regard. He seemed like the most unreal thing of all. Of course, rationally she knew that was his thigh she was feeling beneath her cheek. She could see his enormous knee out of the corner of one eye, and that salt-sweet smell of him was very clear, here. But she couldn’t really process it.

Until she realized what had yanked her out of sleep.

She shouldn’t have done it. She’d meant to stay awake and keep talking to him all night, in case something unthinkable happened. Then somehow...somehow she must have started sinking on the couch—and maybe he’d settled her in this position out of kindness, without thinking what that might mean for him.

Hell, maybe he had thought about what that might mean for him. He’d encouraged her to lapse into unconsciousness so he could too—only he didn’t want to simply sleep. He wanted to die, she thought, you’ve let him die, and Jesus, the panic that followed was near unbearable. It was just like before, in that terrible doctor’s office. She could almost hear him telling her that she had to calm down, she had to stop thinking about people dying all the time. It’s not healthy, he said, in her head.

But right now she didn’t care if it was or not. She just wanted him to be alive, and if he wasn’t, by God, she was going to punch him until he returned. She sat up in a fumble, ignoring the horrid stiffness of her limbs and the weird pain that shot through her bad arm. She’d slept on it when she shouldn’t have, but what did that matter?

His eyes were closed. And in this ghostly gray light he looked so lifeless, so stiff and pale. It made her almost afraid to touch him, but fear forced her the rest of the way. It pushed her until she’d laid her hand on the side of his face, and oh she thanked the heavens to find it warm to the touch.

Not hugely so, but it was enough to give her back some hope. She was able to swallow again, around the salty, great lump in her throat. And she could breathe instead of panting, as she pondered how to next deal with this. She had to wake him up, but he wasn’t responding to gentle taps and tentative shakes.

What came after gentle taps and tentative shakes?

Shoving his ass until the National Enquirer takes a picture, her mind offered, but only because her mind was a jerk. She had been forced into touching his ass. She hadn’t wanted to do it. And she didn’t want to spiral the way she was currently doing, either.

She didn’t know when she’d grabbed his right arm, yet it was happening. It was more than happening. Her nails were kind of digging into him, and she was breathing all hard and funny. Somewhere in the middle of it all she started shouting his name, so loud and frantic she barely noticed when he finally came around.

He had to grab her arms right back, and tell her, Hey, hey, I’m okay.

It didn’t stop her making a fool of herself, however. The second those blue eyes met hers—so full of earnest concern and other amazing things—she just reacted. She smacked her body into his and made a vise of her arms around his shoulders. She hugged him the way people who’d known each other for years hugged each other—even though they’d only met the night before.

And even more appalling...he was a fucking movie star.

She was randomly hugging a movie star, like some fannish imbecile. He wouldn’t understand that she had these sudden panics, or that she worried all the time about everyone dying. He’d just think she was an insane groupie, or something.

She had to pull away, now. In fact she was on the verge of doing that very thing when she sensed it. Just a stirring at the side of her at first, but it was soon followed by the feeling of his hand hovering over her back. When she strained she could almost make out its warmth, though she still couldn’t quite piece together what he was doing.

It felt as if he’d forgotten how to move his body. She was almost concerned, until that indecisive hand quite suddenly sank down over her back. She felt each finger spanning her tightly—from her shoulder blade to the bottom of her rib cage—and wanted to laugh.

He was hugging her in return. And quite clearly, he was rusty at it.

“Oh my God, I’d forgotten what this felt like.”

“Not a lot of huggers in Hollywood, huh?”

“None like this—holy shit. Okay, I’m just going to kind of slump into you now. So if you’re averse to that, say before I’m swamping your helpless body.”

“I don’t mind if you swamp.”

“Are you sure? Because I think I’m a fumbling virgin at this.”

“You’re doing fine. In fact I think I’m close to a cuddling orgasm.”

She sort of wished she hadn’t said orgasm, but it was too late to change her mind now. He didn’t waste a single second. As soon as she’d answered, his other arm slid around her waist. Those big biceps tightened, real close to her face. And most overwhelming of all—his head sank into the space between her shoulder and her throat. It made a little nest there and settled in against her skin. She could actually feel his stubble, so rough against such a sensitive spot...and was that a hint of his lips?

She thought it was, but wouldn’t accept that it was anything but innocent.

He wasn’t trying to kiss her, for God’s sake. This was just the way the hug had shaken out, with her almost curled beneath him and his face smushed against her neck. He had warned her he was about to swamp, and when people swamped sometimes strange mergings happened. It was no big deal.

“Ohhhhhh yeah.”

No big deal at all.

“Oh baby this is so good.”

Really not a big deal.

“Can we just stay like this for a thousand years?”

Okay, maybe it was a little bit of a big deal.

“We probably have to. I think you’ve fused us together,” she said, just to make things a little lighter. She even managed a tiny amused breath, which should have sealed the deal. It didn’t, however. Somehow the word fused had come out just as sexual as all the rest of this, and the little sound had a husky quality.

It was almost a moan.

She was moaning at him now.

While he in turn asked increasingly loaded questions.

“Is that such a bad thing?”

“No, it’s cool. I like having four arms.”

“And a penis?”

Why did he have to talk about penises? She had absolutely no idea how to get around that one. All she could manage was a wavering, “I can’t wait to pee standing up,” but that only seemed to make things more complicated. Now he was laughing, which was good in one way. He sounded so normal now when he did it.

It was just the feel of him doing it. That was the real problem. The sound seemed to vibrate right out of him and into her. She actually felt buzzing in her own bones, and maybe also around places she wouldn’t think too closely about. The penis talk was enough on its own. She didn’t need to start thinking about any other body parts that had sexual connotations. He was still recovering and she barely knew what sex was.

Connotations were just not possible.

She wished they weren’t possible.

“Mmmmm you’re so warm.”

“I am?”

“Yeah. Squeeze me tighter.”

“Like this?”

“God, yeah, just like that. A little to the right, maybe.”

“I can’t get any closer to the right.”

“You could if you hooked that leg over mine.”

He said it in an innocent kind of way, yet it was clear what he was asking. If she hooked her leg over his, she’d essentially be straddling him. She’d be fucking straddling him. She couldn’t straddle him—not under any circumstances. She needed to think of a way out of this, but how? Solving puzzles was really not her strong suit. She was pretty sure she’d proven that over the last twenty-four hours.

And this was no exception.

“I think I kind of need to pee.”

What sort of person tried to get out of amazing, sensual hugs by mentioning bodily functions like a three-year-old? It didn’t even work, either. All that embarrassment, and it came to absolutely nothing.

“And I guess you think that means I’m going to let go?”

“Well, unless you want to experience your new lady parts.”

“Why on earth would you think I wouldn’t? Now hold on tight.”

“You can’t be serious,” she managed to get out, shortly before he showed her just how serious he was. He didn’t even have to put both arms around her. He just kept that big hand on her back and pushed off from the couch, and suddenly she was hanging off him like a little monkey.

“No no no, I’m falling!” she said, though she understood on some level that it was another kind of panic talking. She wasn’t really afraid of flying off him. Even if she did, what was the worst that could happen? She might bruise her bum. Maybe she’d look like a bit of an idiot.

She already looked like an idiot, so that didn’t matter.

No, no, it mattered that the feelings were still happening. And now that he’d lifted her, they seemed way more intense than before. The open space between her legs was pressing against...she didn’t know what it was pressing against. She just knew it was there, and that there was no way to stop it. She’d semi-linked her legs around his hips the second he’d done it, and she couldn’t back out of that now.

It would look weird. Christ, everything was so weird.

Yet agonizingly, he didn’t seem to notice at all.

“You’re not falling. You just don’t like being lifted up by a big oafish idiot.”

Or maybe he did notice, in the coolest way possible. At the very least he was aware that his manliness was disturbing her—and that relaxed her a little. It gave her the space to tell him it was okay, in a roundabout sort of way.

“I never said you were a big oafish idiot.”

“But you don’t like being lifted.”

“It’s not as bad now that I’m up here.”

“Getting used to it, huh?”

“Yeah,” she said, because she was. She could feel herself slowly calming down. His hand felt really nice on her back, when he held her like this. It wasn’t just a simple cuddling touch anymore, or something that made her think of sexy things. It kept her strapped in, like a seat belt. It kept her nice and safe and secure.

And then she realized what might be prompting such a thought, and suddenly she was back to square one again.

“But you should probably put me down.”

“I don’t think I can. The hugging’s just too good.”

“You won’t think so when you realize how exhausted you are.”

“Are you kidding? I feel great. I feel like I could go for a run.”

He’d warned her, but she still wasn’t quite prepared for his sudden dash around the living room. She had to do an embarrassing gasp and hang on tighter, and even more so when he went for the stairs. It was like being suddenly six foot five, while standing on the bow of a rocking ship. She dared to look and saw the steps over his shoulder, practically rolling like waves as he ran her up them.

She almost screamed. She almost demanded he stop.

But when she went to do both, something else came out instead. It just swelled up through her body, bright and brilliant and so unfamiliar it took her a second to recognize what was happening. For a moment she was sure she was going to be sick, and then it became clear—this was giddiness.

She was actually giggling with giddiness, like some ridiculous kid.

She felt like a ridiculous kid—and especially so when he suddenly dumped her on her bed. The last time anyone had done that she’d been four years old, and in major trouble from the tickle monster. In fact, the memory was so strong she almost expected him to do it. He’d lean down and dig his knuckles into her ribs, just like someone else used to do. And though the thought of someone else dimmed this fun somewhat, it didn’t darken everything completely.

She was still laughing when she realized where they were.

In her bedroom.

On her bed.

With him almost straddling her legs, and his knees digging into her mattress, and both of them breathing hard in a way that had seemed innocent a moment ago...but now kind of didn’t. Even she could see he was staring at her too intently, for fun playground antics. His blue eyes had gone dark, despite the sun starting to strain through her thin curtains. And there were a million little things about him that she wouldn’t really have recognized, if she hadn’t seen them so many times in his movies.

His lips were parted, the way they did before he was about to really kiss some starlet, and those heavily lashed eyelids of his had dipped real low. However, nothing beat the way his big chest had started going up and down and up and down.

Like heaving bosoms, her mind offered randomly.

Before she stomped on it and shoved it in a cupboard somewhere. Even if this was some kind of semi-sexual thing, he probably wouldn’t want to be compared to a woman from an old-school romance. He probably wouldn’t want anything she could do, in fact, because the last time she’d had something like intimate contact with someone she’d accidentally punched the guy in the face.

Good God, she couldn’t possibly let him see her fumbling, punching attempts at something she knew nothing about. She couldn’t, she couldn’t.

“I still really need the bathroom!” she said, then wished she hadn’t gone with that exclamation point on the end. The words themselves sounded bad enough, but with the panic placed on top...it was no wonder he somehow ended up halfway across the room. He probably thought she was going to pee on him.

Though that wasn’t really what his expression seemed to say. It was less disgusted and more sort of hurt—as if she’d cringed away from a slap he was never going to give or maybe balked over his disgusting advances. Of course, both those things were completely ridiculous. She was certain that no one like him could ever think like that.

But either way she felt the need to draw a line through them.

“Actually, you know...I’m all right. Maybe you should come back.”

“I should come back?”

“Yeah, come over,” she said, and was proud of herself for doing it. It put her out on a limb and it kind of made her throat catch, but she felt she covered her fear admirably.

Though like always, she was proven wrong shortly afterward.

“Even if you kind of sound like you’d rather I stayed over here?”

“Just ignore my voice. There’s a frightened nun living in my throat.”

He went to answer and had to stop to make room for the most awesome laugh. It was all surprised and full of joy, and it followed through into his words.

“Who are you? I must be dreaming you. Did I die, and this is my reward?”

“If your idea of being rewarded after death is a five-foot-five-inch hermit who makes you run right off a bed, you probably need to rethink your priorities.”

“You’re five foot five? Seriously? I thought you were smaller.”

It’s just because I hunch, and now have one leg shorter than the other.

“It’s just because you’re enormous. You’d probably think King Kong was kind of petite if you ever got the chance to meet him.”

“How would I ever get the chance to meet King Kong?”

“If there was a nuclear disaster and all the animals mutated into giant versions of themselves. In which case you’d just be like, hey, everything is now normal sized.”

“That’s completely not fair. I’m only six-four.”

“Do you really think saying six-four makes you seem less enormous? That’s the tallest I’ve ever known anyone be. I almost searched your shoes last night for lifts.”

“You did, huh?” he asked, and as he spoke she could see he was starting to creep back toward her. By the time his next words were out he was almost at the bed again, because apparently their words were a doorway. They let all kinds of things back in before either of them had even had the chance to think about it. “Well, I hate to disappoint you—but it’s all me.”

“No apple boxes, then?”

“Nope.”

“They don’t CGI you an extra couple of inches?”

“Feel me and see.”

He was close enough to do it now, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to. She did work up the courage, however, to pat the bed beside her. And she was more than glad when he took the invitation—despite his addendum.

“Okay, I’m gonna lie down next to you. But we’ll just take this pillow here and put it between us, so there’s no cause for alarm.”

It was her turn to laugh, this time.

“Because we’ve suddenly transported back to the eleventh century?”

“Yeah. This is, like, courtly love.”

“I see.”

“It’s pure and chaste and most importantly, unthreatening.”

“I don’t think you’re threatening, Bernie,” she said, then immediately wanted to take it back. She hadn’t even meant to say it—the word just popped out of her, as though they were close enough to give out cute epithets. He probably didn’t even remember her calling him Bernard, and for one horrid moment she hung suspended over a pit of complete embarrassment.

But he pulled it back.

“I’ve always wanted a goofy nickname,” he said, and as he did his eyes closed in the same way they had the night before. They drifted shut all slow and sweet, as though he was savoring the very thought of being in that place with someone—a place of safety and warmth and weird desires.

It made her think she might be going mad. That she was just imagining the connection she could feel slowly blooming between them. No one connected that fast, and she was going to prove it. She was going to unearth all the rest of the people he formed immediate bonds with, with a well-timed comment.

“People must have called you cute things before,” she tried.

Then watched as the whole plan nosedived.

“People call me Stark. Like a 1930s newspaper reporter.”

“Well, what about when you were a kid?”

“When I was a kid I spent so much time around important industry people I started to think my first name was ‘you’. ‘Hey, you, stand there.’ ‘Hey, you, you’re blocking the shot.’ ‘Hey, you, get out of the way.’ Even my mom started doing it after a while, which is probably why we don’t talk much anymore.”

She wanted to stop there, she really did. The mom story was bad enough on its own, without adding even more terrible things to the pile. Yet somehow she found herself trying one more time. There had to have been someone else he’d invented names and shared silly jokes with, and all of that stuff.

There had to be.

“But you must have girlfriends who—”

“Girlfriends who what—want me to be a Bernard? Good God, no, that’s never happened before. I had one who thought it was cool to call me Captain Amazing, but I really don’t think that’s the same thing. No, no, people I hang around with would never dream of turning me into some ordinary nerd. I don’t think they’d even understand what makes me so happy when you do.”

“It’s pretty obvious.”

“To you.”

She fell silent then and filled it with plucking at a thread that had come loose from the pillow between them. It made her look as if she were idly passing the time, rather than what she was really doing—debating whether or not to go a little deeper. He might not like it if she did. She certainly wouldn’t have.

But in the end she had to try. It was practically a compulsion. It made her gums ache and her palms sweat, though she knew why she couldn’t fight it. It would have been easier to wrestle with the waves on the ocean. It would have been easier to pluck people falling from a crashing plane out of the sky.

“Is that why you did what you did?”

She heard him sigh, but forced herself not to look. If she looked, she might get scared and try to run away from this conversation. And then the next she knew he’d be on the news in a coffin, being carried by people who turned him into a 1930s news reporter or thought his name was “you”.

“Are we there already?”

“We probably should have been last night. I should have called a doctor, and you should be in hospital now discussing this with someone who knows how to help you.”

It was true, but it sounded grimmer than she’d intended. He wasn’t dead, yet every bit of lightness and humor in their conversation suddenly was.

“I don’t think anyone knows how to help me.”

“I’m sure there must be someone who—”

“Though I’m starting to think you might.”

That jolted her. It jolted her so hard she almost turned to see if he was joking, but managed to save herself at the last minute. She focused on the thread instead—the one that she was now winding around her finger. Tighter, she thought, tighter, until there wasn’t a single drop of blood left inside it.

“You don’t even know me,” she said, and wasn’t that true? He didn’t even know her real name. He didn’t even know she wasn’t American.

“I know you saved my life. I know you trusted me when I shouldn’t have been trusted. I know you hugged me when I didn’t know I wanted to be hugged.” He paused just long enough for her to realize she wasn’t breathing. “You did it because you were glad I was alive, right?”

She couldn’t give the answer she wanted to—Yes, yes, a thousand times yes. It sounded stupid enough in her head and besides... She knew she would choke up if she said it. She couldn’t possibly choke up over someone she’d met yesterday. So she went with something simple and guarded, instead.

“Maybe I did. Maybe I did.”

“You know how good that feels? To know someone’s glad I’m alive?”

Not even a little bit. Not anymore.

“I think a lot of people feel that way about you, Holden. You should visit this place called Tumblr, sometime.”

He made a sound, caught midway between a laugh and a snort of frustration.

“It’s not the same. You didn’t do it because I’m a movie star.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because you don’t like that I’m a movie star.”

She couldn’t help the rueful smile that spread over her face, to hear that. Of course he was right—but wasn’t it brilliant that he was? Maybe it wasn’t so strange that they were connecting so fast, if he already knew her so well. He kept guessing all the things and she in turn found she could read him, so really where else could they be?

In a good friendship, she thought, frantically.

We’re just really, really good friends and that’s all.

“Very perceptive of you.”

“Thanks, but I can’t take any credit. It’s so obvious I kind of want to pretend I’m Bernard just so you don’t shy away so often, or look at everything but me.”

“I just don’t want you to think I’m gawking, like an idiot.”

“Honey, you do the opposite of gawking. You actively refuse to look.”

She swallowed thickly, before responding. “Sorry. That sounds awful.”

“It’s not. But it does make me wish for the first time in forever that someone wanted to look at me more, rather than less. You’re not even looking at me now.”

She’d kind of thought she was, then realized elbows probably didn’t count. She had to raise her eyes to his face and hold his lovely gaze and not worry that he’d be bothered—because he wasn’t. He actually wanted her to look, and judging by his expression he wanted it very badly.

“Is that better?”

“Well, it’s kind of making my heart beat faster. Does that count?”

She nodded, not sure she could speak. Was he for real with this? Hadn’t he heard her desperate attempts at making them just friends with her thoughts? Friends did not let their hearts beat faster when they looked at each other’s faces. That wasn’t how things were supposed to go.

Yet somehow they were going there anyway.

Her own heart felt as if it were trying to run right out of her body. Her eyes kept trying to swallow him whole, and she was pretty sure his were doing the same thing to her. Something had to be dragging her closer, at the very least. It certainly wasn’t her will. Her will wanted her to ask him again why he’d done it.

And it won by a hairsbreadth.

“Stop changing the subject.”

“How am I changing the subject?”

By looking like you want to kiss me, she thought, even though that was crazy.

She went with a much saner option for her real words.

“I don’t know but you’re doing it.”

“And if I stop, what then? Do you really want to hear about my ridiculous movie-star problems? Oh woe is me, my diamond tiara is too tight. No one wants to hear that, Alice,” he said, though it was his tone that really got her. He sounded so sneering, so dismissive of himself. It beggared belief, when she thought of all the things he’d told her with his words and actions and gestures.

She had to point them out to him.

“You just told me that your mom changed your name to you. When you hugged me, it felt as though you were a robot just learning what affection was. I almost took out an oil can to lubricate your hugging joints, for God’s sake. It’s understandable that you might want to...you know...maybe hurt yourself.”

“I didn’t really try to hurt myself. Well, maybe I tried to hurt myself a little. But I was just drunk and stupid and right in that moment it seemed like a good idea.” He swallowed thickly, once, twice, before continuing. “Though I want you to know, I don’t think it was a good idea now. I realize how lucky I am to have the things I do—to be healthy and alive and successful.”

“Sometimes it’s not enough to be those things, Bernie. Sometimes we need more than that. We need to feel like we’re understood.”

“And you think you can understand me?”

“I know that I’m willing to try. I’m here, if you want to try.”

There was a long, long silence after that. His head dropped back against the bed, and he seemed to breathe in this shaky sort of way for a while. But when she finally worked up the courage to put a little finger out, and just rub it against his crooked arm...

It came out of him in a rush.

“I just don’t deal well with pressure, that’s the thing. It’s always been the thing, but lately it’s like a fucking nightmare. Sometimes I’m so afraid of making the wrong choice that I just don’t make any choice at all. And the bigger I get the worse it is because suddenly the wrong thing is watched by half the world and inside I’m so tiny. I’m so fucking tiny, but I just don’t know how to explain that to anyone. I’ve never dared to say any of this to a single living soul.”

He cursed under his breath, which prepared her somewhat for the last little kicker.

Not enough, however. Oh God, not enough at all.

“And that’s so fucking lonely I could die.”

It was as if he’d spoken with her voice, though she didn’t know how to tell him that. She was too busy suddenly and silently leaking out of her eyes. Something wet streaked down one cheek and she was so embarrassed she went to sit up, so he wouldn’t see.

It was too late though.

“What are you crying about?” he asked, and despite the fact that he did it in the best kind of way—with warmth and surprise, rather than laughter—she couldn’t explain in any manner that made sense. She just blundered words out like a child, unable to articulate her plain dumb feelings.

“Because it’s sad,” she said. “Because it’s sad that this is the way things are.”

He seemed to understand, however. He understood so well that he didn’t even have to say anything in return. He just offered her the safe little crook between his shoulder and his body, and when she pressed herself into it he did the rest. His other arm came around her all strong and big and good—like some kind of shelter against whatever terrible thing might be out there.

And she rested in it gratefully until the pain died away.

Chapter Four

She hadn’t realized how tired she was until she woke again from a doze she didn’t remember sinking into. All she could recall was the heat of his body and how firm yet soft his chest had felt against her cheek, and then the next thing she knew it was lights out for the second time.

It made her wonder if he had some kind of sleeping drug impregnated in his skin. Or maybe she just wasn’t used to being held...yeah, that was probably it. The last time she’d had arms around her everything had still been okay, so really it wasn’t a surprise that she let go whenever it happened now.

She was glad of it, in truth. The night before had wiped her out, and some of her limbs still weren’t working properly. They’d stiffened and set themselves at funny angles, and it took her a good long while to work the kinks out of them. She had to slowly ease her left leg into bending, and that grinding metal-against-bone feeling happened when she did.

It was pretty bad.

But not half as awful as the sudden realization she had a second later—Holden was missing from the space beside her. And if he was missing from there, it probably didn’t mean he’d gone to get himself a drink or some breakfast or a bathroom break.

It probably meant he’d freaked out and made a run for it.

She’d said too much earlier. She’d cried too weirdly. Now he was off killing himself with cocaine in some seedy bar most likely, and it was all her fault for being rubbish at comforting people.

“Hey, is that you I can hear creaking around?”

She didn’t like the way her heart thumped once against her rib cage on suddenly hearing the sound of his voice. Like it’s being restarted, she thought, then shook the idea away. It was far too intense for this early in their semi-friendship—a second ago she’d been sure he’d flown the coop.

Things needed to settle first, before she had all of these strong feelings about him.

“Yeah, I’m awake. I don’t even know how I fell asleep really,” she said, to the bathroom door. And then there was one awful moment of silence, where she really let herself think— He’s not actually in there. You’re just imagining him.

You needed someone, and so invented the most impossible person ever.

“I’d guess it’s ’cause you were tired, honey. Oh, and maybe my magical arms had something to do with it.”

Yeah, he was definitely the most impossible person ever. A handsome movie star who echoed thoughts she’d just had and hugged her when she needed to be hugged. Surely he couldn’t be real? And if he was, then why on earth was he in her bathroom right now, splashing around in her tub?

That didn’t seem right, for someone like him.

She needed to check, to be sure.

“Are you...having a bath?”

There was a moment of silence—one which almost reeked of mild embarrassment.

But he got over it fairly fast.

“Uh...yeah.”

“Is it weird if I find that weird?”

“I think it’d be weird if you didn’t. I’m some stranger, soaking himself in your bathtub while you’re passed out on the bed. Sounds like the start of a horrible Lifetime movie about a crazed hobo.”

She laughed, but had to correct him at the same time.

“You’re not some stranger. Or a hobo. And I wasn’t passed out on the bed.”

“I’ll give you the first two, but not the last.”

“Passed out sounds like you slipped me a roofie then stripped me naked. Come on. I went to sleep in your gently cradling arms.”

“So maybe my reward could be that I get to bask in your tub?”

“You can totally bask in my tub, Bernie.”

“While you come in here and talk to me?”

That pulled her up short. She hadn’t realized that acquiescing to one small thing without a thought would lead to this other massive thing that didn’t make any sense. He wasn’t serious, was he? And if he was, did that mean he was in the bath with all his clothes on?

Because otherwise...

“Why would you want me to do that?”

“I can hardly hear you, honey. Come on, come on in here.”

He had a point, about the hearing thing. But there was another point he wasn’t really addressing. In fact, it kind of sounded as if he was avoiding it—or maybe it wasn’t such a big deal to him? Yeah, maybe it was only a big deal to her, and if she didn’t just go in she’d look like the biggest idiot alive.

She’d look like someone who was imagining sex things when they really weren’t there at all. Of course they weren’t there at all. How could they be?

“Okay, I’m coming in.”

“Was that a warning?”

“Well, you know—I don’t want to startle you.”

“You think you’re going to startle me while shuffling in here with your hand over your face like a shield?”

“I’m trying to be polite!”

“You look like a fool.”

She knew she did. She could see herself in the long mirror that stood next to the sink, looking exactly as he’d described. One hand crouched over the side of her face to block his half of the bathroom out. Body moving backward into the room, in this tentative sort of manner. She had to almost feel her way to the toilet on the opposite wall so she could sit, though sitting wasn’t really any better. Sitting said you’re staying here now with him, in this little blue-tiled, too-warm cavern.

“I should really put the light on.”

“No don’t, it’s nice,” he said, and it was. But there was also something secretive and vaguely sensuous about the dimly lit atmosphere. Everything seemed sort of soft focus, as though the heat from the tub had melted away all corners and edges.

Or was it the heat from her addled mind and disobedient body?

Either way it was probably best to think about something else.

“Do you...feel any better now?”

“Physically or mentally?”

“Both.”

“I feel warmer. And less...salty. And more content than I’ve been in a while.”

“That sounds pretty good,” she said, but the minor victory was short-lived. She was just starting to smile when he suddenly swerved the conversation into oncoming traffic.

“You can look at me while we talk, you know.”

“I can’t look. You’re completely naked.”

“But you’d probably look if you found me attractive.”

“It has nothing to do with that. I wouldn’t look at anyone.”

“So you’ve never seen someone nude in the tub?”

God, his questions were maddening. It was like being in a maze filled with booby traps, and every time you went down one escape route something sprang out and hit you in the face. How on earth did he expect her to work around this stuff? She couldn’t tell him she found him ugly. But nor could she say he was hot.

And she definitely couldn’t say yes to that last one.

He would know then that she was a big stupid mega-virgin.

She couldn’t be a big stupid mega-virgin in front of him.

“Okay I’m looking. Are you happy now?”

He raised an eyebrow in a way she wasn’t sure how to process. It made her blush, at the very least—a blush that she was glad he couldn’t see. The darkness had its benefits, it seemed, and she was grateful for them.

“Very,” he said in a tone she couldn’t quite like.

It was too licentious. Or at least, it was too licentious in her head. In reality it was perfectly normal and not like that at all.

“This is so not cool of you.”

“Would it be cooler if I stood up?”

“Fuck no.” The curse word just kind of busted its way out of her, before she could get ahold of herself. She didn’t regret it, however. It was probably the only appropriate response to the threat of his naked body—that and really fierce warnings. “You’d better stay sat down, Holden.”

“Afraid of seeing my famous penis?”

She was, but saying that seemed a little off. It didn’t really convey what she was bothered about, which wasn’t exactly his fame. It had a hint of that—a bit of oh God he’s a magnificent movie star—but there was something more there too. She felt it every time her eyes were drawn to some oddly unfamiliar part of him...like the heavy jut of his collarbone. Her own collarbone looked like a bird’s by comparison.

And his arms, Christ his arms. Who had arms like that? They weren’t just oddly unfamiliar. They were completely alien. They belonged to Zargoff the Destroyer from the planet Blatnick, yet had somehow found their way onto him and into her tub. Now they were here and all covered in gleaming, soapy water, light and shadows dancing on them in just the way she hadn’t imagined.

Darkness made the curve just below that thick, heavy muscle even more pronounced than it probably was, and the hint of sun turned his skin a color that kind of made her throat catch. It reminded her of freshly split oak, skirting close to gold but far too pale to really count.

Yeah, that sounded right.

It sounded insane, but it also sounded right.

“I’ve already seen your famous penis. Thanks though.”

“Sorry to tell you this, honey, but you haven’t.”

“I have. You flashed it in that romantic movie with Louisa Firenze.”

She didn’t think about what he’d flashed, however. She thought about Louisa, lovely and lissome. Those starlight eyes, that beautiful mouth. He’d kissed that mouth. He’d done all sorts of things to that mouth—things she couldn’t stop thinking about, no matter how hard she tried. She was actually considering going outside to find a big brain-bludgeoning rock, when he saved her from herself.

“It was a body double.”

“Shut up,” she said, but the extra emphasis was more relief than anything else. Now she could focus on this crazy fact, instead of Louisa’s thighs wrapped around his head.

“It was, I swear.”

“You’re lying.”

“Hand to God.”

“Is it...is it because you have a micro one? I’m not judging.”

She was glad he laughed in response. Not because it meant he probably didn’t—she’d have been glad if he did. A tiny little micro penis would have made him at least twenty percent less super fantastic than he already was, and that seemed like a good deal to her. But if she couldn’t have it, then she’d settle for him not being offended at the very least. She could hardly believe she’d asked, and was grateful for his amusement. It made her seem much less weird.

As did his willingness to answer.

“No. God no. I’m perfectly normal down there,” he said, and that made it even easier to relax into this conversation. It was okay to question his penis. He didn’t mind. In fact he seemed to relish her raised eyebrow and her little extra push.

“You sure on that, chief?”

“Well, okay. Maybe not perfectly normal. You know in that movie Shame when he’s wandering around with it dangling away and everyone did a collective gasp? It’s kind of like that. I have a lot of excessive dangle. And you just can’t show excessive dangle in a romantic drama. Arthouse only, for sudden shocking penis.”

She wished she didn’t know what he was talking about. She wished she didn’t even know what a penis was at this current moment in time. But alas she did, and so now she had to do her very best to minimize the image in her head.

“This is the most insane conversation I’ve ever had. Are you just trying to brag about your massive penis in a roundabout sort of way?”

“I swear I’m not. This is the honest-to-God truth.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You can peep if you want to.”

“And get eaten by this supposed sea monster? No thank you.”

“Come on. I need you to wash my back, anyway.”

“What am I, your lackey?”

It wasn’t the response she wanted to give. But it was the only solid refusal she could think of on short notice. A snorting laugh would have come out fake and full of inappropriate blushes, and storming off in a huff wasn’t the tone she wanted to strike. She wanted something funny and lighthearted, and came fairly close with lackey.

Unfortunately, she also left the door open for his answer.

“Okay...how about I beg you to wash my back, and tell you how much I’d love to have your hands on me, and if you’d only consider I’ll be in your debt forever.”

Oh, his answer. Did he realize how he sounded, when he spoke like that? Was it intentional or just a side effect from years of doing love scenes he didn’t actually mean? She had to imagine it was the latter, but her insides wanted to tell her differently. Her insides were buying it hook, line and sinker.

She almost swooned right off the toilet and into the tub, even though neither of those things were possible. Swooning wasn’t a real action, and the tub was around ten feet from her. She would have had to float for about a meter before getting anywhere close—something that seemed more possible as the moments ticked on.

All she could currently think about was doing just as he’d said. Her hands, smoothing over those incredibly round and incredibly large shoulders. His skin against her skin, just rubbing and sliding through that sheen of soapy water...the thought alone was near hypnotic. It was more than near.

It made her tell him something really stupid.

“Maybe our minds are connected,” she found herself saying, in a voice that didn’t sound like her own. Somehow her tone had turned sleepy and hungry all at the same time, and it was obvious he could hear it.

His answering expression was sleepy and hungry, in return.

“You’ve been wanting to do it too?” he asked, and he just sounded so...excited. He wasn’t supposed to be excited, for God’s sake. He was supposed to be aloof and vaguely contemptuous at the idea of her wanting anything—a thought that seemed to fit so well it made her a little guarded again.

“Kind of,” she said, but she needn’t have.

His excitement was now so enormous it was actually starting to suck her in. He clapped his hands and called her a sweetheart, and once he’d added I tell you what—you do me and then I’ll do you, she knew she was done for. She came close to standing just because of his expression, all sin and grin. But the words do you really finished her off.

Suddenly she was by the tub, with almost no idea how she’d gotten there.

“Want me to lean forward, or are you happy with me just like this?”

She couldn’t answer him, and not just because he was being a rotten tease. He was almost biting one corner of his lip and there was a laugh brewing inside him, she could see it. But that wasn’t the problem. No, the problem was that she didn’t want him to lean forward at all, and just couldn’t say.

If she said, he’d know what she meant. He’d know that she was just trying to work up the courage to look over him, and if he leaned forward she wouldn’t be able to see anything. He’d be covering the best bits, and dear God, she really wanted to see the best bits. Her curiosity practically demanded satisfaction on that score.

And that just left her silent and stiff, unsure of what to do.

Should she kneel? Kneeling would probably be the best move. It would answer his question without using words, but might also seem quite innocent.

“Oh so you’re just gonna get right in there.”

Fuck fuck fuck, it did not seem innocent at all. She looked as if she’d bobbed down to get a closer look. She felt as though she’d gotten out her goddamn magnifying glass—even though she hadn’t so much as glanced yet. She’d fixed her gaze on the left side of his head, and was currently refusing to accept that any other body part existed.

He was just one big ear.

He didn’t even have a penis.

“Well, I need to be here if I’m going to do this.”

“You make it sound so ominous. And kind of like a dangerous job.”

“It is dangerous. I might fall and bludgeon myself to death on your shoulder.”

“I’d turn just in time and catch you on my pillowy bosom.”

“I don’t think ‘pillowy’ is the word I would have used,” she said, but even as she did her mind was comparing his chest to something she could rest her head on. She could see it out of the corner of her eye, all broad and plump. It looked just as inviting as it had in Swan Song, only here in reality he had chest hair.

He had all of this lovely, rough chest hair that she couldn’t remember ever seeing in any of his movies. And she would have noticed too, because it wasn’t just rough. It was pretty thick and very dark, and it reached all the way down to his insanely hard stomach and the jut of muscle arrowing down from his hips and, and, and—

“Want me to pose for you?”

“What? No, no, God, no—sorry. Sorry, I just—”

“I’m teasing.”

“It wasn’t... I didn’t—”

“Alice, Alice, I’m teasing you. I asked you to come in here, remember? I wanted you to wash my back. It’s fine for you to look at whatever you want to look at. In fact, it’s more than fine. It’s kinda giving me goose bumps.”

He showed her his bristly arm to prove it, though that didn’t really explain anything to her. What exactly was it about her gormless expression that was giving him goose bumps? She felt like an explorer who’d just discovered man, and he seemed to agree. She asked him why before she could stop herself, and his answer made her entire body burn with embarrassment.

“I don’t know, I don’t know. You’re just so...intense about it. So curious—like you’ve never seen a guy’s body before.”

There was probably a non-humiliating way she could have told him here that she hadn’t, but if there was she couldn’t think of one. Twenty-year-old women were supposed to have seen naked male bodies—and she knew “movies” and “one time when I accidentally walked in on my dad as he got out of the shower” did not count.

In fact they probably counted against her.

Adults did not tell stupid naked-dad stories.

“You say that as though your body is typical,” she said, and almost nodded in satisfaction. There—that got her off the hook. Of course it also got her into a very thorny area in which she had to explain why his body wasn’t typical, but she would deal with that hurdle when she came to it.

As in right now.

“You think it’s not?”

“I think you’re very...big.”

“And that’s a bad thing.”

“I didn’t say bad.”

“So it’s good then, huh?”

He knew exactly what he was doing, the bastard. She could actually see him trying to suppress his teasing grin, as she worked on a way to say no without seeming like a total liar. And just when she was sure she’d come up with the perfect answer, he caught her gaze with those sparking eyes and she was lost again.

“I wouldn’t say it was awful.”

“Well that’s kind of you.”

“It has some positives.”

“Such as?”

She didn’t answer him with words. It seemed best not to answer him with any words. She couldn’t trust them to behave once they were close to her vocal cords, so instead just went with shoving the bunched-up washcloth against his left shoulder blade. He’d get the gist then and even if he didn’t—this was what she was supposed to be doing. She was supposed to be washing his general back area.

He couldn’t make her feel weird about that.

“So you like it there, huh?”

Christ, she’d really misjudged what he could make her feel weird about. Not only that, but she’d misjudged how weird he could possibly make her feel. She’d imagined a simple answer that maybe veered into a joke, and instead he’d just said something that sounded pretty close to sex talk.

It sounded so close that she found herself flushing from head to foot. Random parts of her tingled too intently the second the words were out, and they carried on for a long while afterward. Too long a while, if she was being honest. She was meant to be answering him, and all she could muster was a noncommittal sound and a lot of scrubbing at his broad back.

Unfortunate really, that the latter only made things worse.

She didn’t intend it to. She went at him like a nun briskly rubbing a pair of underpants against a washboard, full of pure vim and gusto. But no matter how sexless she tried to be, sex kept slipping in there anyway. All the vigorous movements just made her realize how hot she was getting, and how humid this stupid room was, and most embarrassingly...

Her nipples had gone really stiff. She could feel them chafing against her nightshirt every time she stroked over him, and the harder she worked the more it seemed to happen. The material just kept catching on the tips, and every time it did a wave a thick sensation ran right down, down, to the suddenly swollen and very sensitive place between her legs. Everything just felt so big down there, to the point where moving around was kind of a problem. She had to go slower just to stop herself moaning.

Only slowing didn’t help at all.

Now she was practically reveling in washing him. The washcloth was no longer bunched—though she didn’t know how that had happened—and her hand was almost on his skin. She could near feel him through the material, all smooth and slick with soap, muscles bunching and flexing as she worked. It took a monumental effort to keep any sound in under that sort of pressure—though even after she’d succeeded at restraining herself she couldn’t exactly celebrate.

Mainly because he didn’t restrain himself at all.

“Mmmmm yeah,” he said, in a way that could have been perceived as innocent. Just like with those words he said—it was possible that there wasn’t any sexual meaning in there. But it was also possible she was pretending that this was the case in order to stop herself from having an orgasm.

She was already fairly close as it was. Hearing him make that husky, breathless sound and accepting that it might be a sex thing was simply a step too far. It was all too much. She had to count to ten and stay very still just to maintain her sanity, but apparently sanity wasn’t intent on giving her a break today.

The moment she slumped against the tub he turned and tilted his head a little, in a way that put his face far too close to her face. She could almost feel his breath against her cheek—which was bad enough on its own. But then he went and asked her a question like this one. “Did my groan of delight accidentally paralyze you?”

After which she just wanted to throw in the towel.

How did he make it sound both suggestive and considerate?

How that was even a thing? That wasn’t a thing.

“No, no, I...I’m just resting here for a second.”

“Really? It doesn’t look like you’re just resting there. It looks much more like you collapsed over the edge of the bathtub.”

“That doesn’t mean anything. Maybe my back gave out.”

“Well, that is a possibility,” he said, but she knew he didn’t think it was a possibility at all. She could tell by the way he touched her hair as he said it—just one little damp curl—with the tips of his enormous fingers.

It was quite possibly the sexiest caress of her entire life, and it wasn’t even skin-to-skin. Christ knew what would happen if it was skin-to-skin.

“Or it could be that I have a rare freezing disorder.”

“I had entertained the notion.”

“And then there’s how close your face is to mine, right now.”

“Is that making it harder to move?”

“It’s making it impossible to move.”

“And you mean that in the bad way.”

“I don’t know. I don’t know. What’s the bad way?”

“The bad way is when you’re so terrified by all of this that you can’t escape, as opposed to not really wanting to go anywhere at all.”

“I think I’m both of those things at the same time,” she said, but she didn’t quite understand in what quantities until he turned his head just a little. Barely more than an inch, she thought, but an inch was all it took. One second they were only talking—in a heated way true, but still only words—and the next he was actually moving in for something that made her heart seize up.

He was doing it. She knew he was doing it. She should have known but somehow she hadn’t and holy crap he was really going do to it, he was, he was, and suddenly the terrified part of her punched the part that didn’t want to move right in the fucking face. It got it in a chokehold and squeezed until the excited bit of her passed out.

And that manifested in the worst possible way.

She actually skittered back across the floor, in a manner last seen on a Discovery Channel special about bugs. Her entire body did things it hadn’t been able to do in years, and it did them just because he’d been about to do that thing she didn’t want to think about. She didn’t want to think about it so much that she almost took out the bathroom wall in her effort to escape, and even after she’d lost her unearthly speed and grace the fun didn’t stop.

She stumbled into the toilet and flailed around for about five minutes—and all while he looked too stunned to say or do anything. He raised a tentative hand in her direction, but that was all.

And she was grateful for that.

Running away from a kiss was humiliating enough on its own, without adding a naked man charging after you into the mix.

Chapter Five

She decided the best course of action was probably breakfast. Breakfast was normal, breakfast was wholesome, breakfast said, “I did not just destroy my bathroom because you almost kissed me.” Or at least, breakfast said that for ordinary people. It was a bit more of a struggle for her, considering that the insides of her fridge looked like an abandoned Chinese takeaway.

The only thing resembling normal food in there was a block of cheese she’d somehow gnawed into a ball, three potatoes that had sprouted arms and legs and tried to take over the salad crisper, and an aubergine. She hadn’t the faintest clue where the aubergine had come from, but its origins weren’t really the problem. The fact that it wasn’t an egg or a slice of bacon was.

She didn’t even have cereal. Her cupboards were full of things a three-year-old would buy, if they were given brief control of the grocery shopping. There were bags of marshmallows and jars of peanut butter mixed with something unholy—like mint-flavored peanut-butter spread. Why had she thought peanut-butter-mint spread would be a good idea?

More to the point—why had the manufacturer thought peanut-butter-mint spread would be a good idea? Surely the average American shopper wasn’t interested in something quite so bonkers. No, no...only someone who wasn’t American would buy such ghastly items. Only someone who went nuts online shopping at Walmart—drunk on the idea of a thousand things that shouldn’t exist—would want marshmallows filled with mature cheddar.

She’d unwittingly flagged herself as an insane three-year-old foreigner.

And any second now he was going to come down and figure that fact out. He was probably already on his way right now. It had been over ten minutes since she panicked in the bathroom. Surely he would want an explanation soon? She was surprised he didn’t want an answer right fucking now—though of course he could have fled out of the nearest window.

She wouldn’t have blamed him.

Hell, she might have thanked him. At least that way, she wouldn’t have to tape her fridge and cupboards shut and pretend they were full of spiders. I have a real insect problem, so I guess we’re going to have to go out for food, she pictured herself saying. Only you know I’m also physically incapable of walking out my front door, so maybe just imagine spiders have completely taken over planet Earth instead.

Yeah, that was never going to work.

For one thing, he knew what an actual spider invasion looked like. He’d battled them in that B movie he’d made before he hit before the big-time. And for another, spider invasions were not a real thing. He would know that they were not a real thing. She could have been a lying ninja, and he would have understood.

But she was not a lying ninja.

She was barely a lying beginner. The first thing she did when he suddenly appeared in the doorway to her kitchen was jump so violently she accidentally sprayed the kitchen with mini marshmallows, swiftly followed by some blurted words.

“I don’t have anything normal to eat.”

She’d blown her own cover. The amateur lying Olympics were not going to be calling any time soon. Luckily, however, it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter for two very important reasons—the first being his response, as sweet as anything she’d ever heard.

“I gotta be honest, I’d have been disappointed if you did.”

And the second being the thing he was wearing.

She hadn’t taken into account that he didn’t have any clean clothes to put on. She’d somehow imagined him coming down in a fabulous outfit live from the red carpet, as though his skin spontaneously grew tuxedos. At the very least she’d pictured him in his own underwear, with the same t-shirt up top.

But he hadn’t done that.

He’d put on her robe. He’d put on her robe, and it was weird even though she knew it shouldn’t be. The tuxedo-growing thing was the crazy option. This was perfectly normal and perfectly reasonable, for all sorts of reasons. The robe fit him very well, for a start. She’d bought it from the men’s department because she’d liked the way it swamped her. But it didn’t swamp him.

It was perfect on him—not too tight across the shoulders or too short in the leg, everything all cozy and comfortable-looking. He’d even put his hands in the pockets, as though to underscore exactly how at ease he was. It could have been bought for him by his assistant. He could have been wearing the damn thing all his life.

And that was the problem.

He looked too much like he belonged. He looked so much like he belonged that for one heart-stopping second she could only think one completely insane and absolutely terrible thing. It forced itself into her head then flashed over and over, despite her best efforts to oust it. She had to oust it.

She couldn’t think things like that about him, after a day and a bit. Not about Holden Stark, not about a movie star, not about anyone. It was embarrassing.

Yet there it was all the same.

He looks like the husband I don’t have.

And the worst part was...he really did. In fact, the feeling was so strong she started to worry he somehow was, and she’d just forgotten him. He died during the thing that had happened, and she’d gone so mad with grief she’d blocked him out.

And now he’d returned to haunt her.

It certainly felt as if her heart were haunted, seeing him standing there like every happy movie husband she’d ever seen. Thinking of all the dreams she’d had of the life she would one day lead, full of all those wonderful clichés. Hey, honey, you got the paper, he would say, and she would pass it to him. Then they would sit at the breakfast table and eat some eggs and drink some orange juice while she read the funnies and he read the sports section. Then afterward, they might go visit a market of some kind.

That was the way it went, wasn’t it?

Or at least, that was the way it went for ordinary people. The ones who had not had all those things dismantled one by one, along with their hopes for a happy career in something normal and their plan to maybe visit other places in the world. When I’m older I will travel, she’d imagined, in that taking-it-for-granted way kids always did.

Oh, how she wished she’d never taken her future joy for granted.

“You okay, Alice?”

How could she say no? She had to say yes. He would never understand all that, and even on the off chance he might she wasn’t sure how to explain it. The whole thing sounded too insane and besides...if she spoke she knew what would happen. She could already feel that sting behind her eyes.

So she nodded. She nodded.

“I can take this off, if you want,” he said, then seemed to pause before adding, “if it belonged to someone else, that is.”

No it’s okay, she thought. He only died in my imagination.

“It doesn’t belong to anyone else.”

“You sure? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Of course I’m sure,” she said, but the shock of him echoing some of her thoughts again made her voice a little shaky. She had to turn her back and focus on other things, only these other things were just as ridiculous. She didn’t even have any plates to put her rubbish food on. Instead she had to use a colander that had been here since she moved in, and it kept leaking crumbs of crackers and cakes out of all the little holes.

Plus the sides of it were so steep everything kept falling onto everything else. By the time she got it to the table it was just a big jumble of squirty cheese and squashed baked goods, with a sprinkling of Cheetos over the top. No one in their right mind would have eaten it, or even sat down with someone as clearly unhinged as she.

Yet he did just that.

He dug in as though she’d ordered him a four-course meal from a Michelin-starred restaurant. And when he finally commented, it was only to suggest ways of combining all the terrible elements. “If you squeeze the Ring Ding between two Doritos it’s like having a sandwich,” he said, and relief flooded through her.

He wasn’t going to ask again.

He wasn’t going to ask about anything. Not about her reaction to the robe or the almost kiss or her lack of correct food and crockery. He was content to just allow things to go on as they were, as calm and easy as a summer breeze. Neither of them had to worry about their problems; their problems did not exist here.

There was only him feeding her crackers covered in buttercream, with a dozen ridiculous assurances that they would be nice. “I think the garlic really adds something,” he said, and suddenly everything else just faded away. He was good at making things fade away—though it was only after she’d made him laugh that she realized.

She was good at it too.

This was what they were doing.

They were somehow making it through.

* * * * *

It took a couple of days for her to realize she should probably find him something to wear. She couldn’t fault her lack of social graces, however. He didn’t seem to give a damn about social graces. He only cared about hanging out with her, and after a while that was all she cared about too.

The robe no longer seemed haunted. It seemed like something comforting. He wasn’t Holden Stark anymore, supreme ruler of the movie universe. He was Bernie, who wandered around her house in fluffy terrycloth. And if that terrycloth occasionally slipped a little here or there and she maybe saw too much—well, that was okay.

She could handle it.

She could sort of handle it.

She couldn’t handle it at all, but everything was so cool between them she thought she’d better try. After all, he probably hadn’t really wanted to kiss her. The whole thing was likely just her imagination, and even if it hadn’t been she’d stuffed it all up. There was a wariness about the way he reacted to her now—no suggestions that she join him in the bathroom, no requests for backrubs.

Everything stayed friendly and aboveboard, which was fine most of the time.

But then that robe would slide off the firm plane of his thigh, and he would kind of catch her eye and she would kind of catch his and then suddenly they were in some kind of staring contest. Some kind of really intense staring contest, where the world around them became all slow and heavy and she couldn’t seem to breathe. She had to gasp just to get some of this new and impossibly thick oxygen down, but there was no relief once she had.

The air settled badly inside her—like having indigestion, if indigestion was something pleasurable and exciting instead of an awful nightmare. And the longer she let these staring contests go on for, the more this feeling intensified. Sometimes it got so bad she found herself nearly leaning toward him, despite his unwillingness to lean back. He stayed right where he was and she started to sag and dear God she couldn’t have that. What if she went all the way in and he laughed?

She needed to get him into some clothes, immediately. Ones that did not make her think of dead husbands, and were not in the slightest bit sexy. Both those things were combining to make some unholy issue inside her, so dressing him seemed like a good solution. Or at least, it seemed like one until she was standing in her closet with him, surrounded by all the clothes she did not have. He picked up a lonely pair of tights from an otherwise empty shelf, and it was then that she knew what she should have understood much earlier.

She didn’t actually have any clothes for her to wear, never mind him. Her shoe rack only had two pairs of shoes in it. There was an entire rail behind him, and on it she’d hung a single pair of jeans. And she’d only done that because it seemed like something should be hung up in there.

Most people chose suits and fancy dresses though, she knew.

He probably knew too, but if he did he didn’t say.

“I think these will go great with my ensemble,” he said instead, despite the fact that they were green, had a gigantic hole in them, and probably wouldn’t make it past his knees. Oh and also they were tights. He was willing to try on tights for her. He’d eaten colander cake concoctions on several occasions now—not to mention the terrible tea he kept drinking and the insane conversations he kept having with her about whether Superman could safely poo. Yesterday they’d actually watched a Golden Girls marathon together, and he hadn’t blinked an eye.

And now this.

Of course he was kidding, but that was okay. The effect was still the same—one of warmth and acceptance and other cool stuff. He didn’t mind that she only had green tights, or that her closet looked like something abandoned at the end of time. He just went with it anyway. She suspected he needed to go with it.

Going with it was better than the alternatives.

“Maybe we can fashion you a toga out of a bedsheet.”

“I don’t know. I’m kind of attached to these now,” he said, and then she watched in delight as he attempted to roll them over one foot. Of all the things she ever thought she’d see, Holden Stark bent over in a bathrobe with one stocking almost over his ankle was not one of them. It occurred to her that she could probably sell this image to TMZ for a million dollars, but she had to be honest.

It was worth a lot more than that to her.

Every bizarre moment with him was worth more than that to her.

“You’re really not supposed to do it like this.”

“Well where am I going wrong?”

“You can’t...you have to roll it first.”

“So I can’t just drag it on?”

“No. No. You—okay. Stop, you have to stop. I’m going to wee myself,” she said—and it was true too. She was almost bent double. Tears were starting to leak out of her eyes. She couldn’t remember the last time tears leaked out of her eyes, unless you counted terrible crying over horrible things.

Happy crying seemed like something mythical that only ever happened to other people, yet here she was doing just that. And she did it harder when she realized he still had three feet of material dangling from the end of his foot. He’d managed to pull the gusset up to his knee, but the rest of the tights hadn’t followed.

Plus he just looked so baffled by them. She’d never seen someone be so earnestly baffled over hosiery. He could have been on one of those quiz shows that made you do complicated physical tasks, trying desperately to earn her a million dollars. In fact—hadn’t she seen him make that face once on something like that? Some charity game show before he became really famous?

He hadn’t been able to get out of a big Perspex box, she thought.

And that was what made her want to put him out of his misery.

“You know, I think I have some sleepwear you could probably put on—just give me a second, okay? I’ll go look while you...try to wipe this nightmare from your mind.”

“Oh thank God. I think I’m getting PTSD.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.”

“How do women put these on?”

“I’ve done it before, but right now even I’m not sure. You’ve made it look like a harrowing tale of one man’s struggle with a deadly opponent.”

“That’s exactly how it feels. Dear God, that’s exactly it! For the love of all that’s holy please find me some ill-fitting pajamas.”

She did better than that. She searched her bedside cabinets and found an enormous t-shirt that would probably fit him. And granted, it had a picture of David Hasselhoff on the front and a hole under the left armpit, but it was definitely better than tights and the robe. Once she’d paired it with sweatpants that would probably look more like shorts on him, they were in business.

“You know, you probably could have told me about those before I started putting on the green pantyhose,” he said, as she handed them to him. But she had to be honest—he didn’t look as though he had any regrets. He was still laughing in that half-sheepish way at himself, and when he took the clothes he did a weird thing.

He kind of brushed her cheek with his knuckle. Not a big move really and certainly nothing romantic, but the effect was rather startling. Her insides seemed to drop around three feet. That ache came back to her chest, only this time there was the oddest happy quality to it. A hopeful quality to it, that didn’t seem to make any sense.

What did she have to be hopeful about?

He’d just done the equivalent of chucking her under the chin. He could have been her big brother, or her physically impossible twenty-seven-year-old father. He could have been anyone who felt any kind of affection toward her...but that was the thing though, wasn’t it? When was the last time anyone had touched her so gently?

Years, it had been years and years.

And certainly, none of those people had ever followed it with the kinds of words he did. They had always said brotherly or fatherly things. This was not brotherly or fatherly. She didn’t know what it was, but it wasn’t that.

“You’re so lovely when you laugh. So lovely it breaks my heart,” he said, while her insides abandoned the building altogether. Her whole body flushed hot and then hotter, and it didn’t stop when he seemed to realize he’d told her the wrong thing. If anything, the little wince that flickered across his face only made it stronger.

It’s okay, she wanted to say. I feel the same way.

But of course she couldn’t. She couldn’t now.

She’d messed everything up with the almost-kiss.

She could see she had, before he spoke and made it worse.

“So I’ll just get changed then,” he said, in this awkward I-better-change-the-subject sort of way. Then as she was leaving, she caught of a glimpse of it all raw in his expression. He didn’t think she was looking anymore, so he just let it out. He let his head go back, and cursed soundlessly at the ceiling.

It was the single most amazing moment of her life.

And very nearly the most terrifying.

Chapter Six

She knew beyond a shadow of doubt what had happened in the closet. It was so obvious a virgin monkey could have worked it out—he had romantic feelings toward her and now no longer understood how to express them. He was possibly frightened of expressing them, in case she ran away again. There was no denying it.

So why was she just sitting here at her computer, trying to pick something for dinner tonight? This was everything she’d been waiting on for the last two years. She could practically hear some unnamed deity telling her, Here, here, have this human connection to make up for all the horrible things I just put you through! Yet still she remained at her desk, afraid in that exact same way he’d described. The one she’d agreed with at the time but not fully appreciated until right now.

I’m so afraid of making the wrong choice that I just don’t make any choice at all, she thought, and suddenly it was so true it was painful. She couldn’t even go up and ask him what he wanted to eat tonight, for fuck’s sake. Something so small and it was too much—though she understood why. She could see it clearly now.

Maybe this wasn’t a reward at all, but a curse. A terrible curse filled with half-realized hopes and tentative dreams, just waiting to be smashed to pieces the moment she started believing in them. After all, the universe had never pretended to be fair. She knew it didn’t dole out gifts when you’d been good, and comfort when you had suffered. Mostly it just seemed like an indifferent lump, striped gray with mediocrity and empty of any real meaning.

And if it wasn’t...then what had she been punished so severely for? That penny sweet she’d stolen when she was seven? The lie she’d told at ten?

She didn’t know, she didn’t know.

She only knew she was deathly afraid of going upstairs and finding out the answer for certain. It took her a full forty minutes to make it to the bottom step. And once she’d gotten there, she kind of wanted to pretend she was doing something else. Maybe she’d just noticed some peeling paint on the bannister and wanted to examine it. Or perhaps she really needed an item from the bedroom and was simply trying to remember if she’d actually left it in the living room.

She was pretty sure she could pass this off as both, if he suddenly came to the top of the stairs and asked why she was standing there.

But the problem was—he didn’t do that. He was still in her bedroom for some ungodly reason, and she was still stuck on what to do for a dinner he probably wouldn’t want. There was no other choice aside from going up and finding out, but by God it was painful to do it. She had to practically drag herself, and once she’d finally made it to the bedroom door it didn’t get any easier.

She’d planned a cheerful just wanted to check you were okay, but it died on her lips the second she saw him through the half-open door. He was standing by her bed, fully dressed in her clothes and looking pretty comfortable—aside from his expression. His expression was so far from comfortable it couldn’t have reached it with a barge pole, though it wasn’t clear why.

He was only staring at his phone.

What on earth was his phone saying to make him look like that?

His face seemed in danger of caving in. She had the urge to get out some props and a few sandbags before the damage became irreparable. And it wasn’t just the canyon-like frown and sagging sense of some terrible despair. There was also the tension across his shoulders, so clear she could see it through that awful t-shirt. She could have probably seen it through twenty sweaters and a brick wall.

And then he turned too abruptly, and suddenly it was she who was tense enough to see through a brick wall. Her spine practically snapped to attention, and she knew her eyes had gone all big. She could feel them trying to consume her face no matter how hard she worked on making them smaller—and she did work hard.

She had to, if she wanted to convince him this was an innocent non-intrusion. He was already staring at her in this accusatory way. Looking relaxed was imperative, but somehow all she could manage was a narrowing of her eyes and a weird slump. It probably made her seem more suspicious, though if it did he didn’t say.

He was too busy trying to convince her of his innocence to do that.

“Phone’s dead,” he said, in a voice that aimed for cheery and missed by a million miles. If she’d been asked to label it, she would have gone with wind whistling through a giant hole—and that was before she’d gotten to the lying part.

Oh he was lying so hard it pained her. He had to know she’d seen. He clearly understood that his lie was meaningless. Yet he felt he had to offer it anyway just to...just to what? Hide the fact that he wanted out of this now? Suggest that his real life was calling, far sweeter than it had seemed before the awkward moment in the closet?

That sounded pretty accurate to her, until she remembered what he’d just said. He wasn’t telling her he’d gotten some important calls and needed to run right out the door this very second. He was pretending he could no longer receive them. That for all intents and purposes, all communication with the people in his world had ceased. They were gone. They were dead.

He wanted to stay.

Even though she’d bungled things and reacted weirdly to affection and thought of him as her dead husband, he wanted to stay. And now he was just waiting for her to tell him that it was okay—as though it was possible that she wouldn’t. He really thought she might question him about the lie, or suggest he find out what people wanted. She could see it in every little guilty glance he made in the phone’s direction, then even clearer in the desperate look he gave her.

Don’t make me go back there, that look said.

But that only made it easier to ask what she’d been afraid to before.

“What do you want for dinner?” she tried.

And then reveled in every inch of his obvious relief.

* * * * *

It was clear that the next step was up to her. The only problem was...she didn’t really know what that step should be. So far she’d muddled her way through the first stages of friendship without accidentally killing him, but who knew what would happen if she tried anything else? She might make assumptions, terrible assumptions—like the one she’d almost made the night before.

He’d followed her to her door when she had said she was going to bed, and for one thrilling second she’d thought he intended to come in. That he’d tired of the couch and didn’t think it a big deal to do things this way instead. But then just as she’d gone to shyly offer, he’d kissed her on the cheek and disappeared back down the stairs.

It was mortifying and maddening in equal measures—so much so that she was thinking of just asking. She could make it sound matter-of-fact, like the day before yesterday when she’d unwrapped him a spare toothbrush instead of letting him carry on cleaning his teeth with his finger. Yours is blue because you’re a boy, she’d said, and he’d laughed and she’d laughed and both of them had pretended that he wasn’t taking a bigger step here than most people did after five months of intensive dating.

It wasn’t like that.

Their relationship wasn’t like that.

Dear God, they had a relationship.

She had to try the asking thing.

“Bernie?”

“Yeah?”

She loved the way he said yeah. He always sounded so super-interested in whatever she was about to say—though here it was something of an issue. He glanced up from a book he was currently reading, locking every bit of his attention on her, and suddenly she couldn’t say.

It seemed lame anyway.

Do you think we’re dating?

What kind of person said something like that? Only a person who knew absolutely nothing about human interaction. Other normal people would simply understand when dating was happening or otherwise, and the only reason she didn’t was because she was a gigantic idiot.

“Never mind.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah...”

“Because it sounds like it might have been important.”

“It really wasn’t.”

“You’re making your important face.”

She put her hand up instinctively to see if she could feel what that was like, but had to stop midway. He was looking, and sort of smiling at the gesture. And though it wasn’t a bad smile—though it was filled with the sort of familiarity she’d always wanted to have with another person—she was too embarrassed to keep going.

Instead she settled for just asking, like a real person.

“I am? What does my important face look like?”

“It’s sort of the same as your trying to make pasta face. You get this line down the center of your forehead, and your eyes take on a kind of haunted sheen.”

“In my defense, that pasta was evil. I’m convinced it was evil.”

“I don’t disagree. Pretty sure most pasta does not explode and then disintegrate.”

She wanted to protest here, but found she couldn’t. Her memory of the previous night’s dinner was identical to his no matter how ridiculous it sounded out loud. Her pasta had exploded, and then disintegrated. They’d had to eat it with spoons.

There was nothing she could say.

She just had to steer him away from this whole topic.

“I’m really not feeling that way, though. The exploding-pasta way, I mean. I was just... I was just...”

She wished she knew what came after just. Or at least, she wished she knew it faster. That one maddening eyebrow of his was already starting to rise. Pretty soon it would be all the way up to his hairline, after which her entire lying house of cards would come tumbling down.

She needed a word. Any word. Any explanation.

“I was wondering if you wanted to watch a movie tonight,” she managed finally, and came close to patting herself on the back.

It was premature though, of course. Her triumph was always premature.

“You were making your important face over the potential watching of a movie?”

Part of her really loved his incredulity. He never forced it out the way some people did, in big guffawing waves. And it always came with that dimple in his left cheek—the one she could just about see beneath stubble that was close to turning into a beard. He was almost adorable when he was being all skeptical.

But right now it was killing her.

“Well, no,” she said, and she was actually sweating as she did so. Every ounce of effort was going toward a valid explanation, and when one finally came to her it was like the heavens opening. “I was just worried what you would think.”

“Of what?” he asked, clearly thinking there wasn’t an answer.

But there was, ah sweet relief there was.

“Of my secret movie basement.”

“You have a secret movie basement?”

“I don’t know. It depends on what you think.”

“I think it’s weird that I’ve been here a week and you didn’t tell me about it. We watched reruns of Everybody Loves Raymond yesterday. I came close to going out for rentals—and would have, if I wasn’t deathly afraid of returning to find an old lady who tells me you’ve been dead for ten years.”

She had the almighty urge to apologize here—not only for subjecting him to unnecessary viewings of terrible sitcoms, but also for hiding something from him for no good reason. Or at least, no reason that made any sense to anyone but her. He was never going to be bothered by her weird stuff, quite clearly. There was no need to keep it all compartmentalized, and he deserved a sorry for the assumption.

Yet somehow a laugh came out instead.

God, he made the craziest things sound sane. He made them light and fun and cool, instead of the dark mess she always found herself mired in. She imagined dead husbands and stepping off her porch onto nothing, and he turned it into a B movie from the eighties that she sort of wanted to watch.

More than sort of, in truth.

She wanted to live in it, with him.

“Yeah, you can giggle, but my fear is real. It’s not just something from an old episode of The Twilight Zone that traumatized me as a child,” he said.

“Are you sure? Because that’s kind of what it sounds like.”

“I’m totally sure. The other day you touched my arm and I felt an unearthly chill.”

“I think that’s just my terrible circulation.”

“And what about that ghost sound you made?”

“I’ve never made a ghost sound.”

“You did. When the pasta exploded.”

“That was just terror and shame.”

“Well you’ve just got a rational explanation for everything, don’t you?” he asked, but she could tell something else was coming. He’d narrowed his eyes, and after a second he pointed a faux-accusatory finger. “Apart from your bizarre fear of me seeing your secret movie basement. I still don’t have a rational explanation for that.”

“Does there really need to be one?”

“There does if you have a well down there that you’re going to throw me into, and that I then try to escape from by capturing the little dog you don’t have.”

“I swear, I only do that if you don’t put the lotion on your skin.” She paused, pretending to consider. “Or is that when you get the hose again?”

“Seriously, we’re making obscure jokes about Silence of the Lambs together and you didn’t think I’d want to see your movie basement? Lead the goddamn way.”

Of course it was only after he’d expressed enormous excitement that she realized—she actually was kind of nervous about showing him. Not as nervous about asking him if they were dating, but certainly there was something there. It hummed just below the surface of her more casual thoughts, just lying in wait for the right moment. Then once they got to the basement door, the moment sprung itself on her.

She knew there was a reason not to show him, and there it was suddenly in a blinding flash of oh my fucking God. It nearly paralyzed her. She came close to just stopping with her hand up to the doorknob, and even after she’d managed to open it she couldn’t quite go through. She just stood at the top of the rickety stairs as he trotted trustingly down into the darkness.

What on earth was he going to think when he saw it?

She had every single one of his films down there. She had them all, from his early bloody bit parts in several slasher franchises, right the way through to Captain Amazing. And he couldn’t possibly fail to notice them either. If she’d scattered them around the place she might have gotten away with it, but she knew she hadn’t. She stored all her films by actor or actress, so somewhere down there he had a shelf all to himself.

Like a great and terrible testament to some obsessive insanity.

“Bernie, wait a second,” she called out, but it was too late.

He had already been sucked in by her movie collection.

“Holy Mother of God,” he said, and she understood why. Even she sometimes came down here and took a step back, the way he did when he first saw it. All you could see from the stairs were row upon row of bookshelves, each one so close to the next you could hardly see between. They seemed to gather together in the darkness, almost to the ceiling and studded with colors you could just about make out.

There was the red of 28 Days Later and the brilliant blue of Superman, just waiting in the patient darkness for him to discover them. And though she knew what else he would discover while he was in there, the thought still gave her a thrill. It made her go all warm with pride—as did the thing he then said.

“How in God’s name did you amass all of this?” he asked, in a way that suggested it was some staggering achievement. Other people gained promotions or climbed mountains. She created a film library so extensive he didn’t even wait for an answer. He was too busy disappearing between shelves that stood taller than his head, one hand trailing over the boxes as though he just couldn’t help himself.

He had to revel in them just a little bit.

Or maybe revel in them a lot.

She could hear him making sounds as he wandered farther down—small notes of surprise or awe, culminating in the kind of exclamation she adored him for.

“I cannot fully believe you have every episode of Star Trek. You have a bookcase of Star Treks, Alice, yet we have been watching the food channel. We must rectify this immediately with a marathon,” he said, and her sad little heart fluttered.

Did he really want to watch Star Trek with her? And a whole marathon too—that would take so much time. He’d have to be here for an entire month to get it done, and oh that month sounded like heaven. There would be huddling under blankets, popcorn and party food, falling asleep halfway through episodes of Voyager—all the things she’d been promised by people talking about TV watching on Tumblr.

But best to play it cool.

“Sure, if you want.”

“Seriously? You’re amazing.”

“Well, I do my best.”

“You succeed—look at all these great fucking movies. Fright Night, Starman, The Adventures of Baron Munchausen, Terminator...you love all of these?”

He sounded incredulous, she thought. And she knew why. They were such old movies for someone like her to love. They were weird, she was sure, for someone like her. But she couldn’t tell him why she loved these weird old things. She couldn’t tell him about watching with her mother, because then she’d have to talk about all of that stuff. So instead she went with something light and noncommittal.

“I wouldn’t have them if I didn’t,” she said, and he seemed to fall silent then. She could still see him at the end of the third row, looking and looking with eyes as wonder-filled as his voice, but the comments came to an abrupt stop. They came to so abrupt a stop that it worried her a little. Had he guessed why she liked stuff like that? Was he going to ask? And even worse...

Had he seen her secret shame?

She didn’t think he was in the right place, but it had been so long since she watched anything of his she couldn’t be sure. She just had to follow him in some vain hope of heading him off at the pass—a feat that got more futile as time went on. Just as she was sure she’d reached him he would disappear around another corner, until she started to feel lost in her own library. She rounded an L-shaped section, expecting to see him on the other side, but he wasn’t there anymore.

Somehow she’d created an impossible labyrinth, with walls that slid suddenly sideways and corridors that took you to nowhere. Next thing she knew there’d be staircases on the ceiling, and Holden floating upside down above her head.

She had to ask.

“Hey, where are you?”

“Over here, by the random movie section,” he said, and relief flooded through her. He hadn’t worked it out yet. He wasn’t even close, in fact. After a second he added more, in so bemused a tone she could have kissed him. She could have kept him like that forever, in a permanent state of blissful ignorance. “None of these are in order.”

“I don’t need any kind of order,” she said, and for one glorious moment he seemed satisfied with that. She saw him through the gaps between boxes, finding this movie and that movie like unearthing buried treasure, just having fun with the idea of everything being a big jumble.

But eventually he was compelled to mention the problem.

“How do you ever find anything, though?” he asked, and she had to think fast.

Unfortunately, thinking fast was not her strong suit.

“Oh...well...they kind of are. All the Star Treks are together, all the sitcoms are together, all the horror is together and so on.”

“Yeah but there’s no alphabetical.”

She saw him glancing up and up, as though searching for the elusive ABCs.

She hated to disappoint him. She hated it so much.

“I don’t like alphabetical,” she said, but knew that wouldn’t be the end of the matter. He had hold of the end of the string now, and was pulling and pulling on it. And when it finally came free, there was laughter in his voice. He sounded so amused, which was somehow much worse than contempt.

“Wait...are these in order of actor?”

“Um...see the thing about that is—”

“They are in order of actor. You’ve got ten movies here starring James Spader.” He laughed, oh God he laughed. “You like James Spader, huh? Got a little crush on him?”

“That could possibly be the case.”

“Have a thing for smart redheads, maybe?”

“Well I do sort—”

“Guess that explains why you’re not into me.”

She thought she’d misheard, for a second. His tone was not the tone she was used to, all bright with amusement and affection. It was a touch darker, as if he’d just tasted something bitter. And the actual words...surely he couldn’t mean what she thought he meant? But before she could even ask about it or make it better, he’d already moved on to some other flummoxing, unfathomable point.

“Oh my God, Alan Rickman? That...is a really hard standard to meet. I can’t even do a British accent, as you probably know if you’ve seen my completely excruciating attempt at a period drama.” She held her breath, knowing what was coming. He’d moved a little farther to the left now, so couldn’t really fail to see it—though she somehow hoped he wouldn’t. She hoped she hoped she hoped and all in vain. “Christ you have seen it. And you’ve also seen the one with killer spiders...great, that should have given you a wonderful impression of my ability to fail at acting. Man you’ve got quite a few here you...”

He neither came to an abrupt stop nor trailed off, yet both said the same thing pretty clearly. The burning light of realization was upon him, so hot it was melting her at the same time. Why had she brought him down here? Why? Why?

This was probably the worst way to explain what he then grasped.

“You seem to have a section of my movies.” He hesitated, waiting for clarification that she was never going to give. If it was going to be done, he had to do it himself. He had to do it himself in this really weird hollow voice that made her heart sink about three feet. “Do you have a crush on me, Alice?”

Oh God, he’d used the word crush.

He couldn’t have made her feel more like a teenager if he’d tried.

“That isn’t exactly how I would put it.”

“Then how would you put it? You got all these little collections of actors you have the hots for and then here’s my filmography...”

“It’s not exactly like that.”

“Think you could attempt to turn it into words?”

“It’s already taking a lot of effort just to say these ones.”

“Try harder then for the love of God,” he said, in a way that panicked her far more than she had ever really thought possible. He sounded so angry and accusatory, as though she really was obsessed and insane. She’d arranged all of this somehow because of her crazed desire for more Holden Stark—like Misery only with pills she’d magically made him eat and almost-kisses she’d persuaded him to give.

And then she dared to glance up, and felt kind of stupid.

He didn’t look angry and accusatory.

He looked intense and desperate. He was smoldering so much his eyes were practically on fire. She would have feared death by immolation if there hadn’t been a bookcase between them, but even then it was a close thing. Somehow the films framing his face seemed to make the moment more charged, not less. They deepened the shadows between them and turned his gaze into molten lava.

She still didn’t know how to answer, however.

The best she could manage was okay maybe I do a little bit, but she had to say it fast and frantic and with both fists clenched tightly by her sides. Mainly because of the concept, but also because he was still staring at her in that overwhelming way. In fact, the overwhelming way had gotten worse in the meantime.

Now it had this faint note of disbelief.

And a massive note of potentially explosive passion.

“If you have a crush on me what was all that weirdness in the bathroom about?”

“I don’t...know what...weirdness you’re referring to.”

“Hey, I’ve been good. I haven’t brought it up because I didn’t want to scare you. I don’t want to scare you. But you know that I have to bring it up now, right?”

“You don’t have to. We could just carry on like this.”

“Even though you maybe have a thing for me?”

“I don’t have a thing for you. I have a thing for the people you play.”

“And that’s completely different.”

“You know it’s different.”

“So you find the real me repellant?”

“What? No, God, no, no that’s not...it’s the opposite of that it—”

“It didn’t seem like the opposite of that when you flung yourself across the bathroom floor just to get away from me.”

“The flinging wasn’t about...you being repellant! Jesus, I can’t even believe you’re using that word with a straight face. I called you handsome the first day we met.”

“Accepting general handsomeness and finding someone attractive are not the same thing. Come on—you know that.”

“Your handsomeness is pretty far from general, Holden.”

He went very quiet after that. So quiet she wanted to glance at him and check if he was okay. She’d managed to inch her gaze away during this conversation from hell, but really what good did that do her? Without his massively expressive face she could hardly understand a thing.

She could hardly understand it anyway, but that wasn’t the point.

The point was that he’d been wondering if she found him gross. All this time she’d been thinking of her massive virgin status and her terror of big men, sure that he must understand. He understood everything else. Yet somehow, he hadn’t understood this in the slightest. He even expressed the sentiment again, just to drive it home.

“I don’t care if it’s general or not. I only care how you feel about it. How you feel about me as a person,” he said, and oh her heart ached to hear the words.

It was impossible not to offer him something, after that.

Even if the something was completely stupid.

“I feel...nice. I feel really nice,” she said, then did her best not to wince. He couldn’t see because she’d dipped her head behind twelve copies of The Terminator, but it seemed like a good idea to try anyway. If she didn’t, he’d probably hear that discomfort in her voice when she next tried to speak.

And things were already difficult enough as it was.

“So what was the problem, then?” he asked, but she couldn’t come out with the right answer. The right answer was hideous and humiliating, so instead she had to shout a false one really loudly.

“The problem was that I’d just met you!”

“Are you sure that’s it?”

“I’m absolutely not sure at all but let’s just go with it.”

“I don’t think I’m going to be able to go with it. We hadn’t just met when I touched your cheek in the closet, or brushed against your arm on the way out of the kitchen. But you kind of reacted the same when those things happened too.”

“Okay, well what about if I tell you that I was just afraid?” she tried, because at least that was partially true. She was afraid—but maybe not entirely of the thing she then pointed out. “You’re a big impressive movie star and I once had a crush on you. The whole thing was just a bit too crazy and overwhelming—I mean when it happened to Annie Wilkes she bludgeoned his feet with a mallet.”

“Is that who you think you look like here?”

“I’m praying I don’t. That’s why I’m making jokes.”

“You don’t seem like a crazed fan for fuck’s sake. I wish you seemed more like a crazed fan because good goddamn am I a crazed fan of yours. For once in my life I’m the one who wants to write someone’s name on my fucking pencil case and it’s killing me, it’s absolutely killing me.”

Dear Lord in heaven, had he really just said that?

She had to double check, just to be sure.

“You want to write my name on your pencil case?”

“I do, I really do,” he said, tone so wistful she could hardly stand to hear it. Every muscle in her body seemed to melt the moment he spoke, and her resistance went with each one. Everything just ran right out of her and all over the floor.

“Well in that case I do too,” she tried—tentatively.

But he didn’t make her regret it. Not one little bit.

“Then why are you still standing over there? Come on over here, honey. Come on and come to me before I die of wanting you to.”

She tried, she really did. Her heart wanted nothing more than to march to where he was—but then her heart wasn’t really the problem. The fact that his words were starting to sink in was. He’d said pencil case. He’d said come to me before I die of wanting you.

She simply wasn’t used to things like that. She barely understood what romance entailed, and there he was rolling great waves of it right over her. It was incredible she was still standing, never mind actively moving toward him.

“I can’t. I can’t. I’m too nervous now.”

“Sure you can. Here, take my hand. I’ll pull you through like Morten Harket from A-ha in that music video where he takes her out of the real world and into a drawing,” he said, which made it both worse and better all at the same time. Now she was close to swooning, but at least her power to make normal words was back.

“Good God, I don’t think you could have said anything more perfect if you’d lived to be a thousand.”

“You like that, huh?”

“Yes oh yes, I really like it.”

“I like it too. You pull me through.”

“Wow I was really wrong about that saying something more perfect thing. It took you all of ten seconds,” she said, though she didn’t realize how true that was until he really did it. He put his hand through the gap, and her heart did a little dance. He was honestly letting her be the Morten Harket. She was the pencil-drawn superhero, and he was the ordinary guy who wanted to be in her world.

Everything was so easy, once she put it that way. Suddenly she was clasping his hand with almost no effort at all, and then she was leaning forward, and maybe he was leaning forward too, and none of it had to mean too much because the space between the films was so small. It was possible to believe it couldn’t happen, right up until the point where it actually did.

The shadows closed around them both, and there it was. His mouth touching hers. Her mouth touching his. Wild, crazy explosions going off inside every inch of her.

For a second they were so intense she was kind of afraid they were escaping her body. She couldn’t see because her eyes were squeezed shut, but it certainly felt as if fireworks were popping around her head. The heat surrounding her was strong enough to singe her skin, and she was sure she could hear those short, sharp cracks.

Not that he would have minded—fireworks seemed to be going off for him too. She could tell they were before he’d even pulled away. It was in the tender, near-shivering way he touched her. It was in the sense of him, like something suddenly drawn so taut and tense. And when he finally broke the kiss, he only confirmed this theory.

He was breathing harder than she was. One of his hands was gripping the shelf above, and it was doing it so tightly she could see the split in his skin between white and red. His eyes were heavy lidded; the blue had fallen down into darkness.

But the best part was his parted lips. They looked like they’d just kissed someone, even though they’d barely kissed her at all. They looked slick and swollen, and most of all persuasive. Christ, she wanted to kiss those lips again. And he definitely wanted to kiss her lips back.

“Well...” he said, so breathless it sent a tingle through her. “That was...”

“Yeah, that was.”

“Want to do it again?”

“It’s possible I do.”

“Maybe without a bookcase in the middle?”

“I can see how that might be better,” she said, but even as she did so, she could feel her shakes intensifying. In a second, there wouldn’t be anything between them. And he was probably going to expect more than a closed-mouth sort of affair.

Hell, she was expecting more.

She wanted more.

She just wasn’t quite sure on the giving it part. Kissing the back of her hand simply wasn’t the same as trying to do it to an actual man. Actual men did not keep very still unless she moved her arm around a bit to give the whole thing some variety. They moved completely independent of any of her wishes.

Like right now, holy shit he was doing that right now. She expected him to stay around there until she came to him, but he was coming around to her. He strode around to her. It gave her about ten seconds to straighten her t-shirt and shake the nerves out of the ends of her hands, before he was on her.

He was on her like men in movies were on women they hadn’t seen for eight thousand years. She actually saw him in slow motion as he rounded the corner—arms swinging heroically, t-shirt pulled taut over his broad chest, long legs eating up the space between them in a single stride.

Then finally his hands reaching for her face.

He was going to hold her face in his hands as he kissed her. And she was definitely going to come apart when he did. She knew she was before he’d even clasped her to him. Her lower half had already begun to lose coherency when his lips found hers, and after that it was just dissolving time. Her whole body went so limp she had to hang on to his wrists to keep standing.

But once she had, the door was open for other things. Terrible things, like using his arms to haul herself closer to him. Though in her defense, he was just so tall and she was too damn short, and if she was going to do this at all she needed the extra leverage. Getting up on tiptoe just wasn’t enough. Grabbing and pulling was required, because Holy Mother of God was kissing an amazing thing.

Or maybe it was more that kissing him was an amazing thing. His lips were butter-soft. He tasted of peppermint. And he made it so easy, everything was so easy. All she had to do was follow the slow, sliding rhythm he settled into—insinuating her mouth against his in that same manner he’d just used, then sucking just a little on his lower lip. Not enough to really call it sucking if she was being pedantic about it, but enough to give her a strange thrill every time he did it.

It felt sort of like he’d decided to pull away, but was reluctant to let her lips go. And once he realized he was on the verge of cutting the kiss short, he dived right back in there. He pushed his mouth right up against hers, in a way that should have been too much but instead was never enough.

Mainly because of the rolling way he went about it, she thought. He didn’t shove his lips against hers. There was no crushing or bashing or storming of her battlements. It was more like being gently rocked through a kiss—which sounded absolutely bonkers but was pretty close to making her pass out.

She just didn’t know what to do with all this heat pouring through her. Was this much heat normal, over a simple kiss? It seemed completely excessive even to her and her zero experience of these things. In some places it was getting close to pain, and the more he did the closer it got. His hand slid down her back and suddenly the faint pulsing sensation in her lower belly was something else altogether.

It almost felt like a thudding. Like someone had made a fist inside her and was trying to pound their way out—only not half as terrible as that seemed to suggest. None of this was terrible. If it was pain, it was the sweetest sort she’d ever experienced. And if she was afraid, this fear was some kind of new good type. It had to be, because when he finally decided to slide his hand all the way down and over her ass, terror seized control of her body.

And in response she made a sound.

She moaned. She moaned so loud and long even she was shocked, and she was the one doing it. Christ only knew what he thought, to hear her nearly coming in his mouth over an ass grab—because that was definitely what it sounded like. It sounded like she’d had an orgasm. It felt like she’d had an orgasm.

Could he tell when a woman had an orgasm?

She prayed that he couldn’t. Or at the very least, she prayed that he wouldn’t comment on it. If he just steered clear of the topic, she would be all right. She could skate through the rest of this, no problems. He would kiss her and she would kiss him and everything would be absolutely fine.

And then he stroked over her ass, and it was not fine at all.

What was he thinking? She wasn’t prepared for groping. And especially when the groping was so...so...she didn’t even know. She’d always seen the term grab ass and imagined something brutal and rude. The equivalent in her head was punching someone’s great-aunt with a penis.

But this was not like that. The entire area suddenly felt incredibly sensitive, in a way she’d never imagined it could be. Then just to cap it off, he seemed aware of this fact. His stroked over her curves with such deliberate, tentative care—almost as though there was a slight barrier between her body and his hand. He didn’t want to disturb it too much. He just wanted to test the limits of it, a little.

Was it okay for him to go lower? Would he be electrocuted if he squeezed a little?

The answer was a resounding no for the latter.

But it was a yes for her. She was electrocuted when he squeezed a little. Her entire body seemed to spasm the second he did it, then again when he moaned at the feel of her. He actually moaned at the feel of her—all desperate and half-dying—and the combined effect was a crackling, fizzing sort of sensation.

And an insane urge to do the same to him.

She couldn’t fault herself for it, though. He’d spent the better part of the last few days wandering around in those stupid sweatpants, and she knew he didn’t have any briefs to go on under them. Everything was just bare beneath that flimsy material, including his incredibly firm and impossibly muscular ass. Sometimes it was nearly hypnotic watching him walk or bend over with a backside like that.

And the less said about the stuff in front, the better.

If she said anything about it—if she thought about it for one second—she was going to end up touching him there instead. She could feel the urge rising in her, and not just because of disobedient images in her foolish head. She was also pretty sure she could feel something pressing against her...and it wasn’t his phone.

He’d kicked his phone under the bed, which left very few other options. His hip bone was a possibility, if his hip bone had maybe been recently dislocated then moved about half a foot down. And it wasn’t so farfetched to imagine this was him in his soft and unthreatening state, if she just lost her mind for a little bit.

Otherwise, this had to be all him.

And he was very stiff, and really swollen.

So much so, in fact, that she couldn’t pretend it was anything else. He had an erection, and though he was doing his best not to rut it against her he wasn’t really succeeding. His hands on her ass just exacerbated the problem—he squeezed her, and suddenly her lower belly was rubbing and rubbing over his obviously hard dick.

Though maybe suddenly wasn’t quite the right word. Suddenly implied something unexpected and jarring...something entirely devoid of intention. But it didn’t feel like there was no intention here. It felt as though someone was doing something to the other person, and after a while it started to dawn on her. The person doing this something was not really him.

It was her. She was doing the things. She didn’t want to be doing them, but apparently her body didn’t care whether she wanted it or not. Her body was only interested in the feel of that thick, solid bar between them, and how much she could explore and uncover just by easing her body against his.

Which was apparently a lot.

All she had to do was sort of roll her hips a bit and the size of him became really startlingly clear. She couldn’t seem to find the point where it ended, no matter how much she wriggled. He just went on forever—as long as her forearm and as thick as her wrist. Or at least, that was what her terrified mind tried to tell her. It was probably a little out, considering how insane she currently felt.

And that was before he responded to whatever crazy thing she was doing.

Dear God, she wasn’t expecting him to respond. It had almost become a kind of weird science experiment, completely detached from the real, live person she was doing it to. She’d only wanted to figure out what she was dealing with, and now he’d gone all still and weird. His hand tightened much more roughly on the handful of ass he was holding, and his body sort of stiffened—as if she’d shocked him.

Surely she hadn’t shocked him?

“Jesus, Alice.”

Good God, she had. Somehow she’d turned into a lascivious little trollop, without really being aware of it. And it was worse than she’d thought too—somewhere in the middle of it all, she’d kind of crooked her leg around one of his. Her hand was pinching the nape of his neck, as though holding simply wasn’t enough. She needed to climb him like some crazed sex monkey, apparently.

So it was little wonder that he seemed so stunned.

Or that this stunned state was followed by a tentative attempt at sliding his hand inside her t-shirt. After all, she’d given him the green light. She was still giving him one now. She’d tried to stop moving once she’d realized, yet somehow she hadn’t succeeded at all. When she finally managed to focus, she discovered she was just ever so slightly rocking over him.

And she wasn’t doing it to test anything out, oh no. She was doing it because every time she rubbed against him, sensation sparked from the taut, tense tips of her breasts. It made these big delicious spirals right down to the place between her legs, so sweet she didn’t know how to resist. She’d never experienced anything like it—not even when she’d touched that same place while naked, with slippery, soapy fingers.

This was completely different.

It was so different she was doing something else too. She didn’t want to think about it too clearly, but once the nipple thing became clear it got harder to avoid. All kinds of stuff was flashing up in neon behind her eyes, like the fact that she’d spread her legs a little, at some point. Just a little, but a little seemed like a whole lot when she’d almost spread them around his thigh.

And she was...she was...doing stuff.

She knew she was doing stuff.

He was well within his rights to try taking off her clothes. Or maybe not rights exactly, but he certainly wasn’t being an asshole to imagine she might want this. There was just one small problem, really.

Her complete and total panic.

Though she felt it was to her credit that she contained said panic better than she had in the bathroom. She didn’t spider walk away from him, or knock a bookshelf over in an effort to get away. She just took one calm step back and said, “Okay, can we stop? Is it okay if we stop a second?”

She was the epitome of reasonableness and collected cool.

Yet somehow it didn’t quite feel that way. It felt wrenching—as though they’d been attached with a row of stitches and she’d just ripped them all open. She could still feel an echo of that thrumming sensation once they were apart, and wanted nothing more than to go back in and get it back.

And judging by his expression, he would have liked that too. He did his best to mask it, but there was a confusion there in his eyes. Maybe a touch of hurt too—but not for the reasons she first suspected. She got busy wondering if he felt rejected, and was just about to forward that theory when he spoke, instead.

“Of course it’s okay. It’s absolutely okay. Did you think I wouldn’t behave as though it’s okay?”

“Well we were getting pretty...and you know I was...rubbing you so...”

“So...you shouldn’t be able to say stop?”

She managed not to say the words aloud, but the thought was there.

I didn’t want to say stop.

“I don’t...maybe I...I...”

“Alice, the answer is always yes. Yes, you can say stop whenever you need to. You didn’t do anything wrong. I did something wrong when I started shoving my hand up your t-shirt like a fucking Neanderthal.”

He looked so genuinely dismayed by this completely absurd realization that she almost gave him the real reason. It had been buried beneath all kinds of things before now—like her virgin state and her fear and his fame—but as soon as she saw his expression it announced itself. It wasn’t any of those things.

It was what he would see if they went ahead with this. I have scars, she thought of saying, but was thankful it didn’t come out. If she told him about the scars, then she’d have to tell him about why they were there. And once he knew why they were there, she wouldn’t be Alice anymore.

She’d be that other girl, the damaged girl.

She couldn’t have that, and so went with all the other stuff. The other stuff was embarrassing and probably wouldn’t do her any good, but it at least was partially true. It had been true for most of their time together. He wasn’t likely to doubt it and even if he did, he probably wouldn’t say.

And that made it worth the red face.

“No, no, you didn’t do anything wrong. It’s just that...you know. I’m not very sexually experienced,” she said, then braced herself for his laughter.

It didn’t happen, however.

Of course it didn’t happen.

He knew.

“Whoa, hold the phone. You’re not experienced? I’m shocked, shocked I tell you,” he said, in a tone so full of amusement she sort of wanted to die. But then how could she have known that the levels of humiliation would be this high? She’d assumed she was doing everything right—or at least that she wasn’t totally fucking it up.

But Lord, how wrong she’d been.

“Oh God, is it really that obvious? Did I just screw the kissing up? It felt as though you liked it when I did that—”

“Alice, Alice, you haven’t screwed the kissing up.”

“But I used so much tongue. It was too much tongue wasn’t it?”

“I promise you used the perfect amount of tongue. That isn’t the issue.”

“Then what is the issue?”

“That I’m making you nervous, honey. I’m making you so nervous you’re sort of flapping your hands around. But you don’t need to—we can go slower.”

“We can?”

“I’m disturbed that you’re even asking that question. Yeah, we absolutely can, no problems. I mean Jesus, we’ve only known each other for half a week. Going slower than this is perfectly acceptable,” he said, which definitely made a lot of sense. It made so much sense that she nodded when he suggested they go back upstairs.

“I’m in the mood for a marathon of evil clown movies,” he said, and she couldn’t argue with that. Evil clowns sounded completely awesome, despite the odd thought that kept popping up behind her eyes. It happened when they settled on the couch, wrapped in blankets and cramming down popcorn. And it was there again during the dinner they had at the kitchen table, as he wiped a smear of sauce from her top lip.

It just came on her in a great wave, unstoppable and oh so sweet.

I don’t want to go slow.

Chapter Seven

She didn’t mean to say it. She had kept it in all through movie watching and dinner eating and taking him up to her bedroom to get sleepwear, and had thought she was in the clear. Then he’d put on those too-tight pajama bottoms and kind of modeled them for her a bit and that was pretty much the end. Her eyes just kept going to shapes she couldn’t quite make out and material that barely seemed to cover anything and suddenly she was speaking.

She was speaking a lot.

“What happens if...if I don’t really want to go slower? What if I like...most of what we did down in the basement, and want it to continue?” she asked, all in this big, brutal, embarrassing rush. She probably looked like a fool talking like that, and she knew her body language backed that label up. Her hands were trying to throttle each other. She was breathing way too hard.

Yet oddly she didn’t regret it. Instead she thought of the fireworks, flashing hot around her face. The way he’d touched her, as though he really liked all the things he found. It didn’t bother him that she was oddly shaped and sort of clumsy in places. He didn’t find her backside too big or her shoulders mannish—even though she’d always sort of thought they were.

He’d made her feel good.

And he continued to do so.

“In that case, you can simply tell me the parts you liked, and we’ll do them,” he said, as though it were nothing. Guys did this sort of thing all the time. They respected boundaries and didn’t mind it when women panicked, and then they made offers like this. Of course they did. She’d totally never read a thousand books about men doing the opposite. She hadn’t the faintest clue why she sounded so incredulous.

Except she did know, she did know.

“Are you serious?” she asked, because even in the romantic stories the men were not full of the kind of understanding he had. They always seemed rough and brutal, in ways that made her worry. Was that just how things were supposed to be? It had to be the way things were supposed to be. It was never presented as something abnormal.

The way he behaved was the abnormal thing.

It was just that it didn’t feel abnormal.

It felt wonderful, to hear someone say—

“Yeah, totally. It’s kind of a turn-on, actually.”

“So I can just...say what I’d like.”

“I would love it if you said what you like.”

“Even if what I say is really weird?”

“Especially if what you say is really weird,” he said, and suddenly her head was buzzing with a billion things she might be able to do. She could definitely kiss him more, for a start. She could kiss him a lot, and he’d probably never demand that she let him do loads of other stuff. Then once she’d had her fill of kissing, maybe she could progress to something else.

Maybe she could touch him.

Would he be okay with her touching him?

“Well I was thinking...I could possibly just do things to you. I mean not if you’re uncomfortable with that, obviously. But if you were, then I might like that.”

He went very still and very silent then, which made her wonder if she’d said completely the wrong thing. It sounded kind of unfair when she put it like that, and it made her want to take it back. He was being so cool with her, after all. Surely there was a way they could do this without making him feel uncomfortable?

She hoped there was, because he sounded odd when he finally spoke.

“You want to just do things to me?” he asked, only he wasn’t really asking at all.

He was repeating what she’d said, with a stripe of deadpan right down the middle.

“I don’t know. I guess I—I mean we don’t have to do that. It was just a—”

“How would you go about that?”

“What? What do you—”

“How would you go about doing stuff to me?”

She hesitated then, unsure of how to answer. This time it had nothing to do with nerves, however. She suspected there was nothing to be nervous about. His tone had sort of shifted, from something she’d read as vaguely mocking to this much deeper and more direct sound.

He really wanted to know.

He wanted to know so much it was sort of making him all grave and intense. His eyes had turned from bright blue to that dark navy, and no matter how long she went without answering he just kept right on looking at her. He stared until she was sure she had two burning holes through her body—which probably should have felt bad.

Yet somehow it didn’t.

It spurred her on, instead.

“I could probably...start like this,” she said, then took a step forward, and just reached forward a little. Just to get hold of the hem of his t-shirt maybe, to give him an idea. That way, if he didn’t want the idea she could pretend it wasn’t what he thought. She wasn’t suggesting she strip off his clothes at all. She was simply toying with the material.

Or at least, she was until he responded.

Dear God, his voice when he responded.

“Oh like that, huh?” he asked, so low and lust-roughened she had to accept it. He was turned-on at the thought of her taking his clothes off. He was turned-on by all of this, no matter how hard she tried to make it otherwise.

“Yeah, unless you—” she started.

But he cut her off before she could finish. “There’s no unless.”

“Are you sure, because—”

“There’s no unless. Go on,” he said.

So she did. She slid a hand under the t-shirt she’d chosen for him, with the smiling face of David Hasselhoff on the front. Every breath shuddering in and out of her as if she’d just run up a hill, most of her body trembling and trembling with a sort of excitement she barely understood.

It seemed like far too much, for a slight touch to someone’s lower abdomen. But if it was, then he obviously hadn’t received the memo. He looked the way she felt. His face was flushed from jaw to hairline, and he seemed to have forgotten what breathing was. Each time he attempted it he got stuck halfway, until he was just making this hitching sound. This really, really interesting hitching sound that reminded her of moaning.

But he couldn’t be moaning, could he? They hadn’t even done anything yet.

She didn’t know how to do anything. She was just operating on some previously unknown instinct—one that told her to keep sliding her hand up and up until she could feel all that lovely chest hair and those big, firm muscles. Then once she was there it didn’t take much to move her hand around a bit. He felt so good it was kind of an imperative. She wanted to stroke and squeeze and feel things out.

And she wanted to do it with both hands. Would he mind if she put both hands up there? His expression seemed to say no, but then his expression would have probably accepted anything. He looked so intense and turned-on it kind of scared her to glance up. She had to focus on fondling him just to keep herself sane.

But even that came with problems.

For a start, it was more exciting than she had initially imagined. She kept thinking of the word grope and getting this odd burst of sensation through her. She was groping him in a really eager, greedy kind of way, and that idea was bizarrely arousing. Her nipples had gone all stiff again just like they had in the bathroom, and when she moved she could really feel something between her legs.

Everything seemed slippery down there. Slippery and enormous.

And that was before he spoke.

“You like that, huh?” he asked, so sudden and low it startled her.

Only the startled feeling was different than usual. It didn’t fill her full of fear or doubt or that idea of doing the wrong thing. It made her go all tingly instead. It made her pussy swell against the tight constraints of her ridiculous cotton underwear, followed by a pulse of pleasure so intense she wasn’t sure what to make of it.

She was pretty certain people weren’t supposed to orgasm over the words you and like and that and huh. But it kind of felt that way. It kind of felt like when she woke up from a sex dream and some fuzzy remnants of that fake pleasure remained—which only made it harder to respond. When she finally managed it, the words came out all weird and rushed. And they were not the ones she’d intended to go with.

She had thought of saying a simple yes. But somehow midway between her brain and her mouth that one reserved word turned into a blurted, “Can I take your t-shirt off?”

It was possibly the most mortifying moment of her life. She just sounded so eager and excitable, on top of the request itself. He would have been fully justified in laughing, or maybe tousling her silly little head. But the best part about it was—he didn’t do that at all. If anything, he seemed more aroused than he had when she’d squeezed him. He actually did a little shudder, and his voice was just as breathless as hers when he spoke.

“Christ yeah,” he panted out, and to cap it off he helped her. He ripped that thing up and over his head as though it were on fire, then simply stood there, chest heaving, every inch of him just waiting for her to do more.

It was like being presented with a fabulous buffet after twenty years of bread and water. For a moment she was so spoiled for choice she didn’t know where to begin, gaze darting feverishly from one thing to the next. There was the thick jut of his collarbone and the satiny skin that covered his big shoulders. The hard slant of his jaw, now rough with a beard so sexy she often wanted to sink right into it.

But the real draw was that tattoo. The one she hadn’t been able to see in the tub or in all twenty of his movies, but could make out quite clearly now. It wasn’t a wheel, like she’d thought before when she’d glimpsed it—it was a tightly curled shell with a wave crashing around it, so beautiful she had the urge to bite.

Even though that was bad. She was pretty sure that was bad. She had no idea if it was bad at all, because after a moment of excruciating hesitation he gasped, “Please just fucking do anything I’m dying, I’m dying. I don’t care what it is. If you decided to stick your toe up my nose I’d say thank you, I swear to God. Whatever you want, anything you want, just do it.”

At which point, she realized two things.

Nothing she did would be considered bad.

And her wondering about all this did not count as wondering in the least. It counted as teasing. She was teasing him, without really meaning to. That was why he was shaking and leaning forward just a little, and it also probably explained the jutting shape beneath the material of the pajama bottoms she’d found for him.

The pajama bottoms that she was now very thankful for, because unlike the sweatpants they weren’t particularly thick. They were cottony and thin, and it meant that she could see more than a vague outline. She could see the actual ridge just below the swollen head, so much more exciting than the sight had ever been on a computer screen. Here it was visceral and raw and real, and more importantly...

She had done that to him.

She had made him stiff.

And she was making him do something else too. Something that gave her another pulse of that near-orgasmic pleasure, before she’d even fully processed what it was. She just saw the circle of wetness and felt a strange thrill...and then the truth slowly sank in. That little damp spot was pre-come. He was so turned-on he was leaking pre-come through the material, and all because of her accidental teasing and tentative teasing.

Hell, maybe the tentativeness was the problem. Maybe he liked her fumbling approach. He certainly seemed to when she reached one shaking hand forward to touch him somewhere else. Just somewhere innocent, like his general chest area. His nipples were all stiff just like hers, and she only wanted to see how they felt.

But when she actually brushed awkward fingertips over one...

His reaction was way too big. His breath seemed to hitch somewhere high up in his throat, and when it finally got free a sound came with it. A choking, throttled sort of sound that set her hair on end—though here was the kicker. When she pulled back, startled by his response and sure she’d done something wrong, the gasp got louder. He added words to it. Fuck, I can’t believe how intense this is.

And she had to agree.

The air around them seemed to have thickened, grown heavy—which probably explained why she was struggling to breathe. Every time she tried all she managed was a thin, high whine, and it was the same for him. He was panting almost constantly now. His chest heaved with the effort. Then when she dared to reach forward again, it stopped altogether. All of him stopped. He went as rigid as a sergeant major’s salute, anticipation rippling off him in waves.

She could almost hear him thinking, Will she, will she?

So she did. She did. She touched him.

She just didn’t do it with her hand. She did it with her mouth, simply to see what would happen then. If he forgot to breathe over a touch, what on earth would he do when she licked and sucked and bit that taut little point? She imagined him doing all kinds of cool things, like maybe pulling her to him in this helpless, desperate way. But the reality was much more exciting.

The reality included dirty talk.

“Oh that’s so fucking hot. God, it’s so hot watching you do this. Go on, go on, use your mouth,” he said, in a way that definitely suggested something else. She even knew what it was. She’d heard a guy in some porno saying it as he slid his cock all the way past someone’s lips, even though she was hardly doing anything of the sort. She had curled her tongue around one tight nipple—and was maybe playing with the other one a little bit, just to try it out—but that was all.

Apparently all was enough.

“Feels so good when you do that, don’t stop don’t stop,” he said, though he needn’t have worried. She couldn’t have stopped if a train had hit her. If anything she ended up doing more, like licking a long, wet path down his body in a way that made him even filthier and more lustful. He cursed when she laid a hot, wet kiss on that line of muscle above his groin, then told her she was a horny little thing for the nails she scored along his sides—all the time unintentionally pushing and pushing her into ever more daring acts. Some of them small, like the love bite she left on the inside of his wrist.

And then some of them bigger, such as the hand she couldn’t help pushing under the waistband of his pants. Yeah, that one seemed pretty big, all right. Or at least, he sure seemed to think so. He went up on tiptoes the moment she did it, one hand snapping up as though to get hold of something—anything—on her.

Before he seemed to realize he wasn’t supposed to.

He actually realized and stopped dead, even though she knew he didn’t want to. It was obvious he was aching to touch her, and not just because that was the way things were supposed to go. He didn’t just need to stroke and caress her.

He needed something to hold on to.

He really, really needed something to hold on to, to the point where he had to say.

“I gotta sit down, honey. I think my knees are disintegrating,” he gasped, but he didn’t wait for her permission. He just backed up until he was at the bed then threw himself on in a big messy sprawl, half on his back and half not. He kind of had to in truth, because she couldn’t seem to let up long enough for him to do it gracefully.

She followed him with her hands, teeth and tongue, until he was practically writhing. His body made this beautiful twisting arch beneath her when she finally brushed him there, and everything only got more tangled and intense after that. Somehow she found herself near nuzzling the recently bared cheek of his ass, while he rocked and moaned and tried not to do a thousand things.

She could see he wanted to rub against her fingers, because her fingers didn’t know what they were doing. She kept almost forming a circle around his thick length before darting away in a daunted sort of manner, and it was clearly driving him nuts. It was driving him so nuts she could now feel the pressure of his hands, even though they were still hovering an inch from her body.

One was close to her face and the other almost at her breasts, and if she moved another millimeter they would be on her. God, she needed them to be on her. For a second she needed it so wildly every wire in her body crossed, and that led to something completely insane. She didn’t know how it happened, really. She only knew that it did. It did. He almost touched her right breast and there it was—one overexcited slide of her tongue between the cheeks of his ass.

Of course she tried to tell herself she’d been aiming for something else. She’d just been mouthing along the curve of his spine, so really it wasn’t hard to veer down and hit...the thing she had hit. Yet somehow she knew that wouldn’t wash. How could it possibly, when he was already taking it exactly as she’d intended?

“Jesus Christ, Alice,” he said, as though she’d just detonated a bomb.

Only the bomb was really, really fucking fantastic, by all accounts. He pressed his face into the pillow the moment he registered what she had done, and the way his hips rolled and bucked, holy fuck. She could almost picture a slick little pussy sliding down over him just by the way he pumped his cock into nothing but air and material.

And he had more things to say. Lord in heaven, he always had more things to say.

“Are you serious with this? Are you seriously going to do that? I’m going to have to jerk off if you’re going to do something like that. If you wanna give me a fucking rim job I have to put a hand on myself. You understand that, right?”

Luckily for him, she did.

She understood that he’d said rim job.

Good Lord, was that what she’d just done? She supposed it was, if she was thinking of the right thing. She’d seen it done and sort of paired it up with terms for various filthy novels, but by God it didn’t seem like her. It seemed like some other super-horny girl, who got so carried away on a wave of moaning and dirty talk that she did sex acts on people without her own permission.

Then did them again, before her brain could kick into gear.

She licked him—this time deeper, hotter, wetter—and holy mother of all that is holy the sound that came out of him. It didn’t seem like something a human being should make. It was practically a grunt, so guttural she had to wonder if he’d come right there and then. The only thing that told her he hadn’t was the hand he had on his cock, though once she’d seen what he was doing she sort of wished she hadn’t.

He wasn’t slowing through the spasms of an orgasm. He was fucking his fist in the most desperate, delicious sort of way. For a second she actually forgot what she was meant to be doing and just watched as he pumped his cock—though he had to take some of the blame for that. He’d warned her what to expect, but he certainly hadn’t done it enough. Not by a long shot.

He was so thick he was practically straining against his own enormous grip, and so long he had to use two hands instead of one. She watched him rub the root of it with one and work the swollen head with the other in a way she’d never seen anyone else do before. Not even in that one Tumblr clip someone had tagged size kink.

And that made her mouth hang open just a bit.

She knew it did because after a second he asked her if she wanted to stop—even though he clearly didn’t want to. He’d passed the point of stopping about seventeen years ago, yet still he said it. He even tried to slow down a little in deference to a fear she didn’t feel. He had to know that she didn’t feel it. She wasn’t afraid.

She was full of this sort of thrilling fascination, to the point where it took almost nothing to carry on. She simply bent her head and licked that bad place until she felt him falling back into that good, good rhythm again. The one that made him arch his back and rub too hard, pushing himself toward his orgasm at a punishing pace.

Or was she the one doing the pushing? It certainly seemed like it, whenever he managed to pant out a word. They were all about her—about how good she was, how hot, how it got him so close to feel her doing this filthy thing to him.

And he wasn’t lying, either.

The more she did to him the harder he lost it. She gripped his hips and his moans skewed sideways, and the second she licked a little deeper—right over his tightly clenched hole in a way that made her zing too—he called out her name. Alice, he said, Alice, Alice, and for the first time since she’d met him she found herself wishing for something odd. Odd because it happened in the middle of this insane sex, and odd because she was so sure she wanted to be this person.

But for just the barest moment...she would rather have been herself.

And then it passed, thank God it passed. She didn’t have to suddenly stop all this lovely pleasure with a pathetic announcement. She could simply let herself sink back into it, drawn by the sights and sounds of him coming. Anyone could forget anything in the face of that. He seemed to clench all over like a fist, eyes tightly shut and muscles taut, everything straining so hard it almost looked like a fight...like maybe he didn’t want to go over yet.

Or maybe he did, and his body just wasn’t willing to give it up. Either way it was making her heart pound—hard enough to be visible. Her chest actually appeared to be vibrating, and she could hear a sound in her head like coming thunder. If he didn’t go soon she was pretty sure she was going to pass out, but oh it was no relief when he did.

She almost swallowed that pounding heart to see him do it. To see him arch and shudder so violently, eyes locking with hers for just a second before he went over. And then the way his cock seemed to jerk in his hand, spilling thickly over his still-working fist...to see him shooting in these thick ribbons all over the sheets...it was much too much to take in all at once. No reasonable person could be expected to withstand it, without at least nibbling on their own insides.

Thankfully, however, she made it her lip, instead of anything vital. And her lip was pretty easy to hide. All she had to do was swallow the blood she drew when she bit down a little too hard—then maybe not talk to him for a few hours. He probably wouldn’t notice that she’d mangled herself, but better to be safe than sorry. Plus it didn’t turn out to be too hard.

She didn’t know what to say anyway, when he straightened himself out enough to gasp a rather shocked few words.

“What the fuck?” he asked, and though she knew he meant it in the good way it was a little unnerving anyway. He just looked so stunned. He didn’t seem to know whether to laugh or be amazed or share his total confusion, and that made it next to impossible to respond. She wasn’t sure whether he wanted soothing or a handshake.

She didn’t know if she wanted soothing or a handshake.

Both sounded really nice and really bad in equal measures.

But what he settled on was twice as intense as either of them.

“How do you do that? How did you do to that to me? I’ve never felt anything like it, honey, I swear to God—I’m fucking daunted. That was daunting. I don’t even know if I can make you feel half as good as that but if you want I’ll try, I’ll—”

She didn’t mean to cut him off. Or shout as she was doing so. It just sort of happened. The no burst out of her like a bullet from a gun—but luckily without the brutal impact. He didn’t clutch himself and reel back to hear her say it, thank the Lord. He just looked...faintly puzzled.

Then a little less so when she added, “No really, it’s okay. I’m just tired now that’s all.

Though maybe it wasn’t quite enough. He held out an arm to her and let her cuddle down to sleep, but she could tell he was still thinking. His breathing seemed to take a long time to turn into something longer and steadier, and even after it had she could still see a faint frown between his brows.

And he was justified in it too. Even she wasn’t sure why she’d said no so readily, when faced with the state she seemed to be in. She was still so turned-on she could have taken a trip to the bathroom to sort it out, and only the thought of waking him stopped her. He was quiet now and unquestioning, and she wanted him to stay that way. But as she finally sank into something like oblivion, she couldn’t help wondering.

How long could that possibly last?

Chapter Eight

She woke from the same dream she’d first had a few nights ago. The one that had made tears run in great tracks down both sides of her face. She wasn’t sure why, however. There wasn’t anything horrible about Captain Amazing. It was undoubtedly his best role and even if it hadn’t been, even if the character was an out-and-out disaster in spandex, he hadn’t done anything bad to her.

She was somehow sinking into a big tar pit, so he’d hauled her out.

That was all. That was all. There wasn’t any subtext. Holden wasn’t even anything like Captain Amazing. He didn’t smoke a pipe, for a start. And to the best of her knowledge, he had never eaten a crystal from the planet Corian then split into an evil version of himself. Unless the guy she was with was the evil version of himself.

In which case, she hoped he wouldn’t fly her into space then leave her there.

That would be a real downbeat end to their little love affair.

Though once she really thought about it, there were a lot of things that could count as a downbeat end to their little affair. He might decide it wasn’t a love affair at all because they’d never been out on a date or met each other’s parents or admitted anything of the sort aloud. She might decide it wasn’t a love affair at all, just because she couldn’t do any of those things that he was possibly bothered about. Then finally the worst one—he could have realized that she was a lying pervert.

Space sounded almost cool when compared to any of those reasons, and especially that last one. Why on earth had she let herself fall asleep the night before? At the very least she should have explained to him why she’d done all of those things. She could have told him she read books. Hell, she could have told him about the weird internet porn.

Everyone watched weird internet porn these days. He was probably watching right now, in an effort to catch up with the crazy things she’d done. When she closed her eyes she could almost see him Googling My virgin girlfriend is a secret sex freak who licks my butt, but of course the moment she did she had to poke something hard and sharp right through her ear and into her brain.

He wasn’t really thinking that, was he? How bad had she been, on a scale of one to ten? She suspected a six, then had to bump it up to an eight when he wasn’t where she expected him to be. He usually took a shower first thing in the morning, but she couldn’t hear him singing Goodbye Horses. And he wasn’t in the basement either, picking stuff for them to devour together. She shouted down and didn’t get, Hey remember that bit in Clue when he goes for the door handle and gets sprayed in the face?

There was only silence.

A long, long silence, of the kind she used to love. No people asking her if she was okay, no endless questions about how she’d managed it. No constant wondering how she had. Just that shush of the ocean, low and calm. The sound of her own breathing, saying clearly that she was alive—that it was all right to be alive.

But suddenly that wasn’t enough.

She’d grown used to his voice, his presence. She’d made a space for him inside herself and wasn’t sure how to make it go away now. She tried to shrink it with terrible thoughts about his playboy lifestyle, or maybe that picture she remembered of him with a perm. None of it worked, however. The space remained.

And when she heard him calling her name, that same space swelled to three times the size. It made more room for him, more doors for him to open, more of everything.

“I’m out here,” he said, and she had about thirty seconds to wallow in relief. Thirty seconds of spontaneous smiling and lots of soppy thoughts about how cool he was and how he kept not disappointing her...before she realized with a start. He wasn’t actually in the house. He was outside.

He had gone outside onto her porch.

“Why are you out there?”

She did her best to keep her voice light. To make it sound as if she thought he were somehow silly for doing this—even though there was nothing silly about it at all. He hadn’t accidentally fallen into a big hole. He’d just walked out the door. There was nothing ridiculous about that, no matter how hard she tried to make it so.

“Come inside and get some breakfast,” she said, but knew she was fighting a losing battle. It was obvious before he’d even answered.

“First you have to see this sunrise, Al. It’s amazing—seriously, how do you not want to look at this every day?”

Because I have agoraphobia.

I have severe and crippling agoraphobia.

“You know how much I love sleeping.”

“I do know that. I have enjoyed you sleeping on me many, many times now. Last night was a particularly good example of your passionate relationship with snoozing.”

“Oh I didn’t...I really didn’t mean to nod off, I—”

“It’s fine, baby, it’s fine. You worked hard. You deserved a rest.” He paused. He paused so much she could practically hear him thinking. “Besides...I can’t talk. I lapsed into a coma about five minutes after that. And to be honest, I’m amazed I lasted that long. I think you liquidized most of the bones in my body.”

“That doesn’t sound like a good thing.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s a good thing. It still feels like a good thing now.”

“It does? I was worried that I...seemed like a sex maniac.”

“And you think there’s something wrong with seeming like a sex maniac?”

“There is if you previously thought I was a timid virgin.”

“Oh I see, so you can’t be both?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you can.”

“I hope so, because it was awesome.”

“Really? You thought it was that good?”

She could feel the tentative smile trying to spread out over her face.

And then he answered, and suddenly it was dying on the vine again.

“Come outside, lemme show you how good I thought it was.”

Of course she’d known they couldn’t keep talking like this. They’d already had an important conversation through a half-open door—they couldn’t make important physical contact through one. Some part of her still hoped, however. She still wondered if there was a way to get out of this, right up until he spoke into the silence she’d allowed to spool out for far too long. Suspiciously long, she thought. And she was right.

“You’re afraid to come outside, aren’t you?” he asked after a second.

It wasn’t a question. A question would have given her room to maneuver.

Instead she had to try putting it back on him.

“It’s not as though you’ve been real big on the outside, lately.”

“That’s absolutely true—I don’t have the slightest inclination to go anywhere. But when I use the word ‘anywhere’, what I’m really saying is toward people who are not you, and places that are not the place where you are. Whereas I think for you it’s more like...extreme fear of anything that’s beyond your front door.”

She wondered if she could get away with focusing on the brilliant parts of what he’d just said. The ones that made her heart swell to seventeen times its normal size, and caused her to smile even though she was sort of dying inside. He’d said that he only wanted to be where she was. He’d said people who are not you. Surely she could just tell him what that meant to her?

Even though he’d said that other thing too.

She knew she couldn’t get around the other thing.

“And what happens if that’s right?”

“Then you can just imagine I’m holding you in my arms. Imagine it really hard, okay? Oh and I’m also stroking the hair away from your face, over and over until your eyes start to get a little heavy—you know the way they do?”

“I know it. I know what you mean,” she said, though it wasn’t what she really wanted to say. She wanted to tell him that more than anything, more than anything in the world she wished she could go to him. She even took a few steps forward until she was mere inches from the threshold. If he was looking in her direction he might be able to see the hem of her nightgown as the wind lifted it.

It was probably why he said, “And then one day if you want to...”

“If I wanted to...”

“If you feel like you can...”

“Yes. Yes, if I can.”

“We could sit out here together.”

“That sounds nice,” she said, but only because she couldn’t manage any more without her voice breaking. As it was the words came out so full of longing they didn’t seem like themselves at all. That one little nice turned into her standing on the top of a hill calling for Heathcliff. Her whole heart went with it, and he knew, he knew.

“Are you sure? It sort of seems like you’re crying.”

“I am, but I don’t think they’re unhappy tears.”

That much was true, at least. They weren’t unhappy.

Unhappiness was having nothing, and thinking that was okay.

This was more like having everything suddenly, and not knowing what to with it.

I’m not used to it, she thought.

And that feeling doubled when he stood and came to the door. The sun had risen behind him and the light formed an outline so glorious and golden she could hardly look at it. There was something too unearthly about the whole thing, something that seemed so unreal...until she took the hand he’d reached out to her.

She couldn’t pretend this was a dream, then. His skin was too warm, his flesh too solid. His fingers closed around hers as tight and secure as a safety belt, holding someone in place. Holding me in place. And after that it was much easier to take a step forward. He didn’t pull or persuade. He just let her hold on as she walked out onto her porch for the first time in who knew how long.

It had felt like a gradual process when it had started happening—first she’d stopped going to the store, then to her favorite takeout place, then to the ocean, then to her own front porch. Each one drawing her world tighter until finally she only saw the walls of her home. But now that she was thinking about it—really thinking about it—she knew it hadn’t been so gradual at all.

She’d only lived here for two years, yet the wooden boards felt like the surface of an alien planet. The smell of the ocean was overwhelming, impossible—she couldn’t believe the difference that being an inch outside her door made. By the time he’d led her to the railing around the porch she was practically hyperventilating, but only because she wanted to get more of it into her lungs.

What if tomorrow she couldn’t do this?

She had to store it up for later reference, even if it seemed to freak him out a little.

“Okay, do you need to go back inside? You’re breathing scarily hard. And I mean, I’ll catch you if you pass out but...I’d really rather that didn’t happen.”

It was such a pleasure to tell him it wasn’t going to.

“No, no I’m fine. I’m just...excited I guess.”

“You sure? I don’t want to force you any further than you want to go.”

“You never force me further than I want to go, Bernie. I’m more afraid that I did that to you last night, even though that seems kind of weird and backward.”

“I promise, you took me to the exact place I wanted to be.”

“Is that place a sex place? A really dirty sex place?”

“Yeah, it’s definitely that. But it’s something else too.”

“And what’s the something else?”

“It’s feeling safe to be myself. To be the kind of man I want to be, and not the one expected of me. I could never have done what we did last night with any of the girls I’ve dated before—you get that, right?”

“Maybe they’re just not as weird as I am.”

“Well, that’s probably true. But it’s also...it’s just that...I’ve never trusted anyone as much as I trust you. Not anyone, not my family or my friends or people who supposedly work for me. They’d sell me down the tabloid river for a dime, but somehow I know you wouldn’t.”

“How? How do you know?”

“Because when you care for me, I feel that caring. When you touch the back of my neck as I’m reading, it’s not just to get my attention. It’s because you want to touch me. You want me to feel that affection. When you ask how I’m feeling today, it isn’t out of fear that I’ll stop making you money, that I’ll stop being famous. It’s out of fear that one day I won’t be here anymore. That I might still decide my life isn’t worth living.” He paused and that was good. She needed a moment to catch her breath, before he continued. “And finally I know it because when I say that last thing, you look like you’d do anything to convince me it is. You’d play a million movies and have a thousand conversations about Clark Kent, just to keep going. And I want to keep going, for you.”

She knew she was crying again. She knew it was in a weird way too. She wasn’t making any sound or doing those little crying hitches. He spoke and her eyes just spontaneously gushed water. It ran down her face in big, stupid lines—so stupid she wanted to reach up and wipe it all quickly before he could say anything about it.

But she didn’t need to. He didn’t make her feel like a fool.

He did something far, far worse than that.

“I want to do the same for you,” he said, which sounded so lovely, it really did. He took her in his arms and stroked her hair in that exact way he’d just said. The way that moved her, deeply moved her—and it still did. Those feelings were still inside her. It was just that they came with something else now. A new and startling knowledge that almost made her take a step back.

In order to do what he’d just suggested, she would have to tell him.

He was probably waiting for her to tell him now. She could practically see it in his eyes—a tentative waiting for all the things that troubled her, and all the ways he could heal them. Somehow, somehow the balance was shifting right in front of her. She wasn’t the one with her hand on the back of his neck anymore. She wasn’t the one who got to care for someone and look after them and make up for things that weren’t her fault.

He was trying to be that one.

She couldn’t let him be that one.

“You already do,” she said, because wasn’t that true? It wasn’t just the kisses and the caresses and the conversations that made her feel so much better. It was the sense of fixing something. Or if not fixing, then at least helping. God, she hadn’t realized how much she just wanted to help.

It was probably a compulsion.

Dr. Sanderson would have said, You need to recognize when you’re sublimating the trauma, Enid. When you start dealing with it in damaging ways. But she no longer spoke to Dr. Sanderson, so really what did it matter? What good had all of that done her? It was better to just go on as they had, distracting each other from important things.

She even knew a good way to do it.

A really pleasant, thrilling way to do it that seemed to spark through her the second she thought of it. It wasn’t even a difficult thing, either. She was still completely primed from the night before, and even if she hadn’t been...her face was right next to his throat. All she had to do was maneuver him inside, inch by painstaking inch. And then once that was done she just turned her head a little...

“Are you kissing my neck, or is it just that your face is wet?”

“I guess I’m kind of kissing your neck.”

“That’s...you know that wasn’t the point of this hug, don’t you? I mean you...that is really...oh okay that...don’t do it like that come on Al I was trying to...”

“What were you trying to do?”

“I don’t know. There were...words in it.”

“Uh-huh. Uh-huh. I see.”

“And I...I really...I know what you’re doing.”

“I think I’m putting my hand under your t-shirt.”

“Yeah, I’m getting that. I’m getting that. But—”

“Do you like me doing that?”

“You know I do. I like it too much. I swear you could stroke my toe with your elbow and I’d go fucking nuts. Why do you make me so nuts?” he asked, but he clearly wasn’t expecting an answer. He was too busy turning his head so she could lick along the line of his jaw, eyes closed and everything just as blissed-out as he’d been the night before. Or almost as blissed as he’d been the night before.

He was still resisting just a little.

“It’s just that...it’s just I want to do something for you. Is that really so bad?” he asked, while she did her best to not hear. It didn’t even take a lot of work, really. Once she got to a certain point her instincts just took over, and suddenly everything was all hot and fierce like it had been the night before.

If anything it was more than the night before. Now she had the luxury of experience behind her, and the knowledge that he wasn’t bothered by anything she’d done. It opened up possibilities that hadn’t been there previously, like the one she’d really wanted to try but hadn’t quite dared.

This time she dared. She didn’t even wait for him to take anything off or say that it was okay. She wasn’t sure he could say it was okay, considering that his eyes were already closed and his head was already back and he seemed to be using her hallway wall to keep himself standing up. So she simply went for it, bending over to mouth hot and wet over the obvious curve of his hard cock. Then when he choked out an oh you’ve got to be kidding, she went one further than that. She knelt on the floor—with the door still halfway open and the possibility of someone passing by—and tugged his pajamas allll the way down, down, down.

Of course he tried to be polite about it. “You don’t have to do that,” he said, as though there was really a possibility that she might not want to. That this was all about distraction, and absolutely nothing to do with the urgent need to taste the very swollen and slippery cock she’d just revealed.

But if he really thought that he had to be insane. All she could think about now was taking him in her mouth—if only to hear him moan the way he did when she finally did it. He damn near keened as she let her lips just slide a little way over the thick head—but it was when she dared to suck that he really gave in to it. She just wanted to taste him better really, and somehow ended up with this long, slow pull.

One he seemed to appreciate very much.

“God, yeah, just like that,” he said, at which point she knew she had him. He didn’t care about anything now but watching her with those hooded eyes and helping her when she struggled, gently guiding himself toward her when she got too sloppy and crazy and went off course. Murmuring encouragement every time she glanced up with questioning eyes and moaning the second she hit it just right.

He seemed to like it best whenever she licked as she sucked, though she did it quite by accident. Or not by accident, exactly—more out of a sense of what turned her on. She found she liked running her tongue around that glossy head, and even more so when her swirling, slippery laps at him produced a burst of that clear liquid. It didn’t taste the way she’d imagined, all pungent and vaguely unpleasant.

It tasted like the ocean outside, and every time she got a bit of it a gush sensation went through her body. More than that really. It felt as if she were right on the verge of coming already, though this time it was completely obvious why. She’d spent a good portion of the night before doing things she barely dared fantasize about, and then instead of going to the bathroom to sort herself out what had she done?

She’d forced herself to fall asleep. Somehow, insanely, she’d forced herself to fall asleep, and now the whole thing had rolled over into today—into this tsunami of unresolved desire. She suspected that was why she was being so crazy, so lewd, even though neither of those things made it any more bearable.

It was just making it all worse. She could actually feel her own wetness on her thighs, all slippery and messy and rude. Every time she moved something slick slid against something slicker, until she was moaning right along with him.

Not that he minded. The sound seemed to drive him crazy—or was it the buzzing sensation that same sound produced? She wasn’t entirely sure, but kept right on doing it anyway. When she did it he said some wonderfully filthy things, most of them about her hot little mouth sucking him off. Dear God, she could have died over him saying, Fuck yeah, suck me off. It was too crude for the kind of guy she’d come to know.

Yet strangely all the better for it.

It was shocking and rough, and most of all it washed away any hint of the things he’d been suggesting. There was nothing healing about a thick cock in your mouth and a hand in your hair—because by God he was doing that too. He almost had a fistful of it. He was actually really close to the scar on one side, but for the first time she found it didn’t matter at all.

She wasn’t afraid of him unearthing it, because they were fucking. That was what this was—fucking and sucking and having him grunt and pump his hips. “Oh fuck I’m gonna come, I’m gonna do it in your mouth,” he said, and every inch of her rejoiced and reveled in it. She worked harder on him, harder, just to have him spill over her tongue.

And when he did it was a different kind of bliss. It was feeling him let go, feeling him find pleasure and release—and in such a visceral way. His cock damn near leapt in her mouth, swelling and spurting and ohhhhh so much sweeter than anyone had ever said. Why didn’t people say what this felt like, to so thoroughly pleasure someone?

He trembled as he came. He actually trembled, and called her name.

It was without doubt the most satisfying experience of her life—or at least it was until she tried to stand. She tried, but man alive did she fail. Her legs felt as though they were made of straw—shuddering, shaking straw—and God only knew what had happened between her legs. Everything seemed to have swelled to three times its normal size, and no amount of breathing calmly through her nose made it die down.

But more importantly, she suspected he had noticed this.

She could feel him watching her, despite her best efforts to look normal. She even managed to make it to her feet finally, and smoothed down her probably crazy hair. Got her heaving chest under control, kept her gaze as innocent as possible. By the time she’d straightened her nightgown he was bound to think she was perfectly fine.

She hoped he thought she was perfectly fine.

She hoped in vain, however.

“You’ve got to let me do something for you this time, honey. Please tell me I can do something for you. You look like you’re gonna pass out. I’m surprised you haven’t—Jesus Christ you must be going crazy. Aren’t you going crazy?”

She didn’t think he needed to ask. She was pretty sure she was drooling out of one side of her mouth, and her face flashed so hot she was afraid of losing skin. It felt as though her cheeks were about to peel right off her, so he was fine to make the assumption.

He just wasn’t fine to act on it. It made her go all rigid just to hear him offering to act on it. She felt her hands come up when he stepped closer—despite her best efforts to do otherwise—and was only saved by the gentling gesture he made and the cautious, calming words he said.

“Look, look, we can do it however you want. You don’t have to take measures to make sure I don’t ask or see or say, okay? I won’t do anything you don’t want me to do. I won’t try to make you give what you can’t. I just want to make you feel good, honey, that’s all,” he said, but it was the last little thing that really broke her. “I can do it just fine over your clothes, you understand? You don’t have to take anything off.”

He knew, that was the thing. He knew far more than he ever seemed to and much more than she’d ever said—as if he saw right to the heart of her without any explanations at all. She could say she was just not experienced or act as though she only wanted to touch him. She could try to distract him from serious things, with sex.

It didn’t matter. Underneath, he understood.

But even sweeter...he never let her see he did.

He let her have all her hidden things.

“I don’t? I really don’t?”

“Of course not. It’ll be easy—I promise. Here, just come here to me. Come on, it’s okay,” he said, though she wasn’t expecting what he did once she’d agreed. She went to him trembling and wary, sure he was going to just dive in right there and then on the hallway floor, and instead he...he...

He scooped her into his arms.

He carried her up the stairs.

He laid her out on the bed so sweetly, so sweetly, arranging her nightgown for her in a way that left her untroubled, one reassuring hand stroking over her hair. Then just when it was almost too much too bear—just as she was about to tell him she didn’t need him to be so careful or to make her better, that maybe she didn’t even deserve it, he made everything all right again.

He made it all right with filthy, filthy sex.

“Spread your legs,” he said, and suddenly her body was alive with arousal again. He just did it so low and husky, with the barest hint of demand. And he used the word spread—oh God, why was the word spread so damn good? It practically made her hair stand on end.

It definitely made her do it.

She couldn’t go far because of the constraints of her nightgown, but as it turned out she didn’t need to. He managed pretty well with them parted a little, because he didn’t really go for the rudest parts. He just sort of rubbed idly over the uppermost bit in a way that hardly seemed to count. It was almost her belly, in truth.

So why did it feel like the horniest, hottest thing in the world?

She didn’t know, she didn’t know. The only thing she fully understood was how it made her feel to see him do it. To watch him watching her as he rubbed her so slowly and deliberately, as if he just knew what it would do. He knew he was teasing her, spreading her open, getting her ready for more—though even he seemed shocked by her reaction. She saw his eyes flash bright when she bucked, and he moaned to see her twist her head into the pillow. Then just as she managed to get some kind of rational hold on herself, he did it again.

Of course he did. He wanted to see more. He wanted her to make that sound again, and boy did she make it. This time he wasn’t careful about the hand he had between her legs. He stroked her deeply, roughly, fingers near forcing the material between the plump lips of her pussy, and the sound that came out of her hit obscene.

It was almost a panicked protest, breath catching in her throat over the sheer unbearable intensity of it. She couldn’t take this, she couldn’t—he was going to kill her with sensation. He’d barely touched her clit but barely was more than enough, and especially after he’d said things.

Oh he was saying a lot of things.

“Fuuuuccckkk, does it really feel that good? Are you that turned-on?” he asked, but he didn’t really require an answer. He got what he needed a moment later, once he’d really worked that material over her slippery folds and her slick little hole. She knew he had, because he went very still suddenly. And she could feel him looking.

She had her eyes shut, but she could feel it.

“Jesus Christ, you’re soaking wet. Seriously, have you been going around with all this between your legs? I can feel it through fucking flannel, honey. Oh my God, I can feel it through flannel,” he said, the first words almost steady and sure and the last ones like nothing she’d ever heard before.

His voice went up and down. He couldn’t seem to breathe.

He kept right on talking, however. He had to, apparently. Things like extreme embarrassing arousal needed lots of comments, and he made them until her face burned hot. Until she was sure she wanted him to stop, even as her body begged him not to. Man, her body loved to hear him talk about her slipperiness, her state of crazy excitement, and finally oh finally oh God she could hardly stand it...

“I can feel your clit too. Your clit’s all swollen and stiff...man that’s fucking hot to feel. I had no idea, you know. I had no idea you wanted it this much—why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, and for the first time she wasn’t really sure. The reasons had seemed solid at the time...her scarred body, her nervousness, his status, her need to just focus on him instead of herself...

They’d all made sense when she’d thought of them.

But they made very little now that she could feel what she’d been missing. All he had to do was crook one finger—just let the tip of it find the underside of her clit—and sensation sparked along her spine. It made a fist low down in her belly, so fierce she could hardly accept it. Her teeth clacked together, every muscle tensing, and again she had the urge to tell him no.

No, I can’t take it, she thought of saying, only somehow she ended up doing the opposite. Her body simply took over—much to his delight and amusement.

“Yeah, yeah, you like that, huh? Oh yeah you like that—go on, go on, take it. Take as much as you want,” he said, while she slowly processed what she’d started doing. She could hardly believe it but there it was anyway—somewhere in the middle of all this, she’d started rocking against his hand.

Not even just rocking, really. She was actively getting herself off, hips rolling in the lewdest way possible, body tensing and releasing with the effort. It was utterly mortifying to realize and completely beyond the pale...but dear Lord did it feel amazing. She didn’t care, she didn’t care, it felt fucking fantastic. She almost sobbed when he pulled his hand away.

Then did actually sob when he put it back.

She hadn’t the faintest clue what was worse. Getting what she wanted or not getting it...and all with a background buzz of oh my god he’s teasing me. Because he definitely was—she could see it all over his face. He wanted to drive her nuts just like she’d driven him nuts, even though hers hadn’t been on purpose.

Didn’t it count that hers hadn’t been on purpose?

She hadn’t meant to do it, and she certainly wouldn’t have if she’d known how fucking agonizing it could be. It was like climbing to the top of a mountain only to discover there was another bigger mountain behind it. It was like biting into a bar of chocolate and finding only empty air.

It was like all those things, if all those things had also been completely awesome.

Good God, it was awesome. He didn’t even have to touch her now to make that tingling, buzzing sensation happen. He just had to hover his fingertips over the now-damp and very rude-looking place between her legs, almost descending when he got to her embarrassingly obvious clit but then darting away at the last second.

And just when she was sure it couldn’t get any more intense...just when her whole body felt like one big ball of tension...he leaned down. He leaned down as though he were going to lick her there. He even turned his head a little and parted his lips, tongue peeking out to wet the top one—like a goddamn hint, like a suggestion.

But thank Christ he backed away.

She didn’t know what would have happened if he’d actually done it.

And then he just went ahead and fucking did it. He mouthed at her through the material, so soft it should have felt like nothing. Only it didn’t, it didn’t, Lord in heaven it didn’t. She felt every inch of those plump lips pushing against her pussy. She felt the flicker of his tongue dragging over that flannel in a way that was somehow more unbearable than if she hadn’t been wearing anything at all.

It was almost like getting a double touch—the hint of wetness and heat from his tongue, and then the maddening pull of damp material as he eased it over her clit. She didn’t know how to take any of it. This time she did tell him no, don’t, stop, but as she had a hand in his hair at the time—and that hand was definitely not pushing him away—it didn’t have quite the desired effect.

Instead he laughed, to hear her saying no while pulling him closer. “Are you sure about that?” he asked, and for one horrible moment she was sure he was going to torment her with her indecision. She went rigid waiting for it, waiting for him to pull back a little and tease her until she died. It would have been easy. She was half-dead already.

So it was a relief when he chose a different path. He held her gaze, as mischievous and devilish as she’d ever seen him, and then he licked again. He covered her pussy with his mouth and he nuzzled—which sounded like nothing on paper but felt like being on fire in practice.

She had to tighten that hand in his hair just to get through it. Her whole body stuttered, as if he’d attached her to the mains. And the sounds she made...the moans and grunts and incoherent encouragements... They were just beyond anything she’d ever heard from her own mouth.

At one point, she was pretty sure she told him to rub her clit. Of course it came out mmm mm mmmmmm, but the sentiment was definitely there. Maybe more than the sentiment was there, because once she’d pushed those semi-words out he did just that. He used his tongue and his lips and finally his fingers, stroking over her in this insanely intense exploratory way when the other things weren’t quite enough.

He found the exact shape of that stiff little bud, circling and circling until she wasn’t sure how she hadn’t come yet. She’d been on the edge for what seemed like forever, yet still nothing. It almost felt as though she were waiting for something, though she couldn’t quite figure out what that was.

More of this? More of that?

Nothing seemed quite right—until he moved back up the bed. Until he said, I want to kiss you as you come. Then it was enough. He pressed his lips to hers, eyes open all the time and just looking and looking as he stroked her into that first surge. The one that always took her by surprise, before petering off into nothing.

It didn’t peter off into nothing here, however. Another one followed that first spike of pleasure, far stronger than any she’d ever known. It would have forced a gasp out of her, if there hadn’t been a third delicious wave to contend with. If she hadn’t been drowning in everything that was already happening, struck dumb by the intensity and the force of it and his gaze still locked with hers.

Oh that gaze of his...

Did he understand what that did to her? That it was those eyes of his that took her breath, that made her silent, that pushed her orgasm to new heights? It was the way he looked at her that forced a sob at the last second, full of all the helplessness she suddenly felt. She had to grab hold of him and hang on, and part of her hated him for that. Mostly because she knew then that she loved him.

But also because he quite clearly knew it too.

Chapter Nine

It took her a moment to realize what she was hearing. For one sleep-fogged second she was sure she was still dreaming, because reality didn’t usual come with an ’80s electro-synth soundtrack of the kind her mum used to love so much. It was only when she was unconscious that Kyle Reese decided to save her from killer robots from the future, while Brad Fiedel thundered in the background. Usually when she woke up, those things faded away.

But not today—no, on this particular day her home was flooded with it. That haunting theme rolled up the stairs and thrummed through the bedroom, so sweet and strong it made her ache. It wasn’t The Terminator, however. He wasn’t watching anything so easy to attribute to a guy like him.

He was watching Starman.

She had no idea why—out of all the thousands of movies she had—but he was doing it just the same. She couldn’t even pretend he’d left it on for her, before maybe slipping out the door. He was never going to just slip out of the door, no matter how weirdly she imagined him doing it. He wasn’t the kind of guy to do that. She saw it very clearly now, more clearly than she’d been willing to before.

He was the kind of guy who watched sad movies at 6:00 a.m., with the soundtrack turned way, way up. He was the kind of guy who said, Hey, hey come here quick this is my favorite part when she got to the doorway to the living room, so engrossed he didn’t see what was weird about this—either that or he didn’t care. He’d probably wanted her to wake up and come down and do this with him.

That was the kind of guy he was.

“Come on, come on,” he said, waving her over in a way that suggested yet another lovely thing. Once she got there, he was going to put his arm around her. Did he realize that he always put his arm around her when they watched stuff together? Probably not. She hadn’t even realized she stroked the back of his neck the way he’d said she did.

They were just the little touches and caresses that they’d accumulated, over two weeks of intense intimacy. Two short weeks that could have been a thousand years, for all the things she felt as she settled down to watch with him. She felt safe. She felt secure. The worries from the day before fell away.

For a little while, at least.

A very tiny while.

“They think I’m dead, you know.”

He said it matter-of-factly, the way most people might say the weather’s meant to be fine tomorrow. He didn’t glance away from the screen to give it a little extra importance. He just kept staring and staring straight ahead, as though to say, Starman is of more significance to me than this news.

And she believed him too. It seemed as if he really meant this indifference, despite that being a complete contradiction in terms. When she didn’t answer he didn’t say anything more, and after a while he began commenting on the movie. “I had such a crush on Karen Allen as a kid,” he said, and suddenly she was thinking of completely different things too—like the fact that he probably wasn’t old enough to have had a crush on Karen Allen. He was only twenty-seven. Surely Cameron Diaz would have been more his speed? But then again he did like the classics.

He must mean when she was in Raiders of the Lost Ark, she thought, then wanted to shake herself for going off on this tangent with him. Had he really just said that people thought he was dead, or had she dreamed it?

“Bernie, are you serious?”

“About Karen—”

“No, not about Karen Allen. Having a crush on Karen Allen is a perfectly understandable and ordinary thing. Being dead to the people in your life is not.”

“I’m pretty sure you know I don’t really have any people in my life. Or at least, none that I care about. And certainly none that care about me.”

“Even so...you didn’t say anything to anyone?”

“Did you really think I had? Was that what you imagined?”

“I don’t know what I imagined. I thought I should maybe just try to give you space to work things out, you know? Not badger you about it. I mean you pretended your phone wasn’t working, so I just figured you wanted to be free of all that....”

“You saw me do that and you didn’t even feel like calling me on it?”

“Why would I call you on it? You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s okay to want a break from everything, you know. It’s okay to be tired of your life.”

He did glance at her then—for obvious reasons. He wanted her to see the gratitude in his eyes, and she did. There was no need to add anything or make it all clearer, not even if she kind of wanted to. I’m tired too, she wanted to say, but instead found herself just going with something light and carefree.

“So are you all over the news? Holden Stark Has Possibly Sexed Himself to Death, Says Unnamed Dubious Source.”

“Are you the dubious source in this scenario?”

“You haven’t sexed yourself to death with me.”

“I dunno. Yesterday was a close thing.”

“I swear I didn’t mean to give you that second blowjob.”

“So your face just fell on my penis?”

“Yeah that. That is what happened.”

“Is that your official comment for TMZ?”

“No my official comment is he keeps letting me.”

He laughed then, but she could hear the faint sadness behind it. This wasn’t like having a discussion about who was the best Thundercat. This was like having a discussion about reality, and reality sucked. It always had and it always would, and just to prove it his laughter started to wilt. His smile wavered, then drooped, then finally disappeared altogether.

And then they were left with the cold, hard truth.

“You know I gotta go, right?”

Of course he did, of course he did. What other end could there be to this? She’d always been pretty clear in her own mind that they couldn’t remain like this forever, what with his career just waiting out there for him and real life buzzing beyond her front door—the very idea of shutting themselves in here to infinity was fucking nuts. She was certain it was, right up until the point where he added more words.

He added more impossible, unbelievable words.

“Unless you want me to stay?” he asked, after which she wasn’t sure what to think or say or do. She expected a surge of happiness—that was the problem. She had been prepared for disappointment and he wasn’t giving it to her, so there should have been some happiness here. Some sense of relief that finally, finally things had turned out in the best possible way for her.

Things never turned out in the best possible way for her.

This was supposed to be a goddamn revelation.

Yet somehow it wasn’t, it wasn’t.

She found herself swallowing thickly instead—as though there was something heavy and dry low down in her throat. And the words she’d planned to say in this situation simply slid away, despite how good they sounded in her head. I want you to stay here forever, she thought, and just couldn’t go with it.

She did want him to stay here forever.

But the truth was...what if he did? What then? For a start the world would end up viewing him as some kind of hermit mental case—just like they probably did her, if they ever still thought about the girl she’d been. And then there was the question of what they would do together, with eternity.

Watch movies for the rest of their lives? Maybe at some point he’d manage to inch her out onto the sand, but she couldn’t see herself going beyond that. What kind of life would that be for him, living with a girlfriend who couldn’t go beyond a beach? He was used to flying at a moment’s notice to fancy restaurants in Paris, and she would never, ever be able to do that.

Not ever. God, no. No, not that.

So really it wasn’t a surprise when she answered, “I want to say yes, but I think it’s better if I say no. I think it’s better if you go—at least to sort yourself out.”

She immediately wanted to take that last part back. It sounded like such a cop-out, like such a lame excuse for something she wanted rather than anything that might benefit him. And she could see he knew it too. For the first time, he looked at her with something other than affection or desire. He looked at her with disappointment.

Like I let him down when he needed me most, she thought, and wanted to poke out both her own eyes. Without them she wouldn’t be able to see this—though alas she could still hear it. His voice sounded just a touch dull, when he answered her.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” he said. “My agent is pretty much beside himself—not to mention the preproduction meetings I’m supposed to be turning up to on Tuesday. I guess it just makes sense to get back to reality.”

“It definitely does. If you’ve got contracts and obligations...”

“I do. I have a lot of them. A lot of people relying on me.”

“And so many fans out there must be worried.”

“They probably are. And I hate disappointing my fans,” he said, and she came very close to offering him another sensible platitude. She came so close in fact that she actually spoke the first word aloud, before realizing how poisonous it sounded. How gross and unhelpful and most of all untrue. He hadn’t missed anything. He wouldn’t be glad to get back into it.

That was the whole fucking point of this.

So instead, she said what she should have done from the first.

“I know you don’t really mean any of that. I know how much your life is killing you. I saw it killing you on my living room floor. And if you don’t want to go back to it, then for God’s sake don’t, please don’t. I would die if you were hurt because I couldn’t say how I truly feel.”

“And what do you truly feel?”

She looked away at something else, anything else.

She had to just to get the words out.

“Like I can never really be what you deserve. You know I...I’ll never be able to go on a date with you. I won’t be able to go grocery shopping or antiquing or any of the other things normal couples do.”

“You think I want to go antiquing? I thought you knew me inside and out, Al. That’s scarily off base for someone who understood I liked having my ass licked before I even knew about the fucking thing.”

“It’s not...you know what I mean.”

“I don’t. Try explaining a little more clearly.”

“I’m not enough. I will never be enough.”

“Shouldn’t I get to decide that?”

“You can. You can decide it while you’re away,” she said, but it was clear both of them knew what that really meant. He wasn’t going to decide at all. He was going to see the only possible way things could be, because he was able to walk out the front door and she wasn’t. He would go on with life—maybe as a movie star, maybe not.

And she couldn’t.

“I don’t have to. I don’t have to go anywhere to know how I feel about you. To know that it doesn’t matter to me whether we go on dates or not. I’ve been on a lot of dates, honey. None of them have ever made me think, yeah, I could live in this woman’s basement for the rest of my life.”

God, her heart was beating so fast—probably because it had two reasons to.

The first was how wonderful and romantic and loving he was.

The second was terror, oh Christ, it was incredible fucking terror.

“Eventually you’re going to want more than my basement.”

“And what if I do? Yesterday you walked out onto your deck—and I’m guessing it’s been a long time since you did that. You really think you’ll never be able to do more? Never be able to let me help you do more? I’m here for you, okay? I’m here,” he said, and that pretty much sealed it. The romantic part of this fought a hearty battle, but in the end terror won. He was going to be here for her, for God’s sake.

He thought she could really take him being here for her.

“You know what my favorite part of this movie is?” she asked. “In the beginning, when she’s in her little cabin drinking her wine, watching those home movies of her once-happy life and grieving over her dead husband. You know why?”

“I’m afraid of the answer, but want you to tell me it anyway.”

“Because she’s so desperately sad, and yet I know what’s coming. That’s the thing about movies, the beauty of movies—you just wait a little while and everything will be okay again. You know he’s coming for her. In a little while a man will fall from the sky and make her okay again. Do you know how many times I’ve wished for a man to fall from the goddamn sky?”

“I feel as though you’re trying to make some kind of point.”

“The point is the same for every movie I love. No one is really coming to rescue Jenny Hayden—not in reality. In reality there is no magic, no alien or angel or superhero to save you. In reality, Jenny sits on the rug and watches the movies forever and drinks her wine and that’s it. That’s the real ending, you know that’s the real ending. No one comes across time for Sarah Connor, and Hawkeye doesn’t return for Cora, and Captain Amazing doesn’t catch Amy Anderson as she falls from the sky.”

She wished she hadn’t added that last one. She hadn’t meant to add the last one, but it was there now and oh it was stinging behind her eyes. She could hardly get the last word out—her voice caught right on the end syllable.

And she knew he could hear and see it.

He always heard and saw it—even when she didn’t let it show.

“It doesn’t have to be,” he said, so gentle, so gentle.

But that only made it worse. It only made it harder to tell him.

“It will be,” she said. “You’ll see.”

* * * * *

She tried not to think about him. That was her best bet—to just put the whole thing out of her mind as though it had never happened. That method had worked well for her in the past. It would work just as well here, she was sure it would. She fell back on her old routines—watching films and shows obsessively, reading well past four in the morning, keeping herself busy with mundane house tasks when her eyes started to bleed—and for a while that seemed to succeed.

Until she found herself crouched by the skirting boards in the hallway, a piece of sandpaper worn to smoothness clenched in her fist, knuckles bleeding because she’d been doing it so long and so badly, sweat coating her body in a thick, greasy film. She didn’t know when she’d started this crazy crusade or what time it now was, but she understood one thing very clearly.

She was on the verge of passing out.

She’d pushed herself to the point of passing out.

And he still hadn’t removed himself from her mind. It was as if he had died—though she supposed he had in a weird way. Bernie was gone and Holden would carry on from here, gleaming and glorious and able to forget. That guy she’d known no longer existed, or perhaps never really had.

Captain Amazing is not going to catch me as I fall from the sky, she scolded herself, only this time she did cry. She cried not because she wished that he would, but for the idea that he could have. If things were like they were in the movies, he could have done just that, that very thing, and oh the thought was unbearable.

It haunted her dreams. It kept her awake.

She came close to calling him in the middle of the night just to take it back. Please just tell me I was wrong, please tell me I was, she wanted to say, and then she’d wake in the clear light of dawn and be mean with herself for it. He can’t tell you that you’re wrong, this new, cruel her would say. Any more than you can ask the Goblin King to take you away from all of this right now, or dive into a river and find yourself in Oz, or somehow read a book and be Atreyu. The very idea of everything turning out wonderfully is as mythical as all of those, and you know that now. Don’t you, Alice?

She did. She knew it so hard and so thoroughly that she didn’t realize the package was from him. She opened it, sure she had ordered something then just forgotten, and even after she’d found the disc inside she didn’t think anything of it. It’ll be a movie from that website that burns old unavailable crap for idiots, she thought, and continued to do so all the way up to the point of pressing Play.

It was Last of the Mohicans—though not all of it. It didn’t start at the beginning. It started at the part with the waterfall, and the moment it did she knew. She knew what it was. She tried to deny it but it was impossible to. There was Daniel Day Lewis, and he was saying the only thing that was on the disc. The only part that had been captured—“You be strong, you survive...you stay alive, no matter what occurs. No matter how long it takes, no matter how far, I will find you,” he said.

I will find you.

* * * * *

The next day there was another, and this one was somehow even better and more heart-wrenching and less bearable than the first. He’d picked something from one of her favorite movies—not just a line that made sense for their situation. This one kind of didn’t in context, yet the effect was staggeringly good. She held her breath all the way through hearing it, thinking of how he must have worked out exactly which ones she loved above all others. He must have found her shelf of best movies, and he even knew why they were the best. He knew what she liked about them.

“You are my sun, my moon, my starlight sky,” Mad Martigan said. “Without you—dwell in darkness. I love you.”

And then her heart attempted to consume her whole body. She had to sit down, but the couch was three feet away. It might as well have been three miles for all the good it did her. She just had to kind of crouch a little to take the strain off, though it hardly helped at all. Nothing would have helped her.

He was doing this to prove her wrong. To tell her that life could be like a movie, if she wanted it to be. It was obvious he was. It had been obvious the day before, though that message hadn’t seemed so direct to her. That one could have just meant don’t worry, don’t do anything stupid, I’ll come back to you—which was lovely, but maybe just meant as a fun way to tell her something.

This on the other hand...this was different.

This was someone declaring love.

Every message from then on was someone declaring love, in one way or another. He sent her Johanna reading Beethoven’s letter at the window. Kyle Reese telling Sarah Connor that he’d come across time for her. There was Driver kissing Irene, and James asking “if there was a place not in silence and not in sound” and the Dread Pirate Roberts saying “As you wish.” Some meant more than simple love and some meant less—she heard “don’t let this chance pass” in the scene from Immortal Beloved and “however you need it to be” in The Princess Bride—but all of them amounted to the same thing.

And even if they hadn’t, even if by some miracle she hadn’t begun to believe that she’d been wrong, so wrong...there was the last one. The last one was not a clip from a movie at all—though that wasn’t a disappointment. How could it possibly be? It was what she’d been waiting for, hoping for, without even knowing it.

Here was reality finally being what all of those films promised.

These are my words, he wrote, not as beautiful as Beethoven’s or as incredible as coming across time for someone. But know that I would, if I had the chance. I would be the survivor of a harrowing future war, just so I could come for you and have you understand beyond any doubt that I love you. I want the movie to be real too, because if it was I know you wouldn’t be afraid of what won’t happen next. Don’t be afraid, my love. Don’t think the ending has to be you sitting on the floor, alone in your grief. I’m with you.

If you want me to be I’ll always be with you.

Bernie

She closed the letter then, though not because she’d finished reading. She could have gone over those words a million times and still have been no closer to a stopping point. The urge to look again was already so great she could hardly stand it—but she had to. There was someone at her door, and she knew who it was. She didn’t suspect or hope or maybe dream that one day it could be.

She knew.

It was him.

He had come to her door like the long-lost hero of every romance story ever, and now she was going to do what every romance heroine did in return. He deserved it, more than anything he deserved it. If he could give her this then she could run to him, without reservations. She didn’t stop to think that it could be the postman. She didn’t wonder how she might ever be able to offer him more.

She would find a way.

And she would start by flinging open the door, and hurling herself into his arms.

Chapter Ten

She didn’t need to think about it. Once his arms were around her and his mouth was on hers it just seemed easy—or at least, far easier than it had before. There were no extra questions or brutal doubts. She simply started shedding her clothes at the door, one gloriously relief-filled piece at a time. First her jersey, then her t-shirt, then her socks, sure each time that this would be the item that did her in.

Here she would stop. This would be the thing that took it too far. She was getting too naked; she was exposing too much. She’d never reach her jeans. Removing her jeans meant he would see her legs, and she couldn’t have that. Her legs were the worst. They were like the roots of some old tree, gnarled and knotted and rough.

She couldn’t possibly.

Yet somehow she did. She wriggled them down her legs as she led him toward the stairs, full of the oddest sort of relief she’d ever felt in her life. She didn’t even know how to identify it properly. All she could think of was a snake shedding its skin—as though she’d been carrying around extra all this time and just hadn’t known it.

She knew it now.

She knew that she hadn’t just hidden all of this from him. She’d been hiding it from herself too. Her head flooded with memories, all suddenly seen from a different angle—like the time she’d turned around the full-length mirror in that hotel room the airline had gotten for her, just so she didn’t have to see her own ravaged body. Or at the hospital, when she’d closed her eyes as she struggled out of the bath.

She’d thought it was because of the pain, but she understood now.

She hadn’t wanted to glimpse her reflection in the mirror over the sink. Who would have wanted to? Everything had been so red and raw then, so unlike the person she’d been before. But it was different now. It was okay now. She needed to start accepting that it was okay. She liked her scars, most faded to pale pinks and nearly whites. They reminded her of that future war he’d mentioned—as though she were the one who’d survived. She was the one who’d come across time.

He certainly looked at her as if she had.

He looked at her the way she’d always hoped someone would—not as a victim of something terrible, but as a warrior who’d fought her way to him. He looked with love and awe and all those good things, and then just when she was starting to feel he’d stared too long he said the best possible words she could think of.

“Why did you ever think you had to hide from me?” he asked, as though it had always been that simple. She could have told him from day one; she didn’t have to veil it all in half-truths about being inexperienced and wanting to go slow. It was obvious now, and not only because he was saying this thing and looking at her with the same warmth and desire he always seemed to feel.

There were also the words he then added, as simple as a handshake.

“Did you really think I didn’t know?” he asked, and for a second she couldn’t decide what to feel. On the one hand there was this huge swell of heartbreaking relief, to know he didn’t care and probably wouldn’t ask now. If he already knew, he wouldn’t ask about it. And then on the other, there was a twinge of the most delicious embarrassment she’d ever felt in her life.

Of course he had guessed.

How would anyone not have guessed? She wasn’t a master criminal, living by her wits alone. She was a fumbling, bumbling idiot who didn’t realize simple, obvious things like, “You limp, honey. You wince without even knowing you’re doing it. Do you know how many times I’ve felt as though I accidentally hurt you, and wanted to pull away? And yet you never say. That’s the worst part. You’d rather pretend it didn’t hurt than make a sound of protest. I’ve sometimes thought I could be popping stitches I didn’t even know were there, without you telling me a single thing about it.”

“There aren’t any stitches. It happened...it happened a long time ago.”

She wished she didn’t have to lie in amongst all of this truth. But then, she was giving him so much here. She was standing in front of him in just her bra and panties, shrouded by the dim light of her bedroom but still completely visible. He could still see the rope-scar around one of her legs and the place where the metal had gone through her middle. There were the burns over her right shoulder like a piece of medieval armor, weird lines around her upper arm where something white-hot had held on.

It was a lot, a lot, a lot.

She hoped it was enough.

Thank God he let it be enough.

“You don’t have to tell me,” he said, and though showing him should have been the hardest part—though telling him should have seemed easy compared to this—somehow she was still relieved. She wasn’t sure why but it was there, buried at the bottom of her. But there it was—a certain pleasure to know that she still wouldn’t have to reveal the worst thing.

They could just have this.

Oh, this, this.

“You just have to believe in me. Believe that I won’t let you down—that I won’t walk away because you think you can’t give me something. You give me everything. You’ve given me peace and comfort and love. Just let me give the same back to you.”

And in that moment, she really thought she could. It wasn’t hard to let him come to her, and touch her, and take off those last items of clothing. On the contrary—there was a kind of bliss in it she’d never felt before. She closed her eyes and just drifted on a wave of his careful caresses...the way he stroked the back of his hand down over the burns on her shoulder and collarbone, so soft it barely sparked that prickly feeling, so tender it made her ache right through the middle.

But best of all...there was no curiosity in it. No lingering on her scars as though they needed prettying up and paying apologetic attention to. He touched the rest of her in the exact same way, with that same sweet deliberation and barely checked lust. His breath caught as his knuckles brushed over the smooth slope of her left breast, and there was barely any difference when he found the knotted star just left of the rich curve of her right hip.

Everything was given the same weight.

And that weight seemed to be dragging him down, down, down into the depths of his desire. By the time he got to her underwear he was flushed and feverish, clearly trying to be patient but getting pretty close to failing. He went to ease that scrap of cotton down her legs, and somehow wound up yanking a little instead. And when he realized what he was doing—that he was getting too hot and too eager—he cursed at himself and drew his hands back.

It didn’t help him, however. He still didn’t seem to know how to be careful and passionate at the same time. After a second of flummoxed indecision he finally settled on tearing his jacket off, as though his jacket was the thing causing all the problems. It wasn’t her body or the situation or the fact that he was finally touching her bare. It was the suede, the goddamn suede. “I fucking hate suede,” he said.

Though she felt pretty sure the suede had nothing to do with the way he leaned forward to press his face between her legs. That was all him, from the desperate way he reached up to cup her ass as he did it, to the sound he made once his mouth was against the light fuzz that covered her pussy. She knew that sound so well now—lost somewhere between a moan and a sigh of relief—and it thrilled her.

But not as much as the feel of where he currently was. She’d thought she was ready for it, sure that the touches they’d shared through clothing were pretty close to the real thing. How different could they possibly be? How could she have known the answer was extremely different in every possible way?

Because it was, oh it was. She seemed to have a thousand new nerve endings on the surface of her skin, and the slightest movement from him set them all firing. He turned his head and she nearly collapsed, and not just because of the place he was brushing. There was also the near-cutting sensation of his stubble over that tender skin. The hint of his lips, all soft and near slippery.

And then it wasn’t a hint at all. His tongue slid over the seam between the lips of her pussy, seeking entrance—at first softly, gently, but then with an insistence that made her shiver. He wanted those lips to part for him...and they did. Slowly, slowly they did. They eased open the way a tightly clenched fist might, as someone soothes it.

And it felt like that too. She had the sense of being stroked into calmness, of being teased and caressed until she surrendered completely. He didn’t push or force or grab—he waited until she simply had to part her legs a little more, and maybe lean toward him a little bit. Then once she had, once she was trembling and impatient...

That was when he decided to lick a little deeper.

Only a little, she thought, yet it felt like a lot. The tip of his tongue just barely grazed her clit, but the flood of sensation it produced was almost too much for her to take. Her legs really did give in then, though it didn’t matter much anymore. He had hold of her, he had hold of her. His hands were on her hips now, steadying her.

He was always steadying her. Just when she thought she was going to fall, there he was. And he kept being there, no matter what she did. She wound up sort of crouched over him, breathless and shaking, one hand twisted in his hair.

He didn’t care. He kept licking her in that good, good way—in these short, sharp shocks that made her buzz all thick and nice—and when she said his name he did it faster. He did it with more intent, as though the sound of those two syllables spurred him on. “Bernie,” she said, “Bernie,” and suddenly he was ravenous.

She could feel him kissing at her now, rather than just the little licks. His plump lips parted and slid around all sorts of things, making everything wetter and hotter and messier. Oh she was so incredibly, undeniably messy. She could feel it all slipping and sliding beneath the stroke of his tongue and the press of his mouth, could feel it spreading outward over her thighs.

It was probably all over his face; he was probably swallowing the taste.

But the strange thing was—she didn’t care. If anything, the idea only excited her more. She thought of his chin all glossy with her slipperiness and felt a surge of squirming arousal, half embarrassment and half sweetness and all perfection. She was going to come if he carried on this way. She was going to come if he carried on any way. He could have clicked his fingers, if she was being honest.

Though she was glad he decided on sliding them between her legs instead. That was a much better way of finishing things off—and it did finish them. The second she felt him just sort of easing his thumb over her tightly clenched pussy, stroking rather than pressing inward but with that hint... That hint of actually doing it...

She went over for that hint. She imagined him there, sliding in and out of her, stroking and finding all kinds of interesting things, and everything just disappeared over the edge of pleasure. She plummeted headfirst into a shivering, insane maze of intense bursts and sudden pulses, and even that seemed like an understatement.

It just wasn’t like anything she’d ever experienced before. She’d touched herself there, of course. She’d let her fingers slide in just a little, egged on by curiosity and something like excitement. But none of it had even remotely gotten her close to this.

His hand on her through her nightie hadn’t gotten her close to this. That last orgasm seemed like a pale imitation compared to the full-bodied gut punch of this thing, and not just because of the sheer intensity of it. There was also the length, dear God the length, oh Jesus no why wasn’t it stopping?

It wasn’t stopping. He’d pulled back a bit—he’d had to, because she had hold of his hair and she really wanted him away—but it was still going on. It was squeezing her and squeezing her now, like some great giant’s hand that wanted to wring every bit of pleasure out of her body. By the time it was done she was a wet rag, completely boneless and ready to accept anything that he might want to do with her.

So it was lucky, really, that his main urge was to pick her up and spread her out over the bed. And even after he’d done that, stroking and petting her into a peaceful laxity as he went, he didn’t go straight into something else. He didn’t let his own obvious desire overwhelm him.

He went slowly, oh so slowly. He stood at the end of the bed, watching her gradually come back to herself. Then once she was breathing a little more steadily, he started peeling off his own clothes. One at a time, like before—like he knew she wanted to look and didn’t mind obliging.

Yeah, he obliged all right. He shimmied his jeans down his legs and lingered over the stretch that helped him take his t-shirt off, and when he went for his socks he bent in a very particular sort of way. He put on a real show, in a way that should have pleased her. Yet strangely, it didn’t seem to.

Instead she thought of how many times he must have posed in his life. How many photo shoots he had probably done, with someone telling him how to stand and be and what to do to look just right. To look like Holden Stark, she thought—and that pretty much sealed it.

She closed her eyes.

She closed her eyes and just said his name—his real name. And once he was still and silent and probably confused, she added the rest. “I just want to hear you be the person you are,” she told him, then waited for a response. She waited and waited until she was certain he hadn’t understood, every word she’d said suddenly nonsense in her head. What kind of thing was being the person you are?

It made zero sense.

To everyone who wasn’t him.

“I’m afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”

“That I’m not enough. That without the body and the face and the glamour and the fame I’m not enough. I’m just a puny little geek pretending to be something powerful and amazing, and I don’t know what will happen if I just be that. All the time.”

“You know what will happen. You know or you wouldn’t be here.”

“Tell me then. Explain it to me because—”

“I will love you for being just that. I already love you for being that. The puny geek is the man I want, the man I love—that’s why I’m closing my eyes. So I can see him, instead of the shell he’s operating. Now say something with his voice, not Holden’s. Say something to me that he would say, okay?”

“I think my heart is coming out of my mouth.”

“That’s good. Keep going.”

“I almost passed out while kissing your cunt.”

“Oh that...I don’t know if he would—”

“He would. He wants you to look like that, when he says it. I want you to look like that when I say it. I want you to squirm because I’ve just told you that you tasted like a sweet, ripe peach. I can still taste you when I lick my lips.”

“Really? Really? I...that...”

“And now I’m going to make love to you,” he said.

He wasn’t lying. He was already somehow on the bed, even though she hadn’t felt the mattress dip. She just knew he was there now—mainly because of the hands hovering close to her hips but also the sense of him, oh the sense of him. He swamped her before he’d leaned down. And after he had...

She came close to drowning. The heat of him alone was enough to drag her down, but then there was the smell and the brush of his body and the feel of being surrounded. He was everywhere all at once but better yet—he was still saying things. He was stroking over her forehead and he was saying things.

“I love you too, you know I love you too,” he said.

“How could I not?” she asked. “How could I not when you sent me all those things? When you make me feel the way you do?”

He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. It was in her expression, she knew it was. She could feel it all pouring out of her, as he did what she’d been dying for since God only knew when. Since the first time he’d almost kissed her, she thought, but it seemed like it had happened before then. She’d been waiting for years for him, and now he was here and holding her and finally, finally...the snap of rubber and the last little frantic fumble.

Then that long, slow slide in.

She wasn’t sure what she’d imagined. Pain, she thought, lots of pain and maybe some discomfort. They always told you to expect both, and especially when the guy was big. They probably had extra warning sections for the thing that he had, with diagrams that spelled out all the things that could go wrong.

Yet somehow it wasn’t like that at all.

It was closer to being stroked into bliss. She thought of the way his mouth always felt against her skin and the smooth slide of his hand over hip, and that was how it felt. Like all those things, all those sweet and tender things...only better. There was an edge to this that she couldn’t deny—a feeling of being filled, of having him spread her open with that gorgeous cock.

And every time she thought of that fact she climbed a little higher. She got a little hotter, gasped a little louder. By the time he’d gotten around to moving she was panting his name. She was saying words like more and yes, even though she didn’t really know what that would mean.

Not until he started rolling those hips—sort of steady at first but then less so. Soon he was practically shuddering on top of her, unable to keep any kind of real rhythm. It didn’t matter, however. His jerky, erratic thrusts were just as glorious as that glide at the beginning, only in a slightly different way. The slow back-and-forth into her body had been an awakening, there to prepare her for what was to come.

Whereas this...this was raw and real. It didn’t patiently explain anything, or merely hint at pleasures to come. It gave it to her hard, in guttural, grunted words. Some of them he even said out loud—and that was definitely the best part. “Yeah take it, take it,” he told her, in a voice that didn’t belong to him.

Though she hoped he had a good relationship with whoever had loaned it out. She didn’t think she’d ever stop wanting to hear him say those words, in that tone. So gruff and greedy, she thought, but then that was the way everything was getting now. He wasn’t just losing a bit of his control. He was losing a lot.

His whole body seemed to have tensed into one bunched muscle, all hard and slick and sort of golden in the low light. And though he was clearly trying to hold back, he wasn’t quite managing it anymore. Each little thrust turned into something much firmer, until finally she had to say something.

“Oh yeah, just like that,” she said, because seriously. Seriously, why was he trying to go slower and softer when it felt so much better to do the opposite? Every time he pounded into her that thick cock seemed to hit some amazing target. And when it did, the pleasure was pretty impossible. Low pulses seemed to thunder through her body, getting stronger and stronger with each hard stroke.

It didn’t take long for her to start to lose it too. She was already shivery with arousal and near beside herself. Mouth all filled with filthy words and hands like claws on his shoulders. Once he really went at her it was game over. Those claws became a kind of helpless clinging to him. She had to mush her face into his throat as the pleasure took over her vocal cords.

“God, fuck me, please fuck me,” she panted, only it sounded like something else when she did. It had this weird sobbing note of helplessness to it, as though he was driving her to a place she didn’t want to go. She was certain she didn’t want to go to it.

Until he took her there.

He pressed his face to the side of hers, breath coming out of him in one glorious gasp. Body practically bucking, fingers in her hair...and that was it. Her orgasm burst through her, hard enough to make her do all kinds of crazy things. Somehow her hands were trying to pull out his hair. She could feel her pussy almost sort of clenching around him—which only made everything worse.

Now his cock seemed twice its usual size, despite already being as big as the Empire State Building. All she could feel was the thick weight of that hard length, as her body tried to shudder and spasm around it. And somehow, the more that happened the greater the intensity. The higher and brighter the pleasure, all of it building to some impossible crescendo that she just couldn’t take.

It made her wonder what she’d been doing all these years, with just a vague little finger stroking over this and that. Everything was so much better like this—in every way conceivable. There was the feel of him inside her, and this all-consuming orgasm. But then she had his arms to contend with, as they held her so tight to his body. And the hand he touched to her face, when they were done.

How had she ever done without that hand on her face?

More to the point...how was she ever going to do without it?

Chapter Eleven

She didn’t mean to wake him. She had just wanted to have a little look at him before any of this melted away again, and somehow that had turned into weird things like touching his ears and tracing the shapes of his tattoos and now he was staring at her from underneath hooded eyelids.

She could feel him staring before she glanced up to double check. His gaze was practically burning a hole through her body. Or was that just the embarrassment? It sure seemed like the latter once she saw him and realized what she’d been doing. In the strange silence of three in the morning with him fast asleep, it had kind of seemed as though she was just solidifying him in her mind. She was just making sure he was real and not going anywhere.

But now that his eyes were on her, half-amused and half something else that sort of made her shiver, it was a different story altogether. Her hand on him wasn’t something innocent and curious. She wasn’t simply memorizing parts of him. She was practically fondling him. She was fondling him.

That seemed really bad. People definitely weren’t supposed to do that.

Though if his reaction was anything to go by she was wrong on that score. The second he registered what she was doing his hand went into her hair. And she didn’t think it was there to push her away. It seemed encouraging, in fact. Kind of like he was leading her toward certain things—like the curve of his erect cock not five inches from her parted lips.

She didn’t mind obliging. Even if that wasn’t what he wanted, she didn’t mind. They had passed that point completely now—the one where they were unsure what the other person might want and not quite daring enough to do things. She knew they were, and it shifted things. Suddenly she could look at him as she poked out her tongue to lick the tip of his dick.

And he could say yes. He could tell her more. He could offer the same thing in return without asking. She felt pretty sure that this was how they wound up tangled together on the bed, licking and sucking at various parts of each other. She took his cock in her mouth and he made these glorious, long swipes over her spread pussy and nothing was weird. Nothing was wrong.

Instead it all seemed like a delirious dream of everything sex could possibly be. She’d always wondered how frantic lust would feel, and this was it in glorious Technicolor. She wanted to bite, so she bit, she wanted to moan, so she moaned, and when really filthy words rose up in her throat she said them.

“Lick my clit,” she told him. “Oh yes, lick it just like that.”

Only it wasn’t in a voice she’d ever heard before. It was breathy and desperate and so horny. Christ, she had no idea she could be this horny—and better yet, he sounded the same. He wanted her to suck harder and press against him more firmly.

“Rub yourself all over my face,” he said, and so she did. She did without thinking twice about it. She opened her legs wider and rocked her hips, and when that wasn’t enough she used her hand. She spread her slippery lips with two urgent fingers, wanting more, wanting him to lick at her faster and more deeply—anything, just anything to get more of this sensation.

It was just like the first time, almost too intense to bear. The buzz of it seemed to set her teeth on edge and dim the world around its edges, but somehow she couldn’t get enough. Her orgasm rose and fell through her body like a tidal wave, and still she wanted to swim through this glorious ocean. He flooded her mouth with his come, and still, and still.

Her first words to him when her breathing calmed enough to speak and he gathered himself enough to sit up were more please.

And he gave it to her. He laughed, of course. But he gave it to her. It occurred to her as he drew her into his arms that he would always give it to her. That she just had to ask and it would be hers. She could see it in his eyes as he took her—first slowly, tenderly, and then with more urgency once he realized.

Urgency was what she needed.

Urgency was what she liked. She didn’t care about bruises or being hurt. She only wanted that sweet ache again—the one that happened when he really fucked without thinking. When he grabbed her hips and grunted and let her have what she knew he longed for too. He longed to lose himself in her, she was sure. Passionate sex wasn’t enough. Only handfuls of her hair and demands he didn’t want to make and falling all the way into her was enough.

Or at least, that was how it felt to her.

Like falling into someone and never wanting to come back out. When he grabbed her, she grabbed him back. When he told her to turn so he could fuck her like that she was already moving before the words were out. And when he gasped out that it felt amazing—to rut like that against her, holding her hips and her hair and feeling her back arch to take more of him—he was only echoing all the things she wanted to say.

It was unbelievable, the difference it made to be taken in that way. Not just because of the shift toward something more greedy and grasping and animalistic, but in the sheer physical sensation of it. The feel of his cock rubbing so insistently over that good, good place inside her...one of his hands pressing between her legs at the same time...

It was barely a minute of this bliss before orgasm pushed and shoved through her. And oh God, did it push and shove. She tried to moan, but her teeth were so tightly clamped together she couldn’t manage it. Instead she just had to hold on as he wrenched her in two.

Then patiently put her back together again. Oh he so patiently put her back together again. As soon as the insane, impossible pleasure was done, he turned her and spread her out on the bed. He cupped her face in his hands. He said her name, so sweet and wondering she had to believe. How could she not? They had lost themselves in each other, and come through to the other side. They had done all those things without shame or worry, and opened up to each other in ways she never thought she could. They could do this, they could really do this. He could be Bernie and she could be Alice and they could live happily ever after, they could. She was sure of it...

And then she went downstairs to get a drink of water, still basking in the afterglow, and saw the shadow just outside the door. She heard an unfamiliar voice calling through it. Holden Stark, this someone called, in that proprietary way of all paparazzi. As if they knew him, as if they were friends. She wanted to shout at them— That’s not even who he is, he’s not really Holden. But of course that wasn’t the problem. The problem was that as soon as he saw her, as soon as he took her picture...

She would not be Alice.

* * * * *

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been standing there when he finally came down to find her. It seemed like just a few moments, though she knew it couldn’t have been. Her leg was aching from holding it in one place for so long, and even if it hadn’t been, there were other clues. The man was gone, for a start. He’d grown tired of banging and hollering through her door at nothing—either that or he’d seen her through the frosted glass and gotten scared.

Normal people didn’t freeze like this. They didn’t act as though life was a big kid’s game, and if they only stood still no one could tag them. No one could say, Hey, Enid, you’re it. You’ve been caught. Now you have to stand by the wall and close your eyes and try to catch all of us.

Now it’s your turn, Enid.

She didn’t want it to be her turn. Was it so bad to not want it to be her turn? It didn’t seem like too much to ask—to just have this, to just go this far, to not have to say anything more. To be Alice, instead of Enid. That wasn’t so bad, was it? She’d paid so much already. It didn’t seem fair to have to pay more.

But when she turned and looked at him, she knew this extra cost was there. He didn’t seem concerned, as she might have hoped. He seemed confused. He seemed like he already had some idea, though she wasn’t sure how. The man hadn’t said her real name—not yet at least. And there were no other signs.

She was sure there weren’t, until she put a hand up to her face.

Her face was wet. Tears were running down her cheeks in great rivers, though she hadn’t felt it happen. She didn’t even know she was shaking until his voice suddenly stopped being all far away. The roar that seemed to be muffling him died down just long enough for him to ask why she was shuddering like that.

And then it rose again, louder than before.

She could hear what it was now. She could hear that strange high-pitched whine in the background of that sound—like a note of panic beneath the thunder of a dragon’s growl. She could see the sidings start to peel away, as though they’d never really been a part of the plane at all. They’d only stayed on because they’d willed it.

Now they did not will it.

They flew off, to the far-off land they lived in.

“Alice,” he was saying. “Alice, can you hear me?”

But how could she answer? She was not Alice.

He must have been talking to someone else.

“Alice, you’re scaring me, honey. What’s wrong? Who was at the door? If it’s someone from your past, you don’t have to worry. I’ll take care of it, okay? You understand that, don’t you? I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

Oh, he thought she was Sarah in Sleeping with the Enemy. That was what he believed—maybe that was what he’d always believed. He’d imagined a terrible boyfriend for her, from whom she was running. A terrible man who had hurt her, and that he would now protect her from. And he would have succeeded, of that she had no doubt. He would have wrapped her in his big, strong arms and sheltered her from all harm, and eventually killed her tormentor in a perfectly manly way.

But he could not kill this one.

This one could not be killed.

God knows, she’d tried.

“I am the person from my past.”

“What did you...I don’t...”

“I am the person from my past. It’s me you’re talking about. I’m the thing that will come back to haunt me—or at least I will be, if more photographers come here.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Al—”

“My name isn’t Al.”

“Alice then. Alice, I thought—”

“My name isn’t Alice, either. It isn’t Alice at all. I changed it to Alice, because being Alice is easier, okay? Being Alice is better. I like her more than I liked that other girl I was—in fact I like her so much I don’t think I can bear to go back.”

She didn’t like the way her voice was rising and rising with each word, but there was nothing to be done about it. Her throat was so full of tears and feelings and other foreign things that she had to strain just to keep talking. And then there was the roar to contend with. Oh God, the roar was so loud now. She had to shout in this thin, high way just to hear herself over it.

Much to his apparent consternation.

“Okay, okay, hey it’s okay. You don’t have to go back, all right? I get it, I get it—no matter what the reason for wanting to be someone else, I get it. I want to be someone else too, remember? And even if your reasons are nightmarish, I don’t care. I’m here for you to be who you need to be, honey I—”

“Oh please don’t say any more!”

“But I...I don’t...”

“Don’t say any more, don’t be understanding. That just makes it worse!”

“How? How in God’s name does that make it worse?”

“Because it doesn’t matter, Bernie. It doesn’t fucking matter how understanding you are. It’s torture to know how understanding you’re being. How good you are, how kind, how loving. And all of it irrelevant...all of it meaningless. At the end of all of that some photographer will just take my picture and I’ll be Enid again. That’s the real problem. You can walk a thousand miles for me and at the end I’ll still be Enid. I’ll still be the girl who survived—that’s what they’ll say. They did it before and it was unbearable, it was unbearable. I can’t go back to that. I don’t want to be the girl who survived. Who would want to be the one who survived?”

He was silent then, for a little while. He didn’t need to be, however. She could still hear what was happening inside his head. She could see it in the way his eyes suddenly seemed to be staring at something else—something far-off and frightening. It was there in the way his whole body sagged just a little, like a weight had been put in his shoulders. Like her weight had been put on his shoulders.

He was figuring it out.

He was figuring it out, before she’d even had a chance to properly say. She’d somehow spilled it all in the middle of that big wrenching rant—or at least, she’d spilled enough. Apparently, those few crumbs were all it took to reveal the truth...though she should have known.

Everyone knew. Everyone knew.

That was the problem—everyone knew.

Everyone had heard her name, including him.

“Are you...are you Enid Kazinski?

Now the whine was higher than the roar.

Probably because it was coming from her.

“My God, you are. You’re Enid Kazinski.”

“Don’t say any more. It’s hurting me. Don’t.”

“You’re the sole survivor of Flight 359. The girl who walked through fire—that’s you? All this time, that was you? That can’t be you.”

“Let’s pretend it isn’t—just for five more minutes. Can’t we pretend?”

“Honey, I can’t. I can’t, oh God, you let me go on like this. You let me go on about myself and my stupid problems—you’ve spent all this time taking care of me. You’re the sole survivor of a fucking plane crash and you let me complain about my fucking movie star problems. Why did you let me do that? Why did I do that? Jesus, I wish I hadn’t done that, baby. I’m so sorry.”

He held out his hands to her but she would not take them.

She would not, not ever.

“No, no no no—you take that back. You don’t say that to me. I don’t want you to be sorry. Don’t you ever be sorry for me. Goddamn, Holden, I don’t want fucking sorrys, don’t you get it? That’s the whole point. I want to be the one who cares. I want to be the one who heals. I don’t want to be fucking broken anymore. I don’t want you to look at me with those sad fucking moo eyes like I’m so pathetic. Go look at someone else. Go look at the other three hundred and twelve passengers who died instead of me.”

She was really crying now, and it was awful, it was awful.

But somehow she couldn’t seem to stop. It all just kept coming, one terrible thing after another. He might as well know it all now, she thought, though that hardly helped. Nothing could help her now.

“Why did they die instead of me? I don’t understand. There was a doctor on there who was close to inventing a cure for cancer. A cure for cancer! And I know...I know there was an opera singer too. I looked her up—her name was Maria Entilles. She could do all the notes, she could do the whole scale, she was amazing. I’m not amazing. I can’t even leave my house, in case everyone looks at me like you’re looking at me now.”

“It’s just the shock, honey. It’s the shock, that’s all. It’ll fade.”

“It won’t fade. It never fades. No matter how long I go it doesn’t go away. I thought everyone had forgotten once, sometime after it happened. But then this woman saw me in the grocery store and...and...I just don’t want it to be like that anymore. I want to be normal. I want to be Alice Evans.”

“But that’s who you are to me. I promise, that’s who you are.”

“Not anymore. Now you’ll always see something else instead.”

“I won’t. I won’t. Soon you’ll see. I won’t.”

“And if you don’t? If you just go on believing I’m Alice—if in time you can accept that and the pity leaves your expression...what then? What happens to us then? Do you really think we can be a normal couple? We’re not a normal couple now. I’m so fucked-up I don’t even think I could write an essay about what a normal couple is, let alone be a part of one. I can never be a part of one.”

“You don’t mean that.”

She didn’t entirely, but how could she say now?

It felt so real when she said the words aloud. Everything seemed logical and right, as if she’d just found the pieces to an impossible puzzle and finally made them fit. There was just one piece left, really. One practical point to make.

“No, I don’t. But I mean this—I don’t want to be a part of one with you. I’m only making things worse for you, I know I am. I’m just digging you in deeper—so deep that one day you’ll wake up and wonder how you found yourself in this fucking abyss. This fucking codependent, dysfunctional mess.”

“Is that really what you think we are?”

“Yes. Yes. I do. I wish I didn’t but I do.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You don’t have a choice,” she said, then did the worst possible thing she could, a thing she knew she would regret always. They would never come back from this. Once she’d done it that was it, but she went ahead anyway.

She opened the door.

“Goodbye, Holden,” she said.

While in her head her real words sang.

Goodbye, Bernie, my love, my only love.

Chapter Twelve

This time there were no beautiful letters or carefully put together packages. Of course there weren’t. She’d exploded all over him like a nuclear bomb. People who exploded did not get declarations of love. They got a long, aching silence and then nothing, followed by some snide comment in an interview a few months from now.

Yeah, I thought she was cool, he’d probably say. But then it turned out she was an ungrateful, lying maniac who threw my wonderful gesture right back in my face.

Though even as she was imagining the words, she knew how unlike him they sounded. He would never be so indiscreet. He would never talk about her like that. He wasn’t that kind of man, no matter how hard she tried to make him be in her head. He’s probably laughing with his posse about me in some strip joint, she thought, and then wept into her hand. She wept not because it was likely to be true.

But because she knew it wasn’t.

He was a good man. He was such a good man. He was too good for the likes of her, really. He deserved someone better, someone who didn’t hope for beautiful letters again, but instead thought of sending ones to him. She knew he did, the moment she saw him on some late-night talk show.

He didn’t have to say. The sight of him was enough—like an electric shock amidst the numbing flicker of the stuff she was channel-surfing through. It lit her up, though she tried not to let it. She tried to pretend he just looked like Holden Stark, instead of the man she loved. He was a distant thing again, a once-was crush.

It was no use, however.

He didn’t even look like Holden under the bright studio lights. He looked like Bernie, he talked like Bernie, and finally he said things that Bernie would say. She had turned him away, but he still said them. I met the love of my life, he said, while she did her best to contain the wave of feeling rising inside her. She put a fist to her mouth, as though she could squeeze the tears back.

But they came anyway. They pushed against the press of her hand and forced their way past her tightly closed eyelids. She told herself they were stupid, that he didn’t mean her, that this was all a mistake. Yet still they came. They made rivers down her face and forced her chest to hitch in this terrible, grief-stricken way.

And there was nothing she could do to stop it.

He was still saying things. Each sentence was steadily worse than the last, until finally the interviewer asked him, So when are we going to meet this lady and he replied with the worst possible thing he could have. Worse than, Oh I’m taking a camera crew to her tomorrow! Worse than, Her name is Enid Kazinski. Worse than anything she could have thought of had she lived to be a thousand.

“No, that can’t happen. She doesn’t want anything to do with this kind of thing, you know? I think this kind of thing would hurt her. I think I hurt her, just being who I am. Wanting more from her, thinking she could just accept stuff like this. Hell, I can barely accept stuff like this. I don’t know why...I don’t know why I ever thought it would be easy for her. And I’m sorry for that,” he said.

All of which was insane enough on its own. The interviewer glanced at the camera, as though to ask some unseen presence if this was okay. If this was normal, she thought, because it most certainly wasn’t. During his last interview she’d seen him use the word fun three times in one sentence. He usually had the bored look of a factory worker who does nothing but repeat the same task over and over again.

But he didn’t have it here. He wasn’t saying the right things here.

Or at least, he wasn’t saying the things authorized by his publicist.

Everyone could tell he wasn’t, and that was before he looked at the camera. He looked right at the camera, as though he’d decided to address America. Only it wasn’t America, of course it wasn’t America, he was addressing her live on television. “I’m so sorry,” he said, and just in case she was in any doubt, he said her name at the end.

He said her good name, her real name, the name she wanted to have.

“Alice,” he said.

He really did mean her. All of this was about her. How could she hold everything in when it was about her? It was like hearing someone call her name from beyond the wreckage as she stumbled around wondering if anyone out there could possibly be alive. It was like finding another survivor.

All these years, all these and she’d found another survivor. It was enough to make her stand, though she didn’t know where she was going to go. And she said things aloud, though she didn’t know who she was saying them to. She only knew it felt good to do both, to get up and answer him, despite the fact that he wasn’t there.

You didn’t hurt me. You haven’t hurt me.

Wait there, okay? I’m coming to tell you that you haven’t hurt me.

Of course she didn’t know how she was going to come and tell him that he hadn’t hurt her. But once the idea was out there, once it had hold of her, she didn’t want to let it go. She clutched it tight to her as she pulled on clothes that would look passable to outside people, and did normal things like brush her hair.

You had to brush your hair if you were going outside.

And she was going outside. She was she was she was. There could be no arguments about it. No hesitations or deliberations. She had a vehicle that she hadn’t used in two years—but it was serviced and gassed and she would drive it. And she knew where she could find him; he had left his address for her the first time he’d left.

It wasn’t far at all, from her house to his.

But by God it was far from her house to the car. That was the real problem. Somewhere in the last two years, someone had put an entire continent between her front porch and the driveway at the side of the house. More than a continent, in truth. It looked like a whole alien world when she dared to peek out the door, all mottled and jumbled and just about covered with obstacles.

Were those steps leading down from the porch? They looked like jagged teeth. She couldn’t imagine putting her feet down onto them—not even after she’d taken three deep breaths and burned his words right over the part inside her that said no. I hurt her, she thought, but it was to no avail. She could not go down those steps. They were too sharp, too apt to hurt her, too in the open. They stretched beyond the overhang of her house and right into all the air that was out here. Oh God, there was so much air.

There was so much sky. She could see it just beyond the terrible steps, hanging there like a big empty threat. Come near me and I’ll suck you right off the ground, that sky seemed to say. And she could see it too. She could see her feet leaving the ground as gravity suddenly stopped being her friend. She could see herself clinging on to the porch railing, body lifting in one long bow toward that endless nothing, arms straining uselessly to hang on.

She would never be able to hang on.

She hadn’t been able to hang on before. She’d tried, but it hadn’t worked. Her mother had still spiraled off into that hated blue, no matter how tightly she’d held her hand. She just wasn’t strong enough, that was the thing. She had never been strong enough—not just in muscle, but in will. That was why when she closed her eyes she saw her family streaming away from her like paper people.

And it was why she couldn’t do this.

She had no idea how she got to the steps. It must have been an illusion—yes, yes, it had to be an illusion. She wasn’t really doing this at all. She had not grabbed the handrail like a goddamn life preserver, and was not currently crawling down each step in the most painstaking way possible. If she accepted for even one second that she was, she wouldn’t be able to carry on doing this.

But she did.

She made it to step two and step three, just by hanging on as hard as she could. By closing her eyes and sweating and thinking of other things—like movie marathons and ridiculous meals and the words he’d sent her. Anything but how terrible this was, or how she would look should anyone chance by. They would probably think she was mad, even though she didn’t feel it. She didn’t feel as if she were doing this as a small and rather awkward child probably would.

She felt as if she were clawing her way out of a goddamn abyss. Someone had knocked her into it then counted her out. She’ll die down there, they had thought. No one could escape the pit. There were ravenous mutant zombies milling around at the bottom, and everything was all in utter darkness, and the walls were not just steep. They were mud-covered and miles long, and in order to scale them you had to jam your fists through three inches of whatever impossible metal they were made out of.

Yet somehow she was almost there. She could see the light at the top. She could feel the heat of the sun on her face, so much missed. She hadn’t realized how dark it had been down there, until she felt that pang of loss. I live thirty feet from the ocean, she thought, and yet I never go outside.

It was kind of a travesty.

But it was one that she was about to rectify. She could actually see her car from where she stood now. She could feel the scrubby grass beneath her feet. Both felt as though the world had slipped sideways, but that was fine. That was good. She could walk on a sideways world. She could walk on any world.

She just had to do it slowly—let her shaky legs unfurl one at a time, like a new fawn just learning how to move around. Then once she realized she could do it, she took another trembling step. Then another and another, one after the other in a great rush of relief and happiness. By the time she got to the car she was almost running on wings she didn’t know she had, half crying and half laughing.

She had escaped. Somehow, she had gotten out.

Starting the car seemed like nothing after that. If she crashed the thing on the way there, then so be it. If the metal broke up around her, each piece fluttering and then tearing away just like it had on the plane, she would weather it. She had weathered the very worst that could possibly happen to a person, and she had lived. She had crawled out of the abyss.

Nothing could hold her back now—not even the image that entered her head as she sped over the bridge that separated him from her. She saw something ploughing into her, saw the car turning in midair. She knew what it would be like; she could see her own hands reaching up to stop her head from touching the ceiling. The slow motion of it, the helplessness of it...all were perfectly clear to her.

But she didn’t stop.

She put her foot down instead, and headed for the edge of all the terrible things that could possibly happen. I could die, I could die, I could die, she thought, then drove on through to the other side. All the way through, and to the place that lay beyond it. The one where death held no dominion, and life wasn’t something to hide from, just in case.

There was no just in case.

There were only possibilities, endless and waiting possibilities that now stretched forever in front of her. Even if he no longer wanted her, even if this was a bad decision, even if, even if...it didn’t matter. Her face was wet and her heart was full and it didn’t matter. She could live now, without wondering what terrible thing would happen next.

She could finally live.

* * * * *

The look on his face wasn’t quite the one she’d expected. Some part of her had imagined him breaking into a smile. Another part had thought he might be angry in some weird way. No part of her had envisioned this, whatever this was. It seemed like confusion, only a type of confusion that had some terrible dark side. As if she’d died just a little while ago and he was trying to process what he was seeing. He was Jenny Hayden, unable to accept that her husband had returned. And the longer she stood there in the shadows, the less he seemed able to accept it.

His voice, when he finally spoke, was very faint.

“Am I dreaming?” he asked, but she couldn’t say no.

It felt as if she were dreaming too. She was awake and this was real, and yet it had all the hallmarks. She’d come across him by accident, on a path through the woods by his home that she couldn’t have known he was on. The moon was out and its light shone down in an almost blurry, soft-focus sort of way. And finally, she had turned out to be not dead after all. She was alive and had returned to him.

What else did this dream possibly need?

She didn’t know. She’d never had one with her eyes open before. It was hard to take it in at first, but she could feel it getting easier. She could see it was getting easier for him too. After a second he seemed to realize logic could be applied—or at least asked about.

“How did you get here?”

“I drove.”

“You drove?”

“Yeah.”

“In a car?”

“Of course in a car. But only because I don’t have a hot-air balloon.”

He didn’t laugh. She wasn’t sure why she expected him to.

Though maybe hoped he would was a better way to put it.

She had hoped he would. She had hoped he might stop looking at her like that—as though she were a terrible problem he had to work out.

“And then what?”

“And then I saw the gates, and wasn’t quite brave enough to go up to them. So instead I thought I would just explore this little wooded area—it’s been a long time since I was in one.” She paused, considering whether to continue. But he already knew, so what did it matter? He had been as weird as he was going to be about it. “In fact, I never thought I’d want to be in one again.”

“That’s why I was asking, honey. That’s why I’m asking you all of this. I’m not questioning how you came to be here...I’m wondering how you managed it. How did you...how did you get down the steps of your porch? How did you drive—you gotta be terrified of driving. I would be fucking terrified.”

“I am terrified. I was terrified.”

“But you did it anyway?”

“I did it anyway.”

“And you did it because...”

“I did it because I don’t want to be like this anymore. I did it because I want to be alive and in the world, not frightened and hiding from it. And finally I did it because I’m...I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I...I didn’t mean to make you think you’d hurt me. I really wish you didn’t think you’d hurt me. I just hurt myself, that’s all. I always—”

He didn’t even wait for her to finish. She was only halfway through her big speech on how much he meant to her and how foolish she was when he took two big steps to her and just hauled her right into an embrace. Not even an embrace, really. It was more like a huge, desperate bear hug that pushed all the air out of her.

But she gladly sacrificed it. She would have sacrificed nearly anything to feel that stroking, soothing hand on the nape of her neck, and the tight, tight way he pressed the side of his face to the top of her head. It was so full of relief and love and everything good, and once he was done with that part he led her over to a crop of stones so that she could sit. He knew she needed to sit.

Probably because he’d already heard what he was about to say, in a tone so tender it was nearly unbearable. “You don’t have to be sorry, love,” he said, as he stroked hair away from her face and took her hand in his and all the other lovely things. Oh, he always made it so easy, so easy.

Did he know how easy it was with him?

She didn’t think he did, judging by his next words.

“Please don’t think you have to be sorry. It was all my mistake. I was just shocked, I should have handled it better. I’ve handled it better a thousand times in my head—with gentle questions and respect for boundaries,” he said, while she tried desperately to come up with a way to explain. To make him understand that he already did those things. She hoped at least that it was in her eyes, even if she didn’t quite get it out in the following bunch of jumbled sentences.

“You always respect my boundaries. It’s just that my boundaries are really fraught and surrounded by tigers with lasers for eyes and there’s probably a moat filled with lava and lots of unexpected scorpions springing out of the ground.”

“Yeah, the scorpions did kind of take me by surprise.”

“You could never have prepared for scorpions.”

“It’s true, I couldn’t. But even so...I don’t know why I yelled. I feel like I yelled at you,” he said, because he was an idiot. He was such an idiot. He was almost as much of an idiot as she was, in the inventing-things-that-didn’t-happen department.

“You didn’t yell at me. I yelled at you and you just had to get louder to be heard,” she said, though she could tell he still didn’t get it. He wasn’t seeing all the love she could feel just pouring right out of her body—he kept turning away and shaking his head and rolling his eyes over what a fool he’d been.

“Stop absolving me of everything. I did some stupid stuff.”

“Name one truly stupid thing you did,” she said, but only because she was sure he wouldn’t be able to come up with one. It threw her a little, when he did.

“I shouldn’t have thought you meant go forever,” he told her, and yeah, okay, he had a small point there. He probably knew her enough to know that she’d just been scared and lashing out, rather than serious. Yet still, she couldn’t quite accept the blame he seemed to be levelling at himself.

“In your defense, it did kind of sound like I meant never darken my door again.”

“Well, what about the interview? I said live on national television that I thought I’d hurt you. You can’t say that was a good idea.”

“Even though it’s partly responsible for getting me here?”

“Especially because it’s partly responsible for getting you here. You could have careened off the edge of a cliff. Do you even remember how to drive? When was the last time you actually did it? I can’t believe you even have a car that works and had gas in it, I...Christ.” He stopped, even more frustrated than he’d seemed before. And after a second of tutting at himself he explained why. “Sorry, I’m doing the thing. I’m doing the caring thing that you fucking hate. Five minutes in and I’m doing it.”

“Don’t say that. I don’t hate you caring.”

She squeezed his hand, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. He was still wrestling with some invisible problem. She could practically see its hands around his throat, as he did everything he could to fight back. He forced out words—words that he clearly felt were clumsy—stumbling and fumbling over most of them until she could hardly stand it. It was as if he were doing this in the dark.

He was being attacked by it in the dark.

“You know what I mean. I don’t mean caring, I mean...making you into a victim who can’t even drive a fucking car,” he said, and there it was as plain as day. That look on his face like someone searching blindly for something in the pitch black. He had no idea he’d already found it.

She had to show him he’d already found it.

“Stop, stop, this is...unbearable. I don’t want you to have to struggle like this to think of the right thing to say. Can’t we just...can’t we just go back to how we were at the beginning? Can’t we just watch movies and eat garbage and do all the sex?” she asked, and for a second she was hopeful. He looked at her at least, instead of staring off at some unfathomable thing that could never be solved. And when he did, his eyes were full of that warmth—that good, familiar warmth.

He even stroked her cheek with the curl of one finger.

But when he spoke, his voice was sad and wistful.

“The weird thing is...I should want that. But I don’t. I want to know you. I want to know all of you...not just the parts that are easy and fun. You were okay with the not-easy and not-fun parts of me, when we first met. You didn’t mind reviving someone who’d tried to kill himself—because I did try. Maybe a little halfheartedly, but that was there in me. And you didn’t want that to go away. You kept asking, kept checking, kept bringing me back to life. Why shouldn’t I struggle a little to do the same for you? Why shouldn’t I want to find the right words?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know.”

She did know. She just couldn’t speak for the rising emotion in her throat and the sting behind her eyes. He wanted to know her. Even after all that mess, he still wanted to know her. He wasn’t searching for the right solution—he was asking for permission to try. He was asking to go out into the darkness, as though the darkness were something a person might want to make their way into.

And though that sounded crazy in her head, it was less so when he actually said it.

“One of the biggest lies out there is the one that says you have to be whole to be loved—that if you’re not it’s a miracle anyone would. But my love for you is not some flimsy miracle based on whether you’re okay or not. Love is something you deserve. More than anything, Enid, you deserve love. You deserve it so much I sometimes ache to give it to you.”

She didn’t know what to feel first—amazement and joy that he could say something so beautiful, or despair that her first instinct was to shake it off. It almost broke her in two to do it, but she had to. He had to know completely, if this was really going to work. He had to see just how beyond repair she was, no matter how much it hurt to say. Oh God, it hurt to say.

She almost couldn’t get the words out, around the glut of tears. Her voice was high and strained and full of pain.

“I don’t know if I do, though. I don’t know if I do deserve it. Why am I the one who deserves it? Other people would have done better than me with this life. They wouldn’t tell a movie star to go away. They wouldn’t pretend they’re happy with nothing. They’d live their lives to the fullest, I know they would. But they’re gone, and I’m here, and that just doesn’t seem fair. I want them to have more than that. I just want to give...I want to help...I want—”

He stopped her there, though not with his tone. He spoke so quietly she could hardly hear him, but hardly was enough. If anything, hardly made it more devastating—as if he didn’t need any extra emphasis. The point was clear and obvious all on its own.

“It isn’t the people who died who need something, honey,” he said, while inside her the music reached some terrible crescendo. “It’s the one who survived.”

She didn’t know what she was saying, after that. The words just tumbled out in a way they never had for her first shrink or her second shrink or the man from the airline who’d tried to counsel her right out of the millions of dollars they’d eventually handed over. She’d never been able to say it—not even to herself.

But it came out now.

It came out like someone screaming at the sky.

“I just wish I’d held on tighter to her hand.”

“Like you’re holding on to me now?”

“Yes, yes. God, yes just like this,” she said, because there was something about it that seemed the same, even though they were safe. There was always a chance after all, that everything could fall apart. That she might lose her grip again.

And she knew he could see that too.

“Can you feel the fire raging?” he asked, and when she closed her eyes she could. She could see the flames rolling along the ceiling, as though a dragon had breathed down the body of the plane.

“You know I can.”

“And you’re falling, and everything is going so fast, everything is so loud, everyone is screaming,” he said, as though he’d been there with her.

He was there with her.

“Oh God, they are.”

“And what are you doing, Enid? Tell me what you’re doing.”

“I’m holding on,” she said, and somehow it was true. His hand was in hers and she was squeezing so tightly, so tightly as the plane inside her went down. The fire roared and the metal screeched and the people fluttered away like pieces of paper into the vast blue beyond, but she hung on. She saw his face, and knew she could hang on. “I won’t let go. I swear I won’t let go,” she said.

And he told her the only thing she’d ever needed to hear.

“I know.”
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