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Chapter One

I KNOW HE has my dog. There is really no other explanation for her disappearance, when I think about it. Everyone knows that he does weird things in that house of his, with the shutters down all the time and the letters spilling out of his mailbox and the path he never rakes. Dog thievery is probably the least of his crimes.

People say he has a well in his basement, and that the body of his late wife is at the bottom of it. She tried to make him go outside one too many times and paid for it with her life. Now he gets to stay hidden all the time, while she slowly mummifies in her dank stone tomb.

None of which makes any sense, I’m sure. Nobody knows if he even had a wife. He hasn’t told anyone. How could he have? He seems incapable of coming out his front door, and if by some miraculous chance he did once, and relayed information about his marital status to people in the neighborhood, well that hardly means anything. It certainly isn’t proof that he poked out both her eyes and put her in a hole.

Yet somehow I stop on the first step that leads up to his porch. My foot hovers just above the layer of leaves that cover the peeling white paint, as unsure as the rest of me. What if he really did kill her? Heck, the fact that he might be an animal thief is enough to give me pause. Normal people don’t steal animals.

Psychopaths and maniacs steal animals.

And if I am honest, his house looks like the home of someone who does that sort of thing. I’m certain I saw it once on True Serial Killer Stories. The windows are blank black eyes, and every board that makes up the place is riddled with lines—as though they’re starting to decay under the pressure of his evil. Everything is dripping and vaguely dirty, and there are inexplicable items all over. I see a length of chain trailing away from an old rocker, rust bleeding from its heavy links into the wood.

Why is it there?

What was the other end once attached to? My mind tries to tell me a hand, but I refuse to listen. It gets harder, however, when I notice the baby doll under the window on the right. It’s one of those with the eyes that flick back and forth, and they’re just staring and staring up at nothing. Whatever clothes it came in are long gone.

Instead, I can see everything—the sad soft torso and the chubby plastic limbs, streaked with dirt and rainwater. The middle section is practically black, in fact.

But that isn’t why the doll is disturbing. The doll is disturbing simply because it is there. He has to be in his thirties, so he would never need one for himself for any reason. And he lives alone, as far as anyone knows. No one has ever heard about any kids who might play with one. Yet he has a toy doll on his porch, splayed out like a symbol of something very bad indeed. The real thing is inside, I think, and then have to grind my teeth and close my eyes for just a second.

When I open them he is there.

Just barely, but I spy him even so. How could I not? The merest hint of him at the door is a jolt to my system. I see a sliver of darkness and half a face, and my heart tries to punch through my chest. A sound like a gasp comes out of me, even though barely anything has happened. He just came to see who was there. I should have expected that the second I formulated this plan.

Yet somehow it’s still eerie and unsettling and awful, for all kinds of horrid reasons. Such as, why has he opened the door only a crack? Normal people would not open the door a crack. And even if they did, they wouldn’t then stand there with the wood splitting them down the middle. I can see only one hand and one leg and one side of his face.

But if I’m honest, one of everything is enough. The eye he’s settled on me is a laser beam, burning through my body. I feel as though I could put my finger to my forehead and find the hole he’s made. And worse: I think he knows he’s making a hole. That is his intention. He wants to scare me into running away, and in truth, I come close.

I can’t even remember why I came here in the first place. What did I hope to achieve, really? Did I hope I could somehow take back the night? Nothing will ever make me strong again in the way I was before. I’m still as timid as I was two years ago, locking my door ten times a day and imagining men have stolen my dog. Thinking people have the power to put a hole through my head when all they did was open the door.

He just opened the door, I tell myself.

But somehow it doesn’t help. My mind won’t shift gears, and now I’m stuck on the porch of a possible murderer. In a second I’ll have to speak to him, but what on earth do I say now? It was easy when I imagined it all as some empowering exercise, winning one over on a guy who decided to take something from me.

But it can’t be if he’s actually a psychopath. He’ll see through me immediately. He’s probably already seen through me. I’ll follow him inside and he will look at me in this suspicious way and I will look at him in a suspicious way and then when he turns to get me the number for the real person who has my dog, I’ll secretly unsnap the holster on my gun, as Clarice does in Silence of the Lambs.

Only unlike Clarice, I don’t actually have a fucking gun.

I have seventy-six cents and a strip of Big Red in my pockets.

How am I supposed to rescue the girl in his well with those things?

“Hello—hey—I was wondering. . .”

How am I supposed to rescue the girl in his well with those words? I sound even weaker than I had hoped I would, back when I thought he was just a weirdo. My voice is so faint the wind almost carries it away. The end of my sentence searches and searches for a question mark, but there isn’t one to be found.

It disappears under the weight of his gaze and the featureless wall of his silence. He should be asking me, I know. He should say: Can I help you? He should tell me: Get off my porch. There are so many ways he is supposed to behave here, yet he does none of them. He just waits and waits and watches until everything I wanted to say washes away.

Now we’re just staring at each other—though staring seems like too small a word.

After a while it starts to feel like falling into a deep hypnotic sleep. Everything goes silent and still, and the world around me slows to a syrupy crawl. I see dust motes drifting past my head in wavering shafts of sunlight, and hear my own breathing like an oncoming train. But most important I see him.

I see every detail of him in a way I didn’t before.

That one eye is so big I sort of think I might fall into it, if I keep looking. And though I thought at first that it was as black as the bowels of Hades, I can see now that he has opened the door a little more, that this isn’t the case at all. I think it might be blue, a deep and liquid blue.

That blue is drawing me in. I take another step up before I can get a hold of myself, and by the time I do, I’m standing on his porch. I’m so close he could almost reach out a hand and grab me, if he wanted to. But somehow I don’t think he will. If that was his intention, his gaze would be fiercer. His grip on the door would seem less tense.

And he wouldn’t have the chain on.

He has the chain on, I think, then am not quite sure why that seems so significant. The idea rings through me like a gong going off, no matter how hard I try to ignore it. My eyes keep darting to it, as I go to ask again. I have to ask again, because suddenly I feel so furious with him and his silence and his weirdness and his stupid chain.

I feel furious with every man who ever did me wrong.

“I know you have my dog,” I say, in this angry way that I swear I don’t intend. I wanted to be pleasant and calm. Instead I get close to accusatory. There is a hint of sneer in my voice somewhere, and I can see he knows it. His eyelids flicker over his eyes in this weary way, and the light in them grows even dimmer than it was before.

But I don’t let myself think about that. I don’t get a chance to think about that, because after my words have sunk in he closes the door on me. Slowly, slowly, yet somehow that seems worse than him slamming it. He wants me to really know that I’m not worth any of his time. He wants me to feel him shutting me out, in every inch of my bones. And I swear I wouldn’t care, if it were not for the realization that strikes me as I march back across the street. It comes with a flash of that dimming light in his eyes, so strange for someone supposedly so cruel. Then it grows, as I connect it to one simple concept.

People put chains on their doors when they are afraid of you.

Not when they want you to be afraid of them.

I DON’T FEEL relieved when I find Trudy scratching at the back door sometime later, filthy and hungry and obviously proud of herself for discovering a hiding space under the house. Or, at least, I don’t feel as relieved as I should. Instead I flush hot and pace the kitchen, arguing with my conscience about the need to offer him some kind of apology.

On the one hand, I accused him point-blank of something he clearly didn’t do. On the other, talking to him about it would be really fucking embarrassing. He would be fully justified in laughing at me now. Behind his eyes I would see what I should have seen before: I am a small person with small prejudices who does small things, and all of them are shaped by the one fucking event I can’t forget.

Plus he probably wouldn’t want me to go back over there. He barely opened the door last time. His knuckles were white because of the grip he had on the wood. The strain all over his face is clear to me now, even if it wasn’t at the time. At the time, I was blinded by terror that rules me forever now—to the point where I see serial killers instead of sane men. And then there is the chain, the fucking chain. Why didn’t I understand the chain?

I see it whenever I close my eyes, barring my way. At night I lie awake thinking of all the things it implies, and those thoughts always end the same way.

He isn’t the monster.

I am, I am, I am.

Yet somehow, when I look up one night and see him just standing there in the blurry darkness of my backyard, my reaction is still an uncomfortable one. That same jolt runs through me at the sight of him. I think of the last time I saw someone just standing there in my garden, and go cold all over.

I wish I had more than a nightdress on. It was only five minutes ago that I was in my sweats, which only adds to that unsettled feeling. Maybe he waits, I think. Maybe he knew when I would get ready for bed and decided to stand there looking in through my kitchen window at precisely this half-nude moment.

I bet he can see everything, after all. The moonlight is so thin out there and the brightness so total in here and he’s so close to the house—how could he not? He can probably make out my heart beating beneath my skin and bones. It’s most likely making him drool. In a second he’ll take out a knife and cut me open, to get at all those sexy innards he longs for so much.

Though I have to say, the longer I stand here watching, the less this idea seems to stick. For a start, he just doesn’t look as though he’s drooling. He looks as he did at the door—so silent and still. I could almost mistake him for a garden ornament, if garden ornaments came in his particular brand of unnerving. If they were haunted maybe and moved around when you weren’t looking.

The way he seems to.

Is he closer now?

I think he might be closer, even though I could swear he hasn’t moved at all. Maybe it’s just that I’ve moved nearer, for reasons I can’t quite explain. I’m almost at my back door, even though that fear is still deep in me. And though I know I should hate his staring eyes, all I can think about is how amazing they are—and even more so in the moonlight. I want to use words to describe them that don’t belong in this century, such as limpid and luminous.

And then I realize what he’s wearing.

At first I think he has on a pair of shorts, which would be bad enough. Only they aren’t shorts at all. They’re underwear—he’s in his underwear. His legs are completely bare all the way up to places that should be exposed only in intimate company.

And the situation up top isn’t much better. His T-shirt wouldn’t look out of place on a beach. The material is so thin and so clingy it kind of makes me want to look away. I can see too much of him, and what I see is having a strange effect on me. Usually I don’t care about things like that. Yet here, with him, I do. I can’t seem to stop noticing stuff, like the way his chest pushes against the material and how big his shoulders seem—far bigger than those eighteenth-century eyes would suggest.

They belong in a painting by some Dutch master.

Whereas his body is. . .his body should. . .

His body should not make something flutter high up inside me, like butterflies straining to escape from a jar. Just because he didn’t take my dog, and probably isn’t here to do something horrible to me, and may well have done this because I traumatized the fuck out of him when I barged over to his house and accused him of things, doesn’t mean he is a safe subject for me to enjoy looking at.

I have to be wary, so wary, because otherwise terrible stuff could happen. I might close my eyes to let my imagination run wild and find that he’s moved closer. Or maybe he’ll be gone, and I will go upstairs to rest my head, and then in the night I’ll hear a tap, tap, tap from underneath my bed.

Just like I did the last time I was kind to a strange man.

Though the longer this goes on, the more I can see that this isn’t the same as that in any way whatsoever. This guy is not wearing any shoes. His feet are completely bare. I can see the grass between his toes and the mud spattered halfway up his ankles. He must be close to frostbite, and yet he hardly seems aware of it. He hardly seems aware of anything, truth be told—not even me standing here in my see-through nightie.

He doesn’t react to the wince-inducing shriek the hinges make. His gaze doesn’t shift as I step gingerly down into the grass. There are no comments about my state, even though I must look just as strange as he does. My nightdress is nearly glowing in the moonlight. I have one hand held awkwardly behind my back to hide the Mace I’m gripping. And when I walk I do so like someone going to meet his or her doom. Each step is half-shaking and far too slow, despite what I now know for sure.

He is asleep.

But strangely, that idea only disturbs me more. My breath comes quick at the thought of it; my heart pitter-patters in my chest. What would it take to make someone do this? How asleep do you have to be to walk across a street sheened with frost and stand up to your ankles in icy mud? So asleep I can hardly believe it’s true. I raise one trembling hand up to his face and wave, still sure that it will prove to be a lie.

But it isn’t. His eyes stay wide and unseeing. He even breathes like someone asleep—so deeply, so slowly. I swear if I listened hard enough I could hear him dreaming.

Somehow, I doubt the dreaming would be good. I think of him by the door, so strange and silent. The line he had between his brows, and the line he has there now. That was pain, I think—and this is pain, too. I just wish I knew what to do about that. I’m still afraid, even though I don’t want to be. Part of me still wonders if this is a lie.

Yet I have to try.

Don’t I? Don’t I?

“Hey, hey,” I say. “Can you hear me?”

Then once that brilliant ploy fails, I have the overwhelming urge to apologize. After all, my accusation could be the reason he is doing this. Maybe it set something off in him, and suddenly he just had to sleepwalk to where I was. He had to clear his name while unconscious, and I can help him by saying sorry.

Naturally, I know this theory is insane. People don’t wake up just because of stuff like that. They wake up because you slap them or shake them—or is that what kills a sleepwalker? I try to remember exactly what you’re supposed to do in this situation, and all I can come up with is saying his name really loudly.

Only I don’t know his name. Everyone is always talking about him, but no one ever says what he is called. The only option I have is hey, you, so I guess it’s a good thing that I don’t have to go with it. I guess it’s a relief that he blinks slowly, and suddenly focuses every ounce of his attention on me.

It just doesn’t feel like a good thing. Instead, my insides sink the second our eyes lock. I squeeze the Mace so tight I squirt some down my leg. Suddenly every inch of me is tense, and not just because of how scary all of this is. I’m also waiting, waiting, waiting for him to shut the door on me again, even if there is no door here.

I can see he’s looking for one, however. His eyes dart left and right as soon as he starts to process—in that muzzy, dazed way people do when they’re just waking up. Then, when it gets clearer for him, he puts a hand to his face. He does it as if he wants me to think he’s wiping sleep away, but I think it’s something else.

I think he would use anything to hide from me.

“Where am I?” he asks, and I hear something else shifting behind the words. A slight implication that maybe I did something—that I brought him here. Somehow, I’m now the bad one. I’m the stalker; I’m the kidnapper; I’m the one who hurts him.

He might even think I have a well in my basement. It certainly sounds like he thinks so when he adds, “How did I get here?”

Now I have to explain, the way Ted had to explain.

“I just saw you outside my window. You must have. . .I don’t know. Sleepwalked?” I nearly stop short of saying more. Only his expression—half-hidden and vaguely wounded—pushes me on. “Maybe you were disturbed. By the things I said the other day.”

“I don’t have your dog.”

“I know that now.”

“I would never steal someone’s dog.”

“I think I know that, too.”

“And I’m not trying to do anything weird by being here. It just happens to me from time to time—I wake up in strange places, occasionally holding strange items. Once I found myself in a hospital talking to a doctor about a disease I don’t have. He thought I was completely conscious and lucid.”

“Are you conscious and lucid now, or am I talking to the dream you?”

It disturbs me a little that he has to think about this. I clearly see him doing it—eyes focused inward, shifting a little back and forth as he considers. But there is something not so awful about this disturbance. It isn’t the same as the kind I felt about Ted or the thought of my dog being stolen. This is for him, instead of about him.

And that makes a lot of difference—even if he answers oddly.

“Do I seem it to you?” he asks, and now it’s my turn to work something out—though doing so is a lot harder than it should be. My first instinct is to tell him yes, but there is a bunch of other stuff buried underneath it. Strange, shiftless wondering if maybe he isn’t real at all. Maybe I’m the one still sleeping.

“I could pinch you to check,” I say finally, expecting him to brush it off.

Instead he holds out his arm, the gesture so trusting I hardly know what to think. All I understand for sure is that something squeezes my insides when he does it. I see the soft, pale skin of the inside of his wrist, and a great hand just gets my heart in its fist.

I guess that might be why I ask him inside.


Chapter Two

AT FIRST HE will only stand in my doorway, hesitant to cross the threshold, as though the threshold is just a little too much. Like a vampire, I think, if vampires were actually repelled by the many busy details of someone’s home. I see those big eyes skittering over everything, as though my kitchen table just made the sign of the cross and my refrigerator has a feature that shoots holy water.

It makes me wonder what his home is like, when he seems so wary of furniture and flooring and the fern on my windowsill. Maybe he eschews stuff like this and spends his whole time sitting on bare boards with only a pallet for his bed. Or does he simply despise my color scheme? Either way, he finds all of this strange. He finds me strange.

His eyes ramble over me in almost the exact same manner.

And it only gets worse when I offer him a blanket. He glances at my hand as though no one in the world has ever done anything like it. I have to put it around his shoulders, but even that is an awkward affair. He stiffens the second I get too close, and I very nearly back out. Then when I marshal my courage and lean in again, I feel that scrutiny all over the side of my face. It roams down my arms to my elbows as I tug it tight, and finds the backs of my hands when I cross the material over his chest.

The only thing he doesn’t examine is my cleavage, just above the frothy neckline of my nightdress—which I suppose I should be grateful for.

Instead, it just makes things weirder. It makes things even more like a dream. What sort of man looks at hands and elbows and arms and avoids the best parts? I’ve had job interviews before today where the ogling was worse than this. I’m not even sure if you could call what he is doing ogling.

Does it count if it’s only your arms?

Does it count if you feel like the one doing the ogling?

“You could have frozen to death out there,” I say, but only because I feel weirdly like I have to. If I don’t he might not get why I just touched him with a blanket—or at least, that’s how things seem on the surface. Underneath I suspect there is something else. His eyes seethe with too much intelligence for it to be otherwise.

He understands. He just maybe understands differently. I suggest that he sit down, and his reaction is just to the left of weird. His face seems to open somehow, as though the gesture is much bigger than it would be to anyone else. It has this note of revelation—like I solved some difficult problem for him.

And there is a kind of wariness in him, too. He moves toward the chair in the same way that I moved toward him in the yard. On slow, careful feet that often seem to falter. It makes me hold my breath to watch him—though I don’t realize I’m doing it until he sits down and everything suddenly gusts out of me in a rush.

I wish it hadn’t, however.

He turns at the sound. He fixes those eyes on me, so direct suddenly it seems to strip a layer of my skin off. I have to turn away and focus on something else just to keep myself intact. Cosmo never told me how to cope with sudden sleepwalkers in my garden. It was all about businessmen you meet in bars.

What use is that to me now?

There is no way I can compliment him on his cravat. He has no cravat. He barely has on any clothes at all, and I definitely can’t draw attention to that. The only thing I can think to safely do is run a bowl of warm water for his freezing feet, but even that has massive drawbacks I don’t really appreciate at first.

They occur only once I’m standing next to him with the bowl in my hands, and he’s looking at me with confusion. And then I have to crouch, while that confusion gets worse. It makes me wonder how on earth anyone ever does anything kind for other people, when being kind is so fucking awkward and dangerous. All I can think is: He hates my kindness. He’s disgusted at the thought of me washing some of the mud off. If I touch him, he’ll kick me in the face—or worse. Oh God, what if it’s worse?

He might grab me. Maybe all of this was just a ploy, a plan, a trick, and just as I get into this vulnerable position at his feet he’ll get me around the throat. Only this time, I won’t survive. People don’t escape death like that twice. I was lucky with Ted, but now I won’t be because I let him in and left my Mace on the counter and—

“If you want me to go, I can.”

“No, no that wasn’t what. . .I thought. . .”

“You don’t even have to say. You can just nod and I’ll go away. I won’t be offended, or hold it against you, and even if I was and I did don’t let it be a concern. Too often women are expected to be considerate and thoughtful when really fear and doubt would be a more reasonable response.”

“I’m not fearful or doubtful.”

“Whatever you squirted down the back of your leg suggests otherwise. Is it burning you a little? Maybe burning you a lot? You don’t have to pretend it isn’t so we can have a pleasant conversation. I would have a pleasant conversation with you anyway, if I had the first clue how to have one.”

There are so many things I want to respond to in that one little speech that I don’t know where to begin. Has he really known all this time about the Mace? And if so, how in the name of God did he figure it out? He could have seen the bottle, I suppose. But knowing that a line of it is currently stinging the back of my shin is something else.

It makes me wonder if he can smell it somehow, though that insane idea is not the one that really sticks out from among those words. The one that really gets me is that thing about not knowing how to have a conversation.

Or at least, not a pleasant one.

Is that what he means? That he can talk about terrified women almost Macing him for sleepwalking into their gardens, but not about anything nice? I think it is, but just to check I look up at him. I look up expecting maybe slight mockery or something of the sort, and instead see those beautiful eyes all full of softness and warmth and this weary sort of kindness, like he knows how much it costs to carry being good in a world where almost anyone can be bad.

And that’s when it hits me:

He is absolutely and utterly beautiful.

How did I not notice how beautiful he is? I suppose I could blame the door or the shadows or his tension, but really I know this is nothing of the sort. This is Ted, squatting there like an ugly toad in the back of my head. He made it so every man now looks like nothing to me, instead of what I can now see so clearly.

The guy in front of me looks like a goddamn painting of himself. His hair is curly and tousled—actually curly and tousled—and I didn’t even notice. I wasted all my time on Trudy and terror and Mace trickling down my leg, and missed his glorious bed head. I missed the slight curl to his upper lip like a pout he would never be a part of, and the patterns his thick stubble makes all over his face. There are patches just to the right and left of his mouth, where no hair grows.

They are as smooth as the inside of his arm.

I want to pinch them, to see if he’s dreaming.

I want to pinch myself, because I know I must be. Everyone talks about him like he’s some troll underneath a bridge. Tanya from three doors down practically called him the Hunchback of Notre Dame.

Can none of them see this?

Is there a way to stop seeing it? I seem to be holding my breath again, even though I think he is noticing. My eyes feel so full of sudden desire he can probably feel it spilling out all over him, but there is nothing I can do. It just keeps happening and happening for about a hundred years, all of it so mortifying I almost miss what should be obvious.

It keeps going because he is gazing at me, too.

He looks back at me that exact same way—as though my face is just as much a revelation to him as his is to me. His eyes linger on my lower lip, as plump as his upper lip is pouty. He finds the scar like a letter C by my ear and my eyebrows. . .God, my horrendously thick eyebrows. What must he think of them?

It seems pretty clear what he thinks of them.

If his gaze had hands, I think he would be stroking me there now. As it is I can almost feel his touch, and not just because of that long, slow assessment of my features. There is also the air between us, so heavy and warm it seems to weigh on my limbs. It makes me want to lay my cheek against someplace strange—like the nearly exposed inside of his thigh.

And I suspect he has some of the same urges. I see him leaning a little, as though this ocean of heat and silence and long looks is drowning him, too. My unseen hands are dragging him down to the bottom, where I wait with a kiss.

Christ, I think he really might kiss me. This is what is happening now, all weird imagery aside. He wants to kiss me, and I want to kiss him, and nothing in the world matters but that. I even close my eyes, every inch of me trembling with a kind of anticipation I didn’t know I could feel. My heart is trying to eat me alive. My face feels so hot I almost ask him to wear a fireguard. Any second now, I think, any second and then. . .

And then. . .

“I should probably go.”

Clearly, I have misjudged this situation rather badly. I mean, of course he should probably go. We met only five minutes before, and it was under the strangest set of circumstances I’ve ever been a part of. Kissing is not the thing to do right now.

So why do I feel so jolted to hear him say it? Why do I feel so suddenly adrift? It makes me think of waking up in the middle of a dream that doesn’t quite want to let you go. For a second, reality is turned on its head. Dragons really are trying to eat your bed. And though you go about your day as though that isn’t the case—though I stand when he stands and nod when he nods and absolutely agree—it stays with you.

He did want to kiss me, I think.

He did. He did. He did.

Didn’t he?

“Bye,” I say, and he stops at the door. He turns and looks one last time, as I stand there clutching the blanket he gave back with my face still flaming and my lips unkissed. He raises a hand, but of course it isn’t the hand I notice.

I see only the yearning, as deep and real as those dragons aren’t.

MY FIRST IDEA is to just go over there and say hey, but the minute I imagine it I know it would never work. For a start, I can hardly think of what should follow the word hey. My mind comes to a grinding halt the second I get to the part where I have to say more. I see myself standing at his door, mouth gaping open as I struggle to construct the next sentence.

I see that look of disturbed confusion on his face at the sight.

No, no, no. What I need is a motive. You know, like a killer.

Fuck, I hope this pie doesn’t make me seem like a killer. I use apples just to give it that extra wholesome touch, and put little pastry leaves on the top. Then once it is baked I wrap it in a checked cloth—the way people do in programs about normal people living on farms with lots of animals and plaid and oak furniture everywhere.

It takes until I’m halfway across the street with it to realize that this only makes me look more insane. He already knows I’m not some Betty Crocker type. Coming over to his house like this only makes me seem forced and fake. I think of Tanya telling me about the single dad at number thirty-seven, and how she was going to make him a casserole then go over there in her tightest jeans.

This is it how it seems—and I hate it; I hate it. I’m not used to liking men. Somehow the sensation crushes me into a tiny cube. The pie starts to feel enormously heavy in my hands, and I know sweat circles are beginning to form under my arms.

But unfortunately for me, it’s far too late to go back.

He opens the door before I hit his garden gate. Worse than that: I think he actually opens it for me. He never comes out to get his mail—unless he does it in the middle of the night—and no one sees him shopping for groceries or going to work. Before the other day, that door might as well have been sealed shut.

And yet he does it now, at the sight of me crossing the street.

How can I turn back, after that? His expression alone is enough to make me keep going. The corners of his mouth seem to strain toward a smile; his eyes are full of that odd marveling kind of light. He seems almost feverish with it, and the first thing he says is:

“Did you come over here to see me? Is that pie for me?” In a voice that pretty much sinks me forever. He sounds so surprised—like he can hardly believe it. How am I supposed to fight back against that?

“Yeah, yeah, I just thought it might. . .” I start, but then I realize.

I don’t know what I thought the pie might do. All that time I spent coming up with a reason for being here—how clever I imagined I was for baking this thing—and still none of this makes the slightest bit of sense beyond the idea that I wanted to see him. I wanted to see the first man I’ve been attracted to in two long, barren years.

Thank God he wants to see me, too.

“You can come in,” he says, and I swear all the hairs on the back of my neck prickle and stand up. The words seem so odd coming out of his mouth. He sounds like he’s speaking a language he never properly learned, which suggests only one thing to me.

He’s probably never said that to anyone before.

It certainly makes him a little jittery, to extend the invitation to me. He almost bashes into me as I cross his threshold, and when he goes to shut the door behind me, I see his left hand squeezing and flexing down by his side. I recognize it for what it is.

My own hands want to do the same thing—and probably would if they weren’t clutching a pie. A chant has started up in my head: We are in his house, we are in his house, we are in his house, and nothing I do will quiet it.

Mainly because I am in his fucking house. This tightly closed and completely private person—these are his whitewashed walls and bare floorboards. He has a wind chime hanging from an archway to the right and stained glass in the door I can see at the end of this long, long hall, and both things make me understand why he looked the way he did when he first came into my home.

Details say something about a person. They reveal little things that he will probably never be able to tell me. Clearly, this is a man who loves things neat and clean and simple, but with just a hint of something sweeter. A touch of colored light fracturing through his plain hall; a low musical note drifting through the empty space.

Very serene, I think, and then I get this buzz of irrational excitement. What else can I learn in these tiny increments? I follow him to the archway with all kinds of possibilities rattling around in my head—though none of them prepare me for what I see in his living room. I expect small things, you see. I expect hardly anything.

And then I see all the broken stuff.

All the abandoned computers and half-working toasters, spilling their guts over oilcloths he has clearly laid out so he can lovingly put them back together. By the fireplace sits a huge old musical instrument of some type, battered and dented and missing parts but slowly coming back to life under his diligent care. There are lamps and lost toys, and then other things less understandable—things that look like mechanical birds made of old can openers and a spider he must have put together with two forks and a clock.

But all of them say the same: that he so desperately wants to fix things he fills his living room with junk and spends his days making everything okay again. I know he does, because as I stand there with my breath trapped halfway up my throat and my heart aching hollowly in my chest, he checks on one of these things. He checks on it like it’s a baby bird with a broken wing.

Gently, oh so gently, he winds a little gear at the side of it until a light flickers into being in this hesitant sort of manner. Then once it gets going his face just lights up in a way that hardly seems right for someone like him. His smile is near shocking, like seeing the sun come out in the middle of some nuclear winter. It actually makes my eyes sting, even though that seems utterly ridiculous.

It’s only a projector. It’s not a fucking metaphor.

God, I wish it wasn’t a fucking metaphor.

“I just really like to. . .you know, fix things,” he tells me after a second, with all the awkwardness of someone who just revealed a filthy habit. His eyes dart nervously over each half-built object in here, as though calculating just how much they’ll cost him in my eyes.

But he has to know the answer is they cost him nothing. How can I help him see the answer is nothing? If anything, the sight of all this makes me ache for him in a way I’ve never ached for anyone. I think of him in here, patiently working on stuff that no one in the world but him would ever care about, and a door opens up inside my chest.

The door was closed before.

It isn’t anymore.

“That’s kind of weird isn’t it,” he says—a statement not a question.

It’s a deep pleasure to answer him anyway.

“That is not the word I would use.”

“Then which one?”

I think of my legs kicking in the darkness; the smell of chloroform and the swing of the porch light I knocked with one flailing hand. Can he see all of that deep down inside me somewhere? Does he know that I am also broken? I think he does. I think he would probably fix me, if he only knew where to start.

Shame he doesn’t realize he’s already begun.

“Lovely,” I say, and my heart soars to see his mouth straining toward that smile. It makes me think that I have a tool kit of my own, and am currently putting back together various parts of him. This was the one marked everyone thinks I’m odd, and it deserves to go down the drain.

He’s perfectly normal, really.

“Maybe we should sit down,” he says after a second, and the only strange thing is that he chooses a seat so far from me.

But I like that. I like that he sits at the other end of the table, and then seems to realize what he’s done isn’t quite right. The room is so dark and people don’t sit in the dark to do whatever we’re going to, so he gets up and opens the shutters. Even better: when he returns to the table to sit down, he doesn’t choose the far seat again. He chooses the one just to my right—as though he knows his original choice was wrong, too.

Either that or he just wants to sit closer to me.

I swear our knees are almost touching. Every time I move, I can feel the air between them, like a secondary presence. And when he puts his hands on the table briefly, one of his knuckles grazes the curve of my thumb.

The resulting spark is something else. It’s real and strong enough to make him place that hand back in his lap. I come close to scratching that spot he touched, but manage to control myself. Instead I unwrap the pie, and start dividing the pieces onto the plates I brought. Lucky I did really, because I don’t want him to get up again.

He might decide to take a seat across the room the next time he returns. Maybe he thinks this whole closeness thing was a completely bad idea. I’m almost afraid to look in case that’s what his expression says, and this feeling only gets worse as time ticks on. The silence gets steadily heavier and heavier, with only the sound of my knife to punctuate it.

When he speaks it’s practically a thunderclap—and not just because of the volume.

There is also the content of his words, and the rambling way he says it.

“You realize I don’t even know your name. You’re in my house cutting me pie at a table no other person has sat at, and I don’t know what to call you.”

My mind plucks at that one concept—no other person—as it might the one thread that will almost definitely unravel the rest of a sweater. Just me, no one else, only me, only me in his inner sanctum, I think, and then end up in a tangled mess on the floor.

It’s a wonder I can answer at all.

“It’s Beth,” I tell him, but it takes an effort—so much so that I almost mispronounce my own name. Somewhere in that one syllable there is definitely an extra letter. It almost sounds like I said Beath, though he hardly seems to notice.

His busy curiosity is already working on something else.

“Is that with an a-n-y on the end or an e-l-i-z at the beginning?”

“Neither—just Beth without anything extra. My parents were weird, I guess.”

“No more than mine. They called me Noah Gideon Grant.”

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that.”

“Your lips say it’s okay, but your eyes say weird.”

“Maybe I like weird. Maybe I like it a lot.”

“I guess you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t.”

I see the way he’s holding the fork I gave him, like a spear primed for the battle of casual conversation. I watch him eat all the crumbs around the slice, ever-neatening it until that triangle is perfect enough to put in a math test.

And I love it, I love it all.

“That seems like a fair assumption.”

“Are you not going to eat your piece?”

“I’m too busy concentrating on you eating yours.”

“I could stop straightening the corners if that would help.”

“Who says I want to be helped?”

“You do—with your eyes,” he says, and I know immediately that he means something other than what we were just talking about. Suddenly, it isn’t about whether I need him not to be so odd. It’s about the other matter I need help with. My legs kick in the darkness behind my eyes, and the memory makes me flinch.

And of course he catches it.

“Sorry, I know that was. . .not the right thing to say. I have some trouble turning off my compulsive need to assess and analyze,” he says, and I’m grateful.

Now I have a way out.

“Are you psychiatrist?” I ask with as much nonchalance as I can manage. I want to seem like I’m not changing the subject, even though I definitely fucking am.

And now it’s his turn to look uncomfortable. He looks much the same as I think I did a second ago—as though he revealed something he didn’t quite mean to, or knows he now has to talk about something he’d rather avoid.

“In a roundabout sort of way. I taught subjects like that.”

“Where did you teach?”

“Are we getting into those kinds of questions already?”

He sounds restless, agitated somehow—but hey, he opened the door.

“You just raised the subject of my mental state. I think we probably passed being coy about our jobs around then.”

“I didn’t mean to. It was a mistake, and I can see that it was awkward of me. As you might have guessed, I don’t have the ability to engage in casual chitchat. Somehow, I always end up talking about something so terrible everyone just wants to throw themselves off a cliff,” he says, and I see him roll his eyes at himself. I swear, some of his expressions are so big and so open I hardly know how no one guessed what he is really like.

One look should have done the trick—and he’s giving me a lot more than one look.

“You’re much too hard on yourself. Cliff diving was the last thing on my mind.”

“But you’ve started eating your pie in pretty huge bites. And that thing you do—rubbing one thumb over your forefinger, back and forth. Obviously a nervous habit.”

“Thank you, Dr. Grant. Do you take checks?”

“I told you I couldn’t turn it off. That was actually me reducing the urge down to the smallest possible thing, too.”

“What would be the biggest possible thing?”

“Are you sure you want me to say? I won’t hold back to be polite. I have trouble with artificial concepts like that, in all honesty.”

“That doesn’t sound like such a bad thing.”

“It is when you hate the thought of hurting somebody. I tend to go three feet deep into analysis, not realizing that I’m burying someone as I go. Then I come back out and feel so terrible I don’t know how to talk to the person again.”

“Trust me, we’ll be talking again after you’re done.”

He still hesitates after I speak. Though I can see the effect the word trust has on him. His shoulders straighten and go back the moment I say it, and that almost jittery look to his eyes and his mouth fades down into almost nothing. By the time he finally talks, he sounds near normal. More than near normal.

His voice is like a hypnotist’s, dragging me down to the core of myself.

“I would say you’ve suffered some kind of trauma—one that has made you both very and justifiably wary, and resentful of that wariness. You had to carry the Mace out into the garden, yet hated yourself for doing it at the same time. The thought of hurting me most likely caused you more pain than the idea of me hurting you. And it hurts you now to think that I was affected in any way by your assumptions about me—which were probably negative. Although, unlike most people in this neighborhood, you have a good reason to doubt me. I likely remind you of the person who injured you in some way, because every time I go against that grain I can see the relief all over your face. I can see the catharsis swelling through you.”

To say that I’m speechless when he’s done would be more than an understatement. I don’t think I could make words if I had a string on my back and someone yanked on it. And though I try to hide this fact, I know he can tell. He straightens in this very odd manner—like someone suddenly becoming aware of an unwelcome presence in the room.

Only the unwelcome presence is him.

“I’ve frightened you,” he says in this slowly realizing sort of tone.

And he has, in a way. But in another way he holds my attention so tightly I don’t know if I’m ever going to escape. His ability to be both completely clever about human behavior and insanely unable to understand is giving me the shakes. When I finally speak I sound like a gushing teenager.

“I think this is mostly awe. Are you sure psychiatry is your profession, or is it more like telepathy?” I say, though I’m glad I do. He looks immediately relieved. He looks like he stands on firmer ground again, instead of the rolling ship of this crazy conversation.

“At a certain point, the disciplines I have PhDs in probably become indistinguishable from what people think of as being psychic.”

“You have more than one PhD?” I ask, even as I’m thinking of course he does. The note of incredulity in my voice is completely not necessary. Intelligence practically rolls off him in waves—but not in a bad way. In a fragile, secretive sort of way.

“Yes,” he says, and that’s it.

No other information offered.

“Do I have to press for what they’re in?”

“Yes.”

Man, he invests a lot in that one word. There is a firmness to it, a steely sort of privacy. But I can also see a flicker of humor in his eyes and on his lips—like he knows how he’s being. He gets that he’s supposed to say more. Maybe he even wants to say more.

“Am I going to have to press for everything?”

“Yes.”

“Come on.”

“Come on what?”

Now he’s really letting that amusement out. He might be a private person, but I can see he takes pleasure in doing this to me. Or is the pleasure in the fact that I want to know? I see a little jolt of surprise every time I push him for something, as though he can hardly believe I’m interested. No one else has ever been interested before, quite clearly.

Five seconds of questioning would have cleared up the whole animal-mutilator thing.

“This hardly seems fair. You see right to the heart of me in one glance, and all I get is three monosyllables and those unfathomable eyes.”

“You think my eyes are unfathomable?”

“I should probably refrain from saying what I think they are.”

In truth, I didn’t even want to say unfathomable. It just kind of slipped out, along with my dignity and my quickly growing feelings for him. Feelings that only get worse when he adds: “There’s nothing you can say that would bother me. I already know what I look like—that my eyes are too big for my face and look sort of. . .flat.”

“Did someone once tell you that?”

“People rarely want to meet my gaze.”

“I think that’s because your gaze is intense. Not because it seems flat. Plus the color is so completely beyond my ability to describe. I want to say like the evening sky at the height of summer, but that makes me sound so ridiculous.”

I wish it did make me sound ridiculous. I expect it to, yet somehow that isn’t the result. Instead, he does that odd little straightening thing again—only this time it has a hint of something else. And then I see his rising blush, and I know what it is. I can feel it myself, surging just beneath my skin. My arms are a sudden mass of raised hairs, and all of this heat just floods my face.

He likes me saying that.

He likes it a lot.

So why do I change the subject?

“You still haven’t told me what your degrees are for,” I say, and then I know why I did. I get it before he gives his grisly answer.

“Criminology and forensic psychology,” he says, and just like that the moment is gone, killed stone dead by the sudden specter of horrible things. Now we’re back in safer territory—if assessing the psyches of violent murderers can be called safe.

“Should I be worried that you totally nailed me?”

“The person who hurt you should probably be worried,” he says, and suddenly that intense intelligence is like a laser sight on the top of a high-caliber weapon. I see it trained on the shadow just over my shoulder, burning hot and brilliant, and I won’t lie.

That kind of makes me go weak at the knees for him, too.

“Do you know stuff about him, just from talking to me?”

“Yes. Is that a suggestion for me to elaborate?”

I consider, briefly. On the one hand, I would like nothing more than to forget. Most of my goals are about forgetting. I shape my life around never thinking about it, right down to the tiniest mundane detail.

And yet, and yet, and yet.

By God, I want to see Noah gun him down.

“Yeah, that was me wanting you to elaborate.”

“I would say that he was a white male, twenty-five to forty, probably had a menial and possibly reviled occupation, very little family and no friends. Any friendships he attempted to form would have quickly deteriorated, as he realized his projected desires for people he sought out as potential companions did not match the reality. He most likely had a history of mental illness—paranoid schizophrenia or episodes that bordered on this. He had delusions at the very least, largely centered on perceived romantic relationships with women who had no idea about them or him. Am I close?”

“I think you know you’re more than close.”

“He must have been close to you in some way. . .but not in a manner you were aware of. He might have been your mailman, or someone you called frequently to perform a service,” he says, and now I’m just answering him on autopilot.

I can’t do anything else. This is too spooky and awe-inspiring all at the same time.

“He was my mailman.”

“And you did something for him—some small gesture that you hadn’t done before.”

“I baked him cookies one Christmas when it was really cold out.”

“Then shortly after some of your things started to go missing.”

“I. . .yeah, yeah, that’s exactly right.”

“You would go outside and find your trash cans in the wrong place. Or possibly some of your mail didn’t get delivered or it would come but seem opened, and the front door. . .you were sure you had locked it when you came in but then. . .”

“Sometimes it wasn’t the front door.”

“An internal door—a bathroom door. This boy was brave, huh? He got bold really fast. He learned your habits and knew what you would do at any given time.”

“How do you know all this?”

My voice is shaky now, and maybe a little clogged with unshed tears. But oddly, it doesn’t feel that bad. I think about what he said, about catharsis. I think about how good it feels to just have someone understand, and not have to say.

He could be speaking with my voice, I think.

He looks as though he’s speaking with my voice. His eyes have gone vague and he seems to be far away—far away at the bottom of my feelings.

“By the way you react to my knowing things. Something about my knowledge fascinates you, but it also makes you involuntarily attempt to hide yourself. You stiffen a little every time I reveal a new detail, as though maybe you’re thinking I might have gone through your trash or watched you through binoculars.”

“I don’t believe those things.”

“I know. You just feel them. In truth, you suspect that you’re the one intruding on my space. That you are the one pushing into a place you’re not welcome in.”

It stings when he says this, but not because I really think it’s true.

It stings because of the idea that I might have to leave now.

Does he want me to leave?

“I. . .I don’t mean to. . .I can go if you—”

“No, you misunderstand. I’m not saying that assessment is correct—I’m saying that’s what you think,” he says, and suddenly that faraway sheen over his eyes is gone. He stops looking down and meets my gaze directly, and I swear it takes me apart when he does. I barely know how I manage to get a question out.

It’s not a surprise that I sound like the wind dying, when I do.

“So you don’t really feel like I’m being invasive?”

“I feel you’re the opposite of that. But I don’t mind you thinking that way because quite clearly it helps you be comfortable. If you march across the street to my house and accuse me of stealing your dog, then you’re in charge. If you’re the aggressor, then there’s nothing to worry about, is there?”

“I don’t want to be an aggressor.”

“I already said you’re not. I find you careful and kind and considerate. In truth, no one has ever done anything so sweet as you did for me the other night. You should have been scared; you weren’t. You should have forced me back across the street; you didn’t. You touched me even though it made you tremble to do it, and I won’t ever forget that. It’s the reason I opened the door and let you in even though I hated every second of it. I hate being around new people and I hate trying to have ordinary conversations and I hate knowing you are watching my every expression, but I did it anyway. I did it because you are you.”

This time when I try to respond, I fail. Everything I want to say just falls down inside me. It takes a good minute or so to even breathe properly again, because seriously I think that might be the most romantic thing that anyone has ever said in my presence. Or at least, it seems to me like something romantic. It creates romantic feelings inside me.

But then maybe I’m just like Ted after all. I see some swoon-worthy declaration in the most mundane of things. I want to believe he means it in this big, passionate way, when really he’s just being matter-of-fact.

If only he looked matter-of-fact.

If only he wasn’t breathing hard.

If only his hand wasn’t so close to mine and almost certainly getting closer. He turns his hand in this innocuous-looking way, but when he does his skin sears a stripe over the inside of my wrist. His eyes flash dark and bright at the same time, and I just have to say something. We need to talk about something.

“Do you still hate it?” I ask, even though it takes everything I’ve got to do it. What if he says yes? What if he says no? What if he goes somewhere in between?

“Part of me does.”

Oh God, oh God.

“And the other part?”

“Wants you here more than anything.”

Lord in heaven, I love the way he says anything. His breath seems to catch somewhere around the first syllable, and then that low, low voice of his just trails off into the end of the word. It turns dark and syrupy for the end of the word. I could probably dive into a bathtub filled with that last syllable, and slide around for a thousand years.

And I think he knows it. His eyes are just overflowing with heat and feeling and fuck knows what else. If I was the kind of person to believe in things like that, I’d probably call them smoldering. I might write it in my journal: he smoldered at me.

But even without silly words like that, I know something is going on. After a long, delicious moment of intense staring and lots of thinking about what his last words meant, his gaze drops to our two hands on the table. He watches, as his forefinger shifts the tiniest microfraction of a millimeter to the left and just barely oh barely brushes over mine.

Though barely is more than enough.

I could die over barely.

He could probably die over barely. He actually shivers the moment it happens, and those heavy eyelids of his drift down just a little—just enough to let me think I could touch him back. If I was daring I could do it. His skin is still against mine. All I have to do is lift my finger a little and oh, oh, oh.

The resulting sensation practically eats my nerve endings alive.

Is it any wonder I lean forward?

Wouldn’t you lean forward for this?

I bet other people would go way before I do. They would have probably moved in the moment he brushed his finger against mine, or maybe when he said that thing about wanting. I see it all the time in movies—people make declarations like that and then they just kiss as though everyone knows when that should happen.

Other people agree by telepathy.

Right now I want to agree that way, too. I want to be the person who makes the first move. In truth, if I don’t I might die of this agony. His lips are parted and our fingers are practically fucking; this must be the right thing to do. I even lean a little and he does nothing to stop me. He says nothing. He simply waits for what is going to be the most glorious kiss in the history of time—I can tell, I know it, I can feel it.

And then just as I’m almost there he murmurs the following against my parted lips:

“You should probably know that I’m not the least bit interested in sex.”


Chapter Three

I KNOW I should probably go over there and make things better. The problem is that I don’t want to on any level whatsoever. If I do, I’ll be forced to talk about the incident. He might want to dissect it in the exact way he dissected everything else that I am. He might want to say something nightmarish like I just don’t feel that way about you, and after he has I will have to dig a big hole in the garden and just fucking bury myself in it.

He’s so handsome. How did I not realize that his handsomeness would be a big problem? Did I think the laws of good-looking averages would magically be inverted simply because he’s a bit weird? Being a bit weird doesn’t change the fact that he could do a Calvin Klein ad campaign tomorrow while I would barely qualify as the assistant who has to bring him coffee.

My hair is bonkers. I have eyebrows the size of France.

Why did I try to kiss him, for God’s sake?

Now I can’t even talk to him.

How can I when he had seemed disturbed by my reaction to his rejection? I can still see him holding out his hands to me, like a man trying to quiet a startled animal. Most likely he uses the same technique to coax trauma victims out of terrible depressions. I bet one of them also tried to kiss him, and he gently talked to her about feelings she didn’t know she had for five hours while giving her closure on issues he should hardly have known, and oh Christ, I really need to stop thinking of things like that.

His kindness just weighs too heavily on me. It makes me realize what good can do to someone’s soul as easily as evil can take a piece of it away—almost as though he’s grabbing me by the throat but in reverse. He lets go of my throat. My feet touch the ground. The porch light stops swinging, and then I watch him slowly walking backward until he’s swallowed by the dark.

Or at least, that might have happened if I hadn’t fucked everything up.

I could have started believing again in human beings. Instead, I slip back into my quiet little closed-off routine as though nothing happened. It seems best, under the circumstances. I don’t want to think about the raw, red stripe of rejection or the embarrassment that followed, so I immerse myself in mundane tasks at work.

The supply cupboard doesn’t need reorganizing, but I reorganize it anyway. Resident files are looking a little battered, so I put them all in new folders. And when it gets to four in the morning, I check that everyone is sleeping one last time instead of immediately handing over to Sandy. It might be quiet here in the dim, deserted halls of the Pleasant View nursing home, but I know it’s quieter at home.

Even my car feels too full of silence. The second I’m inside, my head is full of the mortifying thing that happened, and no amount of music makes it go away. I turn the radio up to full volume, and still keep hearing him say I’m not the least bit interested. I still see him looking at me with those oil-painting eyes, hands out to gentle me.

But that may not be all my fault, considering the fact that I just passed him on Highway 75 at four in the fucking morning.

I swear to God, I almost careen off the damn road. Though who could blame me if I did? It feels as though I just progressed from mild PTSD to wild hallucinations. The whole thing is too much of a coincidence to be real, and yet as soon as I slow to a stop I can see that it is. I can see him in my rearview mirror, walking by the side of the road in what can only be described as his underwear.

Oddly enough, this is not a relief to me. I mean, true, I haven’t started seeing things that aren’t there. But seeing Noah walking down a road in the middle of the night with nothing on his feet and barely a T-shirt and shorts covering the rest of him is not a comforting sight. People race down this stretch of highway. There are bears in the woods on each side.

And my temperature gauge just hit freezing.

I have to get out of the car. It means bringing him out of a bout of sleepwalking again, and that will be followed by undoubtedly awkward conversation. But the alternative is that he more than likely dies of hypothermia, so what else can I do?

Christ, I wish there was something else I could do. He wakes up before I even get to him, and his expression is a real peach. First there is this kind of alarm, as though he’s afraid I might be here to attempt another kiss. Then as the truth of the situation slowly dawns on him, so does the extent of the awkwardness between us.

He looks as though he just smelled something really bad. For a second, he even seems to take a step back, and the gesture he makes is clearly the one people use when they want to refuse help. No, no, really I’m fine, it seems to say.

But thankfully, his words can’t quite match it.

“I guess I could use a ride,” he admits after a moment. What else can he do? The cold has already chapped his lips. One of his feet is bleeding, for God’s sake. He absolutely has to get in the car, no matter how close that puts us.

And, oh man, it is very close indeed. I can immediately feel the iciness of his left thigh. If I move my leg a quarter of an inch, our knees will probably be touching. Our shoulders almost brush when I lean forward slightly to turn off the radio, and for the first time I find myself cursing the fact that I bought this tiny car.

I should have gotten a goddamn Cadillac. I should have bought a truck with four seats in the front—but even that probably wouldn’t be enough. His smell would still fill the space, as sharp as winter air and so sweet I have to fight the urge to inhale more deeply. Plus, being farther away wouldn’t stop him from speaking.

Or prevent me from listening.

“I should probably explain about the other day,” he says, and I want to say no, stop, please—there’s no need. Mainly because I know what he might be about to tell me. I can feel it coming, like a punch waiting inside someone’s fist.

It’s the reason I speak first, before he can finish.

“I’m so sorry about it, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have tried to kiss you—how could I know that you were repulsed? You didn’t seem repulsed. But then maybe I should have realized after the kitchen and the door you closed and the thing is though I’m just really bad at things like this obviously you know I—”

“No, you’ve misunderstood—”

“The last time I did anything like this I was a teenager, and even now I still feel like that, all ridiculous and childish while other people know all the tricks like getting coffee and going on dates and asking each other to—”

“Beth, please stop now. You’ve misunderstood.”

He has to say it a third time before it sinks in. But even after it has I keep trying to explain what doesn’t need explaining. It takes me an absolute age to wind down into something like silence—though he hardly seems to mind. His patience is as lovely as the rest of him. It sings through me as sweetly as his words, when they finally come.

“Do you remember what I said? Do you remember exactly?”

“You said that you weren’t the least bit interested in sex with me.”

“That isn’t exact, Beth. You’ve added two words.”

“I’m pretty sure that—”

“I never said that I wasn’t interested in sex with you. I said I wasn’t interested in sex—at which point I believe the sentence ended,” he says, and I go to correct him again.

I go to, but then come to an abrupt stop as realization dawns.

He’s right. He’s absolutely right it did. There was no me in there at all.

“I thought I had to tell you. It seemed best to be honest before a kiss rather than letting it happen and happen and happen until finally we’re in a bedroom and I have to think of some awkward way to get around what I just absolutely cannot do.”

“Does this. . .are you asexual? Is that what you mean or. . .?”

“Asexual is not the word I would use to describe what I am.”

“So is there. . .another term?”

“I can think of a few. None of them are ones I particularly want to share with someone like you,” he says, and I swear my stomach drops three feet. Someone awful and unsympathetic like me, I think, and have to force my next question out.

“Is it okay for me to ask why?” I ask, from between gritted teeth.

Not that gritting them is actually necessary, in light of the answer he gives.

“Because more than anything, I don’t want you to go away,” he tells me, and I kind of wish I’d protected my heart instead of steeling my jaw. I should have built a barrier around it—now it seems to be all split in two. At the very least, something in my chest is aching for him. Even though it could be something terrible, I ache for him.

“I won’t go away. You can tell me.”

“Your voice is shaking.”

“My voice was shaking when we started this. It will probably continue shaking right into tomorrow. But I still want you to tell me—I can take it. Do you like. . .to do some kind of bad thing? How bad is the thing?”

He doesn’t answer for a long, long time, and when he finally does it makes no sense at all. Or at least, it makes no sense to my logic center. My heart, on the other hand. . .oh, my heart. My heart can hardly stand it.

“I wish I could explain just how lovely you are to me,” he says, and then he. . .he reaches out and just almost lets the back of his hand trail over the side of my face. His knuckles actually catch some strands of hair.

Is it any wonder I gasp? No one has ever said anything like that to me before. I was sure people said that sort of thing only in movies, and certainly never in response to the kind of question I asked. It seems like some sort of distraction from the main issue, or maybe a segue to ease me into the truth.

And then he explains and I don’t know anymore, about anything.

“You think it could be something bad, and yet you keep asking. All your thoughts are about reassuring me—which is frightening to me in a way but so beautiful in another. He should have taken your trust and snapped it in two. But I see you holding it out to me all the same, all whole and new. It makes me ache to see it. Your face is lovely enough as it is, but with that hope in your great, dark eyes I could drown forever.”

He pauses then, and seems to realize. He catches himself in the middle of this unbelievable poetry reading, and understands that he might have to dial it back. I feel him do it, even before he asks the question.

“Was that too much?” he asks.

And I answer, without hesitation.

“It will never be too much.”

“Not even if I tell you?”

“Not even then.”

“I could be a pervert.”

“A pervert wouldn’t tell me he was one.”

He smiles wanly at that—I see it because I can’t help but keep looking in his direction. The thirst for his expressions is strong now, so strong. And I understand why too, of course I do. Each one is a complete gift, as pretty as a picture and twice as telling. I know he’s going to say something awful before he’s even spoken a word out loud.

I just don’t realize how awful.

“Do you remember the story on the news a few years ago—about the college girls who were going missing and turning up battered and bloody and torn to pieces?”

My mind goes to it immediately—the one who took their fingers. He’s talking about Floyd Humphries. I can even see the girl they had on the news, with the strange stunted bangs and the lonely, desperate eyes. It’s just that once I have, a kind of horror goes through me. An odd sweat breaks out all over my body and all I can think is:

What do you mean?

Why are you bringing this up?

Maybe somewhere inside myself I hope he won’t tell me. It would probably be better for me if he didn’t. Certainly it would be better for him. He looks like every word is killing him to squeeze out—though his voice is queerly matter-of-fact when he speaks again.

“He had killed four of them when they came to me. I’d written a paper on a certain type of killer, and they seemed to find it interesting. Many people back then found my theories and insights interesting. I was very good at getting to the core of what drove people to sadistic acts, and I guess they thought I could help them catch him.”

He pauses in a way that suggests his throat has gone dry—all clicks and painful-sounding swallows. But though I’m just pulling up outside my house, he doesn’t ask if we can go in and get him a drink. He doesn’t move. He doesn’t even wait for me to ask him what all this is about or why he might be telling it to me. He just says, after a moment:

“And they were right—I was very useful. I was too useful. I described him exactly, before any of us had even seen his face. I knew what kind of car he drove and how his house probably looked inside. I guessed so much that for a brief time I was under investigation myself, though I had no idea it was happening. If I had, maybe I would have stopped. Taken a step back. God knows I wish I had.”

I don’t know which is fiercer in me:

The desire to have him stop.

Or the desire to have him continue.

Either way, when he finally speaks again, my heart is racing. Somehow I suspect the end of this story isn’t going to be “and then we caught him before he could kill again and I was completely okay with this.” Something is coming, I know. Something that makes my eyes sting before he even gets to the meat of it.

“You see, back then I was very arrogant. Maybe I still am—though I like to think some of that has been washed right out of me. I hope it has, because it had terrible consequences. I convinced them to release most of the things I told them to the papers, and that really didn’t work out well for anyone involved. He killed four more girls in retaliation.”

“But you know that’s not—” I burst out, but I don’t get to the end bit.

He cuts me off before I can tell him what my heart is clamoring for me to say.

Not your fault, not your fault, not your fault.

“Oh, I know. I know I’m not to blame. I didn’t do anything wrong and, yes, my dry facts and uncanny intuition helped catch him in the end. Maybe he would have gone on killing forever if I hadn’t been involved. Maybe he’d still be out there, murdering girls who just went out to get groceries or have a good time at some bar. Maybe a lot of things, but you have to know that maybe isn’t good enough. You know that, right?”

He turns to look at me, then. I wish he hadn’t.

His eyes are like the end of the world.

“And you should also know how I really did it. How I knew what no one else did, without even really thinking about it. People imagine that profiling is an exercise in statistics and elimination. Most serial killers are white males in their thirties, and so on and so forth. But all killers are unique, and the only way to truly catch them is to think the way they do. To imagine what drives them, to feel what they feel. I’m very good at feeling what other people feel, Beth. So good that sometimes I would wake up and think I was strangling some poor girl, in the exact way he did. The things he was responsible for became the things I am responsible for, and no matter what I do or how much therapy I get, that twisted truth is still there inside me. It makes me stop before I even contemplate putting a hand on a woman, because what if I do and my thoughts are all of violence? What if I wake up in the night and instead of only imagining my hands are around someone’s throat, I see that they are?”

“The very fact that you’re saying that is enough to tell you—”

“That I would never, I know. I would never and yet. . .the terror of it is always with me. His shadow is always over my shoulder. The wound has stopped bleeding and everyone says it looks okay, but the scar is the problem. I have a scar in me three feet deep.”

Only when he’s finally quiet do I realize I’m crying. I have no idea when I started—maybe when he said about feeling responsible? I don’t know, I don’t know, but I do know this: it gets so much worse the second he says about the scar. I have to cover my mouth before I make a sound. It doesn’t seem right he should have to hear my pain, after spilling so much of his own. It isn’t about me, I think, don’t look, don’t listen; it’s okay, it’s okay, but of course he knows. He just told me he’s the best at knowing.

How could he not?

“Why are you upset? We can still be friends.”

“That isn’t why I’m crying.”

“Then why?”

“You really don’t know? I thought you knew why people are the way they are. I thought you understood what made me like this.”

“I do and yet. . .I think I want to hear you say.”

“I’m crying because that’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard and it’s about you—this is something that happened to you, even though you’re so kind and lovely. You just tried to help and paid too high a price. That doesn’t seem right. It doesn’t seem fair.”

“It isn’t so bad really. At least, I’m now at the stage where I can actually feel again for another human being without picturing their nightmarish death.”

“That doesn’t sound a whole lot better.”

“Believe me, it is. It feels like progress at least.”

“Well, I’m glad. . .I’m glad they’re helping you.”

“Who is helping me?”

“The person—the one you can feel for now.”

He laughs, so sudden it makes my heart stop.

But then he speaks, and it starts again.

“The person is you, Beth. I’m talking about you. Unless you would like it if I wasn’t, in which case I’ll pretend that isn’t what’s going on at all. The last thing I want is for you to feel obliged to me or like you might need to do something to make me—”

“I don’t feel like that. I don’t feel obliged.”

“Do you mind if I ask how you do feel?”

“Don’t you know?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t you feel it?”

“I do. I felt it when your knee almost brushed mine and your hand definitely did. I felt it when you looked up at me with those eyes like a shadow and put your soft hands on my shoulders and my throat and every little tiny inch where you have touched. I feel it now so strongly that I want to say it will be okay. If you want to do this it will be okay—but the truth is I can’t guarantee that. My heart may be beating again, but I know I’ll probably never want any kind of sexual contact. Can you live with that?”

“I can. I want to. Yes.”

“Can you live without being with someone in a physical way?”

“It’s never mattered to me. It won’t matter to me,” I say, and I believe it, too. Why wouldn’t I? All sex has ever done is bring me pain. My whole life has been about evading sticky, groping hands greedily grasping at me through the darkness. Memories flash up in my head the second I say it—of the excitement at the idea of losing my virginity in the back of my father’s sedan, followed so swiftly by the realization of what sex actually is.

One long disappointment, punctuated by pain.

Like the taste of coffee, I think, after the anticipation built by the amazing smell of it brewing. It should taste rich and sweet and instead is so bitter, so very bitter. That’s what sex has been for me—so it takes almost nothing to say yes. How hard can it be?

Oh, Lord, I wish I’d realized just how hard something like this was going to be.


Chapter Four

AT FIRST, I don’t really think about it. He’s so endlessly fascinating, I hardly have the time. I lose entire days to his descriptions of giant mechanical spiders and how to make them, or the bookshelves he has in an otherwise empty room of his rambling house. One Saturday, I come out of a daze and find I’ve just been trailing my hand over the spines of his battered books, their titles dancing and dancing through my thoughts.

Most of them are made up of words I barely understand—to the point where I have to create new definitions that mean absolutely nothing. I sit in a shaft of weak winter sunlight, and turn neuro stimulation into something psychics do to their lovers and contraindication into a thing that happens when you fail to indicate your preference of ice cream, marveling at how he can know so much and so little at the same time.

After our third day spent together—sprawled on the floor of his attic, both of us wrapped in old furs from a box marked Grandmother, he seems to still. His eyes fog over with confusion and he turns to me and says:

“This isn’t a normal thing to have, is it? This is why people think I’m weird. Because I have old furs that used to belong to an elderly woman in my attic, and persuade girls to try them on with me.”

And of course he’s right. He’s absolutely right. Serial killers keep their grandmother’s old things in their attic. Psychopaths don’t understand that this isn’t the kind of thing you do with your possible girlfriend. But he’s also wrong in all the ways a person can be wrong. He has no clue that five minutes spent with him doing this is better to me than a million years on dates with ordinary men.

I could genuinely sit here forever and look at him pretending to be a bear in a coat three sizes too big for any normal person. Modeling this mothballed thing for him was the most fun I’ve had in years. I let it hang off one shoulder and gave him a sultry look, and felt almost no fear at all. Joy would be the word I’d use to describe my emotional state—and he must know that. He can read it on my face. I know he can.

Yet somehow he isn’t sure if this is what we’re supposed to be.

“We should probably go out,” he says. “I’m meant to take you to a decent Italian restaurant and pull out your chair for you. Then I order a nice bottle of red even though you hate wine and you inquire about my day despite knowing that I no longer go to any kind of work and just spend my days fixing broken machinery and occasionally selling it. We make awkward conversation that has nothing to do with forensic psychiatry or mothballs or any of the other things we keep accidentally talking about. And then I walk you home and say goodnight. Is that right?”

“It sounds right, and yet I find myself wanting to say no.”

“Not really interested in Italian restaurants?”

“That could be the case. Yeah, that could be it.”

“Maybe you have something against awkward conversation.”

“That’s never seemed to stop me before.”

“So what would stop you now?”

“The relief of not having to with you,” I say, and when something like bliss blooms in those somber features—that’s when I realize how much trouble I’m in. That’s the moment when it starts to matter, because more than anything I want to slide across this dusty floor and lean against one of those sturdy shoulders. I ache to touch him, even though it could well be that he doesn’t want to be touched at all.

In fact, I’m certain he doesn’t want to be touched at all. How else to explain what happens when we go for a walk with Trudy some days later? I finish work at four in the morning, and there he is actually waiting for me on his porch, like some long-lost friend come back to me. Like the sun breaking through the clouds, like a river in the desert. My heart lifts at the sight, even though I know it’s weird.

I know that I should be disturbed.

So how come I’m not? How come I just want to run to him? He stands when he sees me and raises a hand, as though he isn’t sure if he should be this person. He can’t tell if it’s okay to be waiting for me in the freezing darkness, and doesn’t want to press the issue. But I want him to press the issue.

I want to be wanted like this—I deserve to be wanted like this—without worrying about what it might mean. No jumping at shadows, no terror of too much need from someone else. Only a kind of relief that I can live like this and be okay. More than okay, in truth—when I take a step forward and beckon him over he crosses the street to me, and I swear I swoon in ways I’ve never swooned before.

He has the collar of his great coat turned up. His hands are in his pockets and his gaze is just this side of hesitant and when he gets to me he says, “Any time you want me to go away, just say and I’ll go without question.”

Is it any wonder I want to put my arms around him? Anyone would want to put arms around him. There are monks in Tibet screaming at me to do just that, but instead I simply tell him that I would never want him away from me as forcefully as I can. I make my words the hug I want to give, and just hope that he can feel it.

I think he can. Every time I say a word that lets him further in, he gets that blissful look all over his face. One side of his mouth curls up; his eyes fill with a soft light. And most important, he relaxes enough to suggest things, little things, loving things that we can do together. “I thought we could take a walk across the fields, see the sun rise, walk your dog,” he says, and I agree wordlessly.

I have to agree wordlessly. He just asked me to do something from a ridiculously romantic movie about things I’ve no experience of. I can hardly form a coherent thought, let alone a sentence. I just get Trudy and follow him to the fields behind his house—the ones that are dotted with tiny pools of rainwater that glint in the first rays from the sun. The ones that are so thick with grass and wildflowers you could paste them on a postcard.

And I’m walking through them with a man, an amazing man, a man who looks so unbelievably good bathed in breaking sunlight I could cry. I have to look away from him for a second, but it doesn’t really help when I do. Now all I can feel is the space between his bare hand and mine, so heavy with the hint of the thing we should do.

We’re supposed to lace our fingers together now. We both know we are. We stand in silence watching Trudy bound through the grass, everything so beautiful and so ripe for some kind of affectionate gesture, and that space between us crackles. I’m almost afraid to look down in case I see his fingers twitching with a need to close the gap, but worse is the idea that they won’t be.

Maybe it’s just me.

I think it’s just me. If he wanted to hold my hand, surely he would. The tension is so unbearable that he has to know it’s okay to do. I can tell he knows—and yet nothing actually happens. And naturally the longer nothing happens the more intense this feeling gets. It starts out as a tiny flicker, then gradually builds into a bright flame, before finally finishing in some kind of terrible inferno.

By the time we make our way back to the house, my entire body is ablaze. All I can think of is my hand, as though my hand has suddenly grown a vagina. Every nerve ending is right there on the surface of my skin, and they all want me to just take hold of him. I even start imagining how rough or smooth his palm would be, in a way usually reserved for my innermost and deepest sex fantasies.

But I can cope with it, I swear to God I can.

I’m absolutely sure that I am fine with all of this.

Until the movie theater, that is.

WE GO TO a ramshackle place just off Main Street, showing a movie we each were startled to learn the other loved—him startled because it was a little before my time and me startled because of the violence. He should hate the violence, I know, yet somehow he agrees when I list it in my top ten of all time. He tells me he has dreams about Clarice Starling coming to save him, and I’m so startled he would cast himself as the girl in the well that for a moment I can’t say anything.

I’m too busy imagining myself with a gun drawn, telling him that everything is going to be okay now. Just stay quiet, the other agents are on their way, I see myself saying, and by the time I come back to the conversation he’s already halfway through plans to see it at the Tennenbaum. “I haven’t been to the movies in years,” he says in this wistful sort of voice, and after that I can hardly say no.

But once we’ve sat in that sultry darkness, I sort of wish I had.

For a start, the film is much sexier than I remember it being. The conversations between Lecter and Starling take on an oddly seductive note that I’m sure wasn’t there before—though if I’m honest, it might not be there now. My radar for this sort of thing has just been fine-tuned; I’m so aware of everything even remotely erotic that I see it in a serial killer casually chatting to a rookie agent.

And then there are the seats in here. Were they so close together before? I’m absolutely certain they weren’t, when I last visited with the guy from accounting. At the very least the seats had arms, yet somehow they don’t seem to now. There is nothing between us but empty air, and that empty air is starting to crackle again before Clarice has even gotten to the disembodied head in a jar.

God knows where I will be by the time the third act hits. My whole body feels alive to his every move, even though his moves are all utterly tiny and insignificant. He scratches his elbow. He shifts a little in his seat. He checks his watch.

Oh, and he also presses his leg right into mine.

There I am waiting for another miniscule movement, and suddenly I have the entire length of his right thigh pushing into my left one. I can feel the seam of his jeans and the place where muscle gives way to bone, and absolutely none of it feels like an accident. If it was an accident, would he keep the limb there long after we’ve both acknowledged that this is going on? Would he keep staring straight at the screen as though nothing has happened?

I glance at him for some kind of confirmation, and I know he feels me doing it. Yet he won’t look in my direction. And he doesn’t move away. Quite the contrary—after one long agonizing minute of this new kind of contact, he shifts his leg up and down in a way that only makes things worse. It presses his thigh so tightly to mine I probably couldn’t get a penny between us, and when he does so something else happens.

My skirt ruffles up.

My skirt ruffles almost all the way up. Another inch and he could probably see panties, if he happened to glance down. Suddenly I can feel denim against the bare and far-too-sensitive skin of my thigh, and I have almost no idea what to do with the sensation. My body wants to process it as exciting and arousing, but my brain keeps reminding me that I’m not supposed to. He doesn’t want me to.

So why is he rubbing his leg against mine?

Because that is definitely what he seems to be doing. He has exposed an expanse of skin, and is currently stroking that skin in the most casual way possible. His leg just sort of rocks in this slow, maddening circle, until that one point of contact is pretty much all I can think about. All thoughts of being restrained and respectful of his wishes fly right out the window, and I can’t blame them.

The whole thing just feels too good. It feels good in a way nothing has ever felt good before. I thought I could cope because sex has never really meant that much to me, but somehow it means absolutely everything in this moment. It consumes my body, from the neck down. My nipples have stiffened, even though it’s hardly cold in here and he isn’t touching me anywhere rude. And as for that void between my legs. . .

It definitely isn’t a void anymore. Everything there feels heavy and swollen, as though every drop of blood inside me has rushed to that one place. My panties are suddenly tight, to the point where moving seems impossible. When I shift just a little the material nearly suffocates me, and in a way that makes me feel far too hot all over.

If the movie doesn’t end soon, I’m going to wind up doing something very bad. I can already feel the bad thing blooming inside me, like a fevered infection. Pretty soon I might try putting a hand on his knee or a hand on his thigh, or maybe I might do it higher—Oh God, what if I do it higher? I cannot under any circumstances let that happen.

I bite my fist just to stop it coming on, and when the film finally blessedly finishes, I practically run out into the lobby.

But the weird thing is—it barely seems to help at all.

The fresh air feels good against my overheated skin, true enough. And the relief of not having him so close to me is a wonderful thing. For a moment I even bask in it a little, sure that I got away with my crafty feelings of overwhelming excitement. Then I turn and see him coming through the doors, face as flushed as mine feels, perspiration gleaming on his forehead and in that little groove just above his collarbone, eyelids as heavy as if he just awoke from some heated dream. . .

And it all just floods through me again. Only this time, I don’t have the darkness to cover me. The lobby is practically lit by floodlights. My T-shirt is probably see-through under that glare, and even if it isn’t my stiff nipples will still be visible. My lips won’t close, and I’m reluctant to move in case it somehow gives away the fact that it feels kind of good when I do, and all of this gets worse when I realize that he maybe feels the same way.

He looks so dazed. He seems unable to form words.

“It was good to do that,” he finally says, but I have no idea if he means watching the movie or touching my leg. It could be that he doesn’t know, either. As he leads me out of the lobby I feel his hand just ghost against the small of my back—like he’d love to put his arm around me, but isn’t sure how. And when we walk down Main Street and over to Grover Close, I get that sensation in my hand again. That urge to close the gap between his and mine, ever crackling between us.

But nothing beats what happens once we get to my door. He walks me up to it, just as he always does when we part. However, instead of leaving me there he takes a step inside. He takes a step inside without being invited, and the thrill of that is something else, I tell you what. It almost beats the leg and the hand, even though I’m not entirely sure why.

Because it promises something bigger? I think that might be the case. This is kind of our third date, really. This is the part where people do something other than just talk and watch movies and walk in the sunlight. At the very least, our farewell needs to be a little more than the previous casual good-byes.

It’s just that I don’t know what more to give. I think about briefly rubbing his shoulder, but that doesn’t seem quite right. For a start, rubbing someone’s shoulder isn’t really a thing. It might look weird. Most likely he’ll turn his head and watch me doing it with those overanalyzing eyes, as though I’m an alien sent from Mars who doesn’t know how to interact with human beings.

So I consider something bigger—like hugging. Hugging seems much more normal and traditional in this sort of situation, and yet when I start imagining the whole thing it kind of falls apart. I would have to put my arms under his arms and around his body. My breasts might brush his chest. My nipples might brush his chest. He could very well react by freezing into a statue of himself, which seems way worse than just making curious eyes at me.

Is it any wonder that I settle on a handshake? Sticking out one trembling clenched fist is easy, by comparison. And for a second, he even responds as though he understands and thinks this is appropriate. His doesn’t laugh at my barely unfurled fingers or refuse in some other embarrassing way. His hand reaches for mine, without question.

And then stops about an inch from me.

Oh Christ, why is he stopping an inch from me? No, please no, I think, as his hand draws back toward the relative safety of his body. But that hand keeps going. I follow its progress with something like bitterness, doing my best to be okay with that and utterly failing on every level. Is that really where we have to draw the line? Not even a handshake?

I must have misread the incident in the cinema. He probably had an itch to scratch, and I was just a convenient tool. How else to explain this? Or what he tells me next?

“I’m sorry, I should have been clearer,” he says, but really he doesn’t have to. He was perfectly clear. He said no sexual contact, and a handshake apparently counts. I should respect that—I do respect that, I swear. I can respect it, no matter how much my heart sinks or my eyes sting at a rejection that isn’t a rejection at all.

I can do without. I’m sure I can do without, all the way up to the point where he says words that make my heart soar up, up toward the sun that shines right out of him.

“Kissing is perfectly okay with me,” he murmurs, and then, oh God, then he takes my face in his two good hands, roughened by all the patient and careful fixing he does and so tender I could cry, and starts to lean down to me. Slowly at first, and in these hesitant bursts that nearly make my heart explode, before finally, Lord; finally, yes, finally.

He closes that gap between us.

His lips press to mine, so soft I can barely feel them. Yet somehow, I feel them everywhere. That closemouthed bit of pressure tingles outward from that one place, all the way down to the tips of my fingers and the ends of my toes. I think my hair stands on end, and when he pulls away it doesn’t go back down again.

No part of me will ever go back down again. I feel dazed in the aftermath, cast adrift on a sensation that shouldn’t have happened. For a long moment I can only stand there in stunned silence, sort of afraid to open my eyes in case the spell is broken.

But I needn’t have worried—he doesn’t break it. His expression is just like mine when I finally dare to look, full of shivering wonder at the idea that something so small could be so powerful. We barely touched and yet everything is suddenly different. My body is alight. I think his body is alight.

How else to explain the hand he suddenly pushes into my hair? Or the way he pulls me to him? He does it like someone lost at sea, finally seeing something he can grab on to. His hand nearly makes a fist in my insane curls, and when he kisses me this time there is absolutely nothing chaste about it. Nothing cautious.

His mouth slants over mine, hot and wet and so incredibly urgent. The pressure this time is almost bruising, and after a second I could swear I feel his tongue. Just a flicker of it, sliding over mine. Barely anything really, but enough to stun me with sensation. I thought my reaction in the movie theater was intense.

Apparently there’s another level altogether—one that makes me want to clutch at him. I need to clutch at him. My bones and muscles seem to have abandoned me, and if I don’t hold on to something I’m going to end up on the floor. Grabbing him is practically necessary, even though I have no idea where to grab.

He put his hand in my hair. Does that make it all right to put mine in his? I suspect not, but have no clue where that leaves me. Is an elbow any better? What about his upper arm? His upper arm is hardly suggestive at all, yet I can’t quite bring myself to do it. If I do he might break this kiss, and I’m just not ready for that.

I probably won’t be ready for that tomorrow. His stubble is burning me just a little and the excitement is making me so shaky I could pass for a cement mixer, but I still want it to carry on. Every new thing he does is just such a revelation—like when he turns a little and just sort of catches my lower lip between his, or caresses my jaw with the side of his thumb.

I didn’t think he had it in him.

It could be that he doesn’t. When he finally comes up for air he has to kind of rest his forehead against mine for a second. His breathing comes in erratic bursts, as though he just ran up a hill that isn’t really there. Those hands in my hair are trembling, unable to let go, and his first words to me blunder out in guttural rush.

“I wasn’t expecting that to be so intense,” he says, and I get it then. He didn’t mean for things to go that way. They just got out of control. All of that passion and urgency isn’t who he is, and now he wants to go back to being the real him. He even steps back, and straightens, and breathes long and slow until that man returns.

Now he is the person he wants to be: stoic and cool. Or at least, that’s what I think until he turns to leave. He tells me good-bye and I accept it; he touches my shoulder and I process this as all I might reasonably expect in the future. And then just as he’s almost gone I happen to glance down, and see something that suggests that the idea of a real him may not be so clear-cut:

The outline of his erection, hard and heavy against the material of his jeans.


Chapter Five

I DON’T KNOW how to ask him about the erection. Every time I think up a good question it dies a death in my throat—probably because none of them are good questions at all, really. They have words in them like stiff and arousal, and neither of those seems like a great road to go down. They were barely passable when I tried to dirty talk my last boyfriend.

How can they be passable here? He’s so traumatized by whatever happened to him that he can hardly touch my hand. Somehow we make dinner side by side without so much as a brush of my elbow against his arm. He dances around me and I dance around him, and in the end I just have to accept that maybe I hallucinated that solid shape.

It certainly seems like something my imagination wants to make up. Last night I had a dream about him slowly peeling off my clothes in the exact way I saw him taking off the outer casing of a computer the other day, and I didn’t wake up feeling rested and content. I woke up slap bang in the middle of what can only be described as an orgasm.

I had an orgasm in my sleep while thinking of him piecing together a motherboard. I had a wet dream like a teenage boy, only much more awful than that because Noah doesn’t want to. I am absolutely certain that he doesn’t want to. I wish I could ask him if he ever wants to.

But the very act of asking seems like a transgression.

Instead I make do with the tiniest hints of affection, waiting patiently for another moment like the one in the hall. And it does come—even if it’s sort of by accident. He leans past me to get the salt, and I think he’s leaning in for something else, and there it is. My mouth is on his, and his mouth is on mine, and neither one of us is pulling away exactly. In fact, when I go to do just that his hand comes up and cups the back of my head.

I could live to be a thousand and never feel anything as good as that. It spins my stomach around the sun. All I can do is marvel at his ability to be so cautious and so daring at the same time, with the tiniest of moves and the littlest of things. He holds me there so he can carry on kissing, and I go wild for him.

And wilder still when I realize he’s looking at me. His eyes are open as he presses more deeply into it, as bright and assessing as they’ve ever been. Watching me watching him as we carefully maneuver our way through this. I part my lips a little more, stopping just short of the messy, open-mouthed kiss I really want to give. Then in return he licks at my upper lip in this tiny darting flick, as though to say that one step further is okay.

I might even be permitted to put a hand on his leg. At the very least, I think I’m allowed to touch his hair. Somewhere in the middle of it all he started stroking through my curls, and it feels so good and seems so full of freedom that I can hardly stop myself from doing the same. That little cowlick just above his left ear is right there. I could just reach up, and wrap it around my finger. Maybe tug on it a little, or sink my fingers a little deeper in.

Would he mind?

I don’t think he would mind. He just put his other hand on my waist—almost as though it happened by accident, but not enough to make me really believe it. He wanted that hand there. In my more delirious moments I could even believe he wanted to feel how thin this dress is, because of course the answer is very fucking thin indeed.

I didn’t think anything of it when I put it on, but by the time our eyes close and our mouths kind of start to tangle in that deliciously feverish way, I have to wonder. Maybe I was waiting for just this moment. Could be I thought of him seeing the shape of my breasts beneath the material, and instead of feeling fear at the thought, I got a blissful burst of the opposite. I wanted to entice him.

For once, it was okay to want to entice someone.

And I think he might be enticed. That hand is certainly making some interesting shapes over my side. He seems to be rubbing me there—unless that’s just my pleasure-addled imagination talking. I sort of feel as if I’m swimming through an ocean of syrup, and that full sensation has returned to my general groin area.

Only now it’s halfway down my thighs and most of the way up my body, and when his hand definitely moves toward my breast I think my insides try to squeeze out of my skin.

His kisses are really, really heated now. His tongue is practically fucking my mouth, and I can hear him making sounds. It isn’t just breathlessness or him clearing his throat. That little humming sort of thing—the one that rolls down through me in a wave—is a moan of pleasure. So is it really that strange to imagine he might touch me there? That he could maybe tug at those flimsy buttons and pull the material of my bra aside, find my stiff and aching nipple and run the pad of his thumb over the tip. . .

He’s so close, I think.

Just another inch.

Just a little more.

And then he pulls away, and oh God, I could cry. My body was so primed for it I can practically feel the heat of his hand on my breast. That tight little nipple tingles as though he pinched it, and for one mad moment I nearly pull him back. I almost let out a sound of protest, before I remember what kind of person I am.

A respectful person, who allows people their boundaries.

If he wants to stop, we stop. If he wants to stand and go to the sink and not look at me or speak to me, then that’s what happens now. I was probably wrong about his feelings, anyway. I thought he wanted to touch me or do more—quite clearly he didn’t. What I took for excitement was probably just grim determination, as he tried to grind his way through a kiss he didn’t want.

It certainly seems that way when he speaks.

“That was pretty much my limit,” he says, in a voice so hoarse it could sing the blues in a back-alley club. I see him put a hand to his mouth, and know what he’s doing even though I try not to linger on it. I glance away quick, and still see it behind my eyes.

He’s wiping my kiss off his mouth, in a way that looks like someone tending to a bloody wound. I punched him without realizing it, and now he has to find out where it’s tender with trembling, tentative fingers. He has to steady his breathing, and relax every muscle he just had to tense—and there are a lot of them.

The ones in his shoulders try to drop first. Then the sharp planes of his back settle down somewhat. By the time he speaks again he seems to have sagged, and my heart goes with him. Did I cause this? Am I so greedy, so invasive?

And if so how did that happen?

I’ve never been greedy for anyone.

I’ve never wanted to invade anything.

I will not start with him.

“Are you okay with that?” he asks, and I answer without question.

“Yes,” I tell him. “Yes, absolutely, whatever you need.”

But the trouble is—I do so before his next suggestion. I keep making promises that seem small on the face of it, but get larger and larger the longer this goes on. There are curveballs I don’t anticipate and sharp turns that almost send me off a cliff, and they all creep up on me when I least expect them.

“You maybe want to watch that documentary?” he asks—and he even does it like this is going to cool us both off. It will help with our slow progress toward total calmness. There is literally nothing sexy about watching killer whales try to eat a penguin.

So I believe him. I nod eagerly, relieved that the fever that seemed to rise between us has died down to manageable levels. I help him clear away the rest of our meal and we idly chitchat about things that have nothing to do with kissing, completely safe in the knowledge that our little crisis has been averted.

Soon we will be miles apart in those two chairs he has in his living room, surrounded by all kinds of bizarre junk that my eyes can never seem to get enough of, and no risk of kissing will ever come up again. My urge to ask him about all of this—to press him for horrible answers to painful questions—will die down.

And then he calls to me as I move toward the living room, and I see him standing at the bottom of the stairs that lead up, up, up to God knows where, and I realize.

He has no television downstairs. At least, none that I’ve ever seen. When I pictured us watching the penguins I somehow erased his fireplace and replaced it with a flat-screen. I completely forgot that those chairs faced a sooty grate and some half-burnt logs, and now I have to pay the price for my own faulty imagination.

I have to go with him upstairs, to what will no doubt be his bedroom.

It must be his bedroom—no one has a TV next to a toilet. But even if he did, what difference would that make? How would that be any better? The nearness to him would still be an issue, if we were both somehow crammed into his bathtub. It might actually make things worse, because people can reasonably watch a show about penguins from a bathtub only if they’re both naked and swathed in bubbles.

Christ, why am I thinking about being swathed in bubbles?

Now not only do I have to quite possibly lie next to him on a bed and pretend to be interested in David Attenborough, I have to do it with the mental image of him all slippery with scented oils playing behind my eyes.

Is it any wonder that I climb those steps like I’m going to my doom? The very idea is unbearable. It seems wreathed in thorns and full of booby traps, and I really don’t want to have to deal with any of them. When we finally get to his bedroom, I just stand there in the doorway, sure I should run now.

His bed is just so narrow. Surely he knows that this is the narrowest thing in the history of sizes? I’ve seen needles fatter than his supposed sleeping apparatus, and yet there he is sitting on it all casually as though this is really what we’re going to do.

Unless he expects me to sit somewhere else? I glance around hopefully, but I get no relief there. He barely has any other items of furniture in here, never mind something that could be used as a chair. If I clamber onto his clearly handmade wardrobe he’s going to think I’m very weird. For a start, I’d need a stool to get up there.

And then there’s the fact that he just patted the space next to him.

He has to know that our bodies will touch when I occupy that space, but he does it anyway. So what should I allow myself to think here? That he wants our bodies to touch in this way? Maybe he wants to keep pushing up against some raw, red edge inside himself, to see how much it stings. He might think that this time will be different—that this will be the moment when everything turns out okay and we just melt into each other’s arms.

But if he does, he makes no real sign. He simply waits for me to join him, and once I do, he turns on the documentary. We watch penguins chirp and peep with a line of fire burning between our bodies, each glancing touch a new kind of agony. Both of us intently staring at the screen so we don’t have to see all the things we might want.

Not that we really have to see.

I could be across the street and still know what was going on. You could put me in a burlap sack and stuff me in an abandoned mine three thousand miles from where he is, and I would know. My mouth desires his mouth, and my hands desire his hands, and my body desires his body—and apparently, he feels the same way about me.

How else to explain the hand he suddenly puts on my thigh? He must know that the particular spot he chooses is way too high for casual contact. And if he somehow doesn’t, then at the very least the nakedness of my thigh should raise some questions in his mind. Somehow my dress is far higher than I remember it being when I last checked, but he isn’t shying away from that.

He’s moving toward it.

He’s moving underneath it.

And he does it so casually, too—just like in the cinema, with his eyes on something else and his every movement so carefully constructed. Anyone would believe he wasn’t touching me at all. I hardly believe he’s touching me at all.

Even though his hand is an inch from my panties now. I know it is, because my body is so suddenly charged it has the ability to measure distance without tools or even a glance in that general direction. I’m holding my breath, and I hold it harder when I feel him go higher.

Is there even higher to go to?

He must be at the place I want him most now. He must be, he must be—there isn’t anywhere else for him to be. From here on in there is only my swollen sex, but somehow that distance is never closed. It keeps on being that single inch. It might as well be a mile. He will never do it completely, I think. He’s incapable of going any further than this. He said in the kitchen that a kiss was too much. The chances of him closing that gap are next to none.

So when he actually does, I think my reaction is warranted. My teeth clack together around my tongue—the pain like a beautiful and awful backdrop to the sudden glut of pleasure that bolts through me. And though I immediately want to open my legs as wide as they will go, my thighs completely disobey me. They snap together like the jaws of some frightened animal, muscles so suddenly tense I don’t think I’ll ever be able to release him.

But maybe that’s for the best.

Now he can’t get away from this. There’s no sense in him trying to pretend it never happened, or that he did it just by accident. His hand is too deep between my legs to try. His fingers are on the plump curve of my cunt, and no amount of explaining or looking away will make it different.

Not that he’s looking away, at the moment. I glance in his direction, and his eyes are all over me. They drink me in, so suddenly thirsty it turns my insides to liquid. My heart has to beat at three times the normal speed just to stop itself from sinking, and then he reaches for me, and I swear it bursts right out of my chest.

I see the blood spray halfway up the wall. I have to carry on into this with red all down my dress—or at least, that’s how it feels. He puts a hand in my hair and pulls my mouth to his, and everything is terrifying. Everything is too violent and too sudden and too full of a kind of passion I didn’t think he was capable of.

He nearly drags me down onto my back, kissing so hard and so fierce it hurts. I feel the glancing edge of his teeth, and want to tell him to stop.

But I want to tell him to go on much more. My mind is saying that this is too much, while my body shouts the opposite. Or is it the other way around? Either way I moan his name into his mouth when that hand does more than press between my legs. He rubs me there—right over my aching sex, right where I’m wet and hot and swollen—and the word just leaps out of me.

“Noah,” I say, “Noah.”

And though the sound is throttled by lips and teeth and tongue, I know he hears it.

The slow grin he gives me as he pulls away tells me as much. He looks almost feral—like he’s about to steal something from me and there’s nothing I can do about it. Why would I want to do anything about it? I suspect the thing is my breath, and that he’s about to take it by touching me in a far lewder manner.

I suspect, yet still somehow it’s a shock. He parts my legs and I catch my tongue between my teeth. Then he pulls my panties aside, and I bite down. I taste blood. In a second, he’s going to feel how wet I am. He might already know—I can feel that my slickness has spread over my outer lips and into the sparse hair down there. I can make it out on the material he moves aside.

All he has to do is move his fingertips over the very edges of my bare pussy and there it will be, swiftly followed by a look in his eyes. Oh, I know there’ll be a look. It’s the same one he uses when he turns inward, all heated and out of focus. Any second now, any second here it comes, God, here it comes; just a little touch and then—

“Beth,” he says.

And I snap awake, to the sound of my own frantic breathing.

It sounds kind of like I’ve just run up a mountain. Or maybe there’s a train in my throat that I don’t know about. I can certainly hear something chuffing along at the very least—though I have no idea why that’s my primary concern. I should be thinking about the fact that I just had a sex dream right in front of him, and he fucking knows it.

One look at his face tells me he knows it. He’s sort of leaning over me, even though I’ve no idea how or when I slid so far down on the bed. And his expression is what I want to call concerned, but can’t. It’s too close to bemusement, and bemusement says only one thing.

It says he saw me doing something weird.

“I had a dream about drowning,” I blurt out—because what else can I do? If I tell him it was something less extreme he’ll know I’m lying. But if I go with the truth he might think I meant that what we have isn’t enough.

When it is, it fucking is. God, why isn’t it at all?

I hate sex. I have always hated sex. Sex is boring and awful.

“Well, everything is okay now,” he says, and then I understand.

The problem isn’t about whether sex was boring and awful before.

It’s that I suspect it wouldn’t be boring and awful with him. He touches the side of my face when he speaks, so softly and with just the tips of his fingers. Those eyes are full of kindness, and apparently I find that much sexier than it has any right to be. People are supposed to get turned on by men hurling them around the room or wearing a business suit.

I get off when someone shows me tenderness over a drowning dream.

“You’re burning up—want me to get you some ice?” he says, and I get a little spike of excitement. A spike of excitement over an offer to put frozen water somewhere on me.

I have to say no. If I don’t he might do it, and the stuff he’s currently doing is bad enough. He just barely touches my throat with the back of his hand—just to show me how much perspiration is coating me, or maybe to stroke it off—and that spike becomes a spear. He pulls aside my cardigan, and I breathe funny.

Though really could anyone blame me?

It’s almost like taking my clothes off—or maybe a move someone would do if they wanted a better look at my right breast. His eyes even dart down briefly, as if he wants that very thing. The only hint that he doesn’t comes when he straightens my dress.

Apparently he noticed a wrinkle I made in the middle of my sex wriggles.

All of which is good in one way. It means he misses my stiff nipples, and what the flush all over my face and chest really means. But in another way, it’s really awful. It pushes me further down into this mess I seem to be creating. It makes him go get me ice even though I shake my head, and then I have to spend half an hour enduring his careful ministrations.

It’s like being teased to death. I end up biting the pillow—a thing I’ve often seen done in sexy movies but never thought was a real thing. By the time he’s done I’m a shivering mess, and seriously contemplating going to the bathroom to ease the tension. The only thing that stops me is the thought of the noise, but even then, it’s a close thing. I teeter on the brink of saying it, and just about manage to tell him I should go instead.

Not that this helps me in any way whatsoever.

“You can stay if you want,” he says, and I freeze in the middle of the turn I’m attempting. One of my feet is almost off the bed, but it falls at the final hurdle. He wants me to stay, to sleep in the same bed as him, to be with him.

How can I say no?

I don’t even want to say no. It’s been a long time since I slept with anyone.

And by a long time, I mean that has never actually happened. You know that thing where people spoon and wake up sprawled all over each other and say morning sleepily?

Yeah, I don’t know what that is. I’ve never experienced it.

And the thought of experiencing it makes me ache.

“Are you sure that’s okay?” I ask, without even turning around. I keep my face carefully away, so he can’t see all the millions of emotions warring all over it.

He’ll see desire in there, not problems. Desire and pain and loneliness and longing—and I don’t want him to. I want him to make the choice on his own.

“I think it would be more than okay,” he says.

God, I wish I hadn’t let him make the choice on his own.


Chapter Six

WE SLEEP TOGETHER almost every day, after that. Sometimes, I come home at four in the morning and follow him up the stairs to collapse in a heap on his bed. Sometimes we watch a movie, and I fall asleep against his arm. Sometimes, I wake with one of his arms over me or his face pressed between my shoulder blades, sleep making him more peaceful and careless than he ever is when conscious.

And all of it is unbearable and brilliant in equal measures.

Mainly because of him and his smell swamping me and his sheets with the tiny daisies on them and suddenly waking to find my face is in the maze of his hair. But also because I still dream, and each one is worse than the last. One of them just seems to start with him fucking me, and in another he pushes me facedown on the bed and ruts at me like an animal.

In most of them he ruts at me like an animal, to be honest. And I really don’t need Dr. Grant to tell me what that says about my subconscious.

My subconscious already knows that lust is driving it to some ridiculous lengths. I sleep right on the edge of the bed for fear that I’ll grope him accidentally in the middle of the night. When his hand sleepily brushes part of me I clench all over, just to stop myself from grabbing it and dragging it back.

And when I wake at three thirty to the sound of his desperate panting, my first thought isn’t oh my God, what’s wrong? My first thought is a kind of internal shout of excitement. He’s masturbating, my mind throws up, and suddenly my whole body is engulfed in flames. Why shouldn’t it be?

It absolutely sounds like he is. His breathing is almost exactly what mine was, that first night we slept together. In fact, his breathing is worse than mine. It keeps hitching just as it hits the outtake, and the hitching is loud. There’s a kind of punching quality to it, as though a wall has been built somewhere just past his throat.

I hardly dare look. I hardly dare not.

What if he really is? I have to see, I think, but when I do I kind of wish I hadn’t. He looks so much worse than I expect him to—though worse doesn’t seem like the right word. If it was truly worse then I probably wouldn’t thrill as much as I do at the sight. Somehow I wasn’t expecting him to be anywhere close to the masturbating image in my head.

Yet he sort of is.

For a start, he’s absolutely drenched in sweat. His curls are clinging to his forehead; his T-shirt has dark circles the size of the Pacific Ocean all over it. And even in the dark, I can see his muscles are tense. He could really be going at himself.

If his hands weren’t by his sides. I glance down and there they are, clenched into the tightest fists I’ve ever seen on a human being.

Clearly, he’s dreaming. And by the looks of things, his dreams aren’t pleasant. I would like to believe they are—that he’s just fake-drowning, like I usually am—but I can’t. It’s bad enough that I spent the past five minutes wondering feverishly if he might be jerking off. Carrying on with that when he’s obviously having a nightmare is too horrible.

Or at least, that’s what I think until I put a hand on him. I touch his shoulder and say his name, just like he did for me. And he snaps awake just like I did, and looks at me the way I probably looked at him—like someone horrified and thrilled all at the same time.

And then he does exactly what I wanted to do but couldn’t.

He reaches up, and strokes my hair over and over, eyes searching mine for something—some relief or acceptance or God knows what. And when he finds some semblance of whatever he’s looking for, he fucking kisses me.

He kisses me like he has to, before he dies of wanting it. His hands make fists in my hair. A sound comes out of him, more shocking than a blow from someone else. I take it right in the gut, all the same. It shudders through the rest of my body, just like a punch would. And it stays with me, dear God, how it stays.

I’ll still be feeling this three weeks from now. When my grandkids are grown I’ll tell them about the time I once experienced real pleasure and real pain—because it’s that, too. I know he won’t go any further than this. I know I won’t get any more.

But that only makes it more blistering when I do. He stops kissing my mouth, and kisses the side of my throat, my jaw, my cheek. All of which would be nothing, if he was a completely different person. If he was Bob instead of Noah, I would be bored by now.

Instead, a great swell goes through me at the mere idea of it. Arousal practically chokes my body to death, and when it’s done it leaves behind a buzzing mess. My heart is trying to explode out of my chest. My vagina feels three times the normal size, and I suspect it isn’t going to stop there. If he keeps going like this, it may well take over planet Earth.

At the very least, his bedroom is bound for destruction.

Yet, still he doesn’t stop. He keeps kissing and kissing and touching in this fevered way, sometimes coming so close to dangerous areas I have to hold my breath. It’s like being in a thriller, only the murderer is the hand he nearly puts on my hip and my terror is over all the things it might make me do.

Like putting a hand between my legs, for example.

Though I swear I really don’t mean to do it. At first, I hardly register what I’ve done. I keep kissing him as if nothing has happened, almost unaware of my treacherous fingers trying to press through two layers of material to the inferno below. It takes him slowly pulling away for me to finally get an inkling.

And then he looks down between us in this curious but disbelieving sort of way, one eyebrow faintly raised, and my humiliation is complete. The only action I can take to mitigate the situation is immediately apologize, hoping against hope that he’ll understand. That he’ll get how little I want to hurt him, and how much I respect his wishes.

Though judging by his next words, I have very little clue what his wishes are.

“Why are you sorry?” he asks, in a voice that just about melts me off the bed. It has this rich mix of professional curiosity and kiss-choked warmth that would seem like arousal on anyone else. In fact, I almost put it in that category after he kisses me again, all soft and slow. He does it before I can answer, as though the separation from me was too awful to stand. He needed a little more, a little taste, and even that isn’t quite enough.

He has to lick my upper lip as he pulls away, like he has no idea what that does to me.

Unless he does know. Maybe he does know.

It certainly seems like it when he finally adds, “I don’t want to take anything for myself. Doesn’t mean I’d deny you any kind of pleasure.”

After which, I have no clue what to say. I have no idea what to think. The idea of me being allowed just didn’t occur—though now I’m wondering why. Because I thought he might be offended? Or because I was afraid for my own reasons?

Both seem possible.

Neither is what I focus on—much to my regret.

“Is that what you don’t like? The idea of taking? Of forcing?” I blurt out, too eager for some sort of clarification. So eager that I hurt him without really meaning to. His eyes stutter closed before the question is done, and when he speaks his voice is too loud.

It practically barks out of him.

“Don’t say ‘force.’ God, don’t ever say ‘force.’ ”

And then I know for sure what the problem is.

“But you know I’d never believe you would though, right?

“I don’t know that. I can’t. . .process that. Everything feels like forcing to me.”

“What can I do to make you feel otherwise?

“Focus on yourself. Focus on what you want.”

“That seems awfully one-sided.”

“It has to be. . .There is no other side.”

“Then what. . .what can I do?” I ask, even though I already know. He kind of told me a second ago—but I need him to make it absolutely clear.

And then he does and it’s better and worse at the same time.

“Just do what you started to before I caught you. There are no rules when it comes to that. I feel no discomfort knowing you might be excited and want to touch yourself. So go ahead, go on—as though maybe I’m not even here. What would you do if I wasn’t here and you felt the way you clearly feel now?”

My voice is faint when I try to answer.

But not as faint as I feel inside.

“Don’t you know already? I bet you know already.”

“I do, but indulge me. I need it to come from you.”

“It’s embarrassing enough just putting my hand there,” I say, though embarrassing isn’t really the right word. I’ve never felt my clit swell at the thought of something shameful.

“Then we’ll stop. We won’t. Forget I asked.”

“No, no. . .just close your eyes, okay?”

“Of course—anything you want,” he says, and I can tell he means it. That idea is so strong in him that he couldn’t escape it if he tried. The opposite of forcing is what he really craves, and oh that gives me such freedom.

More freedom than I should be allowed, really.

“I want you to tell me what you think I like to do.”

“That isn’t fair. I’ve promised, now.”

“I know—so tell me. Tell me what you imagine.”

“I don’t imagine you. Not ever,” he says, and for just a second my stomach drops. I think of it the wrong way around. I take it like the words from any man—as a comment on my lack of allure or attractiveness.

I even start to stutter out a retraction, pulling away just slightly.

And then he drags me back with words that set the air alight.

“If I start to, I’m afraid I’ll never stop,” he says.

It’s really no wonder that my voice trembles when I reply.

“It’s okay to never stop, you know.”

“Not for me it isn’t.”

“Then just be clinical about it. Be a professor. . .analyze my sexual habits. What do you think I like to do, Doctor?” I ask, and I swear I mean it only in a joking way. I don’t expect that one ending word to have the effect it does on me—or to have the effect it does on him. I go all hot and cold, and he falls silent for about half an hour.

By the time he speaks again, I’m aching for all the things he might say.

Though I don’t expect any of the words he goes with. I don’t expect his tone of voice, like the low hum at the end of a sweet song. And I definitely don’t expect the explicitness.

“I think you like skin on skin. You’re very. . .tactile. You become excited at the slightest touch—though that may be due to the parameters of our relationship. Nothing is so arousing as the forbidden,” he says, and I try to be calm. I do.

But would anyone want to be, in this situation?

He said skin on skin. He said arousing.

And more than that: he notices.

Dear God, I think he notices.

“How do you know I’m excited?”

“The obvious signs mostly—flushing of the cheeks and throat, pupil dilation, and a slight shortness of breath. Sometimes you shake just a little, and of course—”

“Of course what? Noah, of course what?”

“I don’t want you to think I’ve been looking.”

“I won’t think that. You can say whatever you want.”

He gets this faint little frown at that, and when he speaks his voice is a little more halting than usual. I get why though. My voice would halt if I had to say the following. My heart halts in my chest, just to hear it spoken aloud in that brittle tone of his.

“Your nipples usually. . .make little tight points under your clothes. It’s very noticeable, though I promise I try not to notice at all.”

“Is there anything else you try not to notice?”

“I do my best to avoid your frequent sex dreams,” he says, and when he does one eyebrow lifts just ever so slightly, as though to underscore what he’s doing here. He struggles to say nipple, but has absolutely no problem teasing me.

His eyes stay closed, but one eyebrow kind of lifts in a way I would find amusing if I wasn’t so busy burying my face in my palm.

“Oh God, you know about that.”

“When your girlfriend asks you to fuck her pussy in her sleep, it’s sort of hard to avoid. But you made a very good attempt with that drowning comment, honestly.”

“I have no idea what to have emotions about first—that I said that without knowing it and you just kept quiet, or the fact that you just said fuck my pussy,” I tell him, even though I do know, secretly. I want to ask him about that one word bright and beautiful word:

Girlfriend. I am his girlfriend.

And apparently, that lets him be a lot bolder.

“There are lewder things I could say,” he murmurs, a single eyebrow still lifted so lightly you could almost believe he wasn’t doing it at all. Or offering what he is definitely offering. Good God, he is definitely offering.

Is it any wonder I sound so breathless when I speak?

Or that I have no problems pushing?

“Then say them. Say them to me,” I blurt out, but I don’t expect what I get.

I could never imagine what I get in my wildest dreams.

“I could tell you that I know how aroused you get when you sleep here next to me because I can smell it, and I can hear it. When you move all the slipperiness between your legs makes a kind of. . .soft slick sound. I try to pretend it’s something else, but I’ve never been very good at that.”

I feel so silly for thinking arousing was a big deal when this is what he’s actually capable of. In the night he lies awake and listens to me, and is able to think of words like slick and slippery. More than that: he can say them out loud in this matter-of-fact tone that somehow makes it even more intense than it has any right to be.

“Oh my God,” I say, when what I really want to go with is some shocked word that hasn’t been invented yet. It has twelve exclamation points and three of them are right in the middle of it, and it ends on an angry gargle.

“Too much?” he asks.

“Not enough,” I answer.

No hesitation. And no real hesitation from him, either.

“All right. . .all right. . .you like to masturbate underneath your clothes. One hand in your panties, the way you want to do it now. Am I close?”

“I think you know you are.”

“And you just stroke your clit in nice little circles—rarely fucking yourself with either your fingers or a toy. Though I imagine you sometimes fantasize about it.”

“I do, I do. God, I do, yes, yes.”

“You wonder what it would be like to orgasm around something inside you. Something hard and thick and good in a way things never really are.”

“That—yeah, yeah,” I say, but only because my brain can no longer think up more coherent sentences. His ability to guess and interpret my behavior was dazzling before, when applied to mundane things. Now it damn near makes my mouth water. My clit swells to hear it; my face burns to know he knows it.

And that’s before he adds the delightful little kicker:

“Slide your fingers down.”

Of course, I’m certain I’ve misheard.

I even ask, despite how clear he was.

“What?” I say, then wait for him to take it away.

He must—he hates to push. He hates to force.

Though does this really feel like forcing?

“Slide them down, and just let them ease in a little,” he says, and his tone is so even and detached I can’t possibly say it does. Instead, it feels kind of like a lesson, with a really wonderful tutor. And though that seems insane, he goes on like that. He goes on so much I can’t think of anything but.

Or be anything other than ridiculously aroused.

“Don’t thrust or fuck yourself or any of the things most people do in ridiculous porn,” he tells me, while I die inside of being turned on. “Instead make a hook, like you want to lift your body up with two fingers. Don’t worry about finding anything—you won’t. Just sort of rock or tug at yourself right there, nice and hard. Do you understand?”

I have no idea if I will ever understand anything again.

But I do what he asks all the same. I slip my hand underneath my panties, and ease through what feels like a torrential downpour. And when I find my very tight but oh-so-greedy pussy, I push in a little. I make the shape he asked for with my fingers, and tug just once. Just once, I think—only once isn’t enough.

I hear that slick sound he probably did and get this jolt of something too vicious to be pleasure, then just have to do it again. Harder this time, faster this time, until I know exactly what I’m pushing against and precisely where it feels best.

After which, all is lost.

“Does it feel good?” he asks, and I can hardly answer him. I try, but then he presses down on the back of my hand and I forget where my tongue is supposed to go.

“Ah, yes, yes,” I say, and am amazed I manage that. He’s pressing so I’ll do it harder, and go in deeper, and just the thought of that is beyond what I can reasonably cope with. I twist into it and twist away all at the same time, not sure if I want this much pleasure. Or want this kind of pleasure.

But he helps clarify for me.

“Use your thumb on your clit,” he says, and I know then for sure.

“No—I need to. . .I need to. . .” I start, fighting for the right words, the right sentiment to match this sensation. I don’t have to though. He already knows.

“You need to come like that,” he says, and oh, he is just the best.

All I can do is moan and nod in answer, that pressure now so hot and hard it sort of feels like my orgasm is being squeezed out of me. My legs don’t want to stay down on the bed in some polite and pretty sort of pose. They want to come up, real close to my stomach.

They want to make me look wanton and desperate, so lost in sensation I hardly care about anything but feeling more of it. Getting more of it. I practically have three fingers inside myself now—though that isn’t the thing that is really putting me over the edge.

It’s the sense that he is very close to touching more than my hand.

That maybe he even likes it, or wants it. I feel the pad of his finger sort of stir against my skin, and suspect he does it because some of my wetness is there. It must have spread up over my fingers, and now he gets to feel it. He gets to stroke it.

And all while pretending to focus just on me.

“Think you can?” he asks, voice just a touch shakier than it was before. Not so much that it really gives the game away, but enough for me to want to push. To hardly feel bad about pushing him.

“God, yes, yes just. . .say more things to me,” I pant, hoping for more suggestions or maybe directions, or best of all, oh, best of all please just order me to do whatever you want. If he ordered me I think I’d burst, yet somehow, what he gives me is so much better.

“Thank you,” he murmurs into my hair, and the words are such a shock I come close to stopping what I’m doing. I even turn my head and look right at him, sure I will see some kind of explanation there. It will be in his eyes, I think.

Only his eyes are still closed.

His eyes are closed, just like I asked. All this time, all this heat between us, and he stuck to my one request—though that isn’t even the best part. No, he saves that for last. He waits until I’m so on the edge I could stick out my tongue and taste it, and then he tells me exactly what he’s grateful for.

“Thank you for telling me to talk like this. For telling me to be detached—you have no idea how good this is for me. How good it feels to just say these words and hear you and know that you like this,” he says, and I answer in kind.

I give him everything I’ve got—including the sight of me like this.

“I do, good God, I do. Look at me, and see for yourself. See all the things you do to me just by being you,” I say, and when he does just that everything breaks open inside me.

He sets that heated gaze on me, and I do what I’ve never been able to before:

I come, without a single stroke over my clit.


Chapter Seven

HE GETS MORE daring after that. Not by much at first, but enough to make everything just that little bit more electric. His hand might brush my ass when we kiss, and he has absolutely no problem telling me to touch myself when I get to that overheated point. I even suspect he’s starting to like it. That this is a nice, safe space for him to have some kind of sexual experience. He drives me to the brink of insanity. . .

And then I just take the edge off, while he watches.

Because he does watch now. I can tell that his eyes are open for himself, as much as they are for me. The idea of someone looking at me as I do the lewdest thing possible is starting to excite me, and the more it excites me the better he seems to enjoy it. He makes comments without prompting, and sometimes his voice doesn’t seem so detached.

Or is that just my imagination? Mostly I think it must be—I’m in no fit state to judge by the time he starts talking. Sometimes, I feel like my skin is about to burn off my body. My face gets so red and so flushed I could almost call the cause embarrassment.

If it didn’t feel so good at the same time.

Everything feels good with him. Even his most innocuous offers make me shiver—like the offer to let me lean against him while I stroke my clit. “Just lie back,” he says, and I do. “Just let yourself relax,” he says, and I do that, too.

“Take your panties down,” he says.

Though he really doesn’t have to. The moment the words are out they practically melt right off me. I freeze in the middle of what I’m doing—just sort of barely stroking underneath the material, primed from a kiss that had a lot of tongue and a ton of moaning in among it—and try to think. I need to get my mind in order, because seriously. Did he just say that?

Of course, I can tell he likes to direct me a little. But usually the direction is aimed at making it better for me. It skirts the edge of whatever he might want, never quite crossing that line. Most of the time, it seems like he never wants anything at all—but this, this, this. It means he wants to see, right?

He knows I kind of like to be covered up, to hide myself just a little—even from my own eyes. But somehow he seems to be asking anyway.

So what should I think here?

Apart from, oh my God, that is the hottest thing anyone has ever said to me?

And then he goes and says it again.

“Take them down,” he says. “And open your legs a little.”

I swear, I come so close to looking at him. The urge is enormous—I would kill to see the look on his face right now. But I fear that any slight movement might break this spell, and I don’t want it to. I don’t care why he wants me to do this. No long-held streak of shame is standing in my way. How could it possibly when he asks for so little and gives so much?

When I feel so safe, lying here in his arms?

Not to mention how arousing it is to ease those little cotton things down over my thighs. Suddenly I’m seventeen again, trembling and terrified, standing on the brink of something I’m sure will be so amazing. That newfound thrill is back, and it makes my breath hitch. I fumble with the elastic and shake at the thought, and when I’m done my legs don’t really want to part.

But I part them anyway.

And I look, even though I’ve never looked before. I see how wet I am and how swollen, my clit like a taut little bead between soft, flushed folds. Nothing horrible about it, or shameful in any way—on the contrary. The sight makes me shiver, and I get this good hot bloom in my lower belly, and when he strokes the back of his hand over my cheek, I do something I would never have dared to before.

I kiss his fingers. I lick his fingers—which seems like way too much for me. As soon as I realize what I’ve done, I expect him to pull back or put a stop to things. He did the other night when the kissing got a little too much, and his hand strayed kind of close to my backside. But this time he doesn’t.

He lets me do it.

More than that, in fact.

“Bite down,” he tells me, the request so sudden and so strange that I do a double take. I even turn my head to ask—or maybe give him an incredulous look—and stop short only when he gets there before me. He reiterates in no uncertain terms, with a little added extra just to make sure I understand.

“Sink your teeth in while you stroke yourself,” he says.

How could I possibly misinterpret? He even turns his hand so I know where he means, and the moment I do it I know what he really meant. He wasn’t trying to please me.

He was trying to please himself.

He was obviously and completely trying to please himself. I can tell by the way he reacts—I bite and he kisses the side of my face in a manner completely unlike him. His mouth is all open and hot and greedy, and the hand he has on my waist definitely seems to move up a little. Some might even categorize it as groping the underside of my right breast.

Though I try not to. It seems better not to get my hopes up, considering they’re already sky-high. He’s kissing me and saying things, and my hand is between my legs. . .what more do I need? Nothing, nothing, and yet when I bite down again I get why I’m doing it.

I want to see what happens.

I want to see if that hand will move up a little farther, if his guard will drop down another level, though it shocks me to feel him actually do it. To hear him sigh against the side of my face and just ever so slightly cup my breast with that one big hand. . .

It makes me wild. Suddenly I can’t seem to stroke myself fast enough, and my hips don’t want to stay still. He doesn’t even have to tell me to fuck my pussy—I do it all on my own. I slide two fingers in as deep as they will go, and rock against that delicious pressure. I do myself the way I want him to do me.

And in my most excited moments, I come close to telling him that. I think of filthy ways to ask and words that I could never actually say to him—like use and cock and fill me. I think of him coming inside me, making me sticky and wet, and all over the barest touch I’ve ever had on my body.

I still have most of my clothes on. He doesn’t even graze my stiff nipple.

Yet somehow, I’m at this delirious point where all my boundaries suddenly don’t exist. Thinking of him making a mess of me is really the least of my wild fantasies. I imagine his tongue where my finger is, making slippery circles around my stiff clit. And when he gets a hold of my face, when he kisses me as the pleasure reaches some terrible crisis, I see myself doing the same to him.

I kiss him, and kiss him, and think about sucking his cock.

But can I really be blamed when he asks me things like, “Are you going to come?” He even looks me right in the eye as he says it, watching me in that assessing way of his, waiting for some spark of telling pleasure. The second it hits he will know, I think—and I’m right.

“That’s it, that’s it—go on, honey, take it, take it,” he says, at the exact moment I feel my orgasm start to bloom low down in my belly. Then just as it really takes hold—as every muscle in my body tenses and a thousand trapped moans and sighs press up against my gritted teeth—he does the thing that always pushes me higher.

He puts his hand over mine. He presses my slippery fingers over my clit, just as the pleasure gets kind of scary and I want to pull away. In truth, I’m desperate to pull away—any more of this and I’m going to make some really awful noises.

Never mind screaming—I need to grunt.

But he keeps it going. He carries on until I’m almost sobbing, drenched in sweat and near delirious, each thick pulse of pleasure so intense I want to tell him to stop. Instead, I find myself begging him to carry on. I babble about how good he makes me feel and how much I like this, always edging closer to words I know I shouldn’t say.

What difference will it make if I do? He knows he can have me if he wants to. He can see how much I want to—so no offer is going to tempt him. He’s incapable of being tempted, if this isn’t enough to put him over the edge. I was practically a nun before I met him and look at me now: legs spread, pussy all glistening with my excitement, body arched as though someone just fucked into me.

No, no. . .he will never, he won’t, he can’t, I think.

And then just as I’m sure—that’s when I feel it.

I feel his hard cock against the curve of my ass.

I PROMISE MYSELF I won’t try testing any theories out. Yet the second he kisses me goodnight sometime around eleven the next night I just want to go for it. He had an erection, I know he did, and if he had one that means I did something to make it happen. Or he did something to make it happen. Maybe both of us together made it happen, in which case I simply have to find the right combination and I could give him some of the same things he’s given me.

He makes me feel so sexually free. Not to mention satisfied.

And if all I have to do to help him is maybe bite him a little bit. . .well, I can do that. Of course I have no idea if the bite was the reason. The only thing that makes me think so was that urgency in his voice and the memory of his reaction. Neither is evidence of anything.

But I can’t see any harm in trying.

He kisses me, I turn my head a little and just. . .nip him a little. Just enough to get a reaction, if he’s willing to offer one. And to my great delight and overwhelming excitement, he is. He doesn’t even hesitate or shift gears slowly. His hand immediately goes to that danger area it was in the other day—right on the underside of my left breast.

Maybe even squeezing it a little, if I’m being completely honest.

Though that isn’t what excites me exactly. I don’t flush hot and fire up for the cupping of it or the sense that he kind of wants to try me out—maybe get a little taste of my plump tits so he can consider them later. No, no, it’s the heat that rolls off him. The fever he seems to descend into. I graze him with my teeth and his lips part, his lids lower, most of him goes all loose and lax.

I want to call it something silly, like horniness.

Yet somehow, it doesn’t seem silly at all to do so. A great gush of sensation goes through me the second I think of it. Horny, I think, eager, I think, like some teenage boy suddenly set free, and my pussy swells against my already damp panties. My clit jerks, as though he has a little string around it and just tugged, hard.

Really, it’s no wonder I pant his name. Or rub myself against him. Or go straight from mild kissing to wild moaning in under thirty seconds. I think somewhere in there I call him baby, which seems completely at odds with everything he is.

But it feels good to do it.

And he appears to have no objections. On the contrary—as soon as the word is out he goes up another level. He claims my mouth with his, and when even that isn’t enough he pushes me back. He pushes me back onto the bed and puts my arms above my head.

Not in a forceful way, you understand. He kind of laces his fingers with mine and shifts almost as though the whole thing is a mistake. But I feel it all the same. I know it for what it is. He wants to get as close to the moves as possible, without really doing them at all. Tiny little rolls of his hips that echo the wild hump of a good fuck. Hands together the way that every limb on our bodies probably would be, if we went for it.

And that hot, wet mouth.

God, does he know how hot and wet his mouth his? How soft those lips are, with just that background hint of his thick stubble. . .

That alone would be enough.

But then I feel it, oh, fuck, I feel it against my thigh. So thick and hard and completely unmistakable. He definitely has an erection, and, good Lord, that knowledge is so much more intense than I thought it would be. I was sure I processed it the other day, but now I know I didn’t at all. I still imagined it might be nothing.

I still thought he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, or that it was just wishful thinking.

And as soon as I have conclusive evidence I go all still. I pause midkiss, doing my best not to rub or press at that solid shape but wanting to more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my entire life. The very idea of doing it gets me groaning. I say his name and it comes out with twenty syllables, and when I pull back just a little way and see it. . .

That’s the moment I lose the rest of my control.

I mean, obviously I try to hold on to myself. I kind of look without really looking, so he won’t be made uncomfortable by my goggling eyes. And I don’t loudly exclaim, or start asking a bunch of awkward questions, or tear his pants off immediately and hump him into oblivion. But I can’t deny how intense the urge is to do all of those things.

Just the sight of it cleaves my tongue to the roof of my mouth. I think I start shaking, and I know I wish for him to be wearing anything but what he actually has on. If he was in something more modest I could probably deal with it a little better. Jeans would probably help—or at least help more.

Sweatpants are a fucking nightmare.

Why did I never realize what a nightmare they are? I suppose they usually seem so innocuous and innocent, on any other random gym-going person. Or maybe it’s just that I’ve never seen a guy hard while wearing that soft, jersey-like material? I can’t say for sure. I only know it looks. . .it looks. . .oh, it looks. . .

Like something I want to kiss, openmouthed and eager.

The curve of it is so clear, the outline of that little ridge around the head so obvious. He must be swollen there, and aching—just like I am. And if I doubt that for one second, well, there’s other evidence for me to see. In fact, my breath catches in my throat when I see it.

He’s so excited, he seems to be leaking a little. There is the slightest damp spot close to the tip, barely there, but no less arousing for it. I swear, if I wanted to kiss his cock before, then God knows what I want to do now. I think about pulling my panties down and rubbing my wet cunt all over it. Or pulling those slack things down so I can get a better look.

It’s really a miracle that I settle for the slightest touch.

Though it doesn’t feel like a miracle. It feels bad. It feels like throwing myself off a cliff. I hardly even understand how I do it—my hand seems to move independently of my body. It jerks forward and suddenly I’m making contact, and then after that everything is fucking terrifying.

An electric shock seems to go through me. The bad kind of electric shock. My teeth clack together, and more than anything I want to take it back. Pretend I didn’t do anything at all. Make out like it was an accident.

Only I can’t because he just got the electric shock, too. I swear to God I hear his teeth clack the same as mine. At the very least he jerks back, and his eyes go wide, and he seems to want to say something without really knowing what to say. Probably something like how dare you touch me, I think, even though that doesn’t quite seem to fit his expression. He looks stunned, true. And his body makes a bow, so he can get away from my hand.

But there’s something else in his eyes, too. A kind of disbelief that has nothing to do with my daring and everything to do with the way it felt. I think. . .I think it felt good. I think it sent a little sizzle up his spine, the way his words and his urging send one up mine. His breath comes quick and shaky, and though he puts a hand between us like a barrier, I can see his hips are still rocking toward that touch.

So much so that I sort of move toward him a little. Not enough to get past his force field, but enough to get words out of him. Loud words. Wrong words.

“I can’t,” he snaps, at which point I need to make it clear between us.

“Even though physically you want to?”

“It’s not about being physically wanting to. A corpse would get excited by what we’re doing. Just look at you—your eyes are enough to turn me on. Sometimes I can barely stand to hold your gaze because it feels like a hand around my cock,” he says, and I’m thankful that he pauses after that. I need a moment just to recover from the word cock and the sense of being complimented. In truth I could use an industrial fan and three ice packs—but I make do. I get through to the other side, where he’s saying things that are a little less exciting. “My problem is that after a certain point it just. . .feels unpleasant.”

“So you lose your erection?” I ask, even though I know what the answer is. I can see the answer, still so thick and heavily curved.

“No, not exactly,” he tells me. “I just want to stop. I get certain images in my head and I want to stop. I have to stop.”

“Would it be different if I bit you?

“What? What do you—”

“You seemed to like. . .I thought maybe. . .” I start, and then he gets it. A half-amused light sparks in his eyes—though when he speaks his voice is gentle.

“Beth, I didn’t get an erection because you bit me. Pain is a good distraction, sure, but it’s not what’s going to keep me in the moment. If anything. . .it’s. . .”

“Go on, please go on.”

“I like it when I know for certain that you’re enjoying yourself. Beyond a shadow of a doubt. If you so much as groan wrong, it will make me freeze up. I have to know you like it, and that I’m not hurting you or frightening you. That’s what excited me the other day—when you said that nothing had ever felt that good. That was. . .stirring.”

“So how about I—” I start, but end up cutting myself off before I can finish. His eyes close and I simply stop right there, and I’m glad I do. His words back up the sudden tension in him. They underline what I know already.

“Please don’t make suggestions. Let me just. . .”

“Okay. Okay we don’t have to. I need you to know at this point—I only want to because it seemed like maybe you did. That maybe you kind of do. But if I’m wrong. . .”

“You’re not wrong. I feel very. . .frustrated.”

“You do?” I ask, and it’s all I can do to keep the eagerness out of my voice. He says that one word and excitement almost gets the better of me. Images flash behind my eyes, and all of them are filthy in the extreme—or at least filthy for him. He could probably pose fully dressed on a chaise lounge and I would lose my mind over it.

So when I think of him in the shower, completely unclothed, covered in soapy slick water with his hand on his. . .on his. . .on that thing I can see through his sweatpants. . .yeah, that kind of finishes me off. If I was wet between my legs before, I’m a river there now. And though I feel bad about that, there isn’t much I can do about it.

Not when he just goes ahead and makes it worse.

“Yes. Of course I do. Have you any idea how amazing you look when you come? Or what it’s like to kiss you and feel that heat rising between us and see how pink your cheeks are and how hungry your eyes seem and just shut it down? I don’t want you to think it’s always easy for me. It isn’t. I tried to. . .”

“Tried to what?” I ask, in a voice that could be carried away on a stiff breeze. It’s a miracle I manage to get out words at all though, all things considered.

Did he just say when you come?

I think he did. I think he suggested that he has real and visceral sexual responses all the time, and most of them concern things that I actually do. He sees me getting excited and that excites him, and then he tries to do something.

God, I don’t want to hear what he tries to do.

Except for all the ways in which I want to hear it more than anything in the world.

“I tried to masturbate the other day,” he says, and my heart bangs against something inside me. My hands have made fists and my mouth goes all dry—though to be honest I have no idea why. I have no idea why all of these tiny things affect me so much. It’s like that horror movie thing again, only instead of everything being terrifying everything is a turn-on. It even does something to me when he adds, “Needless to say, it didn’t go well.”

“So you get to a certain point and you just have to. . .” I say, too afraid to add any specific detail to the end there but just willing him to give it anyway. Maybe he does things, you know? Maybe he does things that make him stop. Like squeezing at the base of his cock or biting the meat of his own bicep.

He might. He could. I wish I didn’t wonder if he does.

“I have to stop, yes. I don’t physically want to but. . .” he says, and though he steers clear of any kind of exact descriptions, it still has an almighty effect on me. I think of his body suddenly, like some runaway freight train with his mind trailing behind. I see him as he has really been all this time—full of barely checked desire that he tries desperately to master.

And I consider how nightmarish all of that is.

“Christ. Okay. That. . .okay,” I say, because what else can I do? I have no helpful advice for him. He has to fathom this out for himself, no matter how long it may take him. We could still be like this in a thousand years, barely making it to second base and struggling to so much as kiss. We could be, I think, as he searches my face for answers he might never find, not ever.

Unless he just grabs for them, quite suddenly.

“Do you want to touch me?” he asks, and at first I don’t get it. I have to ask, I have to put barriers and provisos in the way.

“Only if you want me to,” I tell him, thinking that I’m being good.

This is what he needs. He needs slow maneuvers toward things.

Or so I think, until he comes close to cutting me off midsentence.

“No, don’t think about me. Think about you. Only you,” he says, and I’m so startled and so unsure of what he might mean that I answer like a robot.

In my effort to be careful I go too far.

“Yes, I want to touch you,” I say, and so he has to press on.

His voice is oddly impatient, for him.

“How badly would you like to?”

“I don’t know if I should say. I don’t want you to feel obliged—”

“I don’t feel obliged. You can go ahead and tell me,” he says, and there it is again.

That hint of impatience, so unfamiliar coming out of his mouth.

“Sometimes it’s all I can think about.”

“And in these thoughts. . .what usually happens?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know. Things. Stuff.”

“I would really like you to be specific,” he says, at which point the light starts to break through the clouds. I have to want it, that’s the thing. He needs to know this is everything I need. He craves my lust, the way a man might after starving too long in a desert of oh God, I don’t want to worry about doing the wrong thing.

And, holy fuck, I want to give it.

God, if only I knew how to give it.

“I imagine you stroking yourself,” I try, but that isn’t nearly enough. He prompts me almost immediately, and suddenly I have to face the thing I want the most.

The thing I don’t even know I want the most, until it’s right there.

“And then you show me how you like it.”

“I see. So I hold your hand over my cock.”

“Yeah. Yeah. You kind of. . .stroke yourself by using me.”

“So you like that idea.”

“I do. And I like the words, too.”

“What sort of words?”

“The ones you’ve just used. When you say things like cock it makes me get all. . .you know,” I say, and get a blast of double embarrassment in the face for my troubles. The first lot because I just told him I get turned on, and the second because I said it in such a childish way. You know—like I’m twelve.

Instead of twenty-four and so fucking horny.

“I don’t know. Can you describe it to me?” he asks, and this time I do better.

How could I not, when he’s looking at me like that and I can see his cock is hard and I know his hand is soooo close to that swollen thing? How can I not when everything is suddenly this exciting? All I have to do is literally describe what’s happening to me.

Most of which he probably knows anyway, with his psychic fucking powers.

“My clit swells, and everything is suddenly real wet down there.”

“That sounds good. That sounds like you like it,” he says, and, oh, I don’t know why that thrills me so. His words are so. . .simple and innocent.

They shouldn’t make my voice waver when I answer.

“I do. I absolutely, one hundred percent do.”

“Do you imagine me doing things to you?”

“God, yeah. All the time. Constantly.”

“Tell me what they are. Tell me how badly,” he says, and it’s the badly that makes me do it. Or is it the hand he suddenly brushes over one of my bare arms? Maybe it’s both combining into one unholy mess of just fucking go for it.

Certainly feels that way, when I say:

“I lie awake at night, thinking about you licking me.”

Licking, I said licking. And when he adds, “I know where you mean, but say it anyway,” I go one worse than that. I get worse. Somehow the undercurrent of hunger in his words just pushes me up a level, and filthy stuff comes rambling out of my mouth.

“Licking my pussy. Licking my clit,” I say, and you know what?

I love it. I love it so much I almost don’t hear what he tells me next. My brain is so preoccupied with that one naughty word and how open he’s being and all the things I might say to him next that I don’t quite process it.

“Like I’m going to now?” he asks, and then three days later it hits like a lightning strike. All the gears inside me kind of slow to a halt. My mouth opens to answer, but no sound comes out. How could there be? There are barely any words suitable for this situation. The best I can think of is praise God, but if I go with that I might disturb whatever fragile fog that seems to have descended over him.

He looks like he’s teetering on the brink as it is. His jaw is tighter than my entire body, and his eyes can’t seem to stop searching mine. In the end I have to say something, because not doing so might be worse in the long run.

Though all I can really manage is a fumbled:

“I. . .are you. . .yeah. . .if you want.”

None of which is right. His jaw gets harder, if that is actually possible. And for a second, his eyes kind of flutter closed in this near-withering way. So withering, in fact, that I almost take it back—until he explains.

“No. No. It has to be if you want. I can’t—” he starts, but of course I don’t let him finish. I jump in before he even gets to the part that’s difficult for him.

“Yes I want that yes God yes please okay yes I want that,” I babble, and, oh, his responding expression is a peach. All that tension runs right out of his face. That contempt or frustration he felt a second ago—more for himself than anything else, I think—disappears altogether, and in its place is something that verges on happy.

More than that: it verges on greedy.

It might even be lustful, if I squint a little.

“Do you want me to talk while you do it?” I ask, but only because he’s fucking reaching for me. He’s reaching for me and not in the shaking-hands sort of way.

“That would be. . .preferable,” he says, only I don’t think he really means that word. I think he means fuck yes, now, right now, and that idea gets a whole lot less dubious when he puts a hand on me. Mainly because he doesn’t put it on my hip or my knee.

He puts it underneath my dress—just like in my dream. He puts it high up on my thigh, and then, just as I’m trying to choke that little move down, he moves that hand. He uses it to lift my dress. And he kisses the place where he just touched.

To say I don’t know how to react would be an understatement. Total-body paralysis seems like a better way to describe it. For a second I think I forget how to breathe, and every muscle tenses to some impossible degree. I can’t even put myself into a more attractive, normal sort of position. I just have to lie there in a kind of weird banana shape, which is a problem for more than one reason.

I mean, if I want him to do this, I’m going to have to open my legs.

But really, doing that is a different story altogether.

They feel glued together. I think I can see the muscles in them standing out, and no amount of mental effort on my part will make them relax. I can’t even use my hands to forcibly wrench them open, because my hands have made nervous fists somewhere close to my face. God knows how many weeks of waiting for him to be okay with this, and I’m going to be foiled by my own contrary limbs.

And then he kisses me again.

He kisses me all hot and wet and right over the material that covers my swollen pussy, and suddenly my contrary limbs are no longer the problem. My rampaging excitement is the problem. It charges through me the moment this thing becomes real and it makes me do all kinds of things I didn’t think possible a second ago.

I spread my legs without even thinking about it.

And I speak without thinking about that, too.

“Maybe. . .maybe I could do something for you, while you do that,” I say, fully expecting him to shoot me down. He doesn’t, however.

He kisses me again, right on that good, good spot, then says:

“If something occurs to you, I doubt that I would mind. And especially if you keep talking the way you’re talking and moaning the way you keep moaning.”

Funny, I didn’t even realize I had moaned.

I certainly didn’t get that I’ve been continuously moaning since he started doing this. He uses his tongue and I just can’t seem to stop this long keening sound from coming out of me—though if I’m honest, stopping it isn’t top of my priorities.

“Like this?” I ask, and then I just do it louder.

I do it longer. I add a guttural note on the end.

All of which creates the desired effect.

“Jesus. Yes,” he says, in a voice that is definitely not his own. It sounds like someone is strangling him as he speaks, and then just to cap it off, oh God, just to make it that little bit more blissful. . .he shifts in a way I could never in a million years mistake. He turns his body so I can reach him, and by reach him I don’t mean a friendly pat on the back.

I mean his cock. I mean his cock is right fucking there, just as solid and curving as it was before, only with one tiny electrifying little difference.

That damp spot has spread. It’s darker and bigger—most probably because he feels just as crazy as I do, which is very fucking crazy indeed. I keep thinking of the term sixty-nine and almost lose my mind, and of course all of that gets way more intense when he kisses again. When he does it with just the barest hint of tongue, dragging at that already wet material, pulling at my swollen clit beneath. . .

And when I think about what he might possibly want me to do.

Stroke him there, maybe through the material?

Or something more? Something more exposed? Something with bare flesh and my hot, wet mouth sinking down on his stiff cock?

All of those things seem like far too much—until I use words in among the moaning. He goes for me again, and it just blurts out of me. Probably because he definitely uses his tongue this time. He pulls aside the material a little, and the feel of that slippery, mobile slickness against my overheated flesh is just too much.

I have to speak. I have to tell him.

“Ahhh, Noah, that feels so good. Yes, yes, just like that yes just like that,” I say, and by God, I’m glad I do. Mainly because two things happen, once I have.

His hips jerk forward in a really unmistakable way.

And he says things back, oh, Lord, he says things back.

“Right here? Right here, huh?” he asks, only he does it like he’s suddenly a whole other person. This guy has all of this gruffness at the back of his throat, and even though it seems like he’s inquiring he isn’t really at all. He knows already. He can tell how good this feels. But just in case he does what he can to make sure.

He exposes the whole of my spread pussy, and licks long and wet right the way through all those flushed and swollen folds. No hesitation, no holding back—just his hot tongue working its way up and up and up, and holy fuck when he gets to my clit. . .

I almost want him to stop there. Just give me a chance to catch my breath or at least take in all the other stuff first. My body is already jam-packed with tingles and shivers of intense pleasure. I don’t really need any more.

It’s just that he quite clearly wants to give me more. I gasp his name and he flicks at the underside of my stiff little bud in a way that makes me wish I could be silent. If I was silent, he wouldn’t then move on to this slow, teasing circling kind of thing that just about finishes me off. I get that tightening sensation in my thighs and my clit jerks at the contact—all things that usually mean I’m probably going to come.

But that can’t possibly be right, can it? Usually, it takes me hours. I have to be in the exact right mood and in the exact right position, with the same pressure applied for about seventeen days. And if the phone rings or the TV gets suddenly loud, forget it.

Yet somehow, here we are. Him barely licking me and me all tense and trembly. All it takes is the sight of him really going for it—spurred on, I think, by filthy things I never thought I could say like fuck my cunt and do it hard and use your fingers—and I’m suddenly shivering. I’m rocking against his face and moaning more filth.

“Ohhhh God, keep doing that keep doing it just like that I’m gonna do it all over your face don’t stop don’t stop please don’t stop,” I tell him, as though some other person has briefly taken over my body, too. This girl is sexually adventurous and easy to please, and she has no problems voicing those concepts.

Probably because of how much he fucking loves it.

He just doesn’t need it to keep him in the moment. He isn’t just interested in some clinical way, in that part of his brain that wants to assess my levels of relative arousal. He loves it. I can tell he does by the way he moves and breathes and most of all:

The way he looks. He pulls back briefly as I come down from the most intense and sudden orgasm of all time, and I get a long, cool drink of his glorious expression. His cheeks are actually pink. His mouth is as wet as fuck and so open I can only think about a hundred lewd things, like stuffing a cock in there. And his eyes. . .

No one has ever made eyes like that at me. He leans his head back against my thigh for a second, as though to catch his breath. But I don’t think that’s what he’s really trying to do. I think he just wants a moment to devour my orgasm-flushed face and my still-shuddering body and that hand I seem to have placed very high up on his leg.

And though he says, “You know I’m going to have to make you talk like that some more, if you really want to do that,” I can see the truth so clearly. Yeah, he might be anxious about doing this. True, the whole thing makes him tense.

But underneath that is some almighty fucking reservoir of love, for everything and anything even remotely sexual. His body practically rolls the moment I even hint about touching him there. He gets close to biting my thigh, and I can see his fist clenching. I can see it, but I don’t think it has anything to do with nerves.

I think he just doesn’t want to put his hand where it really wants to go—in my hair, or over the nape of my neck. The very idea of encouraging me in some kind of forceful way is making him tense up, but that’s okay.

I know how to help.

“Show me,” I tell him. “Show me how you like it.”

“I hardly remember,” he says, but I know that’s a lie. The hand he puts on the side of my face tells me so, and so does the one he slides under his sweatpants. He eases them down just a little, just enough, and there it is. His thrillingly stiff and swollen cock, barely an inch from my lips. All I have to do to take it in is lean forward with my lips parted, and I almost do. I get very close.

And the only thing that stops me is his reaction.

“No, no don’t—wait,” he blurts out, his body suddenly as tense as mine was before all of this started. That hand leaves the side of my face, and for a second I’m sure that’s going to be it. His expression tells me it might be. He’s frowning and near afraid, shuddering like a struck dog. I have to say something, I think, if I want to pull him back.

But he gets there before I do. He’s the one who puts everything on track again. He lets himself wrestle with it, and then just as I think he’s going to give in he puts a hand between my legs. He sinks two fingers into my cunt, all the way up to the knuckle—and when he lets out some breathless words it becomes obvious why.

“God, you’re so wet,” he says—though maybe says is too small a word. He revels in it. He strokes and fondles and feels it. His head goes back just to know that he made me this way, and it lets him carry on. It stops him stopping me.

I get to lick his gorgeous cock—as thick as my wrist all the way around and so amazingly red at the tip—while he rolls around in the evidence of my arousal. And when that isn’t quite enough, I’m there to help. I feel him tense, and all I have to do is moan, or stop sucking just long enough to tell him to do it harder.

“Fuck my pussy, oh yeah, you do that so good,” I say, and he likes it enough to buck into my working mouth. To arch his back and pant things in return.

God, the things he gasps in return. . .

“You’re just creaming all over my hand,” he tells me, as though I can realistically take something like that. We’ve just spent the past two months barely holding hands, but sure, go ahead. Talk dirty to me. Fuck my pussy and say those things.

It only makes me suck him harder, mouth as wet and messy as I can make it. So eager to make him come before his mind catches up with whatever we might be doing that I kind of forget the paroxysms my own body is going through.

Though I remember once his thumb finds my oversensitized clit. Oh yeah, I remember then. I have to turn my head away and keen over it, body suddenly a trembling, shuddering mess, but the fact that I do doesn’t seem to matter. He just bucks into my slippery grip. He fucks my hand, spurred on by my very vocal permission.

Because that’s what this is about, isn’t it? The very best sort of permission I can offer. The truth of my wanting, in my slick cunt clenching around his fingers and my cries of unadulterated pleasure. I make sure to never say no even though I kind of want to—sometimes the sensation is so tart and sweet it reaches unbearable levels.

And yet there’s a kind of freedom in that. A freedom in not wanting to push him away or tell him that’s too much. It shoves me onward to even greater heights and a more intense sort of pleasure, thick and pulsing and oh so good.

I can almost feel what he meant by creaming. I can tell how slick I’ve gotten, and how plump. I can hear it and smell it and feel it running down between the crack of my ass, and even if I couldn’t, he’s here to tell me. “Ahhh God, you feel good,” he says, and he doesn’t mean the hand I have on his cock. Or even the tongue I work around the thick head, lapping and licking and generally making a greedy meal of the thing.

He means my cunt.

He tells me he means my cunt.

“There’s nothing so sweet as your pussy,” he says, and I just have to give him something in return. Something as lovely as all the things he gives me.

“Except maybe your cock,” I tell him. “Your cock in my mouth, and the feel of your hips moving, and the knowledge that you want this, too.”

“It feels good, doesn’t it?”

“It feels more than good.”

“I had forgotten. I’d forgotten what it’s like. . .” he says, between long firm strokes that send me just as wild as his mouth did.

“To what?”

“To get lost in—oh Jesus,” he gasps, and I almost laugh. It sounds like he’s gotten lost in our Lord and Savior. Only the sight of his head going back and the feel of his hips bucking keep me on the right track. The one where I work his cock harder and faster in my slippery grip, because I know he likes it.

“Yeah, that’s it,” I tell him, and he likes that even more.

“Oh, fuck, fuck,” he spits out, that thick shaft swelling against my palm in a way I could never mistake. Not even when it’s him. Not even when he fights it. “I can’t. I can’t. I can’t,” he says, but I’m going to make sure he does.

“What if I tell you that I love you stroking me and fucking me and licking me?” I ask, partly because I want him to go over, but also because I do, oh, Lord, I do. His thumb is on my clit now, even though my clit is way too sensitive to take anything like that. And those fingers he has inside me—they’re curled, as though he wants to beckon me closer.

It feels like drowning in pleasure.

But not as deeply as he is going down.

“No, no, ohhhh God.”

“Or that I love sucking your cock. I love it, I love it.”

“No, I’m too—I won’t—” he chokes out, his body now so tense I can see veins standing out at his temples. His neck is a thick column. His free hand digs into the bed. It’s agony to watch him go through this and even more so when it occurs to me:

It isn’t just that he fears what desire will turn him into.

It’s that he doesn’t think he deserves to feel it at all. He could give in now easily, with no harm to me. Nothing he does in this moment will magically make him a monster. He just fights it anyway. He refuses it all the same.

I need to shock him out of it, I think.

But the person I really shock is me, when the words come out.

“I love you, Noah,” I blurt, and when his eyes suddenly meet mine and his back arches and everything teeters right on the edge, I tell him again. Only this time, I do it because I know it’s true. And he knows it, too.

“I love you,” I say.

Then I watch as he comes, and comes, and comes.


Chapter Eight

I DON’T KNOW when it happens, exactly. One day I just find myself tucking one of his plaid shirts into a pair of old jeans I’ve worn three times already, and realize with a start that I haven’t been home in a while. More than a while, in truth. I’ve practically moved my dog and me into his home without being consciously aware of doing it.

Luckily, however, he doesn’t seem consciously aware of it, either. I go downstairs to see where he is—maybe just to figure out if I’ve paralyzed him with terror by invading his space in small increments—and he barely looks up from what he’s doing. He talks while working on his latest project, as though my being here is about as unexpected and uncomfortable as going to the refrigerator and finding a container of milk.

I’m meant to be here, quite clearly.

He likes me here.

“What do you want to do for breakfast?” he asks, because not only is this really normal but he’s also somehow adapted himself to my schedule. He still has on the sweatpants he wears for sleeping, at five in the afternoon. He waited for me to have the first meal of the day, even though the first meal is going to happen closer to dinnertime. And though selling and fixing machinery means he can do this, it still gives me a thrill to know he has.

We’re building a little life together, him and me.

A good life, too. I make eggs as he finishes up with the giant metal octopus he seems to be constructing. Then he tells me all about it while we eat. Apparently, in order to make the arms work, you’ve got to get all the tiny cogs in just the right places.

“Could almost be a metaphor,” I say, and he gets that look on his face.

I call it: wry pleasure. One eyebrow seems to go up even though it doesn’t go up at all, and something like a smile drifts over his lips. Though I guess now it’s kind of more than something like. It’s absolutely and really, and it gets deeper every day. Last night, I barely had to say anything to persuade him into a tangle of limbs and heated kisses. We got so close to fucking I can almost feel him there today.

And when he kisses me good-bye, it doesn’t seem like any kiss he’s ever given me before.

Unless you’re talking about the ones he gives me on my vagina.

“Hurry home,” he tells me, after which I’m in no doubt he means the ones he gives me on my vagina. His lips pull away so slow they could only be described as reluctant. Everything in his expression asks me to stay, and I don’t think he wants me to so we can play Parcheesi. I think he wants more experiments in how far he can go, and what delightful pleasure he’s going to uncover today.

I swear, I almost call in sick to work. I drive there in a daze, still feeling his mouth on mine. Just the way he caught my lower lip between his, before he broke the kiss. The way it didn’t seem like breaking at all.

It unmakes me—as does the taste of him still on my lips. I lick them and there he is, faintly salty and faintly sweet, and suddenly I can’t do a bit of work. I pause with a file in my hands, half forgetting whatever it was I was about to do. An e-mail I need to write to a supplier has seven mysterious typos I don’t remember making on reread, and when one of the nurses asks me a question I can hardly answer.

“Just use the purple ones,” I say, only it comes out back to front. I put ones in front of purple and have to hurriedly add that are in the middle, and oh God, oh God, I need help. Being lovesick is not supposed to actually exist outside movies. I said the words, true, but that doesn’t mean my brain has to die.

Why is my brain dying? 

All I can think about is sex and him, and just when I think I’ve got it all under control—that taste on my lips washed away by disgusting tuna sandwiches and even grosser apple juice—I get a whiff of the shirt I ridiculously decided to wear. I turn too hurriedly, and the material shifts, and then there it is.

A great gust of Noah right in my face.

It takes just about everything I have not to smother myself in its folds. I make it all the way to the end of the workday and the safety of my car before I give in—and I’m proud of myself for that. I’m not so proud of how fast I drive it to get to him. Or how loud Cyndi Lauper is in my head as I do. By the time I get there I’m in a fever, electrified by songs I shouldn’t have thought of and hopes it’s crazy to have.

But the best part is: they’re not crazy to have at all.

He feels it too. He greets me at the door like I’ve been away for a thousand years, after the end of a government edict that banned sex forever. He practically lifts me off my feet—no, scratch that, there is no practically. He does, he just does, and I die to have it happen. At the very least, I have no qualms about wrapping my legs around him.

What qualms would I have when his hands are in my hair?

When his mouth is on mine, so hot and hungry I can hardly stand it?

“Why do you have to do anything but be here?” he asks between kisses that send me over the edge of some crazy precipice. “Earning money is so overrated.”

“I know. I’m giving it up tomorrow. We can dig a hole in a field and live there.”

“Sounds good to me. Let me just get my shovel.”

“Shovel later. Doing things first,” I say, and to my greatest delight, he agrees. He’s already pulling off my clothes. We barely make it up the stairs, just like in all my dreams of what sex and desire and wanting could possibly be. And it’s not because of me. It’s him—all him. Some dam has burst inside him, and now all the greed he previously suppressed is gushing out.

If he could cram me down his throat I think he would do it. He already has great handfuls of me. All he has to do is maneuver it all toward his mouth, and the thing is done. Hell, I want the thing to be done. The moment we get to the bed he starts this disturbing process, and it is awesome. I get his kisses on that sensitive spot just under my right ear, and once my top comes off he moves on to better places.

More thrilling, faintly shocking places.

Though I’m not really sure if they should be. After all, he’s licked my cunt. Pushing my bra to one side so he can fondle and suck my stiff nipples is supposed to be a breeze, in light of that fact.

It isn’t. It is the opposite of a breeze. I nearly arch my back clean off the bed—quite possibly because it just zings right to the center of my nervous system, but more likely because I didn’t even ask. I never said you feel great, keep going, carry on. He really does just go for it now, and in a far more assertive sort of way. The way he exposed my breast was almost rough. I feel the glancing edge of his teeth more than once, stinging sweet as something sour on my tongue.

And he wastes no time finding my clit with eager, feverish fingers.

By the time I get to touching him, I’m already halfway to my first orgasm. He’s fully dressed and I’m almost naked—though that isn’t exactly unusual for us. In fact, when I think about it, he nearly always keeps most of his clothes on. I put my hand almost up his T-shirt the other day and he kind of maneuvered me away, and he does the same here. He pulls back the moment I come close to edging my hand underneath his collar, and hides it beneath the guise of stripping my jeans down my legs.

After which it’s hard to remember what my point was.

And especially when he says things like:

“Tell me what you want.”

Because the thing is—we’re actually at the point where I’m comfortable saying. I don’t feel like I’m going to disturb him—or at least not too much—and nothing really seems out of bounds. He’s not going to dump me because I mentioned something too sexual. I can just say.

So I do. I grit my teeth and go for it.

“I want your cock in me.”

The thing is, I expect him to say no.

So I’m not too disappointed when he licks me, instead. Licking is good. Licking is great. He’s so good at it that sometimes I wake up from dreams half coming, just because they were full of his slippery tongue working and working over my clit. He gets everything so wet down there, and never just makes polite little circles. He rubs and sucks at my stiff little bud until I’m delirious. Until I’m saying things I’d never usually say, like fuck me with your fingers and Jesus, yeah, I’m going to come all over your face.

But that’s his effect on me. He wants me to talk like that, and encourages me to talk like that, so eventually I do talk like that. I tell him how wet he makes me—which, as it turns out, is the whole point into this little detour through pussy-licking land. Midway through he abruptly stops—right when I’m on the verge, flushed and filthy talking, clit so swollen I can make out its every little twitch and curve, cunt so soaking I can feel it sliding between the cheeks of my ass—and then he sits back.

And unbuttons his jeans.

Even better: he looks like he really wants to do it. His face is as red as mine feels, and his fingers tremble as he wrenches the material open. Plus there’s his mouth, all open and gleaming, and the way he speaks when he can finally manage it. “Keep talking,” he tells me as he shoves those jeans down, and suddenly it occurs to me what he got me all wet for.

That thick cock of his.

He wanted it to be easy.

He wanted me to take him without any trouble. Though if I’m honest, just watching him roll a condom on is enough to get me to that point. I shiver at the sight, and again when he pulls me closer—one-handed, on my hip, as strong as I can take it and as much as he can manage without panicking.

Though this is the part where he’s going to struggle, I think. And he does. For a start, he doesn’t seem to want to lie on me. He can’t cover me with his body. The second he goes to I see every single muscle in him seize up, and I’m fairly sure it’s only my filthy mouth that keeps him hard. “I’m so ready for you, so ready for your cock go on go on, fill me up,” I say—both because I am and because it has the desired effect.

His eyes practically roll back into his head when I do it, and I feel the thick tip brush over me. In fact, for a while that’s mostly what he does. He just strokes himself through my slick folds, occasionally nudging my stiff clit in a way that makes me jerk. Sometimes almost but not quite grazing my greedy hole, before moving away at the last moment.

I’m pretty sure it’s not his intention, but it’s the most agonizing tease in the history of the world. Several times, I almost die. By the time he seems to process that he’s going to have to try this a different way, I’m shuddering like a broken washing machine. A broken industrial washing machine that has been filled with rocks. Christ only knows what I’m saying—it sounds like unintelligible noises, intermingled with shameless begging. “Do me, fuck me, anything you want,” I say.

And finally, he obeys.

He just needs another position to do it—a fact that I don’t quite get until he shifts around on the bed, exasperated, and suddenly it clicks. He wants me over him. I have to do this. I have to somehow get up on my shaking arms and legs and straddle him, even though I can barely move or think rationally. I almost knock him out with one flailing elbow. I definitely attempt it from the wrong angle at first.

And then there’s my body. God, my body, fuck, I must look like such a mess. My tits nearly smother him, and everything just feels fucking enormous—like I’m some monster trying to climb the Everest of him. It has to be the least sexy thing of all time and yet when I look at him, oh, Lord, when I look at him. . .

How is it that he looks like that?

His face is slack and stunned. I could drown in his eyes, as deep as they are and as lust-fucked. I swear, if his need for me to talk gets me going then that expression pushes me the rest of the way. It almost makes me come. I think I do come. At the very least, I’ve never taken a cock so easily in the entire history of my pathetically sex-starved life. I just glide right down on him, despite the fact that he has to be roughly the size of a Coke can. I should be wincing, I’m sure.

Instead, I moan all the way to the root of him.

Not even moaning, really—it’s this whimpering sound like nothing I’ve ever heard before. Certainly nothing I’ve ever done before. Not for someone’s cock. Not for the kind of sex I’ve had in the past. And even more staggering: that isn’t even the peak of this. It doesn’t end there. How could it, when his hands immediately go to my hips and his eyes go wider than I thought they could possibly go and then, oh, then he says the best possible thing he could ever possibly fucking say.

“Hold on, hold on, Jesus I think I’m going to come.”

I honestly never thought I’d be so happy to hear those words. A swell of actual sensation goes through me to hear it. My cunt clenches around him involuntarily—though of course, that just makes things worse. His head goes back for that. My Noah, my repressed, wound-so-tight Noah, pushes his head into the pillow, and after a second he tells me why.

“Oh man, I can feel you doing that. I can feel you getting off around me.”

At which point, I maybe lose my mind a little bit. I can’t fault myself for it though—he’s the one who sets the challenge. He’s the one who lets me know how much my excitement excites him. What else can I do but play to that? I’d be a fool not to take advantage just a little—just by doing it on purpose. Then that purposefulness gives way to frantic rocking and maybe a bit of back arching and possibly some feverish rubbing at my clit, until finally I end up almost completely out of control.

So much so that when he asks what he then does, I almost do it.

His cock just feels so good and I’m so close—not to mention how amazing it is to just do this. To see him enjoying it, actually enjoying it. Is it really a surprise that I want to go a little further? Push him a little harder? He’s grabbing at the sheets and bucking his hips, sounds so much like moans coming out of him. A bit more of this and he’ll come, I’m sure.

I’m more than sure. “Just like that—stay like that,” he tells me, which sounds almost exactly like what I would say if I was on the verge of orgasm. All I have to do is keep fucking him like this. He’s gonna do it, and then he says the thing and my hands move forward. I’m so used to wanting to help or please him that I try without thinking. His teeth are gritted. He’s clearly struggling.

Putting my hands on his throat doesn’t seem like a big deal.

But the second I do it I know I shouldn’t. I’m too far gone, and he’s too far gone, and he’s asking me for a terrible reason. “Just choke me a little,” he says, as though the little will make it less when even putting my hands there is too much. I don’t want him to have to feel pain in order to feel pleasure. I don’t want to hurt him so he can feel like I’m okay.

But that’s what it comes down to. Almost the moment I touch him like that—like the one dishing out the punishment instead of the one taking it—his head goes back. His hands find mine, pushing me to tighten them rather than take them away. I don’t even know if his gasp is one that comes from being throttled or one that means he’s coming.

Only I do know. I can tell.

It’s both. I can feel him coming in a way I’ve never felt any man do it—in great wrenching heaves that take over his whole body. He damn near grunts my name, and that odd pulse I can feel inside me. . .that’s his cock jerking and throbbing as he spurts.

Or is it just me? I think it might be me. Because I can’t for one second deny that when he does all this, I do it, too. Great waves of pleasure pour over me, so thick and good I can hardly keep breathing. My throat seems to seize up, and when I try to scream all that comes out is a thin hiss. No surprise though, really. My teeth are so gritted you’d probably need a crowbar to get them apart.

By the time it’s done, I’m crying.

Though I’ve no idea why. For the unbelievable glorious intensity of it? Or for him and what he needs just to get through it? He looks dazed in the aftermath, like I might have to remind him of his own name. His eyes are unfocused, and those hands still cover mine over his throat, and in one way I’m glad. At least he’s not ashamed, I think. At least he’s not full of horror or revulsion.

He even tells me that was amazing, and for a little while I believe it.

I’m grateful for his kisses. I feel warmed by his thanks.

“No one has ever done for me what you do for me,” he says as he holds me to him. And he’s right, that’s true, I do some pretty interesting things for him. But whether that’s good or not is completely debatable.

As I learn sometime later that night.


Chapter Nine

I WAKE TO the sound of thunder, and beneath it the whine of a dog. Trudy is at the bedroom door, and she doesn’t look happy. Her tail and ears are down, in a way I’ve never seen previously. Why would I have? She has nothing to be afraid of. Her life is all happiness, and especially thanks to Noah and his inability to do anything but spoil her rotten.

So when I see her cowering in the doorway, I sit up immediately. Goose bumps break out all over my arms, and not just because of the fear my dog is obviously feeling. The fear could be explained by the storm. Animals usually get scared over things like this.

But the problem is: she doesn’t come upstairs. She never comes upstairs.

Why has she now? Why is she just standing there like some ghostly sentinel? There’s something so creepy about it—though I struggle to think of the reason why. Because she seems so still and near silent, staring and staring at me through shadows as dark and thick as molasses? Because her eyes are so black and so grave?

Partly, I think.

But something else occurs, as I peel back the covers and reach for the shirt I abandoned somewhere in the middle of all that earlier bliss. It occurs so hard that I kind of hold in that position, eyes widening just ever so lightly.

This is what happens in horror movies, when the killer is in the house. The family dog tries to warn them. The thunder rolls in the distance. Spine-tingling music trickles through the place, while the heroine prepares to meet her doom, oblivious. And downstairs someone creeps around, searching for something to sink his knife into.

Maybe the creeper has already found that someone.

After all, Noah is mysteriously absent from the bed. His side has even had a chance to cool completely, to the point where I draw my hand back on feeling it. The ice there sort of stings. It settles in my heart.

What if Ted is somehow not in prison anymore? He might have escaped. He could have gotten an early release that no one remembered to tell me about. Things like that happen all the time in Lifetime movies, and even if they didn’t my mind would still conjure them all up. My mind is always conjuring them all up. It’s why I sometimes go back seventeen times to check the door is actually locked. It’s why I have a cupboard stocked with Mace.

The police can protect me from Ted.

But nothing can protect me from my own imagination. That thing is so ripe it’s rotten, just ready to burst out all kinds of putrid horrors. And as though to prove it, something else occurs just as I get to the door. I put one hand on Trudy’s trembling back, and there it is.

What if the imaginary person downstairs isn’t Ted?

What if the imaginary person is the one who haunts Noah?

He tried to escape a few times before. I know he did, because in a weak moment I looked him up. I read to paragraph three in his Wikipedia entry, before my absolute disgust and horror got the better of me and I had to close my laptop. It was bad enough to unearth what he did. But to unearth it and know that Noah is poisoned by that stuff?

That was too much—and even more so now. He liked to turn the murdered girls into puppets. He made them watch the terrible things he did. What if I get down there and he’s hollowed out Noah’s eyes, in retribution for all the information Noah gave the FBI?

It sounds ludicrous, impossible, insane, and yet a sound breaks out of me at the thought. I go out into the hall thinking of Floyd Humphries slowly lumbering up the stairs to meet me, and my heart tries to eat itself. An enormous shadow makes me start and step back, and not even the knowledge of what it really is helps.

It’s just a machine of Noah’s. Part of a car engine attached to a pair of wings on stilts. The creepy angel I call it—much to his amusement. Only it’s not so amusing now. Now the fact that it could have been anything in the darkness is just one more layer of nightmare, and even when it turns out to be something else, I still fumble and stumble my way to the stairs.

Most of me wants to lie down before I get there. Just lie down and let the phantom Humphries bash my skull in, because quite frankly anything would be better than this. Anything would be better than fear like this, over the slightest thing. I thought I was getting strong again—I thought I was strong again.

Yet here I am almost crying over a frightened dog and a storm and the sudden empty space in the bed beside me. I need to get a hold of myself, and not just because I feel like a pathetic fool. I need to do it because what if something has happened to Noah?

Trudy sure seems to think that’s the case. I take one of the steps down but she’s still whining away. A glance back and I see her skittering in the opposite direction, then when I take another step she goes one farther. She barks—and that’s when I hear it and realize the problem is not downstairs.

Something is clattering in the attic. Something that sounds like a pair of shutters in the wind or a screen door banging back and forth. And though I want to still be wary at the idea of both of those things, somehow I can feel my dread shifting. A number of threads in my head start to come together, and none of them say anything about a murderer being in the house. That idea just wasn’t plausible.

This one is.

I run to the little door at the end of the hall with it pounding through me, half praying that no one is waiting on the other side. Half praying that someone is. If Noah is there, then everything is possibly okay.

But of course he isn’t. He isn’t even standing by the window I knew would be open, getting wet and cold but really nothing much more than that. No, no, no—that would be too simple. I could just stay with him then, until he wakes up. I could close the window and put a blanket around him and wait out another bout of sleepwalking.

I can’t wait out this.

How can I, when he could plummet to his death at any moment? I look out and there he is, standing on the fucking guttering around the house. That buckling, busted old bunch of bullshit, in his goddamn underwear with the rain pouring down and the lightning cracking like a motherfucker and Trudy barking and barking at me to do something.

I was wrong about an intruder being my absolute nightmare.

This is my absolute nightmare.

If he falls, I will fall with him. I know it—any fool could see it. The whole thing is suddenly there in front of me, as brilliant and blazing as anything I’ve ever felt. I love him too madly, too deeply. I love him so much I was willing to go downstairs and face a psychopath to save him. I love him so much I slide out onto the sill without even thinking about it.

And I shout his name so loud the thunder seems silent by comparison.

“Noah,” I scream, and when he doesn’t react, I try to think how I can get out there to him. I try to imagine how he got out there in the first place. The window is one of those arched affairs that stands proud of the house, and the guttering seems like miles away. He must have somehow climbed on top of the frame then slid over there, even though that seems like total fucking insanity.

How do you manage that while asleep?

Then it occurs to me, in a black rush.

What if he isn’t asleep? What if this is a suicide attempt, brought on by me pushing him into things he doesn’t want to do? I thought I was letting him decide, but now that I think about it, I kind of want to stop. My requests were too much, and the throat thing was so insane, and now here we are.

Right at me murdering him with sex.

“Noah, if you can hear me—please don’t do this, okay? Just let me talk to you, or you can talk to me, or we can never see each other again. I swear to God, if you just come back inside, or just, I don’t know. I don’t know, I don’t know, but I’m coming out there to you, all right?” I say, but saying is really not the same as doing. Everything is just so slippery, and the rain is in my eyes, and, God, the drop is enormous.

I have to sink my teeth into my bottom lip—so deep I taste blood—just to stand up on the window ledge. And once I do, I have no idea if I can really climb up onto the arch. I’m not even sure if I have the physical strength to do the hauling necessary—God only knows how strong he is. Or how fast and graceful and good.

And he might have done it all while sleeping.

If we get out of this, I swear I’m going to enter him into the Olympics. What he was doing teaching I have absolutely no clue, because this is some next-level shit. I manage to get a hold of a slightly loose board and pull myself up an inch or two, and that’s pretty much my limit. Though to my credit, this has nothing to do with my physical fitness.

And everything to do with the board giving way.

It snaps right off in my hand like it’s made of paper, at which point I know I’m fucked. My feet are barely on the ledge. There’s literally nothing else to hold on to. The thing goes and I jerk back and the only thing that’s there to catch me is empty air. I even see the headline: Woman Dies Trying to Save Her Sleepwalking Boyfriend.

About a second before Noah snatches me back from the brink.

Though maybe snatches is the wrong word. It’s much more like the fist of an angry god reaches down and hauls me back. His grip is so strong, and so fierce, that for a second I somehow imagine it isn’t him at all. He was all the way over there a second ago, anyway. It can’t be him. It has to be Humphries, come to get me after all.

And then I look up through strands of wet hair and the rain beating down and down on us and I see his face. I see his expression, as torn up as my own, that hand fisting in my nightdress and the other tight around me. Body half-sprawled and half-contorted over that arch just to reach me in time.

At which point I know—he loves me too deeply, too.

So deep, I think, that we’re both about to drown.

HE DOESN’T SPEAK for a long, long time after that. And when he finally does, it’s only because I dare to ask the question I would really rather avoid. I wait until we’re wrapped in towels in the bathroom, puddles forming beneath our feet and the silence like a stranglehold between us, and then I just have to say something.

“Did you do that because of me? Am I pushing you to it?”

And I guess he has to say something, too. He leans back against the tiled wall, face as weary as I’ve ever seen it, and tells me something that I would rather poke out my own eyes than hear.

“I don’t worry about what our time together does to me. I worry about what it does to you. I’m pretty much used to climbing out on rooftops and waking up in Walgreens—but you almost definitely aren’t. In fact, I would say you’re just about the worst nighttime roof explorer I’ve ever seen.”

“That isn’t funny, Noah.”

“I didn’t intend it to be. I rarely make jokes at the thought of you horribly plummeting to your death because I sleepwalk.”

“I didn’t horribly plummet anywhere.”

“Is the insertion of an almost in there really all that helpful?”

“Well, no but—”

“You could have died.”

“This isn’t how the conversation is supposed to go. You’re the one out there, doing God knows what because of trauma I am probably making worse. Stop trying to make this about me—what about you? What about how you feel?” I ask, but he just shakes his head and circles back around to the beginning of the conversation again.

“I feel that I’m hurting you. Putting you in danger.”

“Because you went for a nighttime walk?”

“Because being around me is dangerous.”

“That’s bullshit. You know that’s bullshit, right?”

“If I was you I’d probably think so, too,” he says, pausing just long enough to make it clear that something else is coming. I can almost see the shadow of it slanting across his face. I can hear it lurking in the silence, dark and terrible. “But then you don’t know everything about me, do you? I’ve taken great pains to make sure you don’t even ask.”

“What? What are you. . .what are you saying?”

I hate how flummoxed I sound. It has a ring of denial to it.

“I make sure you don’t ask, no matter how much you want to.”

“That’s insane. How would you do that?” I ask, and though I throw up my hands and make a big show of incredulity, some part of me is dreading his answer. Not because I think that he must be hiding some terrible secret—I know that he could never say anything too terrible for me to hear. No, no, it’s the idea of how deep he can drive in the knife that scares me.

All the way into the hilt, blade so sharp it barely stings as it goes in.

“By making sure you feel guilty for even wanting to know.” He pauses it again then, but this time it’s worse. This time I’m bleeding through the silence, and completely unprepared for his next words. He just says them so casually, so coolly. So matter-of-fact.

“Please don’t feel manipulated. I do it almost unconsciously. After Humphries they sent me to a dozen shrinks, and I did the same thing with all of them. Sometimes, I was barely even aware of it—and they certainly weren’t. I would tell them exactly what they wanted to hear, and they signed my forms and files, and everyone believed I was okay. And I am, in a certain manner of speaking.”

“Too smart for therapy. Too smart for your own good.”

“I would say so, yes. I’m so smart that I’m going to tell you to walk away, and you’re going to listen. I even know how to make it so good you need never look back. It’ll be easy, like sinking into a warm bath full of your own blood.”

He’s right, of course. I can already feel it filling up the tub.

It’s just that I’m not sinking in at all. He’s forcing me down.

“Then don’t do it. Don’t do it. Let’s just go back to bed and make love and forget any of this ever happened. Next time you take a walk, I’ll just let you. Or I’ll be better at coming for you—I’ll get a ladder. This isn’t a reason to break up. You’re just trying to think of one because you don’t want to deal with things.”

He smiles at that—but dear Lord, it’s the most deathly one I think I’ve ever seen. It looks like the kind of thing you see frozen onto the face of a corpse. Nothing in the world could be bitterer, except maybe his eyes. He won’t look directly at me, but I can see them anyway. They seem lost, and as flat as he once told me they are to anyone else.

“You could be right. You probably are. I think sometimes you see me as the clever one, but you are infinitely smarter than I am in almost every way. You push through, where I retreat. You take back, where I give up. And when I tell you that I lied to you and kept you from the worst of me you’ll walk away, because walking away is the right thing to do.”

“Nothing you can say will make that happen, Noah.”

“Do you ever wonder why I keep my clothes on?”

“I don’t have to wonder, you told—” I start, but even before I finish I know I’m wrong. He never said to me that his aversion to sex meant clothes on at all times. I just assumed. I guess I assumed a lot of things, in my race to never disturb any of his boundaries.

“I didn’t tell you anything. I made sure you wouldn’t ask, because underneath my clothes I look like this.”

He takes off his T-shirt as though it hurts to do it. The muscles that make that move happen have atrophied, apparently—and I can see why. He probably keeps all of his clothes on even when he’s alone. I know I would if I had those reminders of some nightmare all over me, and especially if I got them the way he did.

The way he then tells me about, in that same dull professor’s voice.

“The one over my ribcage was a butcher’s knife ringed with razor wire. You can see where it cut me on the inside—that’s what makes it pucker in this unpleasant way. Of course, the fact that he left it in there for a few days contributed to the mess, but really the one I remember is this here on my thigh,” he says, and then he looks away—almost as though he’s reminiscing about some happy event. Only the event is this: “I did that one myself on day four, when he raped and murdered a woman in front of me.”

“Oh God, Noah. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” I say, but only because the real words I want to use don’t exist. They beat against the bars of my heart, too full of my feelings to live out there in the real world. He thinks he’s to blame. He always thinks he’s to blame even though he lied, he lied; oh, fuck, he said it was just writing and feeling guilty and instead there’s this.

His body, like a road map to the middle of hell. Not just in terms of the scars—though they are numerous and nightmarish beyond anything I could comprehend—but in the shape and tone of his every muscle. He looks as though he spends his time climbing mountains in the dark. Terrible mountains filled with mountain lions, which all want to eat him.

This is why he’s bigger than any professor should be, I realize.

This is why he can leap across the roof like an Olympian.

Because he’s still there amid the jagged rocks, fighting for his life.

“What are you sorry for? For me? Don’t be sorry for me. Be sorry for them. I told you, remember—they were murdered because of things I said and did. I just got what I deserved.”

“How can you say that? How can you think that?”

“Because he told me, right after he took me hostage,” he says, but it has the opposite effect to the one he intends. I think he wants me to see surety in that. To believe Humphries somehow, even though Noah has to know I never could. He talks about being taken hostage as though that was really nothing at all and then he echoes the words of his abuser.

“You could have told me all of this. It doesn’t change anything—it only makes me surer that none of this was your fault. That you’re not responsible for the crimes of someone else. No one is ever responsible for their own torture.”

“The thing is you say that, you say it and yet I know the second I tell you that I need to be strangled when you fuck me because if you don’t I imagine I’m strangling you. . .I will see the flinch in your gaze. It isn’t just in dreams, Beth. It feels real to me. It’s my reality.”

God, he always sounds so sure.

It makes it hideously hard to fight against—but goddamn it, I try. I put on my armor and get every weapon in my arsenal, and I launch them at him. I speak as though my tongue is on fire. I push every word out with all the conviction in my body.

“I could run across the room, and it still wouldn’t make any difference. He was the killer, not you. He was the rapist, not you. You’re the kind of man who hides his scar-covered body just because you think I might be afraid. Who wants to be fucking throttled in case a single thought about a horribly traumatizing incident leaps to the forefront of your mind. If I flinch, it isn’t because I’m scared. It’s because it hurts me that this happened to you. It hurts me to hear you talk like this. It’s just not okay to feel this way about yourself,” I say, half spitting by the time I’m done and so red in the face he couldn’t fail to miss it. My hands are shaking fists at my sides—hell, my toes have clenched as tightly as my fingers have.

And for a moment, I think it’s made a difference.

He cocks his head to one side, like he’s taking it in.

Only he’s not taking it in at all. He’s getting ready to fire his own weapons right back at me, sharper than anything I could manage and twice as blistering.

“Is it okay that you have a pattern?”

“What? What are you—”

“You have a pattern. You go from one abusive man to another.”

“Don’t you dare fucking say that to me. Don’t you say that about yourself. Some psycho took you hostage and fucked your mind forever and you’re going to call yourself abusive? Don’t fucking bullshit me, Noah. I can smell it a mile away,” I say, so furious I can hardly get the words out. They emerge in a big messy jumble, while his replies remain as calm and certain as they were a second ago.

I don’t even know if he really believes this stuff.

It sounds like he’s reading from a book—and maybe he is.

It’s called: How to Get Your Girlfriend to Leave You in Ten Easy Steps.

“And yet I can already see you leaving.”

“I don’t want to leave. I don’t want you to feel this way.”

“But I always will. Love doesn’t magically heal all wounds.”

I hate the way he says that. I hate how sardonic his voice has become—so unlike him it hurts to hear. By this point, I know this is just a book, a script, a series of mechanical moves. But Lord in heaven, to hear him speak that word in this context. . .

“Don’t say love in the middle of that sentence, oh my God,” I say, and then I have to put my hands over my eyes. Listening to him is already too much. Looking and seeing the contrast in his face—between the things he’s doing on purpose to drive me away and the pain it’s causing him to do it—is unbearable. Monstrous. Inhumane.

No one has ever been crueler to him than he is to himself.

“Then pretend I didn’t. Just walk away, and on Sundays we can wave to each other across the street, and sometimes as we’re out walking we might meet, and not so far from now, you’ll start dating some perfectly normal guy who never thinks about murder in the middle of making love and never makes you risk your life on some rooftop, and I’ll see you together. I’ll be glad, I’ll be so glad, because more than anything, my love, I want you to be safe and happy. Part of being in love with someone is knowing that their happiness is more important than any transitory dream that we might have conjured up, for just a moment,” he says, voice softer now but no less torturous.

“It wasn’t a dream,” I say, from the middle of the river that’s running down both sides of my face. Forlorn now, and all the fight gone out of me.

“But it is now. Go on, love. Go live your happy, normal life.”

And so I do, even though he doesn’t understand.

I will never be happy and normal again.


Chapter Ten

I DO MY best to go back to my life the way it was. But the trouble is—my life the way it was had no Noah in it. If I’m being honest, it had nothing in it. Every day was exactly the same as the one before it, and where once that routine kept me safe, now it does nothing but stifle me. It steals my breath. I go to work and feel as though I’m walking into a prison.

I come home and the sensation is the same.

And there is absolutely nothing I can do about it. He lives three inches away from me, but crossing those three inches is out of the question. If I do it, he will only say more things that make my heart die in my chest. He’s so good at it—he could probably kill me with a couple of words. Sometimes I picture him lying awake at night, coming up with them.

Sometimes I picture him doing something worse. I have dreams about him swinging from those beams in his attic, or falling from the roof in the middle of a rainstorm. And though I try to tell myself that saving him is not something I can do—or even should do—the urge is a burning fire in my chest.

It follows me around. It stands like a shadow over my shoulder while I file and fill out forms and give out medicine in tiny plastic cups. I know it does, because by the third week some of the residents start to see it. Mrs. Lindeman asks me why I look so sad. Mr. Patterson wants to know what’s wrong.

But all I can tell him is what I tell myself every day:

Nothing is wrong. Everything is fine. I’m not the first girl in the world to lose someone she loves because of a psychotic serial killer who fucked with his head. It probably happens all the time in romantic movies that have never been made ever due to how fucking nightmarish and disturbing that is.

He took him hostage.

He took him hostage for days.

And yet no one seems to know the first thing about it. I give in to my worst impulses somewhere around week four and search his name, but all I can come up with is a small article about a Professor Noah Grant who briefly worked at some university in Nowheresville, USA. Apparently, he once organized a student rally about campus assault.

There’s no mention of him in connection to the case. No news reports about a professor who had those terrible things done to him. The only thing I can find is a brief piece about a victim who was released from the hospital six weeks after Humphries was captured, and even that is vague. All of this is vague, to me.

The details I really need are across the street. They are a shadow in the upstairs window, when I look without really meaning to. They are behind the dial tone in the phone I somehow pick up, wanting to call but not quite knowing how to do it. What can I say? How can I ask if he is okay? It will only look like I miss him.

Though maybe that’s because I do. Sometimes, I stand in the darkness of four in the morning, and look across the street at his oddly silent house. And every time I shut my eyes a second before I do, because more than anything I want to open them and see him there waiting for me on the steps. Maybe today he will be, I think.

But he never is. Everything stays shut and still and the same as it was the day before, to the point where I almost look away when it suddenly isn’t. I blink as though there was just something in my eye, and come so close to not glancing back. It was just a trick of the light, my mind tells me. He wouldn’t have his door open this late. He barely has his door open when it’s midday and the sun is like a fucking spotlight in the sky, so this has to be an illusion.

Could be I’m starting to hallucinate. I want his metaphorical door to be open so imagine his real one is, and when I look again it will be as it was before.

Only it isn’t.

The door is definitely open. I can see all the way in to the wind chimes—or would be able to if the lights were on. Instead there is just this velvety darkness, like the insides of a mouth or the shadow of something plush and thick. And though it looks kind of creepy, I absolutely cannot stop myself from taking a step forward.

After all, what are the chances that this is something weird? More likely he just decided to extend an invitation. He saw me looking night after night, and finally gave in to giving me this little sign. Come on in, that door says, and I have no problems obeying it. I go inside and come very close to calling his name, and only stop when I realize.

Noah isn’t there to greet me. No one calls out my name.

Everything is so quiet I could scream, but I’m kind of glad I don’t. Screaming would make it real, and at the moment I absolutely refuse to believe it is. There is just no way it can be. This is just like last time when I thought there was someone in the house, but really thought so only because that is the way my mind works now.

In reality, serial killers never escape from prison. They stay there forever or else they get the death penalty, and even if they do get away none of them try to kill some old nemesis. The very idea of having a nemesis is ludicrous in itself. The whole thing is invented for movies where the hero needs a woman in a refrigerator to spur him on. Or movies where the heroine runs away with a murderer.

Or movies where the girl looks down to check the slippery thing she just stepped in.

And of course the slippery thing is blood. Of course it is—what did I think? That I would glance at it and see something pale and innocent seeming? Noah would never leave a mess all over the floor. He would have to clean it up before going to bed, and so here we are.

Standing in a puddle of blood as black as tar.

Of course I try to stay calm. Staying calm seems like the best thing to do, under the circumstances. People in movies who find themselves in this kind of insane situation always keep a level head, and those who don’t usually die. They freak out and slip in the blood, and crack their heads before the killer even gets to them.

They alert the psycho to their presence with panicked breathing, and make sure he gets them before they can call 911. Or else they run the wrong way—up the stairs instead of out—and then everything goes really badly. They get bludgeoned to death or drowned in a bath or some other horrible thing that I can’t think about right now because the love of my life is probably dead at the hands of a serial killer.

I doubt he would wait. Why would he wait? He probably waited last time, and that’s why he got caught. Noah kept him talking for all those days until the feds turned up, and then came time for some divine fucking retribution. No, no this time he’ll want to stab and stab and stab and, oh God, this cannot be happening.

It must be something else.

I pray to God that I’m fucking insane and none of this is real and I keep doing it until I manage to creep to the kitchen, where the trail of blood ends. Hell, I carry on even after I get there, and can hear the most awful, nightmarish singsong that I could ever possibly imagine.

“Heavenly shades of night are falling,” he sings, and somehow I know I will hear that for the rest of my life. With Ted it was the porch light, and my dancing legs. The smell of varnish and the smooth, clean look of his ladylike fingers. With this, it will be that song, and the square of light that keeps appearing on the wall to my right.

Light, then none, light, then none, light, then none, all of it confusing until it suddenly clicks what it might be. He’s opening the fridge, then closing it again. Singing and opening the fridge, while he probably stands there in the dark with Noah’s dead body at his feet.

Is it any wonder I cover my mouth with both hands? That I do it tight, so tight?

I have to, just to keep all of this agony in. I want to sob, only sobbing probably wouldn’t be enough. Nothing would be enough for this. I could paint my pain in writing across the sky, and it would never get close to how this feels. A million counseling sessions wouldn’t be enough to explain—how could they ever be?

People only understand the everyday. They have no concept of anything beyond it, until something comes along and rips the fabric of reality away. I had no concept, before that one little thing. I thought everything would always somehow be okay.

But I was wrong. I was so wrong.

Suddenly a serial killer can get you by the throat—that is the way the world really is. I go to run, to get to a phone, to do anything at all that might save me or save Noah or save both of us, and somehow there is a hand in my hair. He catches me by the hair and then his other hand is on my neck, even though I swear I didn’t hear him move.

I was sure he was still by the refrigerator.

And now I’m going to pay for that. I always end up paying for assumptions. When I was just a college kid, I assumed that nothing could ever really hurt me, and look how that turned out. In the first flush of my relationship with Noah I assumed that this was my reward, and now see where I am. I should really stop doing it.

Though it might have to wait until after he kills me.

After all, the chances of me escaping this are almost zero. I fight, but what good is fighting against a stone wall? He must be seven feet tall and when he yanks me back against his body it feels like running into an oncoming train. Stars and birds actually circle my head, and he hasn’t even hit me yet.

I suppose he doesn’t really have to. All of my struggles are so pathetic to him that he seems kind of amused when I make them. I lash out at his face and this horrible grating sound comes out of him, and after a second of dazed contemplation I realize that’s his attempt at laughter. He’s laughing at me.

And he does it again when I kick. Of course he does—my feet are already off the ground. I look like I’m bicycling in the air. Nothing I do has the least little effect on him, and every effect in the world on me. Every time I move, the hair he has hold of burns like acid rain pouring down on my head. I feel as though I might be throttling myself to death, rather than letting him do any of the work.

Plus after a moment he decides I’m being a nuisance.

So he presses a gun to my right temple.

“Now, you best behave,” he says, but I don’t quite obey. I keep going, even in the face of a bullet to my head. I think of something else I can do and come very close to doing it, until he adds the one thing that is guaranteed to make everything less worthwhile:

“Or I might have to kill you, too.”

Just that one word is enough—too. That one tiny word and I am done. Everything is done. He can do whatever he wants and it won’t matter, because Noah really is gone. He truly might be on the floor of the kitchen. Or maybe he didn’t even wake up. This guy is so soft on his feet. He could have crept up while Noah was sleeping and oh. . .

Why do things have to be so?

“You know I said to him that if he ever got himself a little friend I might have to come calling,” he whispers, but I hardly hear him. I’m upstairs laid next to the love of my life, with a bloody hole in my head. Even if by some chance I get away, that’s where I’ll always be now. I can feel it. Every part of me knows it.

“Just do it,” I say, and then I close my eyes and wait to stop feeling this awful pain.

When I open them again he will be waiting for me, in some other better world. He will be there and I will go to him and everything will be so much sweeter than this place. This place where coffee is really dirt and sex is really nothing and reality is so small and mean compared with all the things we can imagine.

Right now, I can imagine him coming for me. I imagine it so hard that when I open my eyes and see him standing at the end of the hallway I think I must be already dead. The gun went off without me knowing it. The bang obliterated all conscious thought and this is just whatever lies beyond.

It must be, because when he lifts his hands there’s a gun in them. And he does it in a way that seems so practiced, so perfectly smooth and calm that it could never be real. Noah is not the kind of person who could hold a weapon like that or have that steely expression on his face—a face that is blood all down one side from a wound that happened God knows how or God knows where—and I’m right about that much, at least.

Noah definitely couldn’t.

But the man who climbs constant mountains in the dark could.

This man, who flung himself across a roof to stop me from falling. This man, who was more concerned about the sting down the back of my leg than the Mace I brought out to possibly blind him. This man, who would send me away just on the merest chance that this might happen even though I know it’s taken its toll.

I know because he is me and I am him, and in his place I would say the same thing as he does to Humphries now. I would use the same voice, like coming thunder:

“If you let her go, I might be able to restrain myself. I could just put a bullet in your kneecap, or stop at half strangling you to death. But you have to know if you don’t, I will not show you any mercy. I was kind, before. However, in the intervening years I seem to have forgotten what kindness is, when it comes to you. Somehow, smashing your face in with a piece of brick no longer seems like enough.”

I think of the scar I glimpsed on Humphries’s face. The one that looked like the corner of something heavy, and hard. And then there’s the way he shouts: “Don’t you fucking say that to me you nothing, you fuck” and the spray of spittle that comes with it. The squeeze of his hand around my throat.

That is definitely what Noah really did.

He didn’t wait for the feds to come. He most likely went to them. He got free and then probably half beat Humphries to death with a brick. He beat that scar right into him, and by God, I want him to do it again. I want it so much I grind my teeth over the taste of it. Viciousness swells in my chest, and it gets stronger when Humphries laughs his fucking laugh and says:

“Maybe I will make you watch again, friend.”

In fact, it gets so strong I think I might black out in the middle of it. Something happens to me for sure, because I think of Noah having to get through that again—I think of me getting through that—and everything goes into a kind of autopilot. I feel the gun leave my temple for just an instant, just the barest instant. And I see Noah’s eyes go wide as he registers what I’m going to do.

But I really don’t know I’m going to do it. My hands reach up on their own, powered by that terror and that rage. That knowledge that one man like this can just ruin people forever and ever and they will never find their way back again. I want Noah to find his way back again. I want it, I want it, I want it so much that I get hold of that meaty fist the second I know the barrel is almost under his chin, and I put my finger over his on the trigger.

And then comes the bang, so loud it drowns me out forever.

THE THING I remember most clearly is the way my hair blew outward when the gun went off. But then, as I said, it’s always the littlest things that stay with people. The light, my dancing legs, the singing and the refrigerator and the drift of my already blood-spattered locks. The look on Noah’s face, like the one he has there now as he sits by my hospital bed. It has a hint of startled awe to it—as though he never considered that I would get myself out of that situation. That I would get him out.

But mostly, it looks like relief to me. It looks like the relief people feel when they’ve finished walking a thousand-mile marathon, and can finally sit down. They can take off that backpack filled with rocks and leave it behind.

Maybe they never have to pick it up again.

Even though I can see he kind of wants to. He comes and stands over me, and puts a hand over the bandages that cover my left ear. And despite the lack of words, I know what he’s saying. This is my fault, his expression says. You will be deaf there until you die because of me.

He just doesn’t understand that there are so many worse ways to be.

“How are you feeling?” he asks, and I answer him honestly.

“Like you still don’t get that none of this is your fault.”

Of course my voice comes out weird and fuzzy when I do. But I don’t care, I don’t care, I know I’m right. I’m more right now than I was before: He sent me away and it happened just the same. It could have happened if I never knew him—if I just saw that open door like a mystery waiting to be solved.

He cannot be to blame.

He just always thinks he is.

“You can say that forever. I’ll probably never internalize it.”

“Do you have to? Do you have to do that?”

“It might help in my quest to have a normal relationship with the woman I love.”

“If you love me, then nothing has to be internalized. You don’t have to believe beyond a shadow of a doubt that you’re not responsible. You just have to let me be there for you when you think ridiculous things like that, just like you would want to be there if I ever thought that I was to blame for what happened to me. Wouldn’t you want to be?”

“Of course I would. I even know what I would say.”

“Tell me then. Tell me every word.”

“That there should be no punishment for kindness. No toll to pay because you wanted to reach out or wear a nice dress or see if the guy across the street is really sleepwalking and maybe help him out of it.”

“Then don’t make me pay it. And don’t you pay it either.”

“That’s easy enough to say until it all ends with you having to blow someone’s head off,” he says, but for the first time, I can see the cracks in his conviction. I can hear the wavering in his voice and see the desperation in his eyes, as he does his best to make this airtight. The only problem is—it can never be, now.

“And how often do you think that’s going to happen, considering it probably has never happened to any other person in the history of the world?”

“That isn’t the point. None of this is the point. I didn’t want to end things because I was afraid a serial killer might escape from prison and track me down and try to hurt you—the way he actually did. I wanted to end them because you don’t deserve to be afraid or troubled or poisoned by anything, least of all my delightfully undisclosed relationship with a homicidal maniac,” he says, but I see the angle he’s working. I see him going for that third-act faux drama. Everything must always be the truth—that’s what he’s going for. As though lying about trauma actually fits into that category.

“Do you think a nightmarish event you neglected to tell me about is going to make me more sure that we should stay apart? Maybe throw a big hissy fit about how I can never trust you for not telling me about the most awful thing I can ever imagine happening to another person, let alone the person I love?”

“That wouldn’t be quite how I would put it.”

“It’s not exactly bigamy, Noah,” I say, and that’s when I know I have him. That’s when everything shifts. He tries one last time, but his gaze says it won’t be good enough.

“My name isn’t really Noah. The FBI helped me change it, when he wouldn’t stop sending me letters and gifts and other. . .things. Though even after I became Noah I still couldn’t work or do anything even remotely public. He was so good at finding me. Almost supernaturally good.”

He intends to shock me, I think, with the idea that I don’t even know his real name.

But nothing could ever shock me now.

“The point still stands. You changed your identity to protect yourself and anyone around you from things like this. Not to be a cruel asshole who secretly wants your girlfriend to get her head blown off.”

“And yet you did almost get your head blown off. Maybe because I omitted—” he starts, but he doesn’t get very far. Mostly because I take his hand, I think. He really starts to crumble when I take his hand. I feel him squeeze it so tight I can make out my heart beating there beneath his grip.

Not that I mind.

I squeeze him just as hard in return.

And then I slowly, oh so slowly, pull him back to me. He’s so far out and on the verge of drowning, but I can do it. I have all the time in the world to try, at least.

“You told me everything I needed to know. You told me more than was comfortable for you. Nothing you did put me in danger—Floyd Humphries put me in danger. Though let’s for one second say that you did. Let’s say that this is your fault and you were right to try to keep me from harm. . .shouldn’t all of that be my choice? Don’t you think I should get to choose how much risk to take?”

“You wouldn’t have made an informed choice.”

“But I’m making one now. And I want you to let me. I think you will let me.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because I haven’t told you everything, either.”

I pause then, partly because I need to gather my strength.

Partly because my strength is like a hurricane, a tidal wave, a storm in the middle of the sea, and I want it to come out softly, so softly. I wait for him to sit, and then I speak. I say what I only ever told the police. I say what even I can hardly believe.

“I never told you how I got away from Ted. Why I came away from that almost unscathed—physically at least. I think if he’d had time he would have done terrible things to me, but I never gave him that. I never gave him a chance to harm me any further than he did with the kidnapping. It’s funny you know, I always thought I was afraid of pain. I imagined that I was a fearful person. But when the choice came to stay free of any agony or get out of a pair of handcuffs, I chose agony. I chose to dislocate my own thumb to get out of them.”

I hear the snap and crackle when I say it. I feel the fire of it, terrible and glorious all at the same time. He has to know that sometimes, burning is better than not.

“There was a door, between me and freedom. A wooden door three inches thick, with a bolt on the outside. The only way to escape it was to punch through, and so I made a fist, and I struck it and struck it and struck it until my knuckles were a bloody pulp. I broke a bone in my hand and split three nails down to the root, but I kept going. Do you know why?”

“I think I do, but God, I want to hear it all the same.”

“Because I wanted to live, Noah. More than anything, I wanted to live. And when I got free, I thought that was what I was doing. I bought my home, and I got a little dog, and I did all the things that made me alive and normal. Yet somehow, I still didn’t fully realize what living actually is until I started living it with you. And now I want to fight for that, too,” I say, and he closes his eyes at the sound of it. Not like someone hearing something bad, though. Like someone hearing the rising end of a piece of music, more stirring to the person’s soul than anything in the world. His hand is shaking around mine.

His brow is furrowed, waiting for the crescendo.

And it comes, it comes. It bursts out of me, with all the force of everything I feel.

“I want to come down the basement stairs, in the pitch-black with no backup. My gun in my shaking hands. And when you try to scream my name and nothing comes out but silence I hear it all the same. I call to you, you’re safe now, Noah. I’m going to get you out of there. Just sit tight, everything is okay,” I say, my voice trembling on the very edge of going over, but never quite breaking. I will never break now—and this is the reason why.

“Because I’m not the girl in the well who you need to save from the horror you think is you. I’m Clarice Starling, here to help you out of the dark,” I tell him.

And then he takes me in his arms. He holds me to him so tight, so tight I know he will never now let me go. “I love you, my Beth,” he says, but he doesn’t have to. I hear it in his hand clutching at my back and his face against the side of mine and in the salt-sweet relief of his tears, finally shed for himself after all this time.

I feel it when I pull away and look into those eyes, more beautiful than the evening sky and so full of everything that is good about the world. He is what is good about the world, my Noah. He makes me believe that the world can be good.

“More than anything,” I say, “I love you, too.”


Epilogue

HIS BODY IS starting to soften now. Not in a big way—I don’t think he’ll ever stop metaphorically climbing mountains altogether. But the change is noticeable, when the lines and curves used to be so hard. It used to be that I could feel his hipbones, like swollen knuckles beneath the thinnest layer of sinew and muscle. It used to be that he would twist beneath me in bed, and I would see everything flex and stretch almost painfully.

But after we move to this place on the beach, things shift. Slowly at first, oh so slowly, but there all the same. He eats with less precision and more gusto, and never runs until his body is wrung out. When I see him coming across the sand toward me it is at a leisurely pace, as though he knows nothing is after him.

And everything is before him.

Long mornings spent writing papers again—made much in demand by the experiences he finds he can share. Afternoons in the sun or the sea, fooling around as though we’re normal people. Most days it even feels like we are. And when we don’t, when he doesn’t, we talk about it until dawn in fevered bursts. We spill our secrets and share our fears and find comfort in how it always ends.

In the kind of lovemaking I never thought I’d have.

And that he certainly didn’t believe in.

One night after an intense conversation about blame and doubt and fear—no boundaries, no calls for quiet, no hurt that the hurt should still be there—he tells me in a shaking voice to come to him. And then he adds in a tone that takes me apart:

“But take your clothes off first.”

So I do. I peel everything off as slowly as if he were the sort of man to enjoy a striptease and I was the sort of girl to feel comfortable giving one, so deep in the pretense that it stops being one at all. It becomes real. This is how we really are now. I can stand naked in front of him, and he can look his fill.

He can reach out and touch me without having to ask.

He never has to ask anymore. He knows enough; he sees me clearly; he just does. He strokes the back of his hand down over my hip and thigh, and never falters in the shadow of my silence. If anything, my quiet spurs him on. It makes him bolder now, as he strives toward something so much sweeter:

The idea of winning my words, rather than needing them.

He kisses my cunt just to make me cry out, pushing on until I crack enough to let one tiny word escape. “Yes,” I tell him, “yes,” and he follows that single syllable down into deeper pleasures. He spreads me out on my back on the bed—the one we bought together in a greedy grasp at all the things couples do—and puts a hand between my legs, stroking me so firmly I can’t help letting out a little more.

I say his name, his real name, the name he hides so he can feel safe. In the daylight he’s always Noah. But at night in our bed with his hand between my legs, he can be Harrison. Lighter and darker at the same time, lying heavy over me without caring about it, uttering guttural commands without wondering what their implications are. “Spread your legs,” he tells me, and I do. “Guide me into you,” he tells me.

And I do that, too.

I let him fuck me the way he really wants to fuck, hard and fast and full of all that pent-up enthusiasm for sex he thought he had lost. And he lets me fuck him back, hips rocking up to meet his eager thrusts, one hand tight on his ass and the other in his hair. Filthy words always on the tip of my tongue.

“Use my cunt,” I tell him, and instead of freezing up at the sound of something so brutal, he forges on. He turns me over and takes me from behind, one hand on my hip and the other over my breast, working and working at me until we’re both glossy with sweat and flushed from head to toe and trembling, God, just trembling on the point of orgasm.

Only now we hold off because it feels good to. We drag each moment out because we’re unwilling to have it all end, not because I’m afraid or he can’t or something else is needed. No other thing is needed but this bliss, this glorious bliss. Him panting in my ear that he loves me and me calling it out into the silence of our lovely home.

The home that finally feels safe, for both of us.
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An Excerpt from

FORBIDDEN



Killian is on the verge of making his final vows to the priesthood when he saves Dorothy from a puritanical and oppressive home. The attraction between them is swift and undeniable, but every touch, every glance, every moment of connection between them is completely forbidden. . .

WE GET OUT of the car at this swanky-looking place called Marriott, with a big promise next to the door about constant breakfasts and Internet and other stuff I’ve never had in my whole life, all these nice cars in the parking lot gleaming in the dimming light and a dozen windows lit up like some Christmas card and then oh then it just happens. My excitement suddenly bursts out of my chest, and before I can haul it back it runs right down the length of my arm and all the way to my hand.

Which grabs hold of his, so tight it could never be mistaken for anything else.

’Course I want it to be mistaken for anything else, as soon as he looks at me. His eyes snap to my face like I poked him in the ribs with a rattler snake, and just in case I’m in any doubt, he glances down at the thing I’m doing. He sees me touching him as though he’s not a nearly priest and I’m not under his care, and instead we’re just two people having some kind of happy honeymoon.

In a second we’re going inside to have all the sex.

That’s what it seems like—like a sex thing.

I can’t even explain it away as just being friendly, because somehow it doesn’t feel friendly at all. My palm has been laced with electricity, and it just shot ten thousand volts into him. His whole body has gone tense and so my body goes tense, but the worst part about it is:

For some ungodly reason he doesn’t take his hand away.

Maybe he thinks if he does it will look bad, like an admission of a guilty thing that neither of us has done. Or at least that he hasn’t done. He didn’t ask to have his hand grabbed. His hand is totally innocent in all of this. My hand is the evil one. It keeps right on grasping him even after I told it to stop. I don’t even care if it makes me look worse—just let go I think at it.

But the hand refuses.

It still has him in its evil clutches when we go inside the hotel. My fingers are starting to sweat and the guy behind the counter is noticing, yet I can’t seem to do a single thing about it. Could be we have to spend the rest of our lives like this, out of sheer terror of drawing any attention to the thing I have done.

Unless he’s just carrying on because he thinks I’m scared of this place. Maybe he thinks I need comfort, in which case all of this might be okay. I am just a girl with her friendly good-looking priest, getting a hotel room in a real honest and platonic way so I can wash my lank hair and secretly watch television about spaceships. 

Nothing is going to happen—a fact that I then communicate to the counter guy with my eyes. I don’t know why I’m doing it, however. He doesn’t know Killian is a nearly priest. He has no clue that I’m some beat-up kid who needs help and protection rather than sordid hand-holding. He probably thinks we’re married just like I thought before, and the only thing that makes that idea kind of weird is how I look in comparison.

I could pass for a stripe of beige paint next to him. In here his black hair is like someone took a slice out of the night sky. His cheekbones are so big and manly I could bludgeon the counter guy with them, and I’m liable to do it. He keeps staring, even after Killian says, “Two rooms, please.” He’s still staring as we go down this all-carpeted hallway, to the point where I have to ask.

“Why was he looking like that?” I whisper as Killian fits a key that is not really a key but a gosh darn credit card into a room door. So of course I’m looking at that when he answers me, and not at his face.

But I wish I had been. I wish I’d seen his expression when he speaks, because when he speaks he says the single most startling thing I’ve ever heard in my whole life.

“He was looking because you’re lovely.”
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VARIOUS STATES OF UNDRESS: VIRGINIA


by Laura Simcox

If she had it her way, Virginia Fulton—daughter of the President of the United States—would spend more time dancing in Manhattan’s nightclubs than working in its skyscrapers. But when she finds herself in the arms of sexy, persuasive Dexter Cameron, who presents her with the opportunity of a lifetime, Virginia sees it as a sign . . . but can she take it without losing her heart?




Virginia threw her hands in the air and walked over to face him. “Come on, Dex! Be realistic. You need a team to fix this store. An army.”

“So hire one.” He leaned toward her. “I need you. And you need me.”

“I don’t need you.” She narrowed her eyes. There was no way she was going to tell him about dumping Owlton. Not right now, anyway.

Dex slid off the desk and covered the few feet between them, frowning. “Yes, you do,” he said.

She stared at his mouth, her legs suddenly feeling wobbly. “No, I don’t.” She raised her hands to his shoulders to steady herself.

“You can choose to keep telling yourself that, or you can make a move.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Move forward.”

She took a deep breath. “I don’t know if I can.” The words came out raspy, and the look of irritation in Dex’s eyes changed into something much more focused. He hesitated for a moment and then leaned closer. “Make a leap of faith, trust your instincts, and take the job. You’ll have my full support.”

As she gazed up into his steady eyes, she was all too aware of her fear. Because of cowardice, she never acted as if she expected anyone to take her seriously—and so they didn’t. It pissed her off. She didn’t like being pissed, especially not at herself. Dex took her seriously, didn’t he? She closed her eyes. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

When she opened them, he smiled. “Great. Now . . . about moving forward?”

“Yeah?”

“Literally moving forward would be fantastic. I never got to kiss you back, you know.”

“I . . . didn’t expect you to,” she said.

“That might be, but the more I thought about your kiss last night, the more necessary kissing you back became to me. And now? I can’t think about much else.”

She gripped his shoulders and gazed into his eyes. “To be honest, neither can I.”

“Please tell me we can try again. Kiss me and see what happens.” His voice was low and thick.

Virginia’s legs almost gave out from under her, and a shuddering breath left her body. She should be taking a step back, not contemplating kissing him again. Her body swayed forward, and she tightened her grip on his shoulders to steady herself. Just as she closed her eyes to think, his mouth descended, hot and sweet, angling over hers and stopping a hairsbreadth from her lips.

“Mmm,” he uttered, the sound coming from deep in his throat, and it was all she needed.

She pushed up onto her toes, her fingers laced behind his neck, and she kissed him. He tasted earthy—wild, almost—and that surprising discovery sent a shock wave through her brain. She kissed him again. “More,” she murmured, even though she knew she shouldn’t. His tongue invaded her mouth; he turned and, in one motion, lifted her onto the desk. Electricity sang through her body, and, as she twined her tongue with his, the idea of shouldn’t started to become hazy. Her hands threaded through his cropped hair and she leaned back—arching her breasts toward him—wanting Dex to press her down with his body. Please, she whispered in her mind, Please, Dex.

His hands ran over her hips, but he didn’t move closer, so she deepened the kiss, letting her hands trail over his smooth jaw, the taut sides of his neck; then she slid her fingers around the lapels of his suit and tugged. With a groan, Dex pulled her against his chest again, his hands skimming up her back to gently tug on the blunt ends of her hair. She complied, letting her head fall back, and his hot, open mouth slid down her throat and nestled in the crook of her neck. He kissed her there, lingering.

“More,” she gasped out loud, clinging to his shoulders.

He kissed her throat again, his tongue branding a circle under her jaw. Then slowly, he pulled away. “We have to stop,” he said, looking into her eyes. “If we don’t . . .” He swallowed and she watched his throat work. She hadn’t gotten to kiss him there, yet. Dipping her chin, she leaned forward, but he pulled away. He gave her a sheepish smile. “I think we sealed the deal, don’t you?



An Excerpt from

THE GOVERNESS CLUB: LOUISA


by Ellie Macdonald

Louisa Brockhurst is on the run—from her friends, from her family, even from her dream of independence through the Governess Club. Handsome but menacing John Taylor is a prizefighter-turned-innkeeper who is trying to make his way in society. When Louisa shows up at his doorstep, he’s quick to accept her offer to help—at a price. Their attraction grows, but will headstrong, fiery Louisa ever trust the surprisingly kind John enough to tell him the dangerous secrets from her past that keep her running?




Her eyes followed his movements as he straightened. Good Lord, but the moniker “Giant Johnny” was highly appropriate. The man was a mountain. A fleeting thought crossed her mind about what it would be like to have those large arms encompass her.

He spied her packed portmanteau and looked at her questioningly. “You are moving on? I thought your plans were unconfirmed.”

Louisa lifted her chin. “They are. But that does not mean I must stay here in order to solidify them.”

He put his thick hands on his hips, doubling his width. “But it also means that you do not have to leave in order to do so.” She opened her mouth to speak, but he stayed her with his hand. “I understand what it is like to be adrift. If you wish, you can remain here. It is clear that I need help, a woman’s help.” He gestured to the room. “I have little notion and less inclination for cleaning. I need someone to take charge in this area. Will you do it?”

Louisa stared at him. Help him by being a maid? In an inn? Of all the things she had considered doing, working in such a place had never crossed her mind. She was not suited for such work. A governess, a companion, yes—but a maid? What would her mother have said about this? Or any of her family?

She pressed her lips together. It had been six years since she’d allowed her family to influence her, and this job would at least keep her protected from the elements. She would be able to protect herself from the more unruly patrons, she was certain. It would be hard-earned coin, to be sure, but the current condition of her moneybag would not object to whichever manner she earned more. It would indeed present the biggest challenge she had yet faced, but how hard could it be?

“What say you, Mrs. Brock?”

His voice drew her out of her thoughts. Regarding him carefully, Louisa knew better than just to accept his offer. “What sorts of benefits could I expect?”

“Proper wage, meals, and a room.” His answer was quick.

“How many meals?”

“How many does the average person eat?” he countered. “Three by my count.”

Would her stomach survive three meals of such fare? She nodded. “This room? Or a smaller one in the attic?” She had slept in her fair share of small rooms as a governess; she would fight for the biggest one she could get.

“This one is fine. This is not a busy inn, so it can be spared.” He rubbed his bald head. “My room is behind the office, so you will never be alone on the premises.”

Hm. “I see. Free days?” Not that she expected to need them. She knew no one in the area and had no plans to inform her friends—her former friends—of where she was.

“Once a fortnight.”

“And my duties?”

“Cleaning, of course. Helping out in the kitchen and pub when necessary.”

“Was last night a typical crowd?” she asked.

“Yes. Local men come here regularly. There are not many places a man in this area can go.”

“And the women? I am curious.”

He shrugged his boulder shoulders. “None have yet come in here. I don’t cater to their tastes.”

Louisa sniffed and glanced around the room. The condition truly was atrocious. If the other rooms were like this, it would take days of hard work to get them up to scratch. It would be an accomplishment to be proud of, if she succeeded.

Ha—if I succeed? I always succeed.

She looked back at Giant Johnny, watching her with his hands on his hips, legs braced apart. She eyed him. He stood like a sportsman, sure of his ground and his strength. A sliver of awareness slipped through her at the confidence he exuded. This man was capable of many things; she was certain of it.

And if she were to agree to his offer, she would be with him every day. This mountain, this behemoth, would have authority over her as her employer. It was not the proximity to the giant that worried her; it was that last fact.

It rankled. For so long she had wished for independence, had almost achieved it with her friends and the formation of the Governess Club, only to have it collapse underneath her. And now she found herself once again having to submit to a man’s authority.

It was a bitter pill to swallow. She would have to trust that she would eventually be able to turn the situation to her advantage. Nodding, she said, “I accept the position, Mr. Taylor.”


An Excerpt from

GOOD GUYS WEAR BLACK


by Lizbeth Selvig

When single mom Rose Hanrahan arrives in Kennison Falls, Minnesota, as the new head librarian, she instantly clashes with hometown hero Dewey Mitchell over just about everything. But in a small town like Kennison Falls, it’s tough to ignore anybody, and the more they’re thrown together, the more it seems like fate has something in store for them.


Waves of anger, like blasts of heat, rolled off the woman as she turned to the pumps. Rooted to the spot, Dewey watched the scene, studying the mystifying child. He was standing a little too close to the gas fumes, but irritation took a reluctant backseat to curiosity and captivation. What kind of kid couldn’t follow a simple directive from people in uniform? What nine- or ten-year-old kid knew the year, make, and model of a fourteen-year-old fire truck, not to mention its specs—right down to the capacities of its foam firefighting equipment?

Asperger’s syndrome. He knew the phrase but little about it. He certainly believed there were real syndromes out there, since he’d seen plenty of strange behavior in his life. But this reeked of a pissed-off mother simply warning him away from her weird kid. He knew in this day and age you weren’t supposed to touch a child, but, damn it, the kid could have gotten seriously hurt. And she sure as hell hadn’t been around.

Then there was the car. Over ten years old and spotless as new. The red GT did not fit the woman. Or the situation. You just didn’t expect to see a mom and her son driving cross-country in a fireball-red sports car. She had some sort of mild, uppity accent and used words like “ire.” In a way, she wasn’t any more normal than her kid.

He tried to turn away. She wasn’t from town, so he wouldn’t have to think about her once the gas was pumped. But something compelled him to watch her finish—something that told him the world would go back to being a lot less interesting once she’d left it.

She let the boy hang the nozzle up, and then did something amazing. She opened her door, took out what appeared to be a chamois, and bent over the gas tank door to wipe and buff an area where gas must have dripped.

She doesn’t deserve it if she doesn’t know how to take care of it. That’s what he’d said about her.

Dang. She sure knew how to keep it . . . red.

His observations were cut off by a sudden wail. The boy lunged like a spaniel after a squirrel. The woman grabbed him, squatted, and took his hands in hers, pressing his palms together like he was praying. Her mouth moved quickly, and she leaned in close, her forehead nearly but not quite touching her son’s.

It should not have been a remotely sexy picture, but it was nearly as attractive as the sight of her polishing the Mustang. The over-reactive Mama Wolverine morphed into someone intense and sincere with desperation around the edges, and something he didn’t understand at all tugged at him, deep in his gut.

The boy finally nodded and quit fussing. The woman dropped her hands and leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek. After straightening, she glanced over her shoulder, and the boy’s wistful gaze followed. Dewey remembered that he’d begged only to look at the gauges on the truck. Should he just give in and let the kid have his look?

Then everything soft about the mother hardened as she met Dewey’s eyes. Her delicately angled features tightened like sharp weapons, and the wisps of hair escaping from a long, thick brown ponytail seemed to freeze in place as if they didn’t dare move for fear of pissing her off further. She stood, her shapely legs—their calves bare and browned beneath the hems of knee-length cargo shorts—spread like a superhero’s in front of her son. She didn’t say a word, so neither did Dewey. He didn’t need to take her on again. Let the kid look up the gauges online.

With a parting shot from her angry eyes, she ushered the boy into the passenger seat, darted to her side, and climbed in. The engine came to life and purred like a jungle cat. She clearly cared for the car the way she did for her son. Or somebody did.

However angry she was, she didn’t take it out on the car but pulled smoothly away from the pump. Dewey smiled. It was her car all right. Had it not been, she’d have peeled out just to punctuate her feelings for him.

Impressive woman. A little crazy. But impressive.
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SINFUL REWARDS 1


A Billionaires and Bikers Novella

by Cynthia Sax

Belinda “Bee” Carter is a good girl; at least, that’s what she tells herself. And a good girl deserves a nice guy—just like the gorgeous and moody billionaire Nicolas Rainer. Or so she thinks, until she takes a look through her telescope and sees a naked, tattooed man on the balcony across the courtyard. He has been watching her, and that makes him all the more enticing. But when a mysterious and anonymous text message dares her to do something bad, she must decide if she is really the good girl she has always claimed to be, or if she’s willing to risk everything for her secret fantasy of being watched.

An Avon Red Novella




I’d told Cyndi I’d never use it, that it was an instrument purchased by perverts to spy on their neighbors. She’d laughed and called me a prude, not knowing that I was one of those perverts, that I secretly yearned to watch and be watched, to care and be cared for.

If I’m cautious, and I’m always cautious, she’ll never realize I used her telescope this morning. I swing the tube toward the bench and adjust the knob, bringing the mysterious object into focus.

It’s a phone. Nicolas’s phone. I bounce on the balls of my feet. This is a sign, another declaration from fate that we belong together. I’ll return Nicolas’s much-needed device to him. As a thank you, he’ll invite me to dinner. We’ll talk. He’ll realize how perfect I am for him, fall in love with me, marry me.

Cyndi will find a fiancé also—everyone loves her—and we’ll have a double wedding, as sisters of the heart often do. It’ll be the first wedding my family has had in generations.

Everyone will watch us as we walk down the aisle. I’ll wear a strapless white Vera Wang mermaid gown with organza and lace details, crystal and pearl embroidery accents, the bodice fitted, and the skirt hemmed for my shorter height. My hair will be swept up. My shoes—

Voices murmur outside the condo’s door, the sound piercing my delightful daydream. I swing the telescope upward, not wanting to be caught using it. The snippets of conversation drift away.

I don’t relax. If the telescope isn’t positioned in the same way as it was last night, Cyndi will realize I’ve been using it. She’ll tease me about being a fellow pervert, sharing the story, embellished for dramatic effect, with her stern, serious dad—or, worse, with Angel, that snobby friend of hers.

I’ll die. It’ll be worse than being the butt of jokes in high school because that ridicule was about my clothes and this will center on the part of my soul I’ve always kept hidden. It’ll also be the truth, and I won’t be able to deny it. I am a pervert.

I have to return the telescope to its original position. This is the only acceptable solution. I tap the metal tube.

Last night, my man-crazy roommate was giggling over the new guy in three-eleven north. The previous occupant was a gray-haired, bowtie-wearing tax auditor, his luxurious accommodations supplied by Nicolas. The most exciting thing he ever did was drink his tea on the balcony.

According to Cyndi, the new occupant is a delicious piece of man candy—tattooed, buff, and head-to-toe lickable. He was completing armcurls outside, and she enthusiastically counted his reps, oohing and aahing over his bulging biceps, calling to me to take a look.

I resisted that temptation, focusing on making macaroni and cheese for the two of us, the recipe snagged from the diner my mom works in. After we scarfed down dinner, Cyndi licking her plate clean, she left for the club and hasn’t returned.

Three-eleven north is the mirror condo to ours. I straighten the telescope. That position looks about right, but then, the imitation UGGs I bought in my second year of college looked about right also. The first time I wore the boots in the rain, the sheepskin fell apart, leaving me barefoot in Economics 201.

Unwilling to risk Cyndi’s friendship on “about right,” I gaze through the eyepiece. The view consists of rippling golden planes, almost like . . .

Tanned skin pulled over defined abs.

I blink. It can’t be. I take another look. A perfect pearl of perspiration clings to a puckered scar. The drop elongates more and more, stretching, snapping. It trickles downward, navigating the swells and valleys of a man’s honed torso.

No. I straighten. This is wrong. I shouldn’t watch our sexy neighbor as he stands on his balcony. If anyone catches me . . .

Parts 1, 2, 3, and 4 available now!
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COVERING KENDALL


A Love and Football Novel

by Julie Brannagh

Kendall Tracy, General Manager of the San Francisco Miners, is not one for rash decisions or one-night stands. But when she finds herself alone in a hotel room with a heart-stoppingly gorgeous man—who looks oddly familiar—Kendall throws her own rules out the window . . .

Drew McCoy should look familiar; he’s a star player for her team’s archrival, the Seattle Sharks. They agree to pretend their encounter never happened. But staying away from each other is harder than it seems, and they both discover that some risks are worth taking.



“You’re Drew McCoy,” she cried out.

She scooted to the edge of the bed, clutching the sheet around her torso as she went. It was a little late now for modesty. Retaining some shred of dignity might be a good thing.

She’d watched Drew’s game film with the coaching staff. She’d seen his commercials for hair products and sports drinks and soup a hundred times before. His contract with the Sharks was done as of the end of football season, and the Miners wanted him to play for them. Drew was San Francisco’s number-one target in next season’s free agency. She’d planned on asking the team’s owner to write a big check to Drew and his agent next March. And if all that wasn’t enough, Drew was eight years younger than she was.

What the hell was wrong with her? It must have been the knit hat covering his famous hair, or finding him in a non-jock hangout like a bookstore. Maybe it was the temporary insanity brought on by an overwhelming surge of hormones.

“Is there a problem?” he said.

“I can’t have anything to do with you. I have to go.”

He shook his head in adorable confusion. She couldn’t think of anything she wanted more right now than to run her fingers through his gorgeous hair.

“This is your hotel room. Where do you think you’re going?”

She yanked as much of the sheet off the bed as possible, attempting to wrap it around herself and stand up at the same time. He was simultaneously grabbing at the comforter to shield himself. It didn’t work.

She twisted her foot in the bedding while she hurled herself away from him and ended up on the carpet seconds later in a tangle of sheets and limbs, still naked. Her butt hit the floor so hard she almost expected to bounce.

The number-one reason Kendall didn’t engage in one-night stands as a habit hauled himself up on all fours in the middle of the bed. Out of all the guys in the world available for a short-term fling, of course she’d pick the man who could get her fired or sued.

He grabbed the robe he’d slung over the foot of the bed, scrambled off the mattress, and jammed his arms into the sleeves as he advanced on her.

“Are you okay? You went down pretty hard.” His eyes skimmed over her. “That’s going to leave a mark.”

He crouched next to her as he reached out to help her up. She resisted the impulse to stare at golden skin, an eight-pack, and a sizable erection. She’d heard Drew didn’t lack for dates. He had things to offer besides the balance in his bank accounts.

“I’m okay,” she told him.

She felt a little shaky. She’d probably have a nice bruise later. She was going down all right, and it had nothing to do with sex. It had everything to do with the fact that, if anyone from the Miners organization saw him emerging from her room in the next seventy-two hours, she was in the kind of trouble with her employer there was no recovering from. The interim general manager of an NFL team did not sleep with anyone from the opposing team, especially when the two teams were archrivals that hated each other with the heat of a thousand suns. Especially when the guy was a star player her own organization was more than a little interested in acquiring. Especially before a game that could mean the inside track to the playoffs for both teams.

Drew and Kendall would be the Romeo and Juliet of the NFL. Well, without all the dying. Death by 24/7 sports media embarrassment didn’t count.

He reached out, grabbed her beneath the armpits, and hoisted her off the floor like she weighed nothing.

“I’ve got you. Let’s see if you can stand up,” he said. His warm, gentle hands moved over her, looking for injuries. “Why don’t you lean on me for a second here?”

She tried rewrapping the sheet around her so she could walk away from him while preserving her dignity. It wasn’t going to happen. She couldn’t stop staring at him. If she let him take her in his arms, she’d be lost. She teetered as she leaned against the hotel room wall.

“I’m—I’m fine. I—”

“Hold still,” he said. She heard his bare feet slap against the carpeting as he grabbed the second robe out of the coat closet and brought it back to her. “If you don’t want to do this, that’s your decision, but I don’t understand what’s wrong.”

She struggled into the thick terry robe as she tried to think of a response. He was staring at her as she retrieved the belt and swathed herself in yards of fabric. Judging by his continuing erection, he liked what he saw, even if it was covered up from her neck to below her knees. He licked his bottom lip. Her mouth went dry. Damn it.

Of course the most attractive guy she’d been anywhere near a bed with in the past year was completely off-limits.

“You don’t recognize me,” she said.

“No, I don’t,” he said. “Is there a problem?”

“You might say that.” She finally succeeded in knotting the belt of the robe around her waist, dropped the sheet at her feet, and stuck out one hand. “Hi. I’m Kendall Tracy. I’m the interim GM of the San Francisco Miners.” His eyes widened in shock. “Nice to meet you.”
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