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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Lydia knew immediately that they were in trouble. She could tell by the sounds the people downstairs were making—hissed whispers, shuffling boots, the tinkle of glass breaking. Quite clearly, it wasn’t the Hendersons returning early. Or workmen, come to collect something they’d forgotten. 
 
    It had to be intruders. 
 
    Though, god, she had no idea how to deal with that. Her first thought was call the cops, but the moment the idea occurred she knew it wasn’t possible. There was no landline in here. No computer for her to frantically message anyone. And her own phone was downstairs—she was sure it was. She’d left it there so the ring would not wake Emily, then fallen asleep next to her on her tiny duck-duvet-covered bed.  
 
    So now there was only one option left: escape. 
 
    Though god knew how they were going to go about it. On her own, she might have been fast enough to make it to the front door. But carrying a sleeping child? She knew for a stone-cold fact that she had no chance. They probably wouldn’t even make it to the top step before someone stopped them. 
 
    And she really didn’t want to think about what might happen then. Whenever she did, she remembered the home invasion over on Pinter Street, and how that had ended.  
 
    With everyone stabbed to death, her mind helpfully informed her.  
 
    Then suddenly, she was on her feet. She was whispering to Emily to stay quiet, and do exactly as she told her. And to her great relief, Emily obeyed. The kid didn’t even ask any questions or protest being woken up. She just stared with too wide eyes and held out her little arms in a way that almost made Lydia lose her mind. She had to grit her teeth and look at the ceiling to stop the tears from coming.  
 
    But her face was still wet by the time she got to the window. Her heart still beat like it wanted to break out of her body. And worst of all, her arms and legs seemed to have lost all their strength and coordination. She tried to shove up the window with one hand and found it completely impossible. 
 
    Even though she’d done it a thousand times before. 
 
    She had done it only last week. 
 
    So, what exactly was going on here? 
 
    It was almost like she’d become a completely different person. Just some pathetic weakling, instead of the tough girl she’d always thought she was. That other Lydia—the real Lydia—would have easily managed to get them both out onto the porch roof.  
 
    But this new one could barely lift a window.  
 
    She had to put the kid down and use both hands to do it, and even then, it was incredibly hard. For some reason, she had started shaking uncontrollably. Her palms were slick with sweat and kept slipping on the wood. Twice, she almost whammed her knuckles into the frame. 
 
    And there was no relief when she finally succeeded in getting it open. 
 
    They were just making way too much noise, she knew. Her breathing alone sounded like a freight train barreling through the house. The kid had started crying loudly—and she cried louder when Lydia tried to get her through the window. “No, not without you,” she said, so desperately Lydia almost changed her mind. 
 
    Then she noticed it. 
 
    The sudden, tense silence.  
 
    Followed by the clatter and thump of boots on the stairs. 
 
    They were coming. And they were coming fast. All she really had time to do was hide Emily out of view before they got to the door—but even that was a close thing.  
 
    She was still halfway out the window when they burst into the room. 
 
    And after that there was nothing else.  
 
    There was just them, in the doorway. 
 
    Both tall, very tall, and broad. And clearly experts, rather than simple opportunists. Their clothes were practically uniforms, from their thick canvas jackets to their utilitarian boots. Even their masks were identical—just thin black material that turned every single part of their faces into a sort of featureless hump. 
 
    Including their eyes. 
 
    For some ungodly reason, they hadn’t cut holes to see out of. There was just a dark blank space where those holes should be, as if two sightless aliens had come here just to silently observe.  
 
    Apparently, they wanted to know what panic looked like. 
 
    But she was damned if she was going to show it to them. 
 
    Instead, she unwound herself from the window as calmly as she could. Then almost as an afterthought, she pulled it closed behind her. As if there was no one out there at all—or at least, no one that they should concern themselves with. It was just her who had tried to escape. Just her who should pay for it, if that was what they were thinking. 
 
    And she suspected it was. 
 
    The smaller of the two had made a fist, and was currently grinding it into the palm of his other hand over and over. Like some movie cliché of how tough guys acted when they wanted you to be scared.  
 
    Only this was not an act.  
 
    The guy lunged before she’d even finished the last thought. 
 
    He practically knocked things out of the way to get to her. 
 
    And his hands, when he took hold, were brutal. He didn’t just grab her. He bunched her t-shirt into two ugly fists, and hauled her off her feet. She actually felt air between herself and the floor, and after that, only snapshots of sensation. The jagged hills of his knuckles pressing too hard into the tender flesh of her breasts; the rattle that happened in your head when someone shakes you.  
 
    Then the rush of air that comes with being thrown. 
 
    She remembered it from childhood, from the time she had been tossed in the air by her father. Her mother looking on, fretful. Turtle barking at his feet, the sun shining through the trees, the sense of contentment that she had thought would go on forever from there.  
 
    Didn’t everyone think it would go on forever from there? 
 
    No one could predict an end like this. Even the people who did probably didn’t believe, deep down, it was going to happen. It was hard to believe even as she experienced it. She tried to tell herself clearly and soundly: I am going to be raped. That is what this is. It is the reason he has thrown me onto Emily’s narrow bed with the ducks on the bedspread. There is no other explanation. 
 
    Yet still she clung on to some other, happier reality, in which they just locked her in and disappeared.  
 
    Later, she could relay the whole thing to Letty, who would gasp and look concerned in all the right places. She would say that she was thankful Lydia got out of it okay, instead of what she was actually going to do: read about Lydia in the paper tomorrow. Breckinridge Student Found Dead in the Home Where She Was Babysitting, Lydia thought. 
 
    And then suddenly something shifted inside her. 
 
    She didn’t know what it was. She had no idea where it came from. 
 
    It was just suddenly there, all teeth and claws. It made her kick and bite and make sounds she had never made before in her life—long vicious snarls that seemed to come up from her gut and screams that didn’t seem like screams at all. They seemed like something an animal might make, when it knew it was going to die. They seemed terrifying and terrified and most of all loud. 
 
    So loud, in fact, that she didn’t hear the other guy. 
 
    Not at first, at least. At first, she was just busy trying to survive.  
 
    The man on top of her suddenly had a hand on her throat. He was squeezing, and the world was starting to turn purple. It was a struggle just to breathe and think and fight, never mind listen. 
 
    Then suddenly his words were getting through. 
 
    Though it wasn’t the volume that made it happen.  
 
    It was the tone he used. The haunting, heartbreaking tone—as if she was more than just some random stranger. She was someone else, someone he cared for. His wife, she thought, in a wild flash, and though later, she would think the idea was absurd. In that moment, nothing had ever been truer. It was threaded through his voice. It was in the word god and the word have and the word mercy.  
 
    But most of all, oh most of all, it was in his actions.  
 
    She felt the weight on her lift.  
 
    The hands abruptly disappeared. 
 
    And then came the bang. 
 
    Good god, the bang. 
 
    It was a thunderclap, pressed directly to her ears. It was too loud to stand—so loud that she could barely hear a thing, in the aftermath.  
 
    There was only a thin sort of ringing, followed by the strangest muffled sound. 
 
    Then she realized, in a rush. 
 
    It was him. He was trying to speak to her. He was trying to ask her to do something—though it took her an age to figure out what exactly it was that he wanted. His voice was like listening to the ocean, through a big shell. It was all blurry and faraway, to the point where almost none if it was clear. In the end, she had to guess, based on nothing more than his gestures. 
 
    But luckily, they were good gestures. 
 
    They were the best, in fact. 
 
    He put a hand one her shoulder, so light she could have mistaken it for a summer breeze. Then just when it became too much, he drew back. He put that hand to his chest, in a way she could never have misunderstood. It was clear as day: I’m sorry. 
 
    Though she had no idea what he was sorry for. 
 
    He had just shot a man to save her life. 
 
    She knew he had. It was the reason her ears were ringing. 
 
    The reason for the spray of blood on the bed by her side. 
 
    And it was why he gestured for her to wipe her face, before she went to get the kid. 
 
    So Emily wouldn’t see it, she thought, as she staggered to the window. So it would look like everything was almost okay—though she wasn’t quite sure how that was going to happen.  
 
    Even without the blood, there was still him.  
 
    Or so she thought. 
 
    But when she turned with the girl in her arms, he was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Lydia knew as soon as she walked in that she had made a mistake. The group therapy flier had seemed so cheery, but this was not a cheery place. It looked like the thing it was: an abandoned dance studio on the crappy side of campus, half-falling down and full of sad relics. On the far wall, there had been a bar where girls probably did ballet moves. Now it was just a shorn off hunk of metal, hanging down at an odd angle. The once glossy floor had warped, and turned greasy and dark. 
 
    It almost felt like her shoes were sinking into it, when she took a step inside.  
 
    And the whole place was cold, very cold. 
 
    Somebody had boarded up a broken window on the left-hand wall, but the cardboard flapped and whistled. Not even the groaning, over-hot pipes that ran along the baseboard could make up for it—as evidenced by the amount of people still wearing their jackets. She spotted a girl she vaguely knew from her class on Freudian theory, in full winter wear. 
 
    Hat, scarf, gloves. 
 
    Then wished she was wearing the same. Her leather jacket made good armor, but it wasn’t particularly warm. The pockets did absolutely nothing for her frozen fingers, no matter how deep she buried them. She had to get a cup of hot coffee just to heat them up, but that proved to be a mistake. 
 
    It tasted like dirty water. 
 
    And by the time she’d finished not drinking it, everyone was seated in the circle of chairs. They were waiting for her, so silent and wide-eyed it made her pulse pick up. Her mouth was suddenly dry, despite the coffee—and the flippant words she’d said to Letty before leaving their apartment: They’ll probably recognize me from the news and want all the gory details. 
 
    It had seemed like a joke, back then. She had laughed. 
 
    But now, it was a terrifying reality. 
 
    She was going to have to sit in that circle, next to complete strangers. 
 
    And then, she was going to have to describe everything. The knuckles, the smell of blood, the sound of their boots on the stairs. Maybe she’d even slip up and tell them about the other guy, and fuck knows what would happen then. Most likely, one of them would tell the police that she hadn’t had a lucky escape at all. That her attacker hadn’t shot himself by accident. There was someone else, they’d say, and the next thing she knew, she’d be in prison for covering up crimes. 
 
    She wouldn’t even be able to say why she had done it. 
 
    Most days, she wasn’t sure. It had just seemed right. 
 
    Like the thank you she longed to give him. 
 
    But knew she never would. 
 
    “Would you like to sit down, Lydia?” 
 
    The question had been posed in the least threatening manner she could imagine. And the woman asking was the very definition of kindly. Her gray hair hung in a fat plait over one shoulder. She had sandals and socks on her feet. Her cardigan was covered in knitted bees. 
 
    Yet, still, Lydia couldn’t quite go over there. 
 
    The thought of that lie kept her rooted to the spot. 
 
    “I just thought maybe I could stay here and listen this first time,” she said. 
 
    “Of course you can. But wouldn’t it be nicer to sit down to do it?” 
 
    “Sitting down kind of seems like it comes with a talking price tag.” 
 
    “I can assure you it doesn’t.” 
 
    That got her feet moving. It also helped her sit in one of the plastic chairs, even though she suspected it wasn’t true. They were all still looking at her—so expectantly she could feel it, digging away at her insides. If they kept it up, they were probably going to pop out some important organ.  
 
    But they all carried on anyway.  
 
    Well, all except for one guy. 
 
    She didn’t notice him right away, even though he was directly across from the seat she’d chosen in the circle. It happened slowly, like the prickling awareness of someone following you.  
 
    Only without the actual following part. 
 
    Every time she glanced at him, he was busy staring at someone else. He focussed on people who never spoke and people who did; on the broken plié bar and the whistling window. Hell, even when he gazed in her direction he seemed to be seeing something just to the right of her head. 
 
    Though that was probably down to the kind of person he seemed to be. 
 
    She’d never seen anyone so self-contained in all her days. It was like he was surrounded by invisible armed guards. Curious stares and questions simply bounced off him, as if they were barely there at all. And when the group leader finally said it was his turn to share, his answering smile was a wonder. He allowed it a quarter of warmth and a half of sincerity, and the rest was all control. 
 
    Though what he was controlling, she couldn’t say. 
 
    His story was completely unremarkable.  It was the same one most of the other people had shared: an unfulfilling job he had just quit, feeling aimless about the direction his life was going in, wondering if he was ever going to realize his potential. Just a series of generic issues that no one would have cared about—if it were not for the way he was. 
 
    And oh, the sound of his voice. 
 
    Nobody was prepared for his voice. 
 
    He seemed like the kind of guy to talk in a really macho, terse sort of manner. Everything about him suggested it, from the armed guards, to the heavy-duty leather jacket, to his face. He had a jaw like a sheer granite drop. His nose was busted to fuck. Yet, when he spoke, it was almost a sigh. She thought of a summer breeze stirring through long grass, so faint people had to strain to hear it.  
 
    Hell, people did strain to hear it. 
 
    Two girls were leaning so far forward she wanted to put out a hand to stop them toppling off their chairs. One of them was getting so close to him she could have licked him without much effort, and for one hair-raising second Lydia wondered if she might. The side of his face was very tempting—mostly smooth and tawny, with just the barest hint of that good sort of stubble.  
 
    Like iron filings beneath the skin, her mind supplied, in a way that made her feel kind of weird. Her stomach tightened, for reasons she couldn’t place. Suddenly, she was perspiring, and not in her usual I fucking hate therapy kind of manner. 
 
    This was different, much different. 
 
    Though she didn’t get much time to figure it out. Suddenly Gray Plait was telling everyone to stand. Even worse: she was telling everyone to find a partner. And though Lydia wanted to obey, doing so was way easier said than done. She glanced around quickly, searching for likely candidates. 
 
    But almost everyone in the room was staring at her way too eagerly. 
 
    In fact, two girls were actually whispering and pointing. 
 
    She couldn’t pick the whispering pointers. 
 
    So where did that leave her? 
 
    Even the one she might have chosen was out of bounds. He had already paired up with some other person—though she doubted it would have mattered if he hadn’t. He was still a man. He was still tall and broad and probably aggressive, no matter how much he disguised it behind all of that soothing stillness. 
 
    The soothing stillness was probably just a front.  
 
    Though fuck, it really didn’t look like it. 
 
    The girl he was with seemed as nervous as a bird—more nervous than her, in truth. But that didn’t appear to faze him in the slightest. She accidentally threw the talking stick that Gray Plait handed out, and he just caught it effortlessly. As if the throw had been intentional, instead of a clumsy mistake. 
 
    At the very least, he made it seem like no big deal. 
 
    And the way she was chewing her hair—that was no big deal either.  
 
    He didn’t look at it. He didn’t draw attention to it. He didn’t ask her to stop. Instead, he waited patiently for her to relax enough to let it go.  
 
    But it was something else she really noticed. 
 
    He kept his hands in his pockets, the whole time. Other guys in the room—they touched arms and shoulders and gestured wildly in the air. They invaded space, in a way they didn’t even seem aware of. Hell, she hadn’t been aware of something like that, before The Incident. 
 
    Now, it was all she could see or think about or feel. 
 
    And he didn’t do it one single goddamn time. 
 
    It was like he not only created his own forcefield, but somehow built one around the girl, too. And oh, it was a sight to see. For a full minute, Lydia just watched him dance around that invisible barrier, always careful to avoid every possible arm brush or accidental touch. 
 
    Until finally, the girl tried to cross to him. 
 
    She was the one who put a hand out. She was the one who leaned forward. She even went to touch his arm in a way that made Lydia hold her breath. 
 
    But the breath holding was for him. 
 
    It was all for him, somehow. 
 
    Not that he really needed it. 
 
    He was ready for that hand. He seemed to know it was coming—as if his awareness of everything around him was always turned up to eleven. And when it got within an inch of him, he did something so awesome it almost made her laugh.  
 
    He turned into that touch, so that it just sort of glanced by him. Then he made the girl look at something else, instead of focusing on the hand he’d just avoided. And he did it so effortlessly, so perfectly, so seamlessly that she could hardly stand it. To be so cool about it, to be so kind at the same time, to not compromise himself or offend her in one glorious move… 
 
    God, it made her gnash her teeth with envy. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She found her best friend asleep on the couch, in pajamas three hundred sizes too big for her. Her boyfriend Tate’s pajamas, Lydia guessed, but Tate himself was nowhere to be seen. Most likely, Letty had sent him to bed, so it could just be them. So they could talk, over the two mugs of cocoa Letty had already prepared. And sure enough, within moments, Letty was up, all sleepy eyed and big curls, questions at the ready. 
 
    “So how did it go?” she asked, as she handed Lydia a mug. 
 
    Though, it was obvious her friend already knew. 
 
    Letty’s left leg was jiggling like crazy. 
 
    Lydia had to force a laugh into her voice just to stop said leg from flying off. 
 
    “About as well as I imagined in all of my worst nightmares.” 
 
    “So as bad as the counsellor who made you listen to Enya, then.” 
 
    “Worse. There was a circle of plastic chairs.” 
 
    Now the horror on Letty’s face was only pretend, thank god. 
 
    And it was accompanied by eye rolling of the highest order.  
 
    “Oh god, the dreaded circle of plastic chairs.” 
 
    “And the group leader wore socks with sandals.” 
 
    “Lord, why do they always have to wear socks with sandals?” 
 
    “Plus, of course, every single person stared at me, throughout,” Lydia said. 
 
    Then immediately wanted to take it back. That was way too close to her real feelings. In fact, when she said the words the sense of everyone watching her came flooding back.  
 
    But luckily, Letty didn’t notice. Or, at least, she pretended not to. 
 
    She just sipped her cocoa and shook her head, then said in that withering tone Lydia liked best, “I can’t imagine anything else in this hellish nightmare, to be honest.” 
 
    “Then to cap it off, the coffee was pure evil.” 
 
    “Well, to be fair, I did warn you about the coffee.” 
 
    Lydia nudged her friend, with the tip of her sneaker. “You said it was usually weak and too bitter at group therapy things. You didn’t say it would taste like milk from a zombie’s tit.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s because only you could come up with such a majestic description.” 
 
    Lydia laughed, at that. A real laugh, too. 
 
    Or at least, as real as her laughs got, now. 
 
    “Confession: I did spend the bus ride across campus trying to think it up.” 
 
    “And that is the main reason why I adore you.” 
 
    “Thank god. Because I think the other reasons are all gone.” 
 
    Silence fell, then. A thick silence that made her want to take back the words.  
 
    But Letty swooped in before she could. ”They’re not really gone at all—they’re just buried. Something will help you find those parts of yourself again,” she said, and the strangest thing happened when she did. For once, Lydia didn’t feel like rolling her eyes. She didn’t want to tell Letty no, or maybe disappear before frustration made her cry. Instead, she thought of one thing. 
 
    The guy from the meeting. 
 
    The one with the forcefield. 
 
    He was the something, she knew. 
 
    Now she just had to work up the courage to ask. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Lydia fully intended to go up to him, the second she got to the meeting. But then she actually saw him across the already crowded room, and the sheer stupidity of the idea smacked her clean in the face. They were total strangers. He literally did not know her from Adam. 
 
    She could have been a complete psycho, for all he knew. 
 
    And even if he—by some miracle—welcomed her questions, right now, she couldn’t think of a single reasonable one. I was wondering if you could tell me how you dodged that girl’s hand so effortlessly seemed intrusive. Could you possibly share forcefield tips sounded insane.  
 
    There was no way she could do this. 
 
    She couldn’t even meet his gaze, truth be told. He turned his head just as she found him amongst the crowd, and she immediately pretended something else had caught her eye. There was a sign above his head about good oral hygiene, of all things, and she focused on that, instead. She focused on everything and anything in the room, except for him.  
 
    And it worked. 
 
    She made it to the end without making a fool of herself. She didn’t accost him with ridiculous questions. There were no awkward interludes, between them both. In fact, she barely looked his way again after that first time. She kept her eyes to herself until everyone had filed out of the room, and even then, she only looked up so she could see where the exit was. 
 
    It wasn’t her fault that he was still in his seat.  
 
    Or that her eyes were automatically drawn to him.  
 
    He was the only person in the room now—of course, she looked. 
 
    But she swore she wouldn’t say anything to him. 
 
    Only to have him fuck that vow all to hell.  
 
    “You know, if there was something you wanted to ask me, you can ask it,” he asked, so soft and abrupt at the same time that she didn’t have a choice: she had to answer. And she did. Clumsily, awkwardly, with way too much head shaking. 
 
    “Oh no. No. I didn’t have anything to ask. Not even one little thing.” 
 
    “Really? Seemed like you were trying to catch my eye.” 
 
    “Nope. Actually, I was just looking at the poster above your head.” 
 
    “All seven times you glanced over at me? Or just the first time?” 
 
    She attempted a snort. “I didn’t glance over seven times.” 
 
    “But you did glance once.” 
 
    A big part of her wanted to be mad, then. At the very least, it felt as if she should be nervous, about this strange guy trapping her into what felt like a verbal labyrinth. But somehow, neither feeling took hold. He was just too calm in his approach, too gentle about it. His hands stayed in his pockets the whole time they talked. He didn’t get up. He didn’t lean towards her aggressively.  
 
    And she noticed something else, too. 
 
    He’d switched seats somewhere between the end of the meeting and now. 
 
    As if he’d known that his former position in front of the door would have seemed suspicious. Like he was blocking her way, instead of just casually offering her what she’d wanted all along. 
 
    And she did still want it. “Fine. You got me. I may have had a question.” 
 
    “Okay. So, hit me with it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hit you with it.” 
 
    “Then just brush it against me gently.” 
 
    “That sounds better. But still not ideal.” 
 
    “Is there an ideal way to do this?” he asked, in a manner that would normally be accompanied by an eyebrow raise. If it had been anyone else—Tate for example, with his constantly animated face—she would have definitely gotten one. 
 
    But this guy’s face remained as still as a stone statue of himself. 
 
    Even after she joked, “I was thinking semaphore from two separate hills.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Unfortunately, I’m shit out of flags right now. And hills.” 
 
    “Guess I’m just going to have to do it with my vocal cords then, huh?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, then.  
 
    He just waited, as patient as he had been with that girl. 
 
    God, did he understand how good his patience was? She didn’t know. 
 
    But she knew she could tell him things, at the very least. “That girl you were paired up with. It was really cool how you were with her.” 
 
    “Not sure that was really a question. Though it was a lot gentler than I’d imagined.” 
 
    “What were you imagining, exactly? Me demanding all the intimate details of your life?” 
 
    “Something like that.” He paused, in a way that reminded her of the smile he’d given at the very beginning. That same sense of measuring something out, followed by well-considered words. “It usually goes that way.” 
 
    “Not with me. I can’t even ask you how you got so good at guarding yourself.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. That seemed like a pretty skillful way to bring it up.” 
 
    She tried not to grin, at those words. And failed, completely. “Yeah I was pretty proud of myself for that. Seemed more like the real me.” 
 
    “I take it the real you was good at talking to total strangers.” 
 
    “The real me was amazing at talking to strangers.” 
 
    “And now you think that ability’s gone.” 
 
    “I know it has. I mean, just check out this stilted conversation.” 
 
    She spread her hands, as if to demonstrate. 
 
    But he wasn’t biting. “The last thing I’d call this is stilted. In fact, for me, this is practically the Algonquin Round Table.” 
 
    “So, full of angry depressed people bitching at each other.” 
 
    Something happened with his face then—a twitch of his cheek, a hint of curl at the corner of his mouth. But whatever it was, he tamped it down as soon as it began. He kept his expression neutral, and his words even. “I meant in terms of the amount of talking going on.” 
 
    “So, usually you just grunt something noncommittal and cut out.” 
 
    “Even the word grunting is a little generous for what I prefer to do.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t seem to be doing to be doing so badly here.” 
 
    He regarded her steadily, then. The way people do when they try to work out if you’re lying, her mind said—but she couldn’t tell if that was true or not. His eyes were too black, his face too impassive. 
 
    And when he spoke, he still seemed so casual. “Yeah, I think that’s all on you. Nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “So if I was a different person, you’d be silent now?” 
 
    “Probably. At the very least, I’d be grunting noncommittally.” 
 
    “Guess I haven’t lost it as hard as I thought.” 
 
    “I’d say you haven’t lost it at all,” he said, after which she tried to respond right away. But as a gushing thank you was the only thing that came to mind, she found herself struggling. It was a full minute before she managed to speak, after which there was only one thing to say. 
 
     “And then, an ironic silence fell.” 
 
    “I don’t think that really counted as a silence.” 
 
    “No? What would you call it then?” 
 
    “A comfortable pause.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have called it comfortable.” 
 
    “Oh believe me, in my world, that was comfortable.” 
 
    “So, usually your silences are agonizing?” 
 
    The question was out before she could stop it. 
 
    But he didn’t seem to mind. Or, at least, he didn’t let it show in his expression. And it wasn’t in his suddenly wry tone, either. “I’d sooner sit through a root canal than go through them.” 
 
    “It didn’t seem that way with the girl. Or rather, you didn’t let her feel it.” 
 
    “I’m bad at doing stuff like that. But I’m good at hiding it.” 
 
    “I’d say excellent at hiding it. I almost went out of my mind with envy when you dodged her hand without her even seeming like she was aware.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s anything to be envious of.” 
 
    His voice dipped a little, in a way that should have been imperceptible. Probably it would have been, to anyone else. But he had been right—she hadn’t lost her knack for interacting with strangers. She was already starting to notice tiny differences in his tone and his expressions, when he said certain things or made an effort not to react to others. And she could use it too, to reassure him. 
 
    “Sure it is,” she said. “If you don’t want people to invade your space but have no idea how to be polite and normal about it. You know how many drinks I’ve spilt down the front of people who just wanted to shake my hand? The answer is a lot.” 
 
    “So maybe they shouldn’t be jabbing their hands at you.” 
 
    “People do jab way too much.” 
 
    “An obscene amount.” 
 
    “It’s ridiculous, really.” 
 
    “Why can’t people keep their hands to themselves?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I do know that your attempt at make me feel better about it is really top notch. Just first rate,” she said, and knew it was true for two reasons: actual laughter was threaded through her words… 
 
    And somewhere in middle of that quick parry exchange she’d sat down.  
 
    She’d actually sat down in an empty room with a strange man. 
 
    Plus, she had no urge to get back up again. 
 
    “Well, I sure am glad I’m doing something right here,” he said. 
 
    “You’re doing a ton of things right. In fact, I’m not even sure what you think you’re doing wrong.” 
 
    “Everything. Always. Though, I’m doing my best to be cool.” 
 
    “To tell you the truth, the coolness is the only thing that’s bothering me. It’s like someone spliced the Fonz with the guy from Drive and then stuck him in a freezer for a thousand years. Just looking at you is giving my eyeballs chilblains.” 
 
    That steady gaze again. The sense of him carefully considering his words. Then an extra tiny bit of casualness, when he said, “Oh, I dunno. You seem to be holding your own on the coolness front.” 
 
    “Probably because some of your immense cool is rubbing off on me. I accidentally sniffed your leather jacket and immediately became ten percent less awkward.” 
 
    “You like the jacket, huh?” 
 
    “The jacket is fucking amazing.” 
 
    He checked it out, as if seeing it with new eyes. “I don’t see how. I got it at Goodwill.” 
 
    “You realize that only makes it more amazing, right? Now you’re not only cool, you’re effortlessly cool. You don’t even try. It’s just there.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, it doesn’t feel there.” 
 
    She tried not to roll her eyes. And failed. “Oh, I suppose now you’re going to tell me that you’re sweating bullets underneath that amazingly icy and stoic veneer.” 
 
    “I hadn’t planned on telling you that, no. But as you brought it up…” 
 
    “Man, now I’m even more envious. You would never guess. Never.” 
 
    “It just takes practice. All of it just takes practice.” 
 
    “Even the stuff that seems effortless?” 
 
    He paused. Then, “Especially, the stuff that seems effortless.” 
 
    “So, I guess you just stab yourself in the thigh until you can do it with a straight face.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t exactly put it like that.” 
 
    “Then how would you put it?” 
 
    “Stand up, and I’ll show you.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what was more remarkable: that he offered, or that she didn’t think twice about doing what he said. She just stood the second he said the words, then waited patiently for whatever he was going to do—as if she knew, somehow, that he wouldn’t make her regret it. 
 
    Though she was right to believe that. 
 
    He stood, but he didn’t come near her. He stayed a good five feet away, as if his forcefield protected her as much as it did him. And when he finally spoke, he just sounded so damned practical. “Okay I think the handshake thing is best to demonstrate. Sound good?” 
 
    “That sounds perfect, to be honest.” 
 
    “Good. Then you need to watch my shoulders.” 
 
    Her gaze flicked to them, automatically.  
 
    Though she couldn’t see exactly what he wanted her to. 
 
    Beyond their general broadness and solidity. 
 
    “Okay I’m watching them,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t look at my hands.” 
 
    “Got it. No hands.” 
 
    “You’ll want to look.” 
 
    “I do already.” 
 
    “But you’ve no need to. I’m not going to touch you.” 
 
    “I get that. I believe you on that.” 
 
    “Good. Now tell me which hand I’ve extended.” 
 
    It had to be a trick question. Had to be. He hadn’t done anything, after all. Everything she was looking at was right where it had been a second ago, she was sure of it.  
 
    But she went to ask him anyway. “What? What do you—” 
 
    “Here, I’ll do it again.” 
 
    He did, and this time his meaning was completely clear. She wasn’t looking at his hands, but it was still obvious which hand was moving. In fact, it was so obvious, she actually found herself grinning again. And the word when it came was full of surprised triumph. “Left.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Now which?” 
 
    He moved again. 
 
    Again, she saw it. 
 
    “Left.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    Faster this time. Slighter. 
 
    But still, she caught it. 
 
    “Left.” 
 
    “Perfect. Now tell me how you did it.” 
 
    “Your shoulders move when you extend your hand.” 
 
    He nodded—once, abrupt. “Yep. And that’s pretty much all there is to it. When you meet someone, or when you’re talking to someone, don’t watch their hands. If you watch their hands they’ll know exactly what you’re doing when you go to avoid a touch or a shake. They might even anticipate it. But if you watch their shoulders, you can move freely. Their lack of awareness is your closest ally. It’s your best friend.” 
 
    “But then how do you—” 
 
    “How do you avoid it? Never step back. Never. Stepping back is something people expect. It’s the number one thing people do when they’re afraid or startled. So instead, you step to one side. Come on, come a little closer and stick your hand out to me.” 
 
    Again, she obeyed without really thinking about it. She stepped towards him, and put out her hand in a way she was sure has been too fast and too clumsy. She was a little nervous and little too eager, and it really should have resulted in disaster.  
 
    But it didn’t.  
 
    The second her hand started to move, he went right. And even though she knew how he did it now and understood everything he said—even though she’d seen him do this very thing before—she still marveled over it. She still said in a voice that sounded far too breathless, “Jesus Christ. It’s like your feet have wheels.” 
 
    “I promise, no wheels are required. Only practice.” 
 
    “Pretty sure practice is never going to make me that graceful.” 
 
    “Then try some distraction. People easily forget or overlook things if you shift their focus away from yourself. So, you sidestep, and as you do it you gesture at something.” 
 
    She frowned, considering. “But what am I supposed to gesture at?” 
 
    “Well, that would be my other tip. Start getting more aware of your surroundings. First thing you do when you walk into a room—catalogue anything interesting.” 
 
    “So like maybe that thousand-year old coffee machine.” 
 
    “That would definitely work. In fact, why don’t you try it? I’ll go to shake your hand and you—” 
 
    She didn’t even wait for him to finish. On the word shake she saw his shoulder move in what was now a pretty familiar way, and sidestepped. And she would have been proud of herself for doing it too, if nerves hadn’t made her too clumsy. The move she made was too big. It was too jagged. 
 
    She almost rammed right into one of the chairs they were still surrounded by. 
 
    Then stumbled, as she tried to correct her mistake. 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck,” she snapped. 
 
    Even though he was already there, to soothe her. His hands spread out over the air in front of him, as if petting an animal that wasn’t there. And when he spoke, his voice was even softer. “Hey, hey, take it easy.” 
 
    “But I fucked it up.” 
 
    “Sure you did. It’s the first time you’ve tried it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I bet you didn’t fuck it up first time you tried.” 
 
    “I fell over a stack of crates and needed three stitches just above my ear.” 
 
    “You did not,” she said, but then she saw his expression. Still unmoving, in a way that made her realize something else about it—it was an excellent gauge of the truth. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Nobody is born good at this stuff, honey. It’s all just repetition.” 
 
    “So, I do this a thousand times, and then I get good.” 
 
    “You do it five, and you’ll see an improvement.” 
 
    She eyed the chair she’d almost knocked over. “I sincerely doubt that.” 
 
    “Then I’ll show you. You ready?” 
 
    He did it again the second she nodded—a little too fast for her liking, truth be told.  
 
    Though man, did it ever work. She seemed to clock the shoulder twitch and move in the same moment, not quite fluid like him but still fast and definitely more careful. This time, she didn’t get anywhere close to any of the chairs. And she didn’t stumble or forget to say something to distract him. 
 
    “Hey, have you seen the stain that looks like a dog?” she blurted. 
 
    But the best part was: he just went with it. 
 
    “I have seen that. Pretty weird.” 
 
    “Yeah I thought it was pretty weird, too.” 
 
    “Looks like it’s been here a while.” 
 
    “It does. In fact, I was just thinking that, and oh my god I did it. I totally fucking did it. I even want to carry on this completely irrelevant and stupid conversation about the dog stain,” she said, a little too breathlessly. A little too excitedly.  
 
    Not that he seemed to care in the least. 
 
    He just rolled right on. “Uh-huh. And that’s where you’re at a huge advantage.” 
 
    “Because I know how to discuss irrelevant shit?” 
 
    “Because you’re good at talking. See, I can do the sidestep and the shoulder watch, and I’m always aware of everything in the room. But I gotta be real careful what I draw attention to. Choose the wrong thing, and I’m out of words before they can pick up the thread. Then it’s just two people staring awkwardly at a dog shaped smear on the wall.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. I think the stain talk was at least fifty percent you.” 
 
    “Nope, I was just following your lead.” He paused there, and looked at her again in that considering way. Though she still couldn’t quite tell what he was considering. Or what conclusions he was coming to. The best she could do was label how it made her feel when he did it: warm and good. And when he finally spoke, his words backed up that reaction. “It’s like I said—you make it real easy.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, then paused just long enough to get her blush under control before barreling on with what she really wanted to say. “And not just for the compliment. For the other stuff, too.” 
 
    “You don’t need to thank me for that. In fact, I’d prefer it if you didn’t.” 
 
    “Maybe we could just pretend to shake hands then, instead.” 
 
    “Or we could do it for real.” 
 
    “You up to that?” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “I am now, yeah,” she said. 
 
    But she didn’t realize by how much until she held out her hand. The move was just so easy to make, it almost startled at her. She found herself looking down at her own hand, so freely offered, with something like wonderment. And especially when she saw him hesitate. Somehow, in the last five minutes, she’d become more resilient than him. She’d created her own forcefield that quickly. 
 
    While his seemed to waver just ever so slightly. 
 
    Though, he soon recovered. In fact, he recovered so fast she wondered if she’d really seen anything at all. Maybe he just hadn’t expected her to agree so easily. Maybe the light had been in his eyes. 
 
    He did seem pretty unfazed when he swallowed her hand with his. 
 
    And his tone, when he finally spoke, was just as breezy as you please. 
 
    “Well, I better get going.” 
 
    “Sure. Yeah. Totally.” 
 
    “Got an early morning.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, me too.” 
 
    “Take care.” 
 
    “You too,” she said. 
 
    Then she just watched him stroll away, as if nothing had even happened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    She didn’t really expect the things he’d taught her to have any kind of long lasting effect. Really, all he’d done was show her how to avoid a handshake, with a smattering of cautious compliments and a side of considering looks. It wasn’t anything big, when she fully thought about it. Or, at least, not as big as she’d imagined, when she’d first thought of asking him for advice. 
 
    Yet as soon as she walked through the door to their apartment, she knew something was different. Both Tate and Letty looked up from late night takeaway, but neither immediately fussed around her. There were no concerned glances exchanged. No how did it goes? 
 
    Instead, Letty looked as if the sun had come out all over her dimpled face. 
 
    Hell, so did Tate. He broke into that easy, aw shucks grin of his. 
 
    “You seem…” he started. 
 
    And Letty finished. “Almost relaxed.” 
 
    Lydia shrugged, as casually as she could. 
 
    But when she did, she felt what they were describing. 
 
    There was a new laxness through her limbs. A lack of strain through her back. 
 
    That meeting and the bus ride home should have put a rod of iron through her body. 
 
    But they hadn’t. “Yeah, I kind of am.” 
 
    “I guess it went good this time then, huh?” Letty asked. 
 
    And she nodded. 
 
    “It went…okay.” 
 
    “Less fraught than before.” 
 
    “Sort of, yeah.” 
 
    Now Letty was practically grinning. “Sort of is good. Sort of is better than plastic chair circles and socks with sandals and people staring. Right?” 
 
    “Oh god, yeah, definitely. Multiplied by a million.” 
 
    Silence fell, then. And she knew why, too.  
 
    Here was where she was supposed to explain. 
 
    To give reasons for her tiny bit of progress. 
 
    There was just one problem: 
 
    She couldn’t. It was impossible. A stranger gave me tips on avoiding human contact just sounded fucking insane, even to her. And the more she thought about it, the more insane it became. He hadn’t done anything, really. He had just been soothing somehow, in a way she didn’t know how to describe. 
 
    But thankfully, Letty seemed to get the problem. 
 
    “You don’t have to talk about it, honey.” 
 
    “No,” Tate agreed, around a mouthful of Chinese food. “Not even a little bit.” 
 
    “Just come and sit and stuff your face full of deliciousness.” 
 
    “Oh you totally should do that. We got the good crispy things.” 
 
    “Yeah, and the weird red sauce that somehow tastes like potatoes.” 
 
    She went over the table, then. Though not because the food sounded good. 
 
    It did, but it was more than that. There was that easiness, again. That relaxedness. 
 
    As if one talk with Forcefield Guy had left a blueprint inside of her: 
 
    How to escape this nightmare in six easy steps. 
 
    And though she still couldn’t eat much, she ate more than usual. She managed a whole egg roll, and at least a quarter of a portion of rice. Then to cap it off, she found herself actually asking Tate to pass the salt. As if his utter massiveness had suddenly stopped being a problem.  
 
    In fact, it was a full two hours before anything weird or uncomfortable happened. And even then, it didn’t go the way she expected it to. Tate went to put a hand on her shoulder, and it was him who froze in horror. It was Letty who made a sound of protest, at the sight of his blunder. Her friend reached for him, to pull him back. To stop him, before he could make sudden contact. 
 
    While she just sat there not moving or saying anything or even reacting. 
 
    For a second, she almost laughed at the absurdity of it. 
 
    At which point, she knew. 
 
    She had to ask the guy for more. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She intended to play it really cool. To start talking about something else first, before neatly segueing into what she actually wanted. She even had a topic all picked out—the coffee, and how absolutely foul it was. Maybe she could get him laughing about it. Make him comfortable, just in case that hesitation she thought she’d seen had been real. 
 
    But as soon as she was close to him in the pool of light from the dance studio door, something just went wrong. 
 
    Those black eyes met hers, and that fizzing feeling tripled. 
 
    Suddenly, she was bouncing on the balls of her feet. 
 
    Then came the words, in one big dumb rush. 
 
    “So you got anymore tips on how to be more like you?” she asked, and immediately wanted to take it back. Partly because it sounded so weird, but mostly because of what happened when she said it. His expression actually sagged—just a little, but a little was a lot on him. It made him look older than the twenty-eight she’d pegged him at. It made him seem like five thousand and twelve. 
 
    And that impression only got bigger when he answered her. 
 
    “You don’t want to be more like me, honey.” 
 
    “My new found peace of mind says otherwise.” 
 
    “That little demonstration gave you peace of mind?”  
 
    He had been looking at everything but her, up until that point—the elm tree that stood three feet from them, the scrub of grass she was still on, the stretch of sidewalk between them. Like when she’d first seen him, across the circle of chairs. But as soon as she said those words, he couldn’t keep it up. The illusion of indifference cracked clean across its perfect surface. That gaze met hers, searching, searching—as if he could hardly believe she was telling the truth. As if he didn’t want it to be the truth. 
 
    But she was only too happy to contradict him. “It gave me something.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think it’s called the wrong idea.” He glanced away again, face now expressionless. “Look—what you really need is to get back to the person you were. That warm-hearted girl you mentioned who could talk to anyone. Becoming like me is a backwards step.” 
 
    “It didn’t feel backwards. It felt great—to be that in control.” 
 
    “There are plenty of places that can help you get back control. That can help you be in control. And almost none of them come with an emotionally closed off price tag.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t think being emotionally closed off is a price.” 
 
    “Well, you should. It is. And it’s a heavy one. Lucky for you though—you don’t have to pay it. Just go here, you’ll get exactly what you need.” 
 
    He took out a leather flip book from the inside of his jacket, as he spoke. The kind with a band around it, and a tiny pencil slotted into the top. Then as she watched, he jotted something down in tidy little block capitals. An address, she knew, before he even tore it off and held it out to her. 
 
    Though it was only after she took it that she realized what the address was for. 
 
    “You think I need self-defense classes?” 
 
    “I think you need a qualified person to show you this kind of thing.” 
 
    “A qualified person. Right. Right. Of course.” 
 
    “Just someone who knows what they’re doing.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes total sense. That makes way more sense than what I was suggesting.” 
 
    “I mean, just look at me.” He spread his hands, as if to underline how obvious the problem was. Then just in case it wasn’t clear, he added, “I have no clue where to even start with something like this.” 
 
    “Totally, yeah. God, I don’t even know what I was thinking.” 
 
    “You were thinking you’d found a solution.” 
 
    “Probably. But I should have realized it was completely stupid. And rude to even ask you—I mean you have your own problems and your own shit to deal with, and I just barged right up to you, expecting more.” 
 
    “No, no. You didn’t barge at all, you didn’t—” 
 
    “And now I’m taking up a ton of your time, again.” 
 
    “No really that’s not what—” 
 
    “I’m just prattling on and on…” 
 
    “I didn’t think—” 
 
    “Thank you so much for everything, but I better just get going now.” 
 
    He went to say something more, then. She knew he did. His lips parted around the words; his hand almost sort of reached out for her. But of course, he was never going to go the whole way. He was never going to grab her. And even if he had, she wasn’t sure she could have stopped herself from walking away. Frustration was filling up her body, like a fever. It was straining the limits of her skin. 
 
    If she stayed one more second, she knew she was going to burst. 
 
    She couldn’t let him see her burst. It would look too much like sobbing, and his reaction would probably be too much like pity or guilt, and neither of those things seemed palatable. 
 
    He hadn’t done anything wrong. She never wanted him to feel like he’d done something wrong. 
 
    So she kept going. She kept walking and did not look back. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The problem with the class he’d recommended was evident before she even got through the door. She stopped at the huge glass window that spanned the front of the building, and just couldn’t go any further. The room was way too bright and happy. The people inside too golden and gleaming. They all had bouncy ponytails and velour tracksuits; one girl had juicy on her ass. 
 
    And the stuff they were doing… 
 
    It didn’t look anything like the thing he had shown her. There was no rhyme or reason to it, no beautiful restraint. Nobody was patiently explaining anything, or showing them where they should move or what they should watch for. In fact, she was pretty sure that was the instructor in the corner, examining his nails. Every now and then, he would look up and shout a few words. 
 
    But it didn’t seem like anything good. 
 
    More energy, she thought it sounded like. 
 
    As if this was a spinning class, for perfectly fit people. 
 
    Instead of self-defense for girls who could no longer sit with an open space behind them.  
 
    Hell, she could barely stand with an open space behind her. She watched the deliriously happy women jumping around for about thirty seconds, before that prickling sensation started up. Small at first, but then sharper and sharper, until she was sure there was someone there. The guy’s brother, come to exact some terrible vengeance, she thought, then clenched her hand around the pepper spray in her pocket. Every muscle in her tensed, as she got ready to turn and confront him. 
 
    And then she heard that voice, oh man, that voice.  
 
    “It’s all right, honey. I’m not trying to sneak up on you. I’m coming in from the right, okay? Then I’m going to stop about five feet from where you are,” he said, and she all but sagged with relief.  
 
    She let go of the pepper spray. 
 
    Then watched as he did exactly what he’d described. 
 
    “Christ. You could tell I was getting ready to mace you?” 
 
    “I could tell my approach was making you nervous.” 
 
    She tried to shrug casually, and missed. But thankfully, her words sounded somewhat convincing. “It wasn’t that it was you. It just happens all the time now.” 
 
    “You don’t have to say that out of concern for my feelings. My feelings aren’t more important than your safety. If you feel unsafe, it should be my job to make sure you stop. Not your job to apologize for it.” 
 
    She had to take a second, before answering him.  
 
    Partly to check if he was actually and totally sincere. 
 
    But mostly because her breath caught in her throat, when she saw he was. ”That was a pretty cool thing to say.” 
 
    “Actually, I think it’s known as the bare minimum. And especially when you don’t know me, or have any idea what I’m doing here. Right now, even I’m wondering if I’m stalking you.” 
 
    “Really? Because that was the last thing that popped into my head,” she said. 
 
    But man, it stunned her to realize that was true. 
 
    She hadn’t thought anything like that—not for a second. And she still wasn’t thinking about it, when he asked, “You mind if I ask what the first thing was?” 
 
    “That you changed your mind about helping me.” 
 
    “Pretty good guess. Though to be honest, it was more that I couldn’t in good conscience let you come to this unending nightmare of a class.” 
 
    She glanced at what he’d just waved at. “It doesn’t seem that bad, to be honest.” 
 
    “Your expression is telling a different story.” 
 
    “Oh that’s probably just my extreme velour allergy. It makes my face look like its full of horror.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what was better. The ease with which she cracked the joke, or his reaction. Breath huffed out of him; his mouth quirked on one side. 
 
    It was almost a laugh, if you tilted your head and squinted. 
 
    “There is a lot of velour in there,” he said. “A lot of velour, and almost zero self-defense tips.” 
 
    “Well actually, if you look close you can see that one girl is trying to maneuver that other girl carefully around her mat.” 
 
    He followed her pointing finger. “Oh you mean the two who are teaching each other how to waltz?” 
 
    “That is not a waltz, come on. It’s clearly a modified Charleston.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry. I missed the jerky thing she’s doing with her foot.” 
 
    “I think she’s trying to sweep the leg, like in Karate Kid.” 
 
    His eyes rolled up to the heavens. “Dear god. Forgive me, for sending you to this fresh hell.” 
 
    “Hey, you had the best of intentions.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I hear they were last used to pave a particular road.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve always fucking hated that saying. Your idea pays off, you’re a hero. Your idea goes wrong, every fucker in the world is suddenly a smug smugerton telling you how awful you were all along for ever trying at all,” she said, then had to stop. Mostly because she knew he was looking at her, curiously. But also, because there was more to be said. And those words took some building up to. They took some guarding of herself, so tears didn’t come with them. “I know…I know I asked you for something crazy. Something so crazy I can’t even believe I did it. And you gave me perfectly reasonable advice, in response.” 
 
    “I basically told you to take a hike. I told you I couldn’t handle it.” 
 
    “Who would want to handle a weirdo stranger asking for tips in being emotionally closed off?” 
 
    “A better person than the one I actually am.” 
 
    “You seem to be doing pretty good to me.” 
 
    “That just isn’t true. But I’m trying to make it be, starting right now. You still want me to show you? I can show you. I can show you whatever it is you think you need.” 
 
    Christ, he really knew how to dole out the worst possible answers. 
 
    Or at least, the worst in terms of her stupid eyes and how much they wanted to leak right now. She had to laugh, just to get them under some kind of control. “That’s really cool of you, but honestly I know I’ve already asked way too much. You just seem so strong and together and good at teaching that stuff—I think it did something to my brain. Or the parts of me that governs socially acceptable behavior.” 
 
    “It’s absolutely socially acceptable to ask a stranger for help, I promise you. In fact, I’ll do way better than that. I’ll prove it to you, beyond all doubt.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? How are you going to do that?” 
 
    “I need your help. I fucked up. Please let me make it right.” 
 
    She went to say yes, before she’d even considered his words. 
 
    Then they sank in, slow and sweet as warm syrup. 
 
    “Goddamn it, that was genius. That was stone cold fucking genius. I am in awe.” 
 
    “Doesn’t take a genius to know that most people consider help perfectly okay to ask for, when someone else is doing the asking. And if I was a betting man, I’d say that went double for you.” 
 
    She glanced back at the dancing girls, at that. She had to. 
 
    But he even turned that into something awesome. 
 
    “You don’t have to turn your face away. I know you just have something in your eye.” 
 
    “It was the rain. There was a speck of dust. I yawned. I forgot to blink.” 
 
    “All of those things, too. Nothing you ever need to explain.” 
 
    “Maybe there is nothing to explain.” 
 
    “I can believe that for you, also.” 
 
    “You can?” 
 
    She looked back at him, even though her face was wet. 
 
    But good god, he didn’t make her regret it. 
 
    “We met just now, right here. There was never anything before this. I made a crack about the self-defense class, and you made one back. Then I told you that I had some expertise in that area, and you said that it sounded like just what you needed. So, I tell you that I will teach you everything you want to know, for as long as you want, in whatever place you decide. And you say—” 
 
    “I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    She suggested the dance studio, right next door to the meetings. Every Tuesday, so she could tell Letty she was going to therapy. So she could avoid hearing that this was a bad idea, even though she knew it was. She had no idea who he was, not really. She didn’t even know his name. 
 
    He could have been a maniac. 
 
    Maybe all he wanted to do was hurt her, too. 
 
    But god, he made that idea very hard to believe. That closed expression of his shifted, the second he saw her walking towards him over the grass outside the studio. It opened just a little, like a tensed fist loosening when someone kind puts a hand over it. And though it was gone in an instant, it was arresting to see. And so was the other thing she noticed, the second she got close. 
 
    He went out of his way to walk in front of her. Not behind her, not at her side—directly in front, so she could see every single move he made before he made it. There were no jarring surprises with him. He didn’t sneak up and grab her arm, oblivious. He didn’t make her need to constantly watch him. 
 
    Even though she could see it kind of killed him to do things this way. He kept checking over his shoulder, just as she would have done with someone behind her. His body tensed every time her shoe scuffed against the sidewalk. 
 
    Yet, he carried on anyway. 
 
    And that wasn’t even the best thing. 
 
    No, the best thing was in the tiny room they had commandeered.  
 
    It was basically a smaller version of the studio next door, every part of it falling to pieces and as freezing as its sister. Two windows were broken in this one, and the floor was even filthier. It looked like it hadn’t been cleaned for a thousand years. 
 
    But that was absolutely fine. 
 
    Because he had brought mats. 
 
    He had patched up those broken windows—she could see he had. There was a roll of electrical tape on a chair beneath them, and a pair of scissors. The bag they had come from stood next to them, open. Nobody would have left that stuff here, in a room no one used. 
 
    Though she was too stunned not to ask, anyway. “Did you do that? Did you do all of this?” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a huge deal to bring a couple of mats and tape a window.” 
 
    “It is a huge deal when you’re doing a massive favor for a complete stranger.” 
 
    He tilted his head, like a shrug without the shoulders. “I wouldn’t call it a massive favor. Or you a complete stranger.” 
 
    “We’ve had two conversations. And neither of them included our names.” 
 
    “Your name is Lydia. Lydia Palmer.” 
 
    “Okay, so you know my name. Somehow.” 
 
    She intended it to be a joke. It felt like a joke, all the way down to her bones. 
 
    But he didn’t take it like one.  
 
    He explained, automatically. “The group leader introduced you.” 
 
    “I don’t remember that at all.” 
 
    “You were pretty busy with the coffee.” 
 
    “Well, that makes sense. Pretty sure that stuff has the ability to deaden senses.” 
 
    “I know I went briefly blind and deaf after drinking it.” 
 
    “You know, you are much funnier than I thought you would be.” 
 
    He gave her a hint of reaction, to that. A slight widening of the eyes, as if the idea surprised or startled him. And then even better—he spoke in a tone that sounded almost sheepish. “I was just going with your bit.” 
 
    “Yeah you can only blame your conversational skills on me for so long before that house of cards starts to collapse. May as well just confess now: you actually love chatting.” 
 
    “You got me. In fact, it’s my second favorite thing right after drilling rusty nails into my eyeballs.” 
 
    “My goodness, was that you being funny, again? That’s twice in under five minutes.” 
 
    “It doesn’t count if you actually mean it.” 
 
    “Better go get my nail gun, then.” 
 
    “Would you?” 
 
    “Sure. Right after you stop all the constant talking you’re doing.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth turned up, and this time, it wasn’t amusement. It was pure rue—though, somehow, it was just as delicious on him. More delicious, in fact. It made his black eyes glitter, and when he spoke it fair near sang in his usually so restrained voice.  “I’m thinking of being silent now just out of spite.” 
 
    “Yeah, you should definitely get on that.” 
 
    “Any second now. Just complete quiet.” 
 
    “Ready when you are, chief.” 
 
    “No words at all.” 
 
    “None. Zero. Zip.” 
 
    He ruled a line under his words with one hand. 
 
    But the silence had barely spun out for more than ten seconds when he rolled his eyes to the ceiling and sighed, “Goddamn it. Literally, all I can think about is all the things I should have said and now can’t, because I swore undying silence on pain of rusty nails.” 
 
    “Well, you might as well say them now. I mean, that last sentence well and truly blew your vow.” 
 
    “I know. Though, to be honest, I don’t even know where this stuff is coming from.” 
 
    “It’s all my fault, remember. First, I demand you answer my questions. Then I want free tips. Now I’m making you say words against your will. You should really get out of here before I chain you to bed and make you write romance novels for me.” 
 
    “I’d be afraid of you doing a Misery, if any of that was the way those things happened.” 
 
    Now it was her turn to roll her eyes. “Oh come on, I totally demanded and made you.” 
 
    “Sure you did. If by demanded and made you mean fell all over yourself to avoid bothering me.” 
 
    “Hey, I couldn’t help falling over myself. You stared right at me just as I was about to casually bump into you. You completely ruined my whole accidental segue into a conversation thing.” 
 
    “I know, I know. But I do feel I’ve since made reparations.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to. Though, man, you really have. The stuff you’ve done here alone…” 
 
    He glanced around his handiwork, in a way that suggested he didn’t think much of it. “It’s really nothing. It took me all of five minutes—and the window thing was pretty selfish, truth be told. I mean, spending time in the arctic tundra was never really a major goal of mine. I’m more of a light jacket in eighty-degree weather kind of guy.” 
 
    More joking, she thought. But this time, she didn’t draw attention to it. 
 
    She just kept going, in the hopes that he would too. “And I’m guessing you have a good excuse for the mats, too,” she said, and sure enough, he followed her.  
 
    Like he couldn’t help himself, once he got going. 
 
    “Well see, that’s the other thing about me. I’m really not into getting cholera from a floor.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt you could get cholera from this floor.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? I think I have cholera now. The floor looked at me, and that was it, I was fucked. I would say save yourself, but I’m pretty sure your feet are already glued to the sticky surface.” 
 
    He waved at the offending thing, but she didn’t look down. 
 
    She was too busy watching his face, for all the tiny hints of expression. 
 
    The way he looked faintly surprised at himself, every time he cracked a joke. The constant quirk of his upper lip, whenever she batted a comment back. It was nothing really, yet more exciting than most people saying a thousand revealing things. And of course, that only made her want to do it more. She couldn’t banter with guys she’d bantered with a million times before, but with him, it was easy. More than easy. 
 
    Addictive, she thought. Then hot on its heels: safe. 
 
    “I’ll concede that it is incredibly sticky. Like a million kids made it out of half-eaten lollipops,” she said, and he nodded as if she’d said the most serious thing in the world. 
 
    “That was also my suspicion.” 
 
    “I think I even smell strawberry flavor.” 
 
    “Actually that might be the air freshener I sprayed. The place stank like an old toilet; it was a whole thing. Only problem is, now I think it smells kind of like a fruit tree grew in a sewer.” 
 
    “The lesser known sequel to A Tree Grows in Brooklyn,” she said, and expected that lip quirk. That slight flash of light through his dark as midnight eyes. 
 
    But instead, he gave her something so surprising she wasn’t even sure what it was, at first. It sounded like he was coughing. Like he’d gotten something caught in his throat, and needed to hack it out. Then he seemed to get hold of the sound and yank it back, and she knew. He had laughed. Not a huff of amusement—a full blown laugh, riddled with rust but still so sweet, it actually made her heart jump. 
 
    Especially, when that confusion flickered over his features. 
 
    When he sort of wriggled his jaw, as if the sensation was that unfamiliar to him. 
 
    God, if this was his reaction to it, how often did he laugh or smile? Never, she thought and immediately wanted to make him do it again. At the very least, she wanted to reassure him: it’s cool to do that any time you want. But of course, by the time she got around to it, he was already trying to shift things in another direction altogether. 
 
    “Okay, so you want to get started with this?” he asked. 
 
    He even clapped his hands together, like a full stop on any sentence she wanted to say before she actually got chance to say it. No more, that hand clap said. 
 
    And she felt the least she could do was obey his wishes. 
 
    “I do. I have no idea how to get started with it, but I’m ready to learn.” 
 
    “You just tell me what you wanna know, and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “Yeah, but maybe what I want to know is super crazy.” 
 
    The idea of the masked man on his knees flashed behind her eyes—strong enough that she was sure he could see it. He eyed her carefully, steadily, and when he finally spoke his words seemed to confirm her suspicion. “I’d imagine it’s more about stopping people who want to hurt you than dodging a handshake.” 
 
    “That…yeah it…yeah. That might kind of be exactly it.” 
 
    “Then it’s not crazy at all.” He shook his head then held up a finger. “First thing you need to learn is how to step into stuff.” 
 
    “Well, considering I have no idea what that means, I’m going to guess you’re completely right.” 
 
    “It’s just about pushing back against your instincts. See, most people when they’re attacked automatically try to wrench themselves away. It’s a pretty natural reaction to something like that. But nine times out of ten, it won’t help you. It’ll just make things worse.” 
 
    “Okay. That makes no sense, but okay.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense now. But it will. Think you can put your back to me?” 
 
    “I can. Though don’t be surprised if I totally lose it the second you get close.” 
 
    She was proud of herself for keeping that lightheartedness in her voice as she turned. But the truth was, she shook as she did as he had asked. And though she managed to keep her gaze forward once she had moved, the urge to glance back at him was enormous.  
 
    So, it was a huge relief when he said, “You don’t have to worry about that. I’m not going to sneak up on you. In fact, you can just watch me over your shoulder all the way through. Sound good?” 
 
    “Yeah, that does sound good.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m coming over there now.” 
 
    “All right. Cool. Cool.” 
 
    He took five careful steps forward. “I’m going real slow.” 
 
    “Your slowness is hugely appreciated.” 
 
    “Now. You see my hand coming towards you?” 
 
    She did. She couldn’t have missed it if she tried. Mostly because it was inching towards her, but also because it seemed to have tripled in size and become about twenty times rougher than it really looked. Back in reality, his fingers were long and elegant—like a surgeon, she thought. But right now, all she could see were things conjured up by her own sweaty imagination. 
 
    And it didn’t seem to help much when he only said, instead of doing. 
 
    “Okay, now imagine I grab you with it. I get hold of your throat or the back of your shirt—because both are pretty typical if someone is coming up on you from behind. They might even grab your arm, but that’s fine too. Because the exact same move is going to apply.” 
 
    “Right. So now you’re going to show me this move. Hopefully before I pass out.” 
 
    “You’re not going to pass out. Just keep your eyes on me, and lift your right arm.” 
 
    “You want me to lift my right arm?” 
 
    “I want you to lift your right arm.” 
 
    She would have disobeyed anyone else. At the very least, she would have thought they were making fun of her. But he just said things so directly and so plainly, and his expression was so calm and still. 
 
    It wasn’t that hard to do it. Though, it did seem pretty silly, once she had. 
 
    “I feel like I’m asking for permission to go to the bathroom.” 
 
    “Doesn’t make any difference. In fact, thinking of it that way will help you remember. The second you feel anyone touching you, that’s what you do. Arm up like a kid in class.” 
 
    “Right. Okay. Okay. Now what?” 
 
    He beckoned, with his free hand. “Now you’re going to turn towards me.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t seem to make much sense.” 
 
    “It will. Because as you turn towards me you bend that arm around mine.” 
 
    She didn’t mean to laugh. It just burst out the second he said it, and it lingered through her words. “All right, now I know you’re just fucking with me.” 
 
    “Nope, I’m not fucking with you. Try it.” 
 
    “You seriously want me to hug your arm with mine.” 
 
    “If you can manage it, yes.” 
 
    “I can manage. I think,” she said, though she wasn’t really sure until she tried. She turned toward him and swung her arm around and over his, like a clothes peg over a sheet.  
 
    And, of course, as soon as she did, she understood. 
 
    She felt his arm bend under the pressure of hers. 
 
    Felt the way that it locked them together, and put her in control. 
 
    “Oh my god.” 
 
    “You see?” 
 
    “It pushes your arm down.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And even better—” 
 
    “You’re trapped, now. I could just hit you in the face.” 
 
    Her voice went way too high and hushed on hit and you and face. 
 
    Almost as if the idea excited her—though truthfully, there was no one in the world she’d ever wanted to punch less. Up close, his manner was even more soothing than it had seemed from far away. He didn’t look at anything but her face the whole time she held him, even though she knew her tits were practically thrust in the air. And though this had to be a tense moment for him too, he didn’t let it show. His curl of mouth didn’t thin down to nothing. Those liquid ink eyes stayed heavy lidded and serene. 
 
    Even his voice didn’t waver, when he finally answered her.  
 
    “Absolutely, you could. You can use your free hand to hit me, to shove against my shoulder and get me down on my knees, to punch me in the side. From here, there are a ton of moves you could make—though chances are you won’t have to. The last thing a man who grabs women wants is a shock. He wants to be the one who shocks. He is sure is grip is strong and his control absolute. You bring that arm up and he’s immediately on the back foot, even if you don’t manage to break his hold.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah that makes a ton of sense.” 
 
    “Good. So now we go again. You ready?” 
 
    “I am. I think,” she said, as he stepped away. 
 
    But she wasn’t. He reached for her again as slow as anything, yet somehow it just didn’t go right. She practically elbowed his arm, instead of hooking her own over it. And even worse—she sort of stumbled a little. As if the aim has been to run into him.  
 
    Not that he seemed bothered by that. 
 
    He didn’t even roll his eyes. 
 
    He just explained as he stepped back, “Almost. But you’re trying to hook before you turn.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can feel that. It’s like with the handshake. I’m too eager.” 
 
    “Of course you are—but to be honest, that’s good.” 
 
    “I don’t see how. It just makes me super clumsy.” 
 
    He nodded, as firm and reassuring as a hug. “It does. But that’s how you’d be if it really happened. So, everything we do now, everything we train into you, is something you can do under duress. Make sense?” 
 
    “Totally makes sense.” 
 
    “Good. Now: again.” 
 
    This time he was faster. He lunged just a little. 
 
    But that was okay, because she was better. 
 
    She snapped her arm around his with the minimum of stumbling. 
 
    And he appeared to agree. “That’s it. One more time.” 
 
    He moved almost before he’d finished speaking. 
 
    Still though, she caught him. And she did it so hard and so well it brought him almost eye level with her. It left an imprint of his arm on the underside of hers—the obvious swell of his bicep and the jut of his elbow, deep in that suddenly sensitive place. 
 
    Though, she shook it off quick. 
 
    She had to, because a second later he said, “Hey, check it out.” And when she turned to see what he was pointing at, she felt it. She felt his hand brush the back of her sweater, so light it could have been nothing.  
 
    But her body didn’t take it as nothing. Her body responded automatically, as if this short lesson had already left its mark on her. She hooked her arm over his in one fluid move. 
 
    Much to his delight. “Good girl. Yes, perfect. You feel that?” 
 
    “I feel it. I don’t know what it is, but I feel it.” 
 
    “It’s you, being in control. No one can take it from you. I can try to trick you, but it won’t ever work now. Because you’re ready for me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I’m ready.” 
 
    “Eyes front, then.” 
 
    “Eyes front,” she echoed, and the moment she did she felt his hand. Not hovering this time, not whispering against her sweater. He grabbed a handful of it, in a way that should have sent her reeling—and especially when she felt his knuckles against her shoulder blade. Like him, she thought. But instead of panicking, she moved.  
 
    She got her arm around his. 
 
    And even sweeter, she forced him to his knees. 
 
    She didn’t know how. She wasn’t even sure whether she had done it herself, or he had helped her. She only knew how it felt after it happened. Suddenly, every possible joyous emotion inside her was bubbling up to the surface, as if they’d never actually been away at all. They hadn’t died, the way she had sometimes feared they had. They were all still there, just waiting for her arm around his and him on his knees and those black eyes looking up at her, with something like triumph flashing in them too. 
 
    “Oh my god. Oh my god, I can’t believe it works,” she said. 
 
    And then his eyes flashed brighter. They burned, as he replied. “Wouldn’t have taught you it if I thought it might not.” 
 
    “But even so, fuck. I just did it. I can just do it.” 
 
    “Of course you can. Of course.” 
 
    He stood, as he spoke. Brushed his hands off, all calm and composed again in a way she just couldn’t be yet. That joy was still bubbling through her. She still felt breathless. 
 
    And more than that, she felt grateful. 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you,” she said. 
 
    Though he just shook it off. 
 
    “I told you. Don’t thank me.” 
 
    “I can’t do anything but.” 
 
    “Then just do it in your head.” 
 
    “I would, but I think you’ll know what I’m saying, anyway.” 
 
    His eyes met hers, as steady as ever but somehow different at the same time. 
 
    She couldn’t pinpoint what the difference was, however.  
 
    And before she could fully grasp it, he looked away. “That’s probably true. Though, at least this way, I can pretend it isn’t happening. That it never needs to happen. That I’m just your friend, and we’re just having some fun here. Nothing more.” 
 
    “We can be those things, too. It doesn’t have to be either/or.” 
 
    “It doesn’t?” 
 
    “I promise. Friend who I’m grateful to,” she said, but as soon as she did she knew she’d said the wrong thing. The word friend was too close. It was too intimate—even though she’d only used it in lieu of the name she still didn’t know. He had never shared it, and she hadn’t ever wanted to press, and now this was where they were:  
 
    Him balking at a word she hadn’t meant to use. 
 
    More than balking, really. He stepped back, as if what she’d said had slapped him. 
 
    Then sure enough: “Okay well, I think we should probably wrap it up for today.” 
 
    “Yeah, totally. Think my arm’s about to fall off.” 
 
    “We can pick this up again, next time.” 
 
    “Absolutely. That sounds great to me,” she said. 
 
    And she meant it, too. If he needed space now, that was cool with her. She didn’t mind if he wanted that separation between them—her on one side and him on the other and nothing like friendship in between. In fact, it was probably for the best, she told herself, as she followed him outside. As she watched him walk into the darkness of the crumbling parking lot behind the place, with those hands in his pockets. 
 
    Then he turned suddenly. He called to her, across the acres of space now between them. “It’s Isaac, by the way. Isaac Morales.” 
 
    And though she didn’t mean to feel a burst of sheerest happiness to hear him say those words, she knew it happened anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    It was strange, not telling Letty the truth. Like all the stuff she had done the night before was some kind of dirty secret. She had a lover she was ashamed of, only instead of sex it was self-defense training, and instead of shame it was the dawning realization that she’d sat down in the lecture hall without carefully choosing her seat. In fact, dawning realization wasn’t even the term for it. 
 
    She plonked herself down and was busy picking a pen to use when she noticed Letty hadn’t sat down too. That actually, Letty was just standing on the steps that split the hall, staring at her curiously. “You really want to sit here?” her friend asked, at which point, it hit Lydia full in the face. 
 
    Her back was not to the wall. There were three whole rows behind her. 
 
    And yet, she hadn’t paid attention to that at all. 
 
    She still wasn’t paying attention to it now, even though that guy with the patchy moustache was back there. The one who lived in the apartment above hers. Usually, she avoided the elevator because, too often, he was in it, and he always looked at her funny.  
 
    But right now?  
 
    Nothing. Not one damned thing. 
 
    “Yeah, here is fine,” she said, and oh, the look on Letty’s face. It was better than the one she’d had after Lydia had learned the handshake lesson. It was bright and brilliant and so beautiful, all Lydia wanted to do was say what had happened. She wanted to describe his face, when she’d gotten him to his knees. To tell her about that bubbling joy.  
 
    But then Letty whispered, “Man, those meetings must be amazing.” 
 
    And all that came out was, “They really are.” 
 
    “To be honest, I kind of want to marry them right now.” 
 
    “You kind of want to marry a group therapy session?” 
 
    “Well, unless you get around to marrying them first.” 
 
    “I’m not going to marry anything. It’s not like that.” 
 
    She knew she’d said the last part too loud. But the actual content of the words only struck her when she saw Letty’s puzzled expression. Letty had only been fooling—she had been joking the way they always joked, turning the meeting into a thing you could be with. 
 
    And she’d responded with the truth, unwittingly. 
 
    She’d spoken as if it was a person—and now she had to fix it, fast. 
 
    Though god, fixing it made her feel very odd. 
 
    “The meeting and I are barely friends,” she said. 
 
    “Uh-huh. So you tell yourself. But then one day, the meeting gives you this lingering look, and your hands briefly touch over terrible coffee and bam.” 
 
    “The meeting would never bam me. He’s a gentleman.” 
 
    “You say that, and yet you’re already referring to a thing as a he.” 
 
    “Well, last I checked it did have a five o’clock shadow.” 
 
    “So you noticed huh?” 
 
    “I noticed what?” 
 
    “His sexy stubble.” 
 
    She had to look at Letty then. Just to double check that this was still a joke, and not some secret way of revealing that her friend actually knew.  
 
    Though, what she saw there didn’t comfort her. 
 
    Her gaze was so steady, so knowing. 
 
    Joking was the only option.  
 
    “Actually, it’s his broken pipes and dental hygiene posters that really turn me on.” 
 
    “Hoo, boy. How the fuck do you keep your hands to yourself?” 
 
    “With intense and incredible difficulty” she said, then immediately wanted to take it back. It wasn’t true—or at least, the real version of it wasn’t true.  
 
    She had no problems not touching Isaac. 
 
    But then, this was just a game. So, what did it matter? 
 
    It didn’t, she told herself, about a second before Letty snorted. ”I bet sometimes you just want to plough that meeting like a field full of delicious fucks.” 
 
    And after she had, things just fully veered into very odd territory. 
 
    Lydia’s face flamed, for reasons she couldn’t fully grasp. Suddenly, her palms were all sweaty, and her whole body was too hot, and even though she never snapped at her friend she found herself doing it. The words practically cracked out of her, too loud and too weird. 
 
    “Letty. The lecture is starting,” she said. 
 
    Though luckily, Letty took it the right way. She immediately looked contrite, and then during the lecture passed her a note. Sorry I forgot that sex stuff makes you uncomfortable now. I’m such a clumsy idiot, it read, and god, the relief that went through her when her eyes ran over the words. It was almost ecstasy. It was much too big and much too good, until she just had to wonder. 
 
    If there was no smoke, why she was so happy to find the fire had been put out? 
 
    * * * 
 
    She refused to let things be awkward the next time she saw him. After all, she didn’t really think about his sexy stubble. There was no actual wild urge to rub her hands all over him. He was just a friend, helping out another friend. And true, his hair was great and his eyes were very black, and his body was fucking amazing.  
 
    But those were just facts.  
 
    She couldn’t have avoided them if she tried—especially not when he just decided to strip off his leather jacket, five minutes into their next “class”. They were in the middle of a conversation about nothing, and suddenly, he was unzipping and unbuttoning everything. He was sliding the jacket off his shoulders, to reveal a bizarrely thin jersey underneath. 
 
    Or maybe it wasn’t bizarrely thin at all. 
 
    Maybe it just seemed that way, because now she could see a lot more of him. She could make out the curves of his biceps, quite clearly, beneath those soft sleeves. And then there were the planes of his pectoral muscles—harder and flatter somehow than she was expecting. She was used to football players, who ate steaks for breakfasts and burst out of everything they wore.  
 
    But he wasn’t like that. He conjured up images of men fighting up mountains in the dark. Of being attacked by wolves, then having to kill them with your bare hands. 
 
    In fact, that was probably why she was staring. 
 
    Instead of paying attention to what he was saying. 
 
    “Hello? Lydia? You want to get started?” 
 
    “Oh god, yeah. Yeah, sorry. I was just—” 
 
    “I can put the jacket back on if you want.” 
 
    She flushed when he said it, though he didn’t seem to mean it any particular way. 
 
    He was just thinking of her feelings towards powerful looking men, she thought. 
 
    Yet somehow that didn’t comfort her. In fact, it just made her sound more defensive when she finally answered him. “What? No. No, it had nothing to do with the jacket.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because it’s not a big deal for me to wear it.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t need you to do that. In fact, I’ll take off mine, too.” 
 
    “Sure. Go for it, if it makes you more comfortable,” he said.  
 
    And she did. She shucked her own leather, in the hopes of restoring some kind of equilibrium. He had done a perfectly normal thing, and then she had done a normal thing in response, she told herself. 
 
    Only, it didn’t quite seem that way, once she was standing there in her sweater. 
 
    It seemed like she had stared while he point blank refused to. She had goggled at him like a total dipshit, when he had taken off his coat. Yet, he in no way behaved as intrusively. His eyes went everywhere but her body, truth be told—as if to look at her would cross some kind of line. 
 
    And his tone when he spoke was just as cool as always.  
 
    “So, what were you hoping to learn today?”  
 
    How to be a fucking gentleman like you, she thought. 
 
    Then did her best to be just that. To be restrained and indifferent, like him. 
 
    To focus on what they were doing and not on anything else. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe the best way to incapacitate someone?” 
 
    “Simple blow to the windpipe. Will drop anybody, fast.” 
 
    “That sounds good. Show me how you would do that.” 
 
    “Sure. Make this shape with your hand.” 
 
    He held up his own as an example—palm leading, fingers folded over. 
 
    Then waited, patiently, for her to do the same.  
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Good. Tighten it up.” 
 
    “Yep, got it. I got it.” 
 
    “Now you want to hit right around here.”  
 
    He tilted he head back, to reveal the long stripe of his suddenly vulnerable looking throat. But she didn’t think about any of that. She didn’t think about anything aside from the work they were doing. 
 
    “See where my Adam’s apple is? Go below that, but when you do make sure you’re aiming up. Hit from the elbow, so you’re disguising that shoulder move. Like we talked about with the handshake, remember?” he said, and she listened. She took the information in. 
 
    There was nothing more going on here. Nothing. 
 
    “I remember. I have no idea if I can do what you’re asking, but I remember.” 
 
    “You can do it. You just have to get the technique right, and then practice.” 
 
    “Technique and then practice. Got it. Sort of. Maybe.” 
 
    “Here then, I can show you. Can I touch your arms?” 
 
    As soon as he said the words, she kind of wanted to tell him not to.  
 
    But the problem was: what reason could she possibly give? She didn’t want him to think she was frightened, because amazingly there was no fear in her. And there was no way she was going to tell him about the conversation with Letty. She wasn’t even sure why it was relevant or what made her think of it.  
 
    It was just there in her head, the moment he asked. 
 
    She had to shake it off, so she could give him her yes. 
 
    And she succeeded, too. She didn’t think of anything, when he curled those big, strong hands around her biceps. Her mind was a total blank as he guided her into position, voice as soft as butter, manner so careful it sent her insides her singing. Really, she had no idea why everything started to feel sort of slow—like she’d fallen into syrup, thick and warm and sweet. All she knew was that it happened. That she went to raise her gaze to his as he guided her into position, but couldn’t do it at normal speed. 
 
    Then their eyes met, and everything got even weirder. 
 
    Suddenly, she was dizzy and way too warm—and that feeling only intensified as he instructed her how to punch. “You do it from the elbow not the shoulder,” he said, and then he moved her arm. He showed her exactly how and where and all the while he was talking about taking time to build up her strength and practicing until she was slick with sweat. 
 
    Why did he have to say slick? Why did he have to say sweat? 
 
    The words sounded innocuous. But they didn’t feel it. 
 
    They felt like she had the first time she’d seen him: Queasy and weird—and almost desperate to change the subject. Crack a joke, her mind hissed at her, but it wasn’t until he suggested she would soon be able to hit him that she found the right words.  
 
    “Somehow, I think actually hitting you is going to take way more than a few weeks of practice punching. Might have to hold on until the year three thousand when mankind invents time travel. Then I can go back to the second before you move and still fucking miss you,” she said—and it worked, too. 
 
    Especially when he dead panned in return. “I promise you, I cannot get around time travel.” 
 
    “Fuck—you sound like someone trying to cover up a lie.” 
 
    “No honestly. I swear. I am unable to contravene the laws of space time.” 
 
    “Oh my god, that one was even worse. Tell me honestly, have you come here from the distant future?” 
 
    “If I had, I doubt I would be here trying to teach you how to protect yourself. I could just tell you with all certainty how to be completely safe from here on in.” 
 
    “Screw the self-defense. Can we just do that one instead?” 
 
    “Sure. Just close your eyes, and I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He said the words very casually. Almost off hand, as if he was talking about the weather. So, it was weird that they hit her so hard. For a second, it actually felt as though he’d gut checked her. And even worse: that queasy feeling was back.  
 
    She had to jam a laugh into her voice just to push it back. 
 
    “God, do you have to say such awesome things?” 
 
    “Well, I could take it back if you like. Replace it with something less devastating.” 
 
    “Oh honestly, I’m not devastated. Devastation is something that happens to other people, in movies, after something ridiculously traumatic happens. Like, a doctor coming out to tell Julia Roberts that her whole family has cancer all at the same time.” 
 
    Go with the joke, she willed him. 
 
    Go with it, go with it, go with it. 
 
    Then he did, and yet, somehow, it wasn’t the relief she was expecting. 
 
    None of the conversation that followed was the relief she was expecting. 
 
    “Probably after she escapes her abusive husband on a bus,” he said, tone just a little different to anything she’d heard before. It was warmer and looser, in a way she suddenly wanted to resist. But somehow, she just couldn’t. 
 
    Not when he was actually making up crazy movies with her. 
 
    “That will explode if it goes below fifty miles an hour.” 
 
    “During an earthquake caused by Robert Duvall.” 
 
    “I would have gone with Christopher Walken.” 
 
    “Nah, Walken is the red herring in act one.” 
 
    “Ah. So, Duvall is the friendly police chief who secretly did it all.” 
 
    “He wanted to destabilize the government so he coul—” 
 
    She cut him off before he could finish. She had to.  
 
    Somehow, joking like this was worse than him saying sweet things. 
 
    It made her think of crazy words, like banter and flirting. 
 
    Even though they weren’t. She wasn’t. She couldn’t. 
 
    “I should probably get going,” she said. 
 
    And sagged when he just accepted it. 
 
    Everything was going to be fine. It was all fine. She could go home and cool off, and come to the next meet up in the right frame of mind. A calm, reasonable state of mind, with no ideas of flirting he wasn’t doing or concerns about feelings she wasn’t having. 
 
    Or so she thought. But then he suddenly said: “You want a ride?” 
 
    And though she wanted to say no… 
 
    Somehow a yes came out instead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    She just knew his car would be too cool for her to handle. But by god, nothing could have prepared her for how cool. In her head, she pictured muscle cars he’d restored himself from scratch and things with flames down the side, but he’d gone way above and beyond that. In fact, she could barely suppress her glee when he went to unlock the only car she wouldn’t have predicted. 
 
    He had a Mini Cooper. 
 
    A worn down and somewhat ramshackle old blue thing that protested when he tried to open the passenger door for her and wouldn’t start on the first try. He had to let it rest for a while before going again—and oh, that was really not good for her. It gave her way too much time to look over the insides of his car, and uncover brand new things about him. And, of course, all of the things were amazing. 
 
    Like the smell that hung thick in the air, sharp with leather and sweet with cinnamon. His smell, she thought, then immediately tried to wipe the idea from her brain. It was too weird that she was making that connection. Or even worse—that she had made that connection before now. As if she’d been surreptitiously sniffing him during their sessions, instead of focusing on the stuff he was saying. 
 
    Even though she was certain she had never done the former.  
 
    Why would she have cared?  
 
    She didn’t. She couldn’t.  
 
    But damn it, she did care when she saw the books.  
 
    There was a big jumble of them scattered over the backseat, most of them obviously well-read and much loved. Even in this semi-darkness, she could make out the cracked spines and the curling pages. One of them was so worn, she could barely read the title—though in truth, she didn’t need to see it to know.  
 
    She recognized the picture on the cover. 
 
    That swirling purple dress; the rearing horse. 
 
    Some long-haired guy holding his sword in a suggestive way. 
 
    It was a romance novel. All of them were romance novels. Isaac Morales, guy who probably knew how to kill someone with one blow, read romance novels. Though still, she couldn’t quite believe it. She found herself turning in her seat, straining to get a better view. And even after she read one of the titles clearly—The Scoundrel and the Lady—it wouldn’t sink in. Not until she realized he was watching her, with a look on his face best described as fuck. In fact, it was so obviously fuck, she was kind of amazed by it. 
 
    He didn’t usually let his expressions show whatever he was thinking. 
 
    But, for one brief moment, they weren’t tied down. Something had cut them loose. 
 
    She even saw a flash of regret cross his features—then all at once, she understood. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to pry.” 
 
    “You weren’t prying. I invited you in.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you invited me so I could get home. Not so my googly eyes could roam all over the secret details of your private inner life.” 
 
    “I have no private inner life.” 
 
    “Of course you don’t.” 
 
    “My mind is a dull blank.” 
 
    “That definitely seems true to me.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to share.” 
 
    “I just bet there isn’t.” 
 
    She didn’t mean that last one. It leant too much towards teasing, even though she really didn’t want to tease him about this. Things were already going in weird directions—what she needed was to put on the brakes. To pull back before she felt dizzy again or accidentally started flirting, or both of them descended into that awkwardness she barely understood. 
 
    But, apparently, he didn’t entirely agree. 
 
    His next words weren’t a subject change. 
 
    “God, you’re good at this,” he said. 
 
    And lord help her—she had to ask. 
 
    “Good at what?” 
 
    “Making me want to share things.” 
 
    “But all I did was agree that there was nothing to share.” 
 
    “Exactly. Now, all I can think of is how little I want you to believe that.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s any comfort: I don’t. Not really. I just want you to be comfortable.” 
 
    “I am. This is comfortable, for me.” He paused, gaze on the road he had just started towards, but mind clearly turning over his next words. Weighing them, she thought. Measuring them out. “I know it doesn’t seem like it.” 
 
    “It seems lovely. All of this is amazingly lovely.” 
 
    “And by all of this you mean the lessons.” 
 
    “By all of this I mean all of this. This conversation, your car, the smell of leather and cinnamon, the books you have on the backseat, the—” 
 
    She only just managed to pull back, before the rest came out. 
 
    Though, really it didn’t matter that she had.  
 
    He might not know what she had wanted to say. 
 
    But she did. She knew it now. It was still there on the tip of her tongue: 
 
    The way you look in the moonlight. The way you look all the time. 
 
    He was handsome, she realized, in the same way people suddenly become aware of how beautiful a sunrise is, after spending their whole lives sleeping through it. I slept through my own attraction to him, she thought, and as crazy as it sounded, it also seemed true. She could see him now, as clear as anything. That thick black hair, as glossy as the leaves on rubber trees. The jaw like an underline beneath a gorgeous sentence; those heavy-lidded eyes; his mouth forever promising a kiss he probably never thought of giving.   
 
    Likely as not, he didn’t even know he was attractive. 
 
    Though the idea seemed silly until he spoke. 
 
    “I don’t think any of that is evidence of loveliness,” he said. 
 
    As if nothing about him could ever be. 
 
    “Maybe not. But those romance novels sure are nice to see.” 
 
    “They pass the time, when I need it to be passed.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can imagine they do.” 
 
    “Was that innuendo?” 
 
    He asked the question with a certain lightness. 
 
    But god, she cringed to hear it. 
 
    She hadn’t meant it that way. 
 
    She was sure she hadn’t. 
 
    “No, of course not,” she said. 
 
    Then wished it sounded more convincing.  
 
    “I don’t read them for the sex.” 
 
    “Honestly, that was the last thing I thought.” 
 
    “So, you think I read them for the love, then.” 
 
    “Well, everything about you suggests not,” she said, then tried to laugh. Only somehow, he wasn’t having any of it. His eyes stayed on the road, and his voice remained neutral, but his words were still insistent.  
 
    “But something else suggests I do.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “I can feel you thinking it.’ 
 
    “And how exactly do my thoughts feel?” 
 
    “Like a huge furnace on the side of my face.” 
 
    She paused, then. Partly because she had to catch her breath. 
 
    But mostly because he was the one who’d just pushed it out of her. 
 
    Had he really just admitted something was affecting him? 
 
    He couldn’t have, her mind tried to tell her. 
 
    But she knew her mind was lying. 
 
    And she answered accordingly.  “Maybe I should look away then.” 
 
    “No. I don’t need you to do that.” 
 
    “But you’d like me to.” 
 
    “If you could, just for a second.” 
 
    In truth, she was glad to turn her gaze to the passenger window. 
 
    The glass radiated cold—and there was nothing out there to really see. 
 
    No impossibly gorgeous man, no furnace blasting them both to death. 
 
    Just darkness. Just soothing, simple darkness.  
 
    It was all going to be fine, she told herself. 
 
    But her voice still wavered when she asked, “Is that better?” 
 
    And his reply was twice as tight as any of his previous ones. 
 
    “I really wish it was.” 
 
    “But somehow, it isn’t.” 
 
    “God, no. If anything, it seems worse.” 
 
    “Maybe it would help if we put some music on.” 
 
    “No, don’t, don’t do th—” 
 
    She clicked the stereo on before his protest fully sunk in. 
 
    Then really wished she’d slowed down.  
 
    The music was even more revealing than the books. It sounded like the soundtrack to some lost eighties movie about doomed love—so full of haunting notes and synthesised sighs that it almost made her do something very weird. Her heart was suddenly thumping. Her eyes were stinging. In fact, the only reason she didn’t give in was because he dragged her back down to earth. He turned the music back down before she could completely lose it. 
 
    And spoke in a nearly convincingly casual tone. 
 
    “I just like the band.” 
 
    “Well, the band is amazing.” 
 
    “They have a great sound.” 
 
    “Absolutely they do,” she said, and tried to do it firmly.  
 
    But now the singer was moaning on about slowly drifting to someone, and oh god, it was just getting worse and worse. Now, he actively looked uncomfortable. He was actually shifting in his seat. His hands kept flexing on the wheel. 
 
    Even though he was supposed to be impervious. 
 
    He was impervious. Where was his imperviousness? 
 
    You fucked it to hell, her mind said. 
 
    And his next question backed that up. 
 
    “Can we talk about something else?” 
 
    “We can talk about anything you like.” 
 
    “I was thinking maybe something about you.” 
 
    “Sure. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Anything. Anything at all.” 
 
    She immediately tried to ransack her brain for possible options. But the problem was: everything seemed bad. She couldn’t talk about the attack. Not talking about it was the thing she liked best about their relationship. And her family weren’t a good topic either, because they were all just so into sharing everything. It would have been like describing an alien species to him. So, my mom calls me twice a day to make sure I’m working through my feelings, she imagined saying. Followed by even worse: 
 
    But I never talk about you. I can’t talk about you. 
 
    You’re my secret weapon in the fight against despair. 
 
    You’re my dirty habit that I just don’t want to kick. 
 
    Emphasis on the dirty, her mind added. 
 
    And she truly hated it for that. 
 
    It only made it harder to come up with something good.  
 
    In fact, in the end he had to do it for her. 
 
    “How about something to do with college—what you’re studying, why you’re studying it. That kind of thing,” he asked.  
 
    And only then was it easier. 
 
    “I majored in psychology—mainly because I wanted to be a shrink.” 
 
    “Wanted to be one? Or still want to be one?” 
 
    “Lately, I’ve been having some doubts.” 
 
    “Well, you’re young. You don’t have to decide now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think youth is really the problem.” 
 
    “Then what is?” 
 
     “I just stopped thinking that talking was the answer to problems.” 
 
    “Could be that it still is. But, maybe sometimes, people just need something extra to take them the rest of the way. Maybe they need to feel like they’re doing something, too.” He paused, and this time she knew his word measuring was all for her. All of this was all for her. “Or possibly, they just need to see with their own eyes that the world isn’t always as cruel as it often seems. That you can trust in something, and not have it let you down.” 
 
    He means himself, she thought. He means that he’s the something. 
 
    Then had to swallow the lump in her throat. 
 
    “I think I have seen that. I think I do see that.”  
 
    “Good. Because the world wants you to.” 
 
    “I know. The world is kinder than I ever imagined anyone could be.” 
 
    He fell silent then—though, she couldn’t tell why. It seemed like he hadn’t realized the subtext of the conversation. Like he didn’t know it sounded as if he was talking about him. Or, at the very least, he hadn’t been prepared for her to agree like that.  
 
    But she couldn’t say for sure. 
 
    In fact, that was the other problem with her dreams of one day being shrink. 
 
    “Sometimes though, I just don’t think I know people well enough to do it anymore. I’ve lost my knack for understanding motivations and secret feelings and all of that shit.” 
 
    “You think so? You seem pretty good at it to me.” 
 
    “I don’t see how you could know. You’ve got me more figured out than I’ve got you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” he said, and that seemed to be the end of things. He fell silent. Her apartment building was right around the corner she’d pointed to. In a second, he would pull into the spot outside, and that would be it. Or so she thought. 
 
    But then he spoke again, once they were parked. 
 
    Abruptly, quietly, without looking at her. 
 
     “The forcefield you said I have. How thick would you say it is?” 
 
    “Probably the equivalent of three buses circling you at all times.” 
 
    “Pretty substantial then, huh. Nothing is getting through that sucker.” 
 
    “I’m fairly convinced I could stab you, and the knife would ping off.” 
 
    “So, if I had secret feelings, nobody should ever know any of them.” 
 
    “I don’t see how anybody could.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” He paused just long enough to kill the engine. Then when he spoke again, it was into that suddenly silent darkness. “Why do I read romance novels?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I thought you didn’t want to talk ab—” 
 
    “Yeah, and now I do. So, come on. Tell me.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s nothing to tell.” 
 
    He shook his head at that. “Oh, I know you know that’s not true.” 
 
    “It would just be a guess.” 
 
    “So let me hear it.” 
 
    She would have hesitated, if he hadn’t sounded so adamant. 
 
    But then, maybe he knew that. Maybe he knew he had to push, to stop her second guessing and doubting and all the other things she did now. 
 
    And he was right to.  
 
    “You crave in fantasy what you’re incapable of in reality,” she said, and the silence that followed told her all she needed to know. She was right. She was so right she didn’t dare look at him, and when she did the news was not good. 
 
    He looked grim as fuck. Like she’d just said you have three days to live. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    “But you did.” 
 
    “It was cruel to say.” 
 
    “Sure it was. Hurt like a motherfucker to hear it, I tell you what.” 
 
    “Then why did you want me to say it?” she asked, and hated the thin, high note to her own voice. She hated it, but couldn’t stop it coming. “Why did you push me to say it?” 
 
    “So you could see how goddamn good you are at knowing why people do what they do. I have three buses circling my body and knives apparently can’t kill me. But you knocked it all aside like it was nothing and came up with that shit like this.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers—a good hard snap that should have convinced her. 
 
    But it didn’t. And nor did his completely sure and confident expression. She just looked away and said, “It would have been obvious to anyone who saw those books.” 
 
    “The guy I had in here last week assumed they belonged to a sister I don’t have.” 
 
    “But if you had told him—if you had said—” 
 
    “I said they were mine, and he asked if I read them for the sex.” 
 
    “Most guys just think about the sex.” 
 
    “Though you knew I didn’t.” 
 
    She did stop, then. She had to—and not just because she’d run out of arguments. There was also the fact that he’d just done yet another incredibly kind thing for her, and here she was trying to throw it away. 
 
    “You let me say things that are painful to you just to prove I could do something.” 
 
    “I would do a lot of painful things for you, Lydia.” 
 
    “Why though? Why? Why?” 
 
    “Because nobody deserves it more.” 
 
    He shrugged one shoulder when he said it. 
 
    As if it was nothing. As if all of this was nothing. 
 
    He even added, after a second, “Go on. Go inside now.” 
 
    But he had to know that was impossible. 
 
    “I can’t. I have to…say something. Or do something.” 
 
    “Then do it. Do it now, while the forcefield is still fucked.” 
 
    “I think that will only make it more awful, to be honest.” 
 
    “Nothing you do could ever be awful.” 
 
    If he had said anything else, she knew she would have been able to resist doing it. Her insides were still in turmoil; her head was full of insane things she didn’t want to be thinking. It should have been easy to avoid, really. But then those words were there, and their eyes met, and he was so sincere—too sincere, really. Like a man so unused to feeling affection that it slips by him, before he can stop it. Like a woman who can’t believe what she’s feeling, until it’s already too late. 
 
    God, it was just way, way too late. 
 
    She threw her arms around him without even thinking about what it would mean to someone like him. How it would feel, to have someone embrace him like that. And by the time she pulled back, the damage was already done.  
 
    All the lights in his face were out. 
 
    He went to speak, but no sound came. 
 
    And when she got to the door of her building and turned back, he was still there. Sat frozen, in the shock of the thing she should never have done. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    She fully expected him to not turn up. At the very least, she imagined the hug and the romance novel stuff would have had some kind of effect. After all, it had an effect on her. She blushed every time she thought about it—and not just for normal reasons like embarrassment. There were other things in there, too. Things she didn’t really want to think about, like the word flirting in green neon and the side of his face in the moonlight, and oh fuck, this was just the worst. It was the worst. 
 
    Until he turned up, looking just the same as always. 
 
    He didn’t seem bothered at all. His hands were not back in his pockets; his face wasn’t a tight mask. And he launched straight the self-defense class without a single qualm. In fact, he did it so seamlessly she could have almost believed nothing had happened between them. She hadn’t intruded on his privacy with all her romance novel talk. He hadn’t frozen in her arms like a deer in hug headlights. There was no cliff drop into clumsy flirting or inappropriate feelings she couldn’t figure out. 
 
    The whole thing was nothing. Awkward, but nothing. 
 
    And then it got to the part of the class where he had to touch her. 
 
    It came about midway through the demonstration of her punching speed. She had hit the air around his face about two dozen times—all while he urged her on. Come on, faster, he said. Harder. But still she didn’t feel she was getting any closer. In fact, sometimes it seemed like she was getting further away. She had to grit her teeth against the frustration; sweat was starting to soak through her shirt. 
 
    And then he went to help and it just happened. 
 
    One hand went to her waist, and the other went to her arm, and instead of freezing up automatically a great flood of warmth went through her. Her cheeks heated, as if he’d tried to lead her into a dance or even draw her body close to his. And even after it was utterly clear that he hadn’t or wasn’t, things still took an insanely weird turn. He leaned in just a little, but the little somehow seemed like a huge amount.  
 
    For a second, she was actually certain that his cheek was going to brush hers. 
 
    Hell, it felt like it was brushing hers, despite the obvious space between them. 
 
    She could see the firm line of his jaw, out of the corner of her eye. That was the sound of his breathing, so slow and steady it almost seemed like he was forcing it to be that way. Like someone trying to pretend a set of stairs hadn’t winded them, she thought. 
 
    Then didn’t want to think about that at all. 
 
    In fact, it seemed better to just let her mind go blank. To shut off the sense of that large hand on her waist and the heat that appeared to be pouring off him and oh no the smell of him. The smell of him was incredible. It was that leather and cinnamon thing again, only with an undercurrent of him. Of man, she thought, and knew she should have wanted to run. 
 
    But instead, found herself leaning in. She found herself turning towards him. 
 
    In the end, it was him who had to pull back, and as soon as he did, she knew she’d fucked up. He looked almost dazed—as if she had cracked him around the head with a two by four she didn’t have. And even after he’d gathered himself enough to ask her what she wanted to know next, she could see a lingering discomfort. 
 
    More than that, really. 
 
    He looked like he was in pain. 
 
    She was hurting him, with her random bouts of ridiculous affection.  
 
    And really there was only one way to deal with that: 
 
    Ask for something that could never encourage it. 
 
    “How about if you teach me how to escape being grabbed?” she asked, even though it kind of turned her stomach to do it. In fact, when he said: 
 
    “Pretty sure we already covered that.” 
 
    She almost agreed and just forgot the whole thing. 
 
    Then she remembered his pained face, and ploughed on. 
 
    “We did, but from behind.” 
 
    “So you want from the front.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. Like if someone—” 
 
    “Got hold of you by the lapels of your jacket.” 
 
    “Exactly that. Exactly. Show me how to get out of that.” 
 
    “All right. All right,” he said, though he didn’t automatically go for it in that practical way she’d come to expect. Instead, he just stood there with his hands half raised to her, as if this was just as awkward as the hugging and the face touching, somehow.  
 
    It made him hesitate. And when he did finally start talking, it was without any contact to back it up. He didn’t illustrate. He just explained. 
 
    “So, ideally what you want to do is anticipate the grab before it even happens. Watch the shoulders, like we talked about.” 
 
    “But if I miss the shoulders? Then what?” 
 
    “Then you have to break the grip, same as before.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Though I’m guessing the technique is different.” 
 
    “Yeah it’s different. This way, you can’t lock them in or force them to bend. You’ve got to go for the hands, the thumbs. Make them let go of you. Understand?” 
 
    “I do. But maybe a demonstration is in order.” 
 
    It was weird, having to ask him for it. To actually ask someone to do something that she still had nightmares about. But even weirder when he grabbed hold of her top. She felt his knuckles press into her chest—and really, that should have been enough. Even though he did it lightly, even though he did it gingerly, it should have been enough. Her stomach was supposed to sink. All her feelings for him were meant to run right out of her body. 
 
    But instead, the opposite was somehow happening.  
 
    A great jolt of joy went through her, the moment he took hold. Like her body was saying see, this is how much you trust him. This is how much you like him. This is how gentle and caring he is—he can even do this, and nothing happens.  
 
    All of which was very good in one way. 
 
    But very bad in another.  
 
    Now, she was not only more inclined to do something extremely stupid, she was close enough to do it. His body was practically pressed against hers. His mouth was barely three inches away. All she had to do to kiss him was go up on tiptoe, and even worse: the urge to do it was much stronger than she’d anticipated.  
 
    His lips were parted; he was breathing hot and hard. 
 
    He wants you to, her mind whispered, like some snake in the grass. 
 
    And then she simply had to do something to kill it dead. 
 
    “Can you pick me up like this?” she asked. 
 
    But again, it was him who hesitated. 
 
    “I don’t think I should pick you up.” 
 
    “But you could. You could do it.” 
 
    “I’m strong enough to, yes.” 
 
    “So let me see then.” 
 
    She braced herself for it. Though even as she did, she knew she wasn’t going to need it. He was just too good. Her trust in him was too great. And most of all: he was way, way too reluctant about it. He actually closed his eyes briefly, as he lifted her. She saw his jaw clench, even though the effort it took seemed to be minimal.  
 
    And once her feet were off the ground, he couldn’t look at her. 
 
    Not even when he asked, “Is this all right?” 
 
    Though, probably that was for the best. 
 
    If he’d been facing her, she would have kissed him. 
 
    She knew she would have. She almost did it anyway, even though his mouth was out of reach. The side of his face was just that tempting—all iron filing stubble, and incredible cheekbones, and that jaw, god, that jaw, oh, she had to take her mind off that jaw. Now, before she did something incredibly stupid.  
 
    Like licking him. 
 
    “Yes. Yeah. But do it harder,” she said. 
 
    Only this time, he decided to play the fool. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean by harder.” 
 
    “Hold me harder. Harder and closer to you.” 
 
    “Why would you want me to do that?” 
 
    “So I can see if I can still break your grip,” she said, though she knew that wasn’t why she wanted him to do it at all. She was barely sure what it was about anymore—yet somehow, she couldn’t stop. It was taking on a life of his own, now. 
 
    And she suspected he knew it. 
 
    His tone was wary when he said, “I haven’t even shown you how to do that yet.” 
 
    “Then show me. Tell me how to get out of this.” 
 
    “You have to put your hands over mine.” 
 
    “I see. I get it. Like this, you mean?” 
 
    She didn’t mean to relish the contact. 
 
    But she knew she did. She knew it looked like she did. His gaze whipped to hers the moment she curled her fingers around his fists. And it stayed there, as he demanded she do it less gently. “You have to almost hurt me,” he said, in a voice that didn’t seem like his own anymore. It was rough and pleading and kind of lost. 
 
    Though, she understood completely. 
 
    She had become a different person too. 
 
    Somehow, she had become the girl she’d been before any of this happened. The one who enjoyed teasing and loved flirting and would have relished his hands in hers. She did relish his hands in hers. They were warm and big under her palms, and the skin there was so much smoother than she’d imagined.  
 
    Plus, he was looking at her. 
 
    He was looking at her in this searching, uncertain way, as if it was him who didn’t know how to deal with any of this. He was the troubled one. He was the one who struggled with being so close and holding her in his fists. Not her, not her, oh god, it meant something else entirely to her, to the point where she could say, “I want you to throw me onto the mat.” 
 
    And feel nothing but a goddamn fucking thrill. 
 
    No pain, no flashbacks, no nothing. 
 
    In fact, the only objection was his. 
 
     “Oh god, Lydia, I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Yes you can, you can.” 
 
    “I can, but I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Because you think I’m so fragile? 
 
    “It has nothing to do with fragility.” 
 
    “Then do it. Do it. Come on, do it to me—” 
 
    He broke before she’d finished her sentence, hard enough that it almost hurt. But even almost hurting wasn’t enough. Nothing would ever be enough, with him. He was over her, hands still tight in her top and body so close she could feel him breathing, and all she wanted to do was laugh. It bubbled up through her, so full of relief and joy that she couldn’t stop herself. She didn’t want to stop herself. It was like breathing again after months of holding it in. All that mattered in that moment was feeling it. 
 
    But feeling it was what made her cross the line. 
 
    She didn’t think, she didn’t consider consequences. 
 
    Suddenly, her hand was on his face, his lovely face. 
 
    And the second it was, that was it. He jumped away as if she’d stabbed him. He practically flung himself off her, fast enough that she didn’t even get chance to sit up.  
 
    By the time she did, he was already out the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Some part of her hoped it would be like last time. That he would show up in spite of everything, and just act like none of it had bothered him at all. He was fine with her demanding he throw her around. He didn’t care if she got all weirdly happy about it. And what did it matter if she caressed his face like some moony idiot?  
 
    It was all just water off his forcefield. 
 
    Or so she told herself. 
 
    Then she got to the studio, and that whole house of cards crumbled. He wasn’t there, waiting for her to walk through the door. And he didn’t turn up ten minutes later, with his hands casually slung in his pockets and his face as carefully neutral as ever. He was gone—and probably not just in terms of this one meet up. Other people cut out on her, and she could just call them. Explain, rearrange, ask for forgiveness. 
 
    But that couldn’t happen with him. 
 
    She didn’t have his number. She’d never dared to ask, and he’d never offered. Of course he hadn’t. It had taken him fuck knew how long just to tell her his name—never mind his contact details. Chances were, he didn’t even have contact details to give. She couldn’t imagine him with an iPhone, texting shit at friends and taking grinning selfies to post on Instagram.  
 
    He seemed more the type to find the only pay phone left on planet earth.  
 
    If she heard from him again, the sound of deposited quarters would be in the background. 
 
    And even then, he’d only be calling to tell her goodbye. 
 
    I can’t deal with this weirdness, she imagined him saying, and suddenly her eyes were stinging. She had to look up at the ceiling just to stop herself from doing something dumb—like crying over a guy she barely knew. He hadn’t even told her where he worked or what his favorite color was or how he liked his eggs cooked. The only reason she knew for sure that he was possibly Latino was down to his last name. 
 
    So really what was she upset about? 
 
    Nothing, her mind told her, nothing. 
 
    And then she got outside and saw his car. 
 
    She saw him and knew her mind was a liar.  
 
    It was obvious immediately—and not just because of the relief. There was also her reaction. Her big, ridiculous reaction. She practically ran across the street, and when she got to the passenger side door she didn’t hesitate. She yanked it open, without even thinking about asking permission.  
 
    Though, once she was inside she wished she had. 
 
    For just a split second, he was a different person. His whole body tensed, as if priming himself for a fight. That dark gaze of his flattened out; his mouth thinned down to nothing. She honestly thought he was about to punch her—or at the very least throw her out of the car. 
 
    Then he seemed to register it was her, and everything shifted as quickly as it had appeared. In fact, it shifted so much, she wondered how she’d ever found him expressionless. Clearly, he gave her far more than she’d ever realized. She got that light in his eyes, small but so much sweeter than the blank nothing he apparently reserved for intrusive strangers. And that curl to the corner of his mouth—not quite a smile, she had once thought. Now, she knew it was practically a grin, for him.  
 
    He gave her grins, and she’d repaid him with handsy bullshit. 
 
    Really, it was no surprise when an apology abruptly burst out of her. 
 
    Though he looked pretty startled by it, anyway. In fact, he looked like she’d just declared herself the Queen of France. One of his eyebrows actually flickered, like he wanted to raise it. His teeth sort of touched his bottom lip and pulled it in a little, in a way she wanted to label confusion. 
 
    And his tone, when he spoke, actually backed that up. 
 
    In fact, he almost laughed through his question. 
 
    “What the fuck are you sorry for?” 
 
    “Everything. All the shit I did.” 
 
    She gestured wildly in an attempt to make it clearer. 
 
    But it didn’t. In fact, it just pushed his eyebrow up another millimeter. 
 
    “Gotta be honest, I don’t remember you doing any shit.” 
 
    “Don’t do that. Don’t act like it was nothing.” 
 
    “Well, maybe if you explain, I can act like it was something.” 
 
    “Last time we met, I practically mauled you.” 
 
    She expected some kind of agreement with that.  
 
    At the very least, he was supposed to accept her interpretation of events. 
 
    Instead, his expression actually reached something like horrified. And when he finally spoke, his tone was close to despairing. “Oh Christ. You think you’re the one who did something wrong.” 
 
    “You say that like somebody else fucked everything up.” 
 
    “Because somebody else did. Somebody else is still fucking up now.” 
 
    “I don’t see how. I was the one who did that stuff.” She flushed, thinking of it. Of how bursting with feelings she’d been. “You just endured it.” 
 
    “Yeah, endured doesn’t seem like the right term to me.” 
 
    “Then what does?” 
 
    “Wanted.” 
 
    He looked away when he said the word—as if admitting it was just a little too much.  
 
    Though, she could understand him feeling that way. 
 
    It was too much for her, too.  
 
    She went to say something, and no sound came out. Her eyes had gone wide, and no amount of pressure would put them back to a normal size. And when she finally did manage to speak, her tone was not the one she intended. It sounded like all the air had been sucked out of every word.  
 
    “You couldn’t possibly have wanted me to do that.” 
 
    “Man, I wish that were the case.” 
 
    “But it is the case,” she said, and now her voice was firmer. More like the woman she thought she was. “You didn’t want anything. I did the things I did, and then you reacted in the most horrified way a human being possibly can. Seriously, I don’t think you could have moved faster if I’d burst into flames.” 
 
    “I moved fast because moving fast was the only decent thing to do.” 
 
    “To be honest, I have absolutely no idea what that means.” 
 
    “It means that a gentleman would have stopped all of this the second it started to turn into something else. But I didn’t. I didn’t stop it. Truthfully, it was all I could do to force myself not to ask for more.” 
 
    He sounded weary, she thought.  
 
    Resigned—like some guy finally confessing his crime.  
 
    She didn’t know how to tell him that no crime had been committed. 
 
    In fact, all she could really focus on was those last three words. 
 
    “You wanted to ask for more?” 
 
    “That isn’t the part you’re supposed to talk about.” 
 
    “Well, unfortunately it’s the part that seems to have seized control of my mind and my body—so if you’re hoping for sensible acceptance to come out of me, you’re really not going to get it.” 
 
    “I’m more than hoping. I’m begging you for sensible acceptance.” 
 
    “Then tell me something else. Tell me you freaked out because I molested you.” 
 
    He shook his head, and that weary tone turned into something more insistent. “There’s just no way I can do that. You didn’t. That isn’t what happened.” 
 
    “Okay, so say I’m the most hideous thing you’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Honey, I would. If it didn’t sound the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “No crazier than I was just trying to be a super decent gentleman.” 
 
    “That would only be true if I had never heard you speak, or fallen right into those deep dark eyes, or seen your lovely smile, god, your smile, do you know how many nights I’ve thought of your smile?” he asked, so plain and matter of fact that he could have been talking about anything. The weather, she thought, only of course it wasn’t. It was all full of feelings she hadn’t thought he was capable of, and compliments he shouldn’t have been making, and oh fuck, she just couldn’t cope with that. Not from him. 
 
    It took her an age to answer, and even when she managed, her voice came out kind of breathless. 
 
    “Probably one tenth of the nights I’ve thought of yours.” 
 
    “Come on. I don’t even have a smile.” 
 
    “You do. It’s the thing that kisses the corner of your gorgeous mouth.” 
 
    “Nothing about me is gorgeous, Lydia. I look like forty miles of rough road—and that’s on a fucking good day. On the shitty days, I’m forty miles of rough road that got turned into a blank faced robot.” 
 
    She wanted to laugh at that, but she couldn’t. 
 
    He was serious. About all of this. 
 
    He honestly thought he was an ugly asshole.  
 
    “You say that like all of those things are somehow gross.” 
 
    “Because they are. They are. You shouldn’t like any of it—any of me. And the very fact that you think you do just proves that you’re confusing gratitude for attraction.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. So, I only think I feel my own feelings. Really poor little me is just confused.” 
 
    It was intended to be funny, but she could immediately see she’d misjudged. 
 
    He raked a hand through his hair; his eyes went up to the heavens. 
 
    And his sigh of frustration was absolutely epic. 
 
     Or, at least, it was epic coming from him. 
 
    Before that moment, he’d barely let out a single emotion.  
 
    Now they were leaking out all over the place, like a balloon with ten tiny holes. 
 
    “Christ, I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just that I’m practically your therapist.” 
 
    “Last time I checked, most therapists don’t spend most of their time teaching their patients how to punch people, interspersed with long stretches of pretty obvious flirting.” 
 
    He sighed again. “I didn’t realize it was flirting. It’s been so long since I did anything like it, I just thought you were good at making conversations really easy and kind of intense.” 
 
    “Well, I am good at them. But it wasn’t me who made this happen. You were the one who did nothing but restore my faith in mankind and help me forget certain events.” 
 
    “Yeah, and those certain events are why this can never be a thing.” 
 
    This time, she couldn’t even joke. She couldn’t keep things light. 
 
    It was bad enough that he thought those crazy things about himself… 
 
    But to use that to keep things platonic? 
 
    She was spitting fire before she could get a hold of herself. 
 
    “Oh, so now me being attacked is why you can’t do this?” 
 
    “I want to say yes, but it sounds so shitty when you say it that way.” 
 
    “That’s because it is shitty. I’m being punished for something someone else did to me.” 
 
    “Please don’t say that. Please don’t do this. You’ve no idea how hard it’s been for me to resist whatever has been happening, and those words just make it so much fucking harder.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be hard, Isaac. You don’t have to resist.” 
 
    “Yes I fucking do. Yes I do goddamnit. Decent men don’t take advantage of vulnerable women.” 
 
    The fire in her died somewhat, then. Partly because of his tone, which was more fraught and desperate than she could have ever imagined it being. But mostly because of the things he was doing. His head was back against the seat; his hand was practically making a fist in his hair.  
 
    He looked haggard, suddenly. Like he’d aged ten years in the last ten minutes. 
 
    It was hard to be angry, in the face of his obvious distress. 
 
    And then there was the way he’d framed it. 
 
    “Is that what you really think you’re doing?” she asked. “Taking advantage of a vulnerable woman?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, absolutely, yes. There isn’t any doubt in my mind about that.” 
 
    “Then maybe you could explain what you find vulnerable about me.” 
 
    “When we first met you—” 
 
    “No, not when we first met. Now.” 
 
    He turned to her, for the first time since they’d started this. 
 
    But she kind of wished he hadn’t.  
 
    All the light had gone out of his eyes.  
 
    “You know that isn’t fair,” he said, in a voice that actually seemed to be breaking. At the very least, it had a crack right through the middle. 
 
    But she had to press on. She had to. 
 
    “Maybe you should tell me why not.” 
 
    “Because just look at you. Look at you. You burn so bright now, I can hardly stand to be here. I shouldn’t be here. If I was a better man I’d go now and never come back.” 
 
    “Better doesn’t sound like you never coming back.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I know that too. God knows, I know that too. Why do you think I came and then just sat in my car like a fucking moron?” 
 
    “So then stay. Stay, and be in this with me.” 
 
    “You make it sound so simple.” 
 
    “It is simple. Unless some actual problem is in the way. Like a secret wife.” 
 
    She threw in the last one to try lighten things again. 
 
    Though it surprised her when it worked. A gleam of light flickered deep down in those dark eyes, and when he answered, there was just a hint of that wry quality his voice sometimes got. “I can barely flirt—do you really think a secret wife is a possibility?” 
 
    “Depends if the secret wife is into guys who believe their sexiness doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “No secret wives are into that. But only because you just made it up.” 
 
    “Ah, so we’re back to pretending you’re not a stone cold fox.” 
 
    Now his mouth was trying to quirk up at the corner.  
 
    Though he tried to hold it down.  
 
    He kept his tone firm.  
 
    “There’s no pretending when your nose has been broken around ten dozen times.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that bull. You read romance novels. You know busted noses on guys are hot as fuck.” 
 
    “Yeah, in books they’re hot. In real life, they’re evidence of lengthy prison sentences.” 
 
    “Is this your gentle way of breaking your ten year stretch to me?” 
 
    “It would be, if I thought making one up would turn you off.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good that you know by now that nothing would.” 
 
    “You’re only saying that because you don’t have the full story.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You did things for the government that you’re not proud of.” 
 
    She didn’t expect him to fall silent at that. Mostly, because it was just a wild guess, but also because he had to know what silence would mean. It would tell her she was right, without a word from him. And it did. Man, it told her it hard. 
 
    “Oh, I think that’s a bingo,” she said, in a voice that sounded way too awed and much too hushed. But thankfully, he got the reference to Inglorious Basterds. 
 
    And that kind of brought things back to earth again. 
 
    “It’s just bingo,” he said. 
 
    Then she couldn’t help laughing. 
 
    “Fuck, your movie knowledge is so good.” 
 
    “I don’t think my movie knowledge is the thing worth mentioning here.” 
 
    “Well, you know me. I never focus on the thing worth mentioning. It’s always about who you are right here and now and all the ways in which you’ve proven yourself to be the best of men—when really I should be obsessing over the murky past you quite clearly wish had never happened.” She shrugged one shoulder, casual but not. Kicked her wry tone up a notch. “Don’t worry though. When we get to act three, I’ll google you and have a meltdown because you murdered the defense minister of Mexico with a washing machine.” 
 
    “How the fuck do you murder someone with a washing machine?” 
 
    “You tell me. You’re the one with the very particular set of skills.” 
 
    He shook his head, as if this was all the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard.  
 
    But he kept talking about it. “I’m not Liam Neeson, Lydia. Though, if I was, no one would ever kidnap members of my family in a series of increasingly preposterous scenarios.” 
 
    “So in other words, you’re actually better than Liam Neeson.” 
 
    “It doesn’t take much to be better than a guy who can’t protect his own daughter and wife from a bunch of xenophobic stereotypes that don’t fucking exist.” 
 
    “Destroying trashy movies and admitting you’re a spy for the CIA all in one sentence. Goddamn, could you be any hotter? I want to say no, but I fear that might not be true.” 
 
    “I wasn’t a spy for the CIA, Lydia. Oh, and Mexico doesn’t have a defense minister, just FYI.” 
 
    “Well, of course they don’t. Because you killed him on a high heat wash.” 
 
    She could tell he wanted to laugh at that. It pushed at both corners of his mouth. It made him throw up his hands. And even though his next point was pretty serious, there was some residual amusement in his voice. Residual amusement, and just a touch of admiration. 
 
    “You honestly think I don’t know what you’re doing here?” 
 
    “I have no idea to what you might be referring.” 
 
    “The attempt at squeezing me for information, Lydia.” 
 
    “Oh come on. I’m hardly squeezing.” 
 
    “No. You’re just leading me down dark conversational alleys until I completely lose my way and have to beg you for directions,” he said. And now that admiration was obvious. She couldn’t hear it in his voice. She could see it in his eyes, good and warm and reassuring. “Seriously, I think you should be the one working for the CIA. You can kill the King of France by speaking to him until he goes insane.” 
 
    “So you’re saying I make you insane.” 
 
    “God yes. Completely out of my mind.” 
 
    “You still seem pretty in control of yourself to me.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’d say that if desire was always a visible thing.” 
 
    nShe didn’t mean to make a sound when he said the word desire. It just slipped out, too high and too shocked and worst of all: so embarrassingly breathy. It was as if he’d told her something completely filthy.  
 
    Though, that was the problem with being around someone like him.  
 
    Even the smallest admission of sexual feelings seemed shocking. 
 
    And he knew it, too. As soon as she gasped, he made a sound of his own—a curse under his breath. Like he’d spoken without meaning to. Like he’d fucked up, and at any moment was going to tell her hadn’t meant to do it. I take it back, she imagined him saying. 
 
    Then stepped in before he could. 
 
    “Pretty sure now is when you’re supposed to kiss me,” she said. Just lightly. No big deal. But oh, it was definitely a big deal to him. It made him look almost agonized. 
 
    He sounded agonized when he finally spoke. 
 
    “I would, I would. Oh, the things I would do if everything was different.” 
 
    “Then pretend they are. For just a moment, pretend that we met under other, less fraught circumstances.” 
 
    “And what other kind of circumstances do you think there could be?” 
 
    “Anything. Anywhere.” She paused, considering. “We were set up by some friends.” 
 
    “I don’t have any friends who would think that was a good idea.” 
 
    “So you saw me across a crowded bar. Bought me a drink.” 
 
    “The likelihood of me doing something like that is practically in the minus figures.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, over that one. Almost hit a sneer, with that usually soft voice. 
 
    But once he had, she could tell he was waiting. Holy fuck he was just waiting for her to come up with the right thing. And even better: she had one that fit perfectly.  
 
    “Then maybe we were just the people you described outside that self-defense class. We hadn’t met before that moment. I mentioned I wanted to get better at it. You agreed to help. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Nothing more sounds better. But still not quite enough.” 
 
    “Okay. How about you never taught me at all?” 
 
    “I just turned up, and then we did nothing but talk.” 
 
    He sounded just as withering as he had when he mentioned the minus figures. 
 
    However, she could hear something else in there now, too. 
 
    A spark of eagerness, maybe.  
 
    Now all she had to do was chase it. “Sure. I mean, at times, we barely did anything else. We just talked. We even bantered, on occasion.” 
 
    “True. Though, I don’t see how that would lead to more.” 
 
    “But you wouldn’t even have to be, here.” 
 
    “I guess I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “You could just give in.” 
 
    “And what would you want me to give in to?” 
 
    “My mouth on yours.” 
 
    She held her breath through the silence that followed, just waiting for him to reject the idea. Only he didn’t. He didn’t at all. “That doesn’t sound so bad,” he said, finally. 
 
    And that meant only one thing: 
 
    She could push for more. 
 
    “It would be the way I want to do it.” 
 
    “So not just a simple kiss, then.” 
 
    “Maybe at first. But I think greed would get the better of me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean by greed.” 
 
    “Yes you do. In fact, I bet you can picture it.” 
 
    “If I can, it’s only in some far off vague way that I don’t think about.” 
 
    “Then let make it clearer.” She paused then. In part to wrestle back control of her hammering heart, but also because she knew she had to judge this right. Not go too slow, not go too fast. Just ease him into it. “I wouldn’t be satisfied with one closed mouth kiss. I’d need to go back, and taste you more deeply. Lick those soft lips, urge them to part over mine.” 
 
    “And if I did manage to do something like that? If I did it for you, the way you want?” 
 
    “If you did that the way I wanted, it would probably make me pass out.” 
 
    “Pretty extreme reaction for something so small.” 
 
    “It isn’t small, though. It’s you giving yourself over to it.” 
 
    “And you like that idea?” 
 
    She didn’t know what she liked best about the question: the fact that he sounded almost surprised, or the way he looked at her when he said it. There was clear pleasure on his face—she could see it. And that definitely destroyed some of the barriers that had been holding her back. Now when she answered, she sounded near breathless. 
 
    Plus, the words came in such a rush.  
 
    “Oh god, yes. Yes. Fuck, just the thought of you losing some of that control…of you suddenly kissing me back all hot and wet and greedy…yeah, that does it for me. That does it for me in a way I didn’t even think was possible anymore. Honestly, I thought that part of me was gone, but one suggestion from you that you’d kiss me back like that, and I’m trembling,” she blurted out. Then before she could stop it, “I’m thinking of a dozen other things I’d do.” 
 
    Though incredibly, he didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    He kept his gaze locked with hers. 
 
    And he carried on talking. “So, a kiss wouldn’t be enough.” 
 
    “No, god no, not after that.” 
 
    “You’d want more of me.” 
 
    “So much more. All the parts of you I didn’t even know I was going crazy over—your throat when you ran two fingers over it and your body when you took off your jacket, oh man that body, that body. I just want to kiss every inch of it. Lick every inch of it. See if you taste the way you smell, all cinnamon-sweet. See if you’d moan when I found some place that’s gone way too long without.” 
 
    This time, there was more of a reaction. 
 
    His eyes stuttered closed, for the barest moment. 
 
    And his voice, when he spoke, sounded different.  
 
    Deeper, she thought. So deep in this, he could no longer make himself stop. 
 
    “That’s all of me. All of me has gone a long time without.” 
 
    “So, I guess it wouldn’t take much, then.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Just a hand underneath the waistband of your jeans.” 
 
    “A second ago you were licking my throat.” 
 
    “And now, I want to lick something else.” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus Christ,” he said, and she knew, she knew as soon as he did that she’d broken through his restraint. She heard it in the suddenly tight, high tone of his voice, and saw it in the way he suddenly put his hands in his hair. 
 
    But even so, she wasn’t expecting him to take hold of her face. 
 
    And she definitely wasn’t expecting him to abruptly bridge the space between them. 
 
    It was a shock—though, god, it was the best one she’d ever had. It was like getting a rug pulled out from under her, only the rug was as sexy as fuck, and the fall didn’t hurt at all, and once she was on the floor, she didn’t feel bitter.  
 
    She felt like begging for more, more, more. 
 
    But then he stopped within a millimeter of her lips. 
 
    He hesitated, right at the very last possible second. 
 
    And she knew she wasn’t going to get it. 
 
    She knew, before he pulled away. 
 
    All the delicious tension just drained out of the moment, and she was left with this. With him saying, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I made it kind of hard not to.” 
 
    “This isn’t on you, Lydia. It’s on me.” 
 
    “So we’re back to me as the helpless victim.” 
 
    “No. I’m the one who’s helpless. I know I can’t resist, but I let you go on anyway. All my barriers are down, yet I don’t stay away.” He nodded, but only to himself. As if he’d already decided, before he even dropped the killing blow. “I need to stay away.” 
 
    “So that’s just it. Goodbye, Lydia. See you sometime at the end of never.” 
 
    “You make it sound like a brutal punishment.” 
 
    “Because it is one. To never get to see you or talk to you or—” she tried, but she could tell it wasn’t working before he even cut her off. 
 
    “We can still talk, honey. Just not like this. Not face to face.” 
 
    “I don’t see what’s so different about face to face.” 
 
    “It’s different because I can kiss you when we’re this close. I can reach out and touch you, and I will, god knows I will. I’m not strong enough to resist—I will never be strong enough to resist. My life has been too lacking in warmth for me to stand against it. It’s like offering a steak to a man who didn’t know he was starving. I don’t know how to cope.” 
 
    By the time he was done, she was pretty close to losing it. 
 
    But that was okay, because he clearly was too. His shoulders had dropped; his head was back against the seat. And when he looked at her, his eyes almost begged her to understand. How could she refuse when he was begging her? 
 
    It was impossible. Unconscionable. She couldn’t do it. 
 
    “God, why did you have to put it that way?” 
 
    “You know why I had to put it that way.” 
 
    “So that I can’t do anything but agree.” 
 
    “Something like that. Though I want to be clear: it’s also the truth.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be clear. I already know,” she said, though the last word had to be shoved out quickly. Tears were starting to threaten her voice. In a second, he’d be able to hear that she was upset, and she didn’t want him to. 
 
    Not when it would make it harder for him to do this. 
 
    He needed to do this. And she needed to be okay with it. 
 
    If only for now. 
 
    “This is my number. Dial it so I have yours.” He handed her a hastily scribbled on piece of paper from his little notebook, and she did what he asked. Numbly, but she did it.   “You can call it any time you want—day or night—and for any reason at all. Even if you think you’re being ridiculous. Even if it has nothing to do with us or me or anything I’ve taught you. You feel troubled by anything, you call me. All right?” 
 
    “Yeah. That sounds more than all right, to be honest.” 
 
    “This isn’t about cutting you out of my life.” 
 
    “I didn’t really think it was, I swear.” 
 
    “We don’t have to stop being friends.” 
 
    “That is really good to know.” 
 
    “Everything’s going to be okay,” he said. 
 
    But god, in that moment, it really didn’t feel like it would be. 
 
    Watching him drive away was as hard as letting go of the side of the boat. 
 
    When you know, when you just know it’s the only thing keeping you afloat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    She refused to think about calling him. He’d made his position on the whole thing pretty clear, and she wanted to respect that. And in truth, it was a lot easier than she’d first imagined. She had lectures to attend, and parties to go to, and conversations to have with her mom about how things were going. But more importantly: she actually wanted to do all of those things. It was almost easy to do them.  
 
    Though, obviously, sometimes she slipped. 
 
    She panicked when she briefly couldn’t see Letty at Mike Tennebaum’s birthday party. There was a moment in the elevator, after she suddenly realized she was alone in there with the guy from the apartment above theirs. The one with the saggy moustache, who always seemed a little out of place in amongst the mostly student population of her building, and usually looked at her just a little too long. 
 
    And she often still found herself tensing up.  
 
    But, on the whole, she was okay. 
 
    She was doing okay.  
 
    She didn’t need him. 
 
    Though, god, it was good when his name suddenly lit up her phone. At the very least, it was a relief to know she hadn’t completely fucked things. He still wanted to talk to her, just like he’d said. And even though it only looked like concern, even though it was only him asking her if she was okay, she knew he was angling for more than that. 
 
    She knew because when she texted back:  
 
    Nah. I died of longing for you three days ago. 
 
    He went with way more than she could possibly have hoped for: 
 
    Well, at least you can still send me a sarcastic text from beyond the grave.  
 
    She almost bounced on her bed the moment it came through. It was just so unburdened by any of the shit they’d talked about in the car. So willing to go with what she’d said, without a second thought. And things only got better from there. 
 
    A really weird looking guy on the subway taught me how.  
 
    Does that make you Patrick Swayze? 
 
    Yeah. Only without the sexy pottery. 
 
    We could do ordinary pottery. 
 
    Ah, like a scene from the lesser known sequel: Friends Make a Nice Mug in Separate Apartments While Fully Clothed. She paused mid-message—both to settle deeper into the comfort of her bed, and to come with exactly the right soundtrack choice. Then it hit her, and she finished through uncontrollable giggles. Instead of Unchained Melody playing over the top of the action, it’s The Birdy Song. 
 
    Why the fuck does it have to be The Birdy Song? 
 
    It was the least sexual tune I could think of. 
 
    I think we might be safe without killing our ears completely. 
 
    Yeah you say that, but yesterday, I was listening to a lecture on trade deficits from nineteen ninety-six and somehow started having forbidden thoughts. I can have forbidden thoughts over anything. 
 
    It took him longer to reply to that one. So long, in fact that, she started to wonder if she’d gone too far again. She pictured him in his own bed with that desperate look on his face. The don’t do this to me look that she could hardly stand to think about. 
 
    But then her phone pinged and there it was: 
 
    Permission. Permission to go further. 
 
    At no point did I suggest that any thoughts must be forbidden, he had written. 
 
    Though, still she wasn’t quite sure if she could. 
 
    Only because you’ve no idea how filthy my mind can be. 
 
    Pretty sure I can handle it.  
 
    You couldn’t in the car. 
 
    That was different. 
 
    How? 
 
    She bit her nails as she waited for his response. 
 
    But the one that came was nowhere near as nerve-wracking as she’d imagined. 
 
    It was funny. In fact, it was funnier than she’d ever thought he could be. 
 
    Well, it’s much easier to resist kissing a phone than a person And, even if I did totally lose my mind and make out with this thing, no one is gonna get hurt but me. 
 
    If your phone breaks your heart, I will cut a bitch. 
 
    Oh, it could never. 
 
    Not sexy enough for you? 
 
    Too little like the woman I want to be with. 
 
    She tried to pretend he hadn’t meant what she knew he’d meant. 
 
    But it was impossible. The words punched into her like a bullet. She couldn’t have avoided their meaning if she tried. And the truth was—she didn’t want to try. The woman was her, she knew it was her, and now he’d given her no reason not to talk about that. 
 
    Though, she tried to be careful. 
 
    Then maybe you should dump the phone and be with this obviously amazing babe. I mean, I can tell just by your word choice that she’s got to be smart and sexy and cool. 
 
    She is all of those things and more.  
 
    Then what are you waiting for? 
 
    Her heart was pounding by the time she sent the question. And she knew her fingers flew over the letters far too quickly. She knew she’d hit send before her mind had chance to catch up. Still, she thought he’d at least come up with some kind of answer. 
 
    After all, he’d helped get her to that point. 
 
    Yet, for some reason, he didn’t reply. 
 
    In fact, he stayed silent until the most random time possible: two in the morning. She had to fumble through the darkness to get at her phone, then read it while propped up on her elbows. Forgive me for going dark on you, it said. 
 
    And though she wanted to be mad, she couldn’t be. 
 
    Not completely, anyway. Not enough to not reply. 
 
    To be honest, I kind of expected to never hear from you again after the car. Anything beyond that seems like something of a bonus.  
 
    Me fucking you around isn’t a bonus. 
 
    You’re not fucking me around, Isaac. 
 
    Then explain why I keep doing this. 
 
    Same reason I do. It’s addictive. 
 
    That doesn’t seem like a good enough reason. 
 
    All right. Connecting with someone like this just feels fantastic, she typed and almost didn’t send. It seemed to much like the kind of thing that would make him stop texting—but no, this time he kept going. He accepted the feeling was there, even if it still confused him. 
 
    I’m more than used to living without connections. 
 
    Yeah, and that’s why it hit you so hard. You’re not a guy who’s never had steak. You’re a guy with an immune system that’s never been exposed to anything suddenly getting hit by the bubonic plague. 
 
    I don’t like that you’re the plague in this scenario. 
 
    It’s okay. You’re my tuberculosis. 
 
    She didn’t know what she expected in return to that.  
 
    But it definitely wasn’t a little laughing face. 
 
    In fact, it was so surprising she actually sat up and turned on the light, in case her bleary eyes had mistaken it for something else. 
 
    Oh my god. Did you just text me an emoji? 
 
    In my defense, I am suffering from the Black Death. 
 
    Pretty sure cartoon laughing faces were not a symptom of that disease.  
 
    Sure they were. We just don’t know that because very few of the medieval peasants had phones. 
 
    She burst out laughing. 
 
    Too loudly, she knew, with Letty and Tate next door. 
 
    But there was just nothing she could do.  
 
    He really was funnier, via messages. 
 
    More relaxed, she thought. And that seemed true. 
 
    I love that you went with very few.  
 
    Thought you’d appreciate that. 
 
    You know me so well. 
 
    Better than I’ve ever known anyone. 
 
    Wish I could say the same for you. 
 
    You know at least five hundred percent more than anybody else. 
 
    Five hundred percent more? Are your family even aware that your name is Isaac? 
 
    That was a nice attempt at getting the details out of me. 
 
    I wasn’t trying to get them out. I was trying to segue subtly. 
 
    Well, there’s no need for either—I don’t find anything objectionable or line crossing in telling you about my family. Though, if you’re waiting for some big revelation you’re gonna be pretty disappointed. 
 
    There’s literally nothing you can say that would disappoint me, she sent, thinking that he’d disagree. At the very least, she imagined him obfuscating for a little longer.  
 
    And then his next message popped up, longer than any he’d previously sent. 
 
    My dad was Guatemalan—came to America to practice medicine. My mom was a Jewish teacher from Long Island. Both of them were obsessed with fitting in with all the white families in our little suburb, so I pretty much grew up in the most sickening American cliché you could possibly imagine. 
 
    Think I’m going to need some examples of the sickening. 
 
    I had to wear a blazer to the school they sent me to. 
 
    Oh, god. I think I’m already nauseous. 
 
    My packed lunch was always bologna. 
 
    This is starting to sound like a harrowing nightmare. 
 
    We had a white picket fence and lawn sprinklers we didn’t need. 
 
    Dear god, not lawn sprinklers. 
 
    Our car had wood paneling on the sides. 
 
    Okay, 1you’re just making this up based on movies from the eighties now, right? 
 
    She got another emoji for that. But the following message was a denial. 
 
    And one that told her he knew exactly what she was thinking of. 
 
    I wish I was. We even had a breakfast island with pots and pans hanging over it. 
 
    Well, at least I now know how you became such a cool, sexy badass. You rebelled. 
 
    I wish I could say I did. But truthfully? I was always like this. 
 
    Then you admit that you’re a cool, sexy badass. 
 
    I admit that I’m cold and guarded, and always was.  
 
    Is that why you joined whatever shady government agency you worked for? 
 
    It was the reason I was recruited. 
 
    That made her pause. Partly because she hadn’t expected him to answer at all, but mostly because she desperately wanted to ask more. She wanted to type a thousand questions, but before she could do it he cut in. 
 
    We should talk about something else. 
 
    Sure. Tell me what you want to talk about. 
 
    Anything you like.  
 
    How about how crazy it is that you’ll flirt with me via text but not in real life. 
 
    I would hardly call what we’re doing here flirting. 
 
    Are you sure about that? Because all the signs are there. 
 
    Talking about a dull suburban childhood really doesn’t seem like a sign. 
 
    He had a point there. Or, at least, enough of one that she almost accepted it. 
 
    And then tutted at him through her phone as she remembered the rest. 
 
    No, probably not. But everything else apart from that did. The knowing each other, medieval peasant, sexy pottery stuff really fits the bill. 
 
    Come on. Flirting requires more than just talk. 
 
    Oh, suddenly you’re an expert on the subject? 
 
    I know enough. I know you need gestures. 
 
    She almost went with something innocent, in return. 
 
    Almost, almost, almost. The sentence yeah you’re probably right spooled out from beneath her fingertips, and then just sat there, ready to be sent. 
 
    But then she thought about all the things he’d texted her. 
 
    She scrolled back up through them, just to check it wasn’t her imagination. 
 
    Before she just went for it. 
 
    Maybe I’m making them. 
 
    And lingering looks. 
 
    I’m definitely doing that. 
 
    What about body language? 
 
    If you saw my body now, you’d be pretty clear on what it was saying. 
 
    It wasn’t a shock when he stopped replying, this time. But it was about a hundred times more annoying. He was the one who’d set the tone of their conversations—she’d just let him. Yet, somehow, here she was, in the near darkness, with a silent phone in her lap. 
 
    In fact, the phone was so silent that when it suddenly rang she almost screamed. She came pretty close to hurling it across the room. She had to calm herself down before she could answer, just so he wouldn’t think it was him who’d gotten her all out of breath. 
 
    “Well, this is the very last thing I expected you to do,” she said, as breezily as she could. And then she heard that voice, and breezy immediately started to slip away. 
 
    “I didn’t just want to cut off in the middle of a conversation.” 
 
    “Yeah, but talking like this is probably going to be a lot worse than texting.” 
 
    “Nothing could be worse than texting. I thought it would be safe, and instead, it just feels like I’ve been freed to say whatever I want. Do you know how close I came to asking you what your body was doing? The answer is very,” he said.  
 
    And suddenly, she was very glad he couldn’t see her right now. His voice kind of dipped on that last word, and when it did, her toes actually curled. She had to fan herself with one hand. 
 
    But she managed to keep her voice somewhat under control. 
 
    At the very least, she kept some amusement in it. “And you think calling me is going to stop that happening?” 
 
    “I did when I hit your number. Now, I have my doubts.” 
 
    “You should. Because the urge to say is getting bigger by the second.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll have to do my best to dissuade you.” 
 
    “You can try, I suppose.” 
 
    She could almost hear him mulling it over. 
 
    And it didn’t take much to picture, either. 
 
    That look to the heavens. The way he ran a hand through his hair. 
 
    Then finally, finally, “Yesterday, I found a dead rat under my sink.” 
 
    Though unfortunately for him, it didn’t quite hit the mark. 
 
    “That was a good effort. But the words are still on the tip of my tongue.” 
 
    “Fine. So maybe I should tell you about the documentary I watched on soil erosion.” 
 
    “Go ahead. Just hearing your voice say those words is enough to get me started,” she said, and the best part was: she didn’t even have to lie. He said soil the way most people said sex. The tip of his tongue just seemed to caress it. 
 
    But he wasn’t having any of it. “Then I’ll be completely silent.” 
 
    “So I can hear nothing but your breathing?” 
 
    “Yeah. But the breathing is perfectly ordinary.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound ordinary now. God knows where it’ll be when I start telling you all about the teeth I’ve sunk into my lower lip and the hands I’m currently pretending are yours.” 
 
    “If you want to really pretend they’re mine you should be clenching your fists so tight you can feel your pulse beating in the middle of them. And then, once you’ve got that down, try hitting yourself in the thigh until you stop any desire that tries to get a hold of you.” 
 
    Now it was her turn to fall silent. Though possibly fall silent was the wrong term. 
 
    It felt much more like someone had just ripped any and all words right out of her. 
 
    Suddenly, all she could do was picture him, like that. 
 
    Picture him, so desperate to restrain himself.  
 
    And when she did finally speak, she knew she sounded stunned. 
 
    “Is that really what you’re doing right now?” 
 
    “I’m gonna have a bruise the size of a grapefruit tomorrow,” he said. 
 
    Then somehow she just couldn’t help herself. 
 
    “Oh fuck, that’s so hot. Oh, my god that’s the hottest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious. Lydia, tell me you’re not serious.” 
 
    “I would, but I’m too busy picturing you seething with repressed lust.” 
 
    “I’m hardly seething. I just want to punch myself a lot, and I feel sort of like I’m wearing twelve invisible sweaters and talking is getting kind of hard, and oh Jesus, yeah, I see it now. I see what you’re saying.” 
 
    She nodded firmly at nothing. Though, she was pretty sure that firmness showed in her voice. “Great. So now you can describe it in full to me.” 
 
    “I just did. And now I want to take it all back.” 
 
    “Why? Nothing can happen here.” 
 
    “Things are already happening.” 
 
    She pictured his fist again, thumping into his thigh. 
 
    Her own hand, now somehow almost covering her breast. 
 
    But it just wasn’t enough to suggest they should stop. 
 
    It wasn’t anywhere near enough. 
 
    “Yeah, but none of them can ever include physical contact between us, Isaac. You’re not going to accidentally fall dick first into my vagina. I can’t fling my clit at your face.” 
 
    “True, but you can say it. You can say crazy bullshit like that and still make me go out of my mind—simply because the word clit was in there. It was there and I heard your voice curl around the word, and now all I can think about is what it would be like if you did some sane version of that. If you pushed my face between your legs or climbed up until your pussy was right there, right against my mouth and tongue, and oh fuck, fuck.” She heard sounds following the cursing. Like maybe he was banging his phone against something. Then a second later, “I have to hang up.” 
 
    Just like that. I have to hang up. 
 
    After those words.  
 
    “Don’t you dare hang—” 
 
    “I’m sorry honey but I can’t control myself with you.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to control yourself. I need you to—” 
 
    “You don’t need me to do anything. You’ll be fine, I promise,” he said, and that was pretty much her limit. Just hearing that one word: promise.  
 
    Like he was her kindly babysitter sending her off to school. 
 
    She simply couldn’t let him carry on like this. 
 
    “Not if I die of unfulfilled desire, Isaac. Goddamn it, are you really going to do this to me again? I’m shaking so hard my teeth are rattling in my head. If I get any hotter I’m going to melt through the bed. And I know, I know I could let you go now and just make myself come and then pretend everything is cool, but oh my god, it would be so much sweeter if you let me hear you while I do.” 
 
    Silence, then. Enough of it that she was sure she’d gone too far. 
 
    That he’d hung up, just like he’d said. 
 
    Then he spoke, and she breathed out again. 
 
    “I think it would be sweet, too, honey.” 
 
    “Then why the fuck can’t you just—” 
 
    “Because I don’t know how much of that feeling is for you, to give something to you, and how much of it is for myself. How much of it is just this selfish desire to hear what happens when I talk dirty to you. If it was seventy/thirty I think I could go with it and still live with myself. But the truth is, it isn’t even close. It’s fifty/fifty at best. And that’s not good enough.” 
 
    Now it was her turn to be silent. 
 
    And when she could finally summon words, they were shaky. “Jesus, Isaac. Only to you, the most amazing man to ever exist outside of my imagination, could fifty/fifty be not good enough. I’ve been with guys where I’ve prayed for fifty/fifty. Where fifty/fifty seemed like an impossible dream that you might have to use wizardry to achieve. There have been times I’ve settled for ten percent, for fuck’s sake, and you think half is bad?” 
 
    “No.” He paused, and she could practically hear him considering his words. She could see his expression, when he did it. The way his gaze always seemed to search the empty air for answers. Then, slowly, “I think…I think no one has ever seen me the way you do.” 
 
    “I don’t know why. You never make it difficult.” 
 
    “Not even when I’m refusing to do this with you?” 
 
    “Especially when you’re refusing to do this with me. Because as much as I hate it, I understand why you’re doing it so fucking deeply that I will never forget it. It will probably be my last memory on my death bed—that time Isaac Morales was so fundamentally kind and decent that he thought twenty percent of extra wanting was way too much,” she said, then waited for his silence. She expected his silence, for that. 
 
    But none came.  
 
    “If I was there, I would kiss you.” 
 
    “Well, that is definitely a start.” 
 
    “It would only be a start if it was on the lips, honey. Where I’m thinking of kissing you is more like the place most people save for last.” 
 
    She almost just went ahead and replied.  
 
    Then what he’d said sank in, and all she could do was gasp. 
 
    Much to his consternation. “Was that too much?” 
 
    “Good god, no. No.” 
 
    “A little more, then?” 
 
    “Yes please,” she said, and sort of cringed at the simple eagerness of her words. 
 
    Though, man, was she ever glad she’d gone with them when he replied. 
 
    “Like me easing your panties down.” 
 
    “That is definitely the kind of thing I had in mind.” 
 
    “And maybe the back of my hand trailing over your thighs.” 
 
    “To be honest, my thighs seem like the tamest place you could touch, after the things you’ve just said and described.” 
 
    “Not if my goal is persuading you to spread them.” 
 
    She came very close to just moaning, at that. 
 
    Though, she could hardly blame herself. 
 
    Somehow, him saying spread was the sexiest fucking thing in the world. It sent a hot rush of pleasure straight to her pussy—so strong and thick that she couldn’t resist. 
 
    She had to do exactly what he’d suggested. 
 
    And when she finally spoke, her voice was shaking. “Oh goddamn, that was good.” 
 
    “Good enough to do it, in this imaginary scenario?” 
 
    “It was done the second you told me to spread.” 
 
    “You say that like you actually might have.” 
 
    “Because I did. I had to. I had to,” she said. 
 
    Then immediately wanted to take it back. 
 
    Fantasy was fine, but what if real was too much? 
 
    It felt like too much.  
 
    Until he replied. 
 
    Oh, holy fuck when he replied. 
 
    “And will you stroke your clit, when I tell you my tongue is sliding over it?” he asked, in the same calm, collected summer breeze voice as always. Like it was nothing. Like it didn’t take hold of all of her most sensitive parts, and squeeze until she wanted to scream. 
 
    She only just managed to control herself long enough to answer. 
 
    And even then, her words sounded more like a sigh of pleasure. 
 
    “I think I would have to be made of stone to not.” 
 
    “Good. So, go ahead. Slide a finger through your slit.” 
 
    “You want me to…you…okay. Okay,” she said. 
 
    Though, man, it was not as easy as she expected to actually do it. For a start, it had been a while. In fact, she couldn’t quite remember the last time she’d had the urge to masturbate at all. She was rusty, and it showed. 
 
    But it was the shaking that really slowed her down.  
 
    It was so bad, by this point, that she could hardly get her panties down. Twice she almost dropped the phone, as she shoved and worked them down her legs. And when she finally managed, she couldn’t just touch herself.  
 
    She had to steady her right hand with her left, as she eased her fingers through her slippery folds. She had to be careful, oh so careful. 
 
    But lord, when she finally found her swollen clit… 
 
    It was so good she couldn’t stop her sigh of delight. 
 
    Not that he minded in the least. 
 
    “Now tell me, are you slick?” he asked. 
 
    As if he really wanted to know. 
 
    “Fuck, yes. Yes. Insanely so.” 
 
    “Insanely isn’t really a good descriptor.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, Jesus you want to know more?” 
 
    “To be honest, I would have thought that was a given.” 
 
    “It is. But hearing you pretty much ask for details…” she said, then couldn’t do anything but trail off into a moan. The pleasure was too intense to keep doing things like form words and think about things rationally. There was just her gloriously slick pussy and the amazing feeling of her clit swelling beneath her fingertips, and then, oh then… 
 
    She was going to come. She was going to come that fast. 
 
    Months of nothing and she was just there that easy. 
 
    And, oh god, it was so good. It was impossibly, unbelievably good. It arced through her in a way she couldn’t ever remember it being, hard enough that it made her actually buck on the bed. It made her sob with joy and relief against her arm, so loud she knew he would hear it. She knew he would hear everything she said too—all the filthy things that poured out of her in the moment, like I want and to come and all over your cock. 
 
    Though, she couldn’t care about that. She didn’t care about that. 
 
    Or at least, she didn’t until she was deep into the aftermath.  
 
    Then she realized with a jolt: she might have just experienced some kind of sexual renaissance. But while she was doing that, he had gone quiet. 
 
    Terribly, ominously, deathly quiet. 
 
    And that only meant one thing. 
 
    “Okay, I know I went way too far then but please, please do not hang up on me,” she babbled, the second the idea that he was about to occurred. She even thought she heard the disconnect sound, in her still dazed and discombobulated state.  
 
    Then she heard him, she heard him. 
 
    Sweet as anything. Sweeter even than her orgasm. 
 
    1“I had no intention of hanging up on you, honey. Not now. Not after that.” 
 
    “Does that…does that mean you liked hearing me say those things?” 
 
    “At the very least, I know how strong your affection for me is.” 
 
    “Think you could probably call it a little more than affection.” 
 
    “Well, I was going to go with lust but that kind of edged into bragging.” 
 
    She laughed at that. Though, it was more relief than anything that made her do it. 
 
    He had not only stayed on the line—he was also still willing to be himself with her. 
 
    To be funny, in that deliciously dry and self-deprecating way. 
 
    “Nobody would think you were bragging about how much I want to fuck you after I spent half an hour having an orgasm because you said soil erosion.” 
 
    “I said more than that.” 
 
    “Do you regret it?” 
 
    “Almost. Not enough,” he said. 
 
    And oh, that was music to her ears. 
 
    “There is no not enough.” 
 
    “Yeah. I think I know that, now.” 
 
    “So what do you want to do?” 
 
    She imagined many things in the silence that followed. We should talk on the phone more or we could start the meet ups again or even just I don’t know. 
 
    But he didn’t go with any of them. He waited just long enough for her to get to the edge of her seat, and then he said in his most casual voice: 
 
    “Take you out to dinner, honey. I want to take you out to dinner.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    She had absolutely no idea why he chose the diner for their date. The whole place looked like it had been recently condemned. Part of the tin can roof was tilting at an odd angle; she was pretty sure it leaked. The front door would not stay shut—instead it flapped in the wind like forgotten laundry. 
 
    And the inside was even worse. Every booth in the place was shedding stuff or peeling plastic, or both at the same time. The floor was sticky, the fluorescent lights bathed everything in a sickly glow, the waitress had a cigarette jutting out from between her mean lips. It was honestly hard to tell if you were supposed to dine, or die at the start of a horror movie. She was pretty sure this was where they’d filmed Diner Slasher. 
 
    But he didn’t appear to notice. In fact, he seemed almost pleased with himself. 
 
    Then, once they were in their death trap of a booth, the reason dawned on her: 
 
    He had wanted a venue that discouraged sexy feelings. 
 
    That was his purpose here, quite obviously.  
 
    And by god, he had outdone himself. She couldn’t even touch her leg against his—whatever held the table in place was in the way. And there was no way to reach across to take his hand. The table top was so filthy she feared resting her arms on it. All she could do was look and talk, but even they were restricted.  
 
    He had raised his menu the second they sat, so she couldn’t see anything but faded pictures of pies and burgers. And though the juke in the corner was playing pretty quietly, the music coming out of it sounded like pennies caught in a blender. It screeched and moaned until it was all she could hear or think about. For a minute, she just sat there, trying to work out if it was Bono singing or a robot slowly being strangled.  
 
    Only after it ended could she say anything. 
 
    And she did not hold back. 
 
    “Did you…did you bring me here because it kills sex?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about. This place doesn’t kill sex.” 
 
    “Yeah, I might need more convincing than that. I mean, just listen to that music.” 
 
    “I’m trying not to, to be honest. It sounds like the juke is giving birth to our terrible robot overlords. My fillings are actually starting to weirdly vibrate.” 
 
    “Exactly. Exactly. And check out this table.” 
 
    He lowered the menu, then.  
 
    But only to look at where she was pointing.  
 
      
 
    “I know,” he said. “I think that stain is about to gain sentience and speak.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you know what it’s going to say?” 
 
    “Could be I have some idea.” 
 
    “I’m here to wither your vagina.” 
 
    Now, he looked at her—and it wasn’t as bad as she’d feared. 
 
    In fact, his gaze was more amused than terrified of random sexual contact. 
 
    And so was his next comment, “Okay, no I had no idea that was coming.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because it kind of looks like you planned it this way.” 
 
    “I did not plan to wither your vagina. I love your vagina,” he said, and she didn’t know what she liked best. That he blundered into saying something those words, or that he actually facepalmed after the fact. “Christ, how did you make me confess to loving your vagina within five minutes of sitting down in the diner sex forgot?” 
 
    “So you admit it was your intention to throw desire into a deep dark hole.” 
 
    “There was no throwing. Or deep dark holes.” 
 
    “Apart from the one by the bathrooms.” 
 
    She pointed, and to his credit he followed her finger to the gaping maw that was over there. He even nodded, and said, “Yeah…I think part of the floor collapsed.” 
 
    “But you maintain this was an ideal first date venue.” 
 
    “No, I don’t maintain that. I know it sucks insanely hard and yes, I did want to take advantage of that fact. Just not exactly for the reasons you think.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you should tell me what the reasons are.” 
 
    He sighed, short and sweet. “I would, but they seem crazy now.” 
 
    “Crazier than withering vaginas?” 
 
    “Ah, the little known sequel to Wuthering Heights.” 
 
    “Don’t try to little known sequel your way out of this, Isaac. You got my hopes up. You asked me out. We were supposed to roll around on a beach while waves crashed over us—and instead, I just contracted typhus.” 
 
    “You totally cannot contract typhus from this table.” He paused just long enough to consider the table of doom and look back at her, eyes bright with unspent laughter. “As long as you never touch your face or mouth again and shower daily at the Silkwood facility.” 
 
    “Good movie references aren’t going to help you either.” 
 
    “Yeah but they’re so satisfying. Especially when you know exactly what I mean.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “So now you’re trying flattery to get out of this?” 
 
    “I’m not trying to get out of anything.” 
 
    “But you’re still not explaining.” 
 
    He leaned back in his seat and sighed, heavily. 
 
    Then finally, finally, “I needed to see if we could be a normal couple on a normal date. No fear that all of this is just an illusion brought on by proximity and kindness. No sudden violent right turns into lust. Just you and me having coffee and talking. Nothing more. Nothing less.” 
 
    “Okay, you realize you could have just told me that, right?” 
 
    “I thought it would only strengthen my reputation as a patronizing dick.” 
 
    “You have no reputation as a patronizing dick, Isaac. Every worry you’ve had has been completely understandable. Often wrong and misguided. But understandable. And that goes double for this one.” 
 
    He did his equivalent of an eyebrow raise: his left eyelid flickered slightly. “Really? Because I really felt the dickishness as soon as I dreamt it up.” 
 
    “I can assure you, the dick quotient is zero. It was a good idea.” 
 
    “So you’re totally onboard with it?” 
 
    “Yes, completely. One hundred percent.” 
 
    “We can just do this like we started dating right now.” 
 
    “Honestly, that sounds cool. We can do first date things—like awkwardly talking too much about our boring hobbies, or saying something devastating without meaning to,” she said, though really she only did it to keep the mood light. To make him laugh, maybe. 
 
    She didn’t imagine for a second that he would seize on it. 
 
    But for a second he almost looked eager.  
 
    The way his voice sounded when he asked me for more details, she thought, and actually got a little thrill. Even though he only asked, “How about sharing our favorite movies? Is that a first date thing?” 
 
    “You’ve been dying to ask me that, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Fuck, yes. Every time I tried to segue into it we started talking about sex instead.” 
 
    “Oh you poor thing. How did you ever cope?” 
 
    “With great difficulty. Now come on.” 
 
    He gestured at her, in a way that seemed familiar. 
 
    Then she remembered: he’d done it during defense training. 
 
    Come at me, she thought he meant. So she did. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Mine is Grosse Pointe Blank.” 
 
    “So completely unrealistic fairytale about a murderer.” 
 
    “I guess that would be one way to look at it, yeah.” 
 
    “And what would be the other way?” 
 
    “Martin Blank is fucking awesome.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, at that. Very obviously, too. 
 
    And when he answered, his voice was heavy with sarcasm. 
 
    “Tell that to the people he kills with a fork,” he said. 
 
    But she wasn’t about to let him get away with that. 
 
    Not when she suspected they weren’t talking about Martin at all. 
 
    “Oh you mean the awful, terrible bad guys.” 
 
    “How do you know they’re all bad?” 
 
    “Because I know him.” 
 
    “Maybe he isn’t what he seems.” 
 
    “Or it could be that he just judges himself as harshly as possible.” 
 
    There was a long silence, after that. A pointed silence, full of meaningful eye contact. 
 
    Yes, I’m talking about you, she thought at him, and he seemed to get it.  
 
    But man, he still didn’t like it. She had to change the subject just to stop him from moodily staring out of the window.1 
 
     “Your turn,” she said. “Favorite movie.” 
 
    “I would probably have to say The Fly.” 
 
    “Really? And here I thought you liked a happy ending.” 
 
    “Yeah, well. Happy endings aren’t always possible for gross, nightmarish monsters.” 
 
    He didn’t look at her as he said it—he was busy accepting his coffee from the mean lipped waitress. But she got his meaning anyway.  
 
    And knew just how to throw it back at him. 
 
    “True. But hey, at least the monster gets to bang Geena Davis for like ninety percent of the movie, before he meets his terrible and disgusting end.” 
 
    “I do not remember it being ninety percent of the movie.” 
 
    “So sixty percent, then. Maybe sixty-five.” 
 
    “Sixty-five still seems way to high.” 
 
    “Will you at least give me forty?” 
 
    “Forty is possible,” he said, as he sipped from his surprisingly good smelling coffee from his surprisingly clean looking mug.  
 
    Though really, it was his smile she paid attention to. 
 
    Just a little hint of one—rueful, but a delight all the same. 
 
    And definitely evidence that they could do this. They could date like this, as slow and steady as he wanted, and it would be fine. She was certain it would be fine.  
 
    Until they got to her apartment door and he said so what happens at the end of a first date, and she answered with a laugh. A kiss, she said, without thinking for one second that he really would. And then just as she turned to put her key in the lock, he caught her hand. Casually, like it was nothing. Like it was no big deal. Even the words he said were almost offhand. Wait a minute now, he said. As if she’d left her jacket in his arms or forgotten to tell him something. 
 
    Only it was neither of those things. 
 
    It was his hands on her face suddenly, warm and strong and sure. It was him leaning down, slow enough that she had time to nearly lose it. Her heart started actually pounding. Somehow, she was trembling all over, in a way she hadn’t since teenage dates with guys way out of her league. And then his lips touched hers, and oh god, it was just beyond anything she could have imagined. 
 
    Somewhere in the back of her head, she had thought he would be awkward about it. That he would find kissing too intimate, and shy away in a million tiny ways. Maybe his mouth stayed closed; perhaps he didn’t like to press too hard or too deeply. At the very least, she was sure it would feel somewhat robotic—like someone who had learnt the notes well, but struggled with the passion part.  
 
    But it didn’t. Dear god it didn’t at all. 
 
    He kissed her as if savoring every second of it—so soft and sweet it was nearly unbearable. Though it was the rhythm of the thing that really nailed her to the wall. The way he pressed in deep and then almost pulled away, before rolling that hot mouth back against hers. Sinuously, she thought, and that seemed right. He kissed in waves, in long slow waves that made her knees want to buckle. 
 
    And then she got just the barest flicker of his tongue, and they almost did.  
 
    She had to get hold of him just to stay on her feet. Her hands went to his shoulders—but of course his shoulders only made everything more intense. He was so solid, so real suddenly. And he was still kissing her, in that incredibly sensuous and way too arousing way. In fact, if anything he was doing it more deeply. His hand had gone to the back of her head, and everything was so hot and wet suddenly, and oh fuck, those maddening licks were getting longer and slicker and soooo good. 
 
    Fuck, did he know how good this was? 
 
    She was sure he must. 
 
    But when he finally pulled away, it didn’t seem like that at all. She was left dazed—breath coming too quick, legs like jelly, pulse beating too hard in every part of her body. Whereas he looked as if he’d just brushed his teeth with her lips.  
 
    “Goodnight,” he said, as calmly as you please.  
 
    Then he just strolled away. 
 
    At which point she knew. 
 
    Normal dating was going to be hell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    He asked her to choose the next venue for their great dating experiment—and she understood why. He thought that she would make the better choice. That she would pick something that was neither a possible portal to hell, nor something that would make taking things slow hard. He trusted her to come up with something that worked within the plan they’d agreed on. 
 
    And truthfully, she did try her best. She went with a drive-in screening of The Fly, thinking it served all purposes. It was his favorite film, so it showed some real thought. They could talk through it, and not bother anyone. But most importantly they got to go to the movies, without having to sit super close together in almost complete darkness. It was a good, chaste option, like something from the movie Grease. 
 
    Then they got there, and it dawned on her what the movie Grease was about: 
 
    Mostly teenagers humping the shit out of each other at the drive-in. 
 
    In fact, if memory served, the drive-in got Rizzo pregnant. 
 
    And it was pretty obvious why. They were in a tiny, dark bubble, with a backseat like a bed only inches away. There was literally nothing they couldn’t do to each other, in this environment—though she did her best not to think about that. Instead, she focused on other things. Like the movie. 
 
    The movie that just so happened to be forty percent fucking. 
 
    God, why had she not remembered the movie was forty percent fucking? 
 
    They had only talked about it the other day, yet somehow she’d just let it fall completely out of her head. Now, she had to watch Jeff Goldblum athletically pounding away, while a guy who looked like his more handsome, much younger brother sat with his arms and legs almost wedged against hers. 
 
    It was absolute agony. More than agony, in truth. 
 
    She had to look away from the screen just to stop herself sweating—but oh man, was that ever a mistake. Her eyes went straight to Isaac, and of course his face was even more amazing than usual in the flickering light. The shadows beneath his cheekbones were deeper; the color of his skin was richer; the curl of his top lip looked incredible. 
 
    And oh so, so tempting. 
 
    Had it always been this tempting? 
 
    She didn’t think so—it had to be the memory of those lips that was doing it. The press of them against hers, butter soft and sweeter than anything. The way he had moved over her, in that gentle but strangely insistent way. That rhythm, like an echo of something far filthier. He fucks like that, her mind whispered, and as soon as it did, she was pretty much lost. A bolt of arousal went through her, heavy and hot enough that she could hardly cope. She almost jumped him right then and there. 
 
    But managed to restrain herself, at the last second. 
 
    She got herself back under control. 
 
    Or she thought she had.  
 
    Then he said, “So what are we supposed to do on a second date?” 
 
    And completely stupid words just popped right out of her.  
 
    “Second date is usually making out,” she said, as if she hadn’t learned her lesson at the apartment door. He clearly liked following the rules of dating. It was obviously possible that he was going to obey them again, here. Yet, somehow, she was convinced that this was way too much. Too outside the parameters of what they’d agreed on.  
 
    Then he started to lean towards her, and she knew she was completely screwed. He just looked so fucking amazing, in every way amazing was possible. His eyes had gone all heavy lidded, and they were not meeting hers. They were on her mouth instead, as if his memory of how she tasted was as intense as her memory of him. And when he did look up, it was only to trail his gaze over the rest of her. Slowly, slowly, in that savoring way of his.  
 
    Though it was his lips that really fucked her over. 
 
    He had sunk his teeth into the lower one, and oh, that was way too much for her to handle. She almost told him to stop it—but what good would stopping have done? He was still moving towards her, in the most agonizingly deliberate way possible. His hand still went to the side of her face, like someone tilting a cup to their lips. And he still kissed her. 
 
    Fuck, when he kissed her. 
 
    She had half convinced herself the first one had felt like that because it was new. He was new to her; kissing itself had become new again. But as soon as he made contact, she knew she’d just been fooling herself. The simple truth was: 
 
    He was fucking fantastic at it. 
 
    Within thirty seconds, she was actually trembling. She had to clench every muscle in her body just to stop it showing, but she knew it wasn’t doing any good. Too many other obvious signs of her excitement followed it, one after the other. Her hands kept bunching his jacket up, no matter his hard she tried to curb them. Her hips would not stop rolling, even though she glued herself to her seat.  
 
    And she knew what she looked like. 
 
    She was so boiling hot it had to be showing on her face. 
 
    She had to be a little flushed, at the very least. 
 
    Though, if he noticed, he didn’t say. 
 
    In fact, she was starting to think he might never say anything at all. That somehow, when he got to a certain point, his reservations dissolved, and now there was just this. Just frantic kissing in the front seat of his car, like they really were teenagers again. It definitely felt like it. It felt the way it had when she’d rode up to the bluff in Josh Matheson’s Crown Vic, where even the slightest, smallest thing had seemed enormous. His tongue in her mouth had almost made her come.  
 
    And it was the same here. 
 
    All he had to do was shift a little closer in this discontented, greedy sort of way, and a thrum of pleasure went through her. One tease of his tongue and she was thrilling, as if he’d slipped it into something else entirely. He drew back just a little to lick over her parted lips—like someone allowing themselves just a taste of a too sweet ice cream—and she actually felt her clit ache and swell in response.  
 
    Though, it was something far more innocent that really drove her wild.  
 
    It was the hand that settled on her side—as if he had just wanted to rest it there. 
 
    He didn’t want to touch her breast, even though her breast was now millimeters away. 
 
    This was nothing. It was nothing.  
 
    Yet, somehow, it was everything. 
 
    Suddenly, all she could think was when, when, when. Every second was thick with anticipation, and god, that anticipation was amazing. It made her nipples stiffen into tiny points, as if his fingers were already there, caressing her. And of course, she couldn’t stop thinking what that caress would be like. Soft and teasing, she thought, like his kisses. Just two fingers, circling, circling, circling. 
 
    Then just a hint of something filthier. Of something hungrier. 
 
    His mouth, for just a second. Or maybe him cupping her breast, in a way that said exactly how much he liked the feel. How much he wanted to know what it felt like.  
 
    Yes, oh yes, that would be it. She was sure. 
 
    Though, if it was, he seemed reluctant to let it out. The hand stayed right where it was, until she could hardly breathe because of it. She couldn’t think because of it. The weight of him radiated out from that one point, in one long, steady throb.  
 
    It was like he was burning her there.  
 
    So, it wasn’t a surprise when she broke. 
 
    Or, at least, it wasn’t a surprise to her. 
 
    It definitely was one to him. 
 
    The very second she slid his hand up over her breast, he stopped dead. His mouth froze against hers, as if she hadn’t moved him a couple of millimeters at all. She’d flicked his switch from on, to off. She’d corrupted his programming, and now he didn’t know how to do anything. His eyes had flicked open, but they didn’t go back to a normal blinking pattern. They just stayed like that, wide eyed in a way she’d never seen before.  
 
    Even more alarming: he wasn’t breathing. She was actually starting to think she might have to jumpstart his heart by the time he finally pulled back. 
 
    And when he spoke his voice was hoarse. 
 
     “What are you doing?” he asked.  
 
    So, she answered as firmly as she could. 
 
    “Putting your hand on my breast.” 
 
    “That seems a little fast, honey.” 
 
    “Why? This is date number two.” 
 
    “I thought date two was just kissing.” 
 
    “Second base is also pretty standard.” She paused, waiting and waiting for his objection. It had to be coming, after all. It had to be, it had to be. And when she realized it wasn’t, she went for it. “In fact, usually you would get more than just this.” 
 
    “More? What kind of more?” 
 
    “Your hand on my bare skin.” 
 
    “Bare skin is much too far,” he said. 
 
    But she saw his eyes stutter closed, briefly. 
 
    As if he was actually thinking of it. 
 
    “It’s barely further than this.” 
 
    “Yeah, and this is already pushing the limit.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because you seem reluctant to stop.” 
 
    He hesitated, for just a second. Then when he spoke, his voice was barely more than a sigh. “Anyone would be, when you feel the way you do.” 
 
    “So just keep going. I want you to keep going.” 
 
    “God, don’t say want like that.” 
 
    “How did I say it?” 
 
    “Like you’re desperate for me to do it.” 
 
    “That’s because I am. I am. Aren’t you?” she asked, and honestly expected nothing but a no in reply. She even planned her argument in response, while she waited for it to come.  
 
    But that only made it more shocking when it didn’t.  
 
    When he hissed a fuck yes, as if he could no longer stand to do anything else. The words just needed to rip right out of him, and when they did, oh, holy fuck, when they did…it was like lightning hitting her body. Her toes actually curled inside her shoes. Every muscle in her seemed to dissolve into a puddle of excitement. 
 
    And that was before she realized what he was doing. 
 
    He was pushing a hand under her top. He was really doing it—and not just in some slow, deliberate sort of manner. There was no measuredness about the move. No sense that he knew what he was doing. For a second, he was actually clumsy about something, instead of smooth and graceful. He was greedy in a way she’d never thought he could be.  
 
    And, oh god, it was good. It was so, so good. 
 
    Just knowing that he was this eager sent a pulse of arousal through her. It made her pussy ache and swell and her nipples stiffen—and of course that only made it sweeter when he finally touched her there. His palm brushed over one stiff little point, so softly it should have given her next to nothing. Instead, it made her arch against him, just to get a little more of that contact. It made her almost cry out. 
 
    Then he cupped her there, just as she’d imagined. 
 
    He squeezed, as if he couldn’t do anything else. 
 
    And she did cry out. She couldn’t help it. 
 
    1Though, once it was out, she wished to god she’d kept it in. The second he heard it, he went rigid. Like she’d just socked him in the gut. Then even worse: he reversed. He yanked himself away, until he was as far from her as the car would allow.  
 
    And then just in case it wasn’t clear, he made it so. 
 
    “Okay that’s enough. We need to stop there,” he said, in so calm a tone she could have almost believed they’d never done anything at all.  
 
    If her body hadn’t been on fucking fire. 
 
    God, did he not realize she was on fire? 
 
    “Even though I have zero objections.” 
 
    “Objections are not the point.” 
 
    “They seem like the point.” 
 
    “We agreed to go slow, honey. We agreed.” 
 
    “I know we did. But don’t you think—” 
 
    “I think we should stick to the agreement. Just for now. I mean, what’s the rush?” he asked, and she went to argue. She really did. But the truth was: 
 
    There was just no reasonable answer to that.  
 
    The world wasn’t ending tomorrow. She didn’t have disease that meant sex was off the table from five past midnight that night. And she definitely couldn’t tell him that horniness had taken over her soul. It sounded crazy even to her, and she was the one feeling it. 
 
    So, she laughed and agreed to be patient. 
 
    While inside, desire shredded her patience to bits. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    She took a minute before going into her apartment.  
 
    Mostly because she knew what she looked like.  
 
    Her face was still somehow blazing hot, even though it had been a good hour between him doing that and right now. They’d watched a whole hour more of the movie, then he’d driven her home. But she remained as red as a tomato. She had to press her cheeks against the cool door, just to get them to calm down. 
 
    Though, she knew it didn’t really work.  
 
    And even if it had, there were other signs of how he’d affected her. 
 
    She was shaking, just little. Her breath was coming too fast.  
 
    But most damning of all: her nipples were still straining against her shirt. 
 
    If Letty was waiting up, Lydia was going to poke her goddamn eyes out. 
 
    So, it was a relief when she got in and saw the empty living room. Now she could just slink off to her room and take care of business, before anyone was any the wiser. No awkward conversations about guys she should have told Letty about months ago. No weirdness over why she’d even kept it a secret in the first place.  
 
    Just a deeply relaxing bout of frustration relief. 
 
    Followed by a commitment to telling Letty in the morning. 
 
    Yeah. That seemed best. That seemed like it would work. 
 
    Until she got through her door, and saw her friend sitting at her desk. Fuck, how had she forgotten offering Letty her desk? She didn’t know. All she knew was Letty had already turned, and her frown was starting to deepen, and in a second, the questions would come. Oh, they were on their way. Lydia even considered heading them off at the pass. 
 
    You don’t have to worry. He’s fucking amazing. 
 
    It’s like my life saved up the epic boyfriend for right now. 
 
    But god bless her friend—her first question was a beauty. 
 
    “Let me guess: you just finished the secret night time marathon.” 
 
    “Oh my god. Is that seriously how I look?” 
 
    “Pretty much. But only if the secret night time marathon was in that pit of hands from Labyrinth, and all of them ran through your hair repeatedly.” 
 
    Lydia touched said hair the second Letty mentioned it. 
 
    And, sure enough, it felt enormous and crazy. 
 
    “Shit, I didn’t even think about that.” 
 
    “You don’t have to think about it. Not if you’d still rather not. Instead, we could talk about whether or not the secret night time marathon was an enjoyable experience,” Letty said, and all Lydia could think in reply was: God, has there ever been a better friend than you? 
 
    Not only did Letty not care that she hadn’t shared anything, she was willing to invent a fantasy, so Lydia could talk without really talking about it. In fact, it was almost easy to just reply, “It really was. In like a million ways.” 
 
    “Nothing made you feel uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I was completely comfortable all the whole time.” 
 
    “No freezing up. No panic attacks. No disturbing thoughts.” 
 
    “To be honest, those things have kind of stopped happening.” She paused there, unsure of how to go on. And then it came to her, in fits and starts. “My…my marathon trainer is a really, really good guy. A really patient and kind guy.” 
 
    “So he’s never rushed you into…running moves you weren’t ready for.” 
 
    “Oh, god no. The opposite. More than the opposite. Like literally, think of the most amount of opposite that could ever exist, and you probably wouldn’t even be close.” 
 
    “I think I might love this secret night time marathon trainer.” 
 
    She stopped dead then. In part, because it was cool hearing Letty say love. 
 
    But mostly because her first instinct was to say: 
 
    I think I might love him, too. 
 
    Though Letty caught it a second later, anyway.  
 
    She almost fell right out of her chair, over it. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she said. “Do you love this secret night time marathon trainer?” 
 
    “Well, the idea is kind of blowing my mind right now.” 
 
    “It should be blowing your mind. I mean, you haven’t known him that long.” Letty laughed, after she’d said the words. But when Lydia winced, she got it. “Unless of course you’ve known him for months and months and I am just an idiot.” 
 
    “Yeah, I probably wouldn’t use the word idiot.” 
 
    “But only because we’re besties, right?” 
 
    “That is the primary reason.” 
 
    “The months part is true.” 
 
    She tried not to wince again and failed. 
 
    In fact, the wincing spread to her voice, too. “It kind of sort of maybe definitely is.” 
 
    “Holy shit. Holy shit that is a lot of secret marathoning.” 
 
    “Well, the marathoning didn’t really happen at first. It was mostly just lessons on how to cope with things. You know, like violent competitors throwing you through the air.” 
 
    Letty held up a hand. A whoa hold on kind of hand. “He gave you lessons? What kind of lessons are we talking about here?” 
 
    “How to defend myself kind of lessons.” 
 
    “So like, punching and kicking.” 
 
    “Yep, pretty much.” 
 
    “And blocking shit.” 
 
    She nodded then braced herself for some kind of disapproval. 
 
    It felt like a disapproval kind of moment—but then Letty just sagged. She put a hand to her chest, in a way that said relief pretty clearly. And her words backed that up. 
 
    “Oh, thank god. For a second, I thought we were using metaphors to describe your relationship with a shrink. I was about to call social services and have them lock him up.” 
 
    “He’s not a shrink, Letty. Though he worries about that stuff anyway.” 
 
    “He worries about what stuff? Crossing an ethical line?” 
 
    “Yeah, you could put it like that.” 
 
    “But you don’t think he has.” 
 
    “God, no. There is no line.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She hesitated, then. Though not because she didn’t know the answer. It was because the answer had been building up inside her ever since she first decided to keep him to herself. It had swelled and grown unwieldy, and now it was here. 
 
    It was here, and it was threatening to overwhelm her. 
 
    If she wasn’t careful, she was going to gush like a motherfucker. 
 
    Though, even when she measured her words, they came out in one long swoon. 
 
    “He hasn’t done anything but be an awesome guy. The kind of guy you always hope to find but rarely do outside fantasy. Honestly, after everything that happened, I was deathly sure that guys like that did not exist at all. That my feelings towards men were just a ruin, forever. And then he came along and built those ruins back up, without even trying. He didn’t even try, Letty,” she said, then had to take a breath. Her heart was trying to race into her mouth. Bottled up feelings were starting to leak out everywhere.  
 
    But it was fine—Letty waited. She waited. And when she finally did speak, it was to say the best thing possible. “I think I might have to revise my earlier statement to: I not only love this guy but want to do him so hard,” she said, and Lydia couldn’t help laughing in response.  
 
    “You should. Not only is he fundamentally decent, he’s hot as fuck. Oh my god, he’s so hot it’s like looking at the sun if the sun was comprised of a million Oscar Isaacs.” 
 
    “That is the greatest description of any human man I have ever heard. I thank the lord our god that we stopped talking in veiled code so I could hear it. Seriously, I think it gave me massive hearts for eyes.” 
 
    “You’ve had hearts for eyes since I walked in.” 
 
    “Yeah, but those were all for you. You know that, right?” 
 
    She nodded. But only because speaking was suddenly hard. 
 
    And when words finally came out, they were wavery as fuck. 
 
    “Of course I do. Every day, you show me how much you care about my happiness, so I imagine it was pretty cool to see me not only look happy, but like someone possibly experiencing major love feelings.” 
 
    “It was. It is. Though, honestly, I’ve tried not to be greedy for it.” 
 
    “You haven’t been. You were just there if I needed you.” 
 
    “I’m always here if you need me. Always.” 
 
    She went to her friend then—though she didn’t have to. 
 
    Letty was already headed for her, arms wide. She swaddled her in hugs, and all of them felt like acceptance and love. They said more than all the things they’d just said and finished everything she couldn’t yet say—and when Letty finally pulled away, they were both better for it. Things were lighter between them. 
 
    Lydia even found herself joking about the current situation, after Letty said she was going to hit the hay. “Yeah, me too. Though in my case hit the hay means please god just let me relieve some of this sexual tension. Literally, I think it might be killing me.” 
 
    “So, he’s really resisting, huh?” 
 
    “He wanted to date, first.” 
 
    “Dating sounds pretty cool.” 
 
    “Not when you spent the first two in agony,” she said, but Letty just laughed. She laughed, then said the best possible thing, just before going out the door. 
 
    “Well, not to worry. The third date is always the charm.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    She didn’t purposefully set out to create something that screamed the third date is when sex is supposed to happen. But she did try to make it easier for things to go that way. She suggested he come for dinner at her apartment, on a weekend when Letty and Tate were going to be away. She chose mildly sexy music and somewhat suggestive food. And the dress she wore was kind of a departure from the usual. 
 
    It had buttons all down the front, for a start. 
 
    And it was a cut a little lower and a little higher than anything he’d seen her in previously. She’d once worn a skirt in front of him, but it had pretty much reached her feet. This exposed most of her legs—and she left those legs bare. No stockings, no pantyhose, no nothing. Just a lot of smooth skin. 
 
    Though, somehow, she didn’t think it would bother him. 
 
    He never looked anyway, so what did it matter? 
 
    It was just a little subtle sign. A way to suggest that things could easily be removed. That she wanted them to be removed, if he was so inclined. 
 
    But she knew she’d made a mistake the second she opened the door to him. 
 
    The easy smile he’d been attempting froze on his face, then dropped off altogether. He went to say a word, yet no sound came out. And worst of all—the light in his eyes faded down to almost nothing. As if the dress had punched him in the gut, instead of giving him the friendly hug he’d been expecting. 
 
    He didn’t even seem like he wanted to come in. She had to almost coax him—and the problems didn’t stop once he was in her living room. His eyes trailed over all her belongings, as if he was just waiting for something else to hit him. Then he noticed the candles she’d stupidly lit and the bottle of wine she’d set out, and there it was.  
 
    That drop in his expression, again. 
 
    Though he got hold of it a little faster, this time. 
 
    He reined it in, in a way that would have probably fooled anyone else. 
 
    But it didn’t fool her. All the signs of tension were still there—the careful blankness of his expression, the looking at everything but her, the way he stood with his back facing the wall. Plus, his hands were still in his pockets. 
 
    They were in there so firmly she wondered how she was ever going to get them back out. She’d prepared for him to be a little reticent, even nervous. She hadn’t imagined that he’d be this adverse to a more overtly romantic kind of date. That he would be startled by a mildly revealing dress, and unprepared for the intimacy of her home. 
 
    And it left her just as unsure as him.  
 
    She wanted to ask him to sit, but what if he didn’t like the idea?  
 
    Better to start small, she told herself. Though, she couldn’t for the life of her think what was smaller than taking a seat. That was basically the bare minimum, when it came to third dates. No fucker on the face of the earth spent them standing up. 
 
    Yet, here she was, wracking her brains for the steps before that. 
 
    Then it came to her. Take his coat, she could take his coat. Of course, it would make her look a forty-year old housewife hosting a Tupperware party. But it would definitely ease him into everything. There was nothing sexy or intimate about coat taking. 
 
    Or so she thought.  
 
    Then it came time to actually do it. 
 
    He said sure, and she stepped forward, and then pretty much everything went wrong from there. For some reason, she decided it was best to unzip him. But, of course, unzipping him was possibly the worst decision in the history of mankind. It was like he’d become a stripper whose act was getting someone else to undress him. 
 
     Even though she tried to be business like about it. She tried, but the whole thing just wasn’t happening that way. She was standing way too close, for a start. Then somehow, she just couldn’t seem to do it quickly. Instead, she found herself dragging that zipper down as slow as something sinking through treacle. 
 
    It seemed to take a thousand years, and all the while, her heart just beat harder and harder. Pretty soon, he was going to be able to hear it battering against her breast bone—though even if he didn’t, she knew that he knew what this was doing to her.  
 
    He could see her flushed face, after all. 
 
    And, likely as not, her rapid breathing was obvious, too. 
 
    It kind of made her curse her choice of outfit. 
 
    The dress was pretty low-cut, and now her breasts were practically heaving. She could have starred in one of his romance novels pretty easily—a fact that he confirmed about a second later. He just didn’t seem to know where to look. He kept glancing to his right, as if there was something of interest there. 
 
    And he only looked back when she started sliding his jacket off him. 
 
    God, she wished she hadn’t started sliding his jacket off him. 
 
    She did it just as badly as the zipper. She pressed close to him without meaning to—close enough that her breasts pushed against his chest. And though she intended to grab and pull the material, her hands just seemed to fall inside. She wound up groping his shoulders, through nothing more than a jersey. 
 
    Much to his obvious dismay.  
 
    “Lydia—” he started to say.  
 
    But she knew enough to finish for him. He was going to say stop. He was going to say slow down. He was going to say we have all night. She was sure he was. She even went to say to him come on, this is our third date.  
 
    Only she didn’t have to, this time. 
 
    No, this time he didn’t need to be told. 
 
    He just kissed her, so sudden that she didn’t quite know how to respond. For a moment, she just stood there, turned to stone by the great wave of excitement that followed his mouth on hers. Though, that was fine, because he was moving her. And not just towards the couch, either. He was pushing her towards her bedroom. Somehow, he knew it was hers, and they were going in, and then just like that they were sprawled on the bed.  
 
    As if it was all just suddenly easy. 
 
    And truth was: it felt like it. 
 
    It felt like this was finally, finally it. His kisses were only getting hotter, and wetter—and they weren’t limited to her lips. He moved to her jaw, her throat. For a second, it even seemed that he was going to go lower. That he might actually run that hot mouth over her breasts, over the top of her dress. 
 
    Or even underneath. 
 
    Fuck, what if he did it underneath? 
 
    She would die. She was sure she would die. 
 
    She was dying already. Her heart tried to beat right out her chest. Her whole body was just one long humming throb. And her breath was definitely coming too fast and too hard. It sounded like she’d just run up three flights of stairs. It sounded like she was panting—and what he was doing only made it worse. His hand had actually slid down to something that might have been her upper thigh. 
 
    Then when he shifted it a little, her dress ruffled up. 
 
    It ruffled up, like he really did want to get at her. 
 
    So really, was it so shocking that she helped out? 
 
      
 
    He was right there anyway. She barely had to move to get his hand in contact with her pussy. Just a slight shift and there it was, easy as anything. 
 
    Way easier than his hand on her breast in the car.  
 
    But his reaction was much, much worse. 
 
    He ripped that hand away like she’d scalded him—and in all fairness, she couldn’t guarantee that she hadn’t. It felt like she had a furnace between her legs. All she could feel was the sweet unbearable ache of it, constant and so incredibly demanding she couldn’t fight it for a moment. Her head wanted her to say sorry. To slow down and take stock. 
 
    But her body spoke first. 
 
     “Oh god, Isaac please. Please just touch me,” she gasped out. 
 
    And she didn’t regret it. Not even when he passed a hand over his face.  
 
    Not even when he answered with incredulity. 
 
    “You want me to that badly?” 
 
    “God, yes. Yes. So much.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can.”  
 
    “Then at least let me do it myself. Let me make myself come while you kiss me like this. It won’t take long—I’m so close a stiff breeze could push me over.” 
 
    It was true, too. She was. Every time she so much as moved she could feel herself getting to that blissful point. It kept rolling up, then receding—each time a little fiercer than before. But he still wouldn’t give in to it. 
 
    Instead, he looked away. “Christ. All we’ve done is kiss.” 
 
    “Kissing is enough, the way you do it.” 
 
    “I thought I was being pretty restrained.” 
 
    “The intensity isn’t the problem. It’s that you’re good at it. You’re so fucking good at it. I swear all you have to do is lick my lips like that, and I get so fucking wet.” 
 
    “Oh fuck. Fuck, did you have to tell me that?” 
 
    “I did if it will make you say yes.” 
 
    “Everything you do makes me want to say yes,” he said, so shaky and unsure that she went to say more. To convince him, with some other filthy thing. 
 
    But she didn’t need it. A second after speaking, he broke. 
 
    He just kissed her, like he’d done in the living room. 
 
    Like he couldn’t stop it—and didn’t want to. 
 
    And as soon as he did, she didn’t hesitate. She pushed her hand inside her panties. She searched out her aching clit, so desperate and eager, she didn’t even think about what it would feel like when she made contact. Then her fingers just brushed over the tip of her stiff bud, and she knew. Oh, yeah, she knew then, all right. 
 
    It was like someone had connected her to an electric current. She almost swallowed her own tongue, it was so intense. She had to ease back just to stop her orgasm from potentially killing her—though there were other reasons, too. 
 
    Like the fact that he was watching her. 
 
    He was watching her fuck herself. Carefully and surreptitiously, in between languid kisses to her mouth and throat. But he was definitely doing it. She could see his eyes drifting down when she arched her back, and again when she rubbed a little faster. 
 
    Though it was her expressions that really seemed to get him. 
 
    She let out a long moan, and felt him shift just so he could see it. Just so he could take in her parted lips and her frown of concentration, in this almost feverish sort of way. His eyes actually skittered over face, as if searching for something he didn’t know how to find. And it made her eager to give him more. To slow her movements even further, so he could savor everything she was doing.  
 
    And so she could savor him. 
 
    He was biting his lip now, and he only bit it harder as time ticked on. A little more of this show—of her arching her back and rocking against her hand and making hot, desperate sounds—and he was definitely going to do more than kiss her. All she had to do was hold off, and he would break. 
 
    Though when he did, she wasn’t prepared. 
 
     “For god’s sake, just let me do it,” he burst out. 
 
    And all she could do was gasp nonsense in response. 
 
    “Are you serious? Are you—” 
 
    “Yes. Unless you’ve changed your mind.” 
 
    “Ohhhh my god, no. No do whatever you want,” she said. 
 
    Though it shocked her that she meant it. 
 
    She meant it: she wanted everything he had to give. 
 
    “All right. This is gonna be quick and dirty.” 
 
    “Quick and dirty sounds fucking amazing.” 
 
    “Spread your legs for me.” 
 
    “Fuck, that was even better.” 
 
    “Glad you think so. It was hard getting it out.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be. I nearly came just hearing it.” 
 
    He cursed, after she said came. 
 
    But it was her starting to wriggle out her panties that pushed him further. She got about as far as hooking her thumbs into the elastic, and then he made a frustrated sound. He grabbed her wrist—though not to stop her, oh no, no, no. 
 
    To give her instructions. 
 
     “No, keep them on. Keep your panties on, just…pull them to one side. Just enough so I can get at you, okay? Just enough so I can get to your clit,” he said. 
 
    And somehow, that was even more exciting than being completely bare. It sent her reeling before he’d even touched her—and then he did and it was just way too much. She sobbed the second his fingers made contact, and again when she realized what he was doing.  
 
    He wasn’t just stroking her. Oh no, no. He was parting her lips. 
 
    Then once he’d got everything just right, he bent his head. 
 
    And fucking licked her clit. 
 
    He licked her, so sudden and firm she almost came right then and there. Then he did it again, and almost became actually. Pleasure just swamped her in a great impossible wave—so intense that she couldn’t cry out. She couldn’t do anything. All she was able to do was feel it, to the detriment of everything else.  
 
    In fact, it was only when she came down from it that she noticed. 
 
    He wasn’t touching her any more. He wasn’t even laid at her side. 
 
    He was sat on the edge of the bed, with his back to her. 
 
    At which point, things became pretty clear. In fact, they became so clear she wondered how she hadn’t realized before. All the signs were there—from his extreme reluctance to do anything more than kiss, to his reactions when she tried to push things. 
 
    Though god, it was hard to say it aloud. 
 
     “It’s not just about worrying over me, is it. Sex bothers you.” 
 
    “That isn’t the way I would put it.” 
 
    “Then tell me how you would.” 
 
    “Being around you bothers me.” 
 
    He didn’t say it to be cruel. She could tell, even though he kept his back to her. 
 
    But it hit hard, anyway. She had to take a second before she could answer, and her voice still wavered a little when she did. “Because I push you?” 
 
    “You don’t push me. You don’t need to push me. You barely have to do a fucking thing, and I’m out of my ever-loving mind.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s a bad thing.” 
 
    He turned, then. And not in his usual careful, deliberate manner. 
 
    No—this was a clumsy move, borne of frustration. 
 
    And that same frustration near sang in his voice and gestures. 
 
    “Do you know how many times I’ve lost control in my entire life? The total is zero, Lydia. It’s zero. I don’t lose control—not ever. It’s the main reason I was chosen for the jobs I’ve done. There isn’t a thing on earth that can put me under pressure, make me lose my cool, make me fuck things up. And you come along and just take me to fucking pieces with a word. You walk into a room, and I can’t help looking at you. You meet my eyes and I meet yours back. You ask me questions; I answer them without even thinking. I answer them in a way I’ve never answered anyone. Do you understand that? You don’t. I can see that you don’t. You think I’m exaggerating.” 
 
    “No, I get it, honestly I get what you’re saying—” 
 
    “If you got what I was saying you wouldn’t want to be around me. Try to understand: I’m afraid of myself when I’m with you. I’m afraid of what you can do to me, of what you can persuade me to—” 
 
    He cut himself off before he could get to that last do, and turned away again. 
 
    As if it shamed him, just to think about it. 
 
    Which frankly seemed crazy to her. 
 
    It made her snort, a second before she attempted to blow his reasoning to bits. “I don’t know why. I haven’t been able to persuade you to do anything.” 
 
    “Honey, I walked in your door and froze. I fucking froze. Just being in someone’s home and seeing you look like that—it was too much. And it under five minutes, you had me kissing you. You had me on your bed.” 
 
    “I hate to break it to you, Isaac, but all that sounds pretty normal.” 
 
    “Not for me it isn’t. Never for me. You’re the only woman I’ve ever done that for.” 
 
    “You’ve never kissed a woman first in a big sexy rush?” 
 
    She laughed, after she’d got the question out. 
 
    But then he said, “I’ve barely kissed any women period.” 
 
    And the laughter died pretty damned quick. 
 
    In fact, for a second all she could do was stare at his great, still back, mouth half hanging open. Had he just said barely? And if he had, how many was that exactly? It didn’t sound like ten. She wasn’t even sure if it meant five. 
 
    But less seemed like a completely bonkers number. 
 
    “That can’t be true,” she said, the second it occurred. “I mean...look at you.” 
 
    “Honey, I went straight from being a closed off high school kid to the kind of work that takes that closed off quality and turns it into seven layers of steel. What do you think—that I have a new girl every weekend? When you hear me talking about dating, does that scream here’s a guy who knows what he’s doing?” 
 
    “Maybe not. But the pussy eating kind of did.” 
 
    “You say that like it takes a thousand fucks to learn.” 
 
    “For most guys it absolutely does.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, not for the ones who read.” 
 
    He said it like he’d said the rest: in that exasperated tone. 
 
    But she couldn’t help noticing something else in there, too. 
 
    A hint of pride. A lick of amusement. 
 
    And she knew why. 
 
    “Oh my god,” she said. “All those romance novels.” 
 
    “Most of them are a fucking how to manual. Written by largely women. All you have to do is take note of what they say and then pay a little attention.” 
 
    “Pay a little attention to what?” 
 
    “Your body language.” 
 
    She shook her head, half-laughing and half-awed. “So basically you used your self-defense tricks on me.” 
 
    “Of course I did. It’s what I do. And by the way it’s a lot easier to figure out the next necessary move when it’s something to do with sex.” 
 
    “Did you know that I was holding off when I touched myself?” 
 
    “I’m gonna pretend that wasn’t a serious question.” 
 
    “And when I was—” 
 
    “It’s always clear to me,” he said, and she believed him. 
 
    He was great at seeing right to the heart of her, no question. 
 
    The only problem was: he was terrible at doing the same for himself. 
 
    He was so terrible that she had to explain, in patient detail. “So if you know every move so well, and are so aware even in the heat of the moment, why are you afraid of being out of control? You clearly never are, at all. Even when you lose it enough to overcome all your reservations and just hurl your mouth at mine, you keep your head enough to scope out exactly what I want. And then you give it to me.” 
 
    He went silent after that. Really, really silent. 
 
    So silent, that she started to worry. 
 
    “Are you...are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    And she was glad she did.  
 
    He turned to answer her then, gaze rueful. “Fuck, no. I just spent the last minute trying to figure out how to poke a hole in what you just said and there’s fucking nothing. Goddamn, that shit is airtight. It’s so airtight I’m embarrassed I didn’t think of it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing about you. You’re good at helping everyone but yourself. 
 
    “Oh man, that was even better. That was genius.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought you’d appreciate me throwing that back in your face.” 
 
    “I really did. It was perfect, just perfect,” he said. Then even better, “You’re perfect.” 
 
    Though, she couldn’t quite bask in that last one the way she wanted to. 
 
    Instead, she had to go with the obvious. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why you don’t want to fuck me.” 
 
    “Ah, so now it’s Madonna/Whore?” 
 
    “You tell me, babe. You tell me.” 
 
    “There are very few pedestals in any of my filthy thoughts about you.” 
 
    She bit her lip, for that. “So, you do have such thoughts, then.” 
 
    “Constantly. Obsessively. In all conceivable variations.” 
 
    “Maybe you could tell me what some of those variations are.” 
 
    “Mostly they’re things you’ve dirty talked to me about.” 
 
    “So when we were on the phone together—” 
 
    “I wasn’t jerking off, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said, and she couldn’t quite hide her disappointed oh in response. Though, naturally, that only made it sweeter when he added, “I held off until I’d hung up so you wouldn’t hear me.” 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck, that’s hot. Oh my god, that’s the hottest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “I’m glad. Because it felt fucking shitty at the time.” 
 
    “Even though I practically begged you to do it?” 
 
    “You probably wouldn’t have done if you’d seen how filthy I was about it.” 
 
    She tried not to picture it the second he said that word. 
 
    And failed, miserably. Her head was immediately full of him, on his back. Probably still in his clothes, but with his cock in his hand. Harsh strokes, she was sure, and then when he came, oh when he came—somehow she could just see him licking it from his fingers. 
 
    Though she tried not to let that glorious image infect her words. 
 
    “Pretty sure masturbation is always filthy.” 
 
    “Not for me it isn’t. Never for me.” 
 
    “So usually you do it primly.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Usually I do it like I want to get it over with.” 
 
    “You make it sound like some kind of necessary chore.” 
 
    “That’s how I feel about it. That’s how I felt about it. It was always something I needed to do to relax or a thing I had to put aside to do my job right.” 
 
    “And what exactly was it about your job that meant you had to put it aside?” 
 
    “I couldn’t split my focus like that.” He paused, as if weighing whether he should add anymore. Then he seemed to say fuck it with just one eyebrow, and suddenly the rest came free. “Often, silence was a factor.” 
 
    “I guess the last thing you want is the King of Prussia hearing you jerk off through the secret wall you’re hiding behind so you can assassinate him.” 
 
    “Prussia isn’t a place anymore, and there are no secret walls.” 
 
    “But the rest is true.” 
 
    “If I say yes, will it scare you?” 
 
    That fuck it eyebrow happened again. 
 
    And this time, it was accompanied by something even better. 
 
    He sort of half-slumped onto one elbow, as if this conversation was sucking him in. 
 
    “No more than you forcing yourself not to masturbate,” she said. 
 
    Then he just sank in deeper. 
 
    “I never forced myself. I just saw desire as an inconvenience.” 
 
    “But you didn’t feel that way after we talked.” 
 
    “I don’t ever now. It’s different now.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    He gave her a look. “I already told you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’d prefer it if you showed me.” 
 
    “You cannot be serious. Are you serious?” he asked. 
 
    But he did it in a way that said he knew she was.  
 
    He just wanted her to balk—and she wouldn’t.  
 
    “I don’t see why I shouldn’t be. After all, I did it for you.” 
 
    “Come on. That was different.” 
 
    “Maybe you should explain how.” 
 
    “Because your desire is gorgeous. Utterly and incredibly gorgeous. Watching it blossom again has honestly been one of the greatest pleasures of my life,” he said, and obviously thought that was the end of the matter. It almost was, in truth. The lump that immediately formed in her throat was pretty hard to get past. 
 
    But she managed. 
 
    “And you think watching yours hasn’t been the same for me?” 
 
    “You haven’t seen mine. Not really.” 
 
    “Then show me. Show me.” 
 
    “I just don’t think I can, honey.” 
 
    “Maybe you need some inspiration, then.” 
 
    “What kind of inspiration are we talking about here?” 
 
    “Me telling you how much I want to see you stroke your hard, heavy cock.” 
 
    He went to say something in response, to that. But then the words seemed to register, and whatever reply he’d thought of died an agonizing death. Now, all he could do was stare, still sprawled by her side in that semi-casual way, yet somehow, much more rigid than he’d been before. He was practically a statue of himself. 
 
    Though, she couldn’t be sorry. 
 
    Instead, she just wanted to say more. 
 
    “Because it is heavy, right? Yeah I can see it now, through your jeans. I can see it straining against the material, even though we’ve barely said anything remotely sexy for at least thirty minutes. All we’ve done is negotiate.” 
 
    “Maybe I find negotiating really fucking hot. Maybe I like it.” 
 
    “Or maybe it’s the memory of me bucking and moaning as you lapped at my clit. Can you still feel the way I shuddered, when you made me come? Or is it the lingering taste of my pussy that keeps your cock hard and aching?” 
 
    He closed his eyes on taste, of all words. 
 
    But he opened them, to answer. “Fuck. Fuck, I have no idea. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yes you do. I can tell you do.” 
 
    “Really? Then answer it yourself.” 
 
    “To be honest, I think it’s neither. I think you’re still hard because you’ve been imagining all the things that might possibly come next. All the sucking and fucking and coming all over each other that we could do, if I somehow managed to persuade you.” 
 
    “I haven’t thought about fucking. Not about fucking.” 
 
    “But the sucking and coming thing is right, huh?” 
 
    He swallowed, thickly.  
 
    But he answered. 
 
     Oh, he answered. “It might have some basis in truth.” 
 
    “You don’t have to say might.” 
 
    “It feels like I do.” 
 
    “Then I should probably tell you how much I want that, too. How much I want you to stroke your big, thick cock until you’re close, so close. And then, just as you’re about to burst, you ask me to open my mouth so you can come all over my tongue.” 
 
    She licked her lips, on the last word—just to give him a real visual. 
 
    Though, she didn’t think he needed it. The moment she described what he could do if he wanted to, his hips actually jerked up. His eyes went dark, as if he was seeing past her and right to that—to his come, filling her mouth. 
 
    And it showed in his fumbling words. 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck. That—I would never ask for that—” 
 
    “I know. But I would. I would ask you to do it that way.” 
 
    “Oh, god. You would? You would actually ask me to?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. In fact, it’s pretty much all I can think about.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like much of a fantasy for you,” he said, so sure that it was almost a pleasure to thoroughly divest him of that notion. 
 
    “I don’t see why not. It has almost everything I like—you probably trying not to moan but moaning anyway. Your body overtaking your good sense, bit by bit. The sound of your voice as you tell me to open up, all shaky and tense. And then, oh then, just thinking about you filling my mouth...just thinking about you coating my lips and my chin with your thick, hot come...yeah, that’s enough to make me want to slip my hand between my legs.” She paused there, just long enough to let it really sink in. Then, “How about you? You want to do the same, yet?” 
 
    “No, I think I’m good so far. Totally cool.” 
 
    “You don’t look like you’re good. Or totally cool.” 
 
    “Well, it is pretty warm in here. And kind of close.” 
 
    “So maybe you should take something off.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a good idea.” 
 
    “It does to me. Maybe I should start?” 
 
    “Oh Jesus, fuck, just hold on. Hold on,” he said, voice finally breaking. 
 
    But she didn’t. She started unbuttoning the moment she saw his reaction—all suddenly wide eyes and clenched fists, as if even the idea was enough to drive him over the edge. And then she parted the sides of her dress around her purposefully braless breasts, and that was it. Just that, just the sight of her soft, round tits and her tight little nipples, and he went for the buckle on his belt. 
 
    She understood, though. 
 
    All she needed to hit overexcited mess was the clink of that buckle. 
 
    Oh, and the sound of him saying, “Listen to me, Lydia, I’m not gonna come in your mouth, okay. That’s absolutely not gonna happen. You just stay right there.” 
 
    “Does staying right there mean keeping still?” 
 
    “It just means don’t get any closer.” 
 
    “So, I can move around, then?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes of course you can.” 
 
    “Maybe spread my legs.” 
 
    She turned, as she said the words. Just a little, as if she was only settling into the pillows behind her. But then she did as she had just suggested, and it made her real purpose clear. He would be able to see everything, the way he was laid. His face was perfectly aligned with her now completely exposed pussy. 
 
    And the best part was: he didn’t look away. 
 
    He didn’t even stop what he was doing. 
 
    He just carried on easing his cock from his jeans, eyes heavy on her. 
 
    “Oh, fuck. That—you—” he started. 
 
    Then gave up, when she oh so slowly stroked her bared pussy. 
 
    “And possibly finger myself, while you do this.” 
 
    “You’re not really going to, are you? You’re not going to.” 
 
    “Well, it would help me imagine what you’d feel like, sliding in.” 
 
    “That’s what you want to think about? My fingers in your pussy?” 
 
    He sounded excited by the idea, she thought. Maybe even eager to do it. 
 
    But that just made it all the sweeter when she corrected him. 
 
    “No baby. Not your fingers. Never your fingers when I’ve got that gorgeous cock in front of me,” she said, then got to see his head go back against the bed. She got to see his hand tighten around his cock, not quite stroking it yet, but not quite not, either. Almost there, she thought, then just added a little more. “Mmmmm, fuck, you’re so thick. You’re so hard. I bet it just feels amazing when you start really fucking into someone.” 
 
    “Stop. Stop—just let me take a second here, okay, just let me—” 
 
    “I don’t want you to take a second. I want you to fuck me.” 
 
    “That’s not gonna happen. It just isn’t.” 
 
    “Think it might if I keep doing this.” 
 
    “Then I won’t watch you.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, then.  
 
    But he didn’t stop doing himself.  
 
    And said doing was getting really filthy, now. It wasn’t mechanical, like she’d imagined. It wasn’t even slow and tight, like it had been a second ago. He was almost fucking into his own hand, in a way that made her clit jump against her working fingers. Then as she watched, he went one better. He brought his hand up to his mouth, and licked. He licked long and wet over his palm, before easing it back over the swollen head of his cock. 
 
    While she did her best not to come right then and there. 
 
    She had to focus on the conversation just to get herself back on track—though, her voice shook when she tried. “I don’t think not watching is really gonna help.  I mean you can still hear what I’m saying. You can still hear my slick pussy.” 
 
    “Hearing is fine. Hearing is good. I’m fine with hearing.” 
 
    “Even though hearing is what got you to this place?” 
 
    “What place? I’m completely in control.” 
 
    “You’re practically fucking your hand.” 
 
    “I don’t see why that’s a big deal.” 
 
    “It is, when I know you’re imagining my pussy.” 
 
    “I’m not imagining your pussy. I’m totally not.” 
 
    “So let me help you then: you’ve got me so turned on that my pussy has gone all swollen and tight. I can hardly get two fingers in, never mind anything as big as your cock,” she said, and it had the desired effect. 
 
    His voice shook, when he answered her. 
 
    “All the more reason I should just stay over here. That I should just do this.” 
 
    “Even though I’m busy working myself open for you?” 
 
    “Holy fuck. You’re not seriously doing that.” 
 
    “I am. I’m spreading my fingers inside myself as we speak. Getting myself all ready to take you. Though, really, I don’t think it’s gonna be that much work. I’m so wet now, so slippery. And so fucking eager—ohhh fuck, it’s hardly taking anything to do myself with three fingers now. They just glide right in, and oh man, they feel so good, they feel so amazing, I think I could just come like this,” she said, though she had to stop before she did. 
 
    Mostly because he looked like he was dying.  
 
    He was staring at her now, but it seemed against his will. As if her wet, greedy pussy had dragged him there kicking and screaming. It had forced him to watch her fucking herself like this, and now, he just didn’t know how to cope. All he could do was breathe in great ragged heaves and burn holes through her with his eyes. 
 
    And when he finally spoke, she didn’t expect anything good. 
 
    But by god, she got something better. 
 
    “Do you have a condom?” he asked, so plainly she couldn’t quite comprehend it at first. She told herself he must have meant something else. 
 
    Then he repeated the word, and she scrambled to answer. 
 
    “Yes. Oh my god, yes.” 
 
    “Turn around then.” 
 
    “You want me to—” 
 
    “Just turn around. I can’t be on top of you.” 
 
    She got it, then. Somehow, it made total sense. 
 
    While also being the most arousing thing she’d ever heard. 
 
    It actually made her voice judder up and down, as she tried to maneuver into the position he’d asked for. “Oh, fuck yeah, yeah, anything you want. Just tell me what you want.” 
 
    “I want you to be standing. All right? Lydia? All right?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, hell yes, one hundred percent yes.” 
 
    “And you tell me. You fucking tell me to stop if—” 
 
    “Of course, I will, baby. I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you.” 
 
    “You elbow me in the fucking face if I do one thing wrong.” 
 
    “I will. I swear to you, I will. Just fuck me. Please, just fuck me,” she said. 
 
    Though somehow, she still didn’t expect him to do it. She didn’t expect him to actually take the condom she fished out of the drawer, or come up behind her. And she definitely didn’t imagine the hand he’d put on her shoulder. How he’d urge her to bend just a little, or coax her legs apart with his hands. 
 
    Gently, of course. He did it so gently. 
 
    But there was an undercurrent of something else there, too. A feverish eagerness that had shown in his hot and dirty strokes, in his bucking hips, in that tongue running over his palm. Yeah, she’d seen it in the way he’d done himself.  
 
    And now, it was here.  
 
    And it was so fucking good. 
 
    She almost came before he’d even gotten the condom on. He just touched her like that, and a heavy bloom of pleasure flooded her belly. Her legs threatened to buckle; a fresh burst of slickness coated her already slippery folds. By the time he finally pressed his cock to her entrance, she was pretty much beside herself. 
 
    Then he just eased in in one slow stroke, and oh. 
 
    Oh god, it was too good. He was just as solid as she’d imagined and so thick she could barely tighten around him. And when she tried...fuck, when she tried... The burst of sensation was like nothing she’d ever experienced. Sometimes, she could come when a guy fucked her, but usually, she needed a little something more. 
 
    Her fingers on her clit. His fingers on her clit. 
 
    Maybe some kind sex toy, buzzing there. 
 
    But it barely took anything with him. He stroked into her once, twice, three times, and she was almost there. Then she heard him. She heard him suppress a groan or a sigh or maybe both at the same time, and that was it. 
 
     “Ah fuck, I’m coming. Oh my god, I’m coming don’t stop, don’t stop, keep doing that,” she cried out, and the best part was: he did. He kept fucking her as she shuddered and bucked on his cock, barely slowing or stopping until she was thoroughly done. Until she was sprawled on the bed, near sobbing with satisfaction. 
 
    Even though she could tell it cost him. 
 
    The second she finished, he pulled away fast. 
 
    He put his back to her again, the same way he had after she’d come the first time.  
 
    Only, this was much worse. She could tell it was much worse. He could barely stay upright through it. After a moment, he had to sag against the nearest chair. And when she asked him if he was okay, it took him a long, long time to respond. 
 
    “Yes. Just give me a second.” 
 
    “Of course. Anything you need.” 
 
    “That was just way too intense.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry I didn’t mean to…” she started. 
 
    But she had no idea how to finish. 
 
    Not when he practically had his head in his hands. 
 
    This time, she thought. This time I pushed it too far. 
 
    Then he looked at her, abruptly.  
 
    Eyes burning bright, smile almost a tease. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Want to go again?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t hugely different, after that. There were no moves made, no wild expressions of his desire. But she could see a number of shifts in him—like the way he was about being in her apartment. Suddenly, it didn’t seem quite so unsettling to him. He sprawled on her bed without a care and picked up books from her shelves. I knew you’d be a science fiction fan, he told her, over his shoulder. 
 
    Though that wasn’t the best one. No, that came after he’d taken a shower. For what felt like completely rational reasons, she had expected him to come out fully dressed. After all, he’d practically fucked her—twice—with all his clothes on. The closest he’d ever been to nude with her was when he’d worn that really thin jersey. 
 
    But he sauntered out without a stitch on. 
 
    He didn’t even wear a towel—though she had definitely left him one. A big one too, so he could do that skirt thing most men seemed to love. In fact, that was actually as much as she’d hoped from him. Just him half-naked and half-wrapped. Just a look at that chest and those arms and those shoulders. 
 
    Now there was so much of him exposed she didn’t quite know where to look first. 
 
    Her eyes tried to go to his chest, but they couldn’t. His ass was just too fucking amazing. It looked as taut as a drum, and yet, there was a distinct and incredible curve to it that almost made her think of a woman. He had a woman’s ass. 
 
    Yet, somehow, that only made him seem sexier. 
 
    And so did all the other contradictions. 
 
    Like the smooth tawny warmth of his skin, over the sheer battered steeliness of his muscles. Or the way he moved with that easy grace, despite how visibly big he was in all kinds of places. His massive shoulders were almost shocking without anything covering them—heavy boned and so broad, she couldn’t stop looking at them. 
 
    Even though she knew he was noticing.  
 
    He kind of bristled in the middle of sorting through his clothes, as if sensing some kind of threat. Then, just as she was about to look away, he spoke. 
 
    “Really thought it would be less weird being naked in front of you.” 
 
    And it was back to worrying that she was somehow fucking him up. 
 
    “Oh my god. Sorry, sorry I just—it was really sudden—I didn’t think—” 
 
    “Honey I’m not trying to shame you about it. I’m trying to shame me.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be shamed because you don’t like people goggling at you.” 
 
    “That would be true if it was actually ‘people’. But it’s not. It’s just you.” 
 
    He turned, on the last word. And she could tell it kind of took a lot for him to do it. 
 
    But not as much as it took her to look away. Somehow, the full-frontal view was even sweeter than the side one. He had those arrows of muscles either side of his stomach, and they led all the way down, down to his groin. To the black curls that surrounded his cock and his cock itself—heavy looking even when it wasn’t hard. 
 
    She had to pretty much force her face away from it all. 
 
    And make herself go back to the conversation. 
 
    “Yeah, but just me has never seen your nude body before.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s the weird part. The staring part is normal.” 
 
    “I have to say, that does not seem accurate.” 
 
    “That would only be the case if it was the custom to never see the person you have sex with naked. Or maybe if we had some kind of weird fuck with our clothes on fetish.” 
 
    That idea struck her. It struck her hard. 
 
    But probably not in the way he was hoping. 
 
    She didn’t laugh. She just shivered over him saying the word fetish, before responding. “To be honest, now I’m kind of wondering if you do.” 
 
    “I want to say you got it, but really, it’s just not being used to it.” 
 
    “So being fully dressed at all times is a habit, then?” 
 
    “Yes. It has to be.” He paused, and she knew him well enough now to know what was coming. Some mind-blowing detail about his former life, meted out in ever so slightly tense voice. Though truly, this one was a doozy. “You can’t wander around a hotel room naked when the ghoul on your tail might bust in at any moment and try to remove your eyeballs. Or you could, but fighting someone with your dick swinging in the wind isn’t a ton of fun.” 
 
    “All you saying that makes me think is: you’ve actually fought someone with your dick swinging in the wind.” 
 
    “I can neither confirm nor deny.” 
 
    He sounded pretty relaxed, when he said it. In fact, he even sat down on the bed as he did. And he didn’t sit far away, either. He sat close enough that she could see every line and curve of that glorious body, in vivid detail. She could see it all, and this time, she didn’t feel bad about looking. There was no sense that she was doing something wrong. 
 
    Not even when she noticed another reason for his possible shyness. 
 
    “You have a lot of scars.” 
 
    “None of them are as tragic as you’re thinking.” 
 
    “So you don’t wake up in a cold sweat in the middle of the night because someone stabbed you here and left you to bleed out in some dirty alley?” 
 
    She almost touched her fingers to the twisted mark she was talking about, just above his right hip. But he didn’t flinch away. He didn’t look perturbed. 
 
    And he didn’t sound troubled, in the least. In truth, he seemed more conspiratorial, then anything. He even leaned in, like he was sharing some embarrassing secret. “I got that one because I fucked up clearing a razor wire covered fence.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, that still sounds super dangerous and awful, to be honest.” 
 
    “The only reason I jumped it is I wanted to get to a Subway faster.” 
 
    “Is that because you hadn’t eaten in three days?” 
 
    “I had eaten two hours before.” 
 
    “Okay fine, I concede.” 
 
    “You should. I have at least a dozen stories about the various incredibly foolish ways I got injured. See this one?” He twisted his body, so she could see a mark like the letter C between his shoulder blades. “Target comes at me with a machete; I get fucked up by a coat hook I backed into on the wall behind me. Literally almost died because I stabbed myself on a thing you use to store outerwear.” 
 
    “See, target and machete are the things I’m fixating on, there.” 
 
    “Yeah, as soon as I said those I thought: you’ve just undermined your point.” 
 
    “Not undermined it. More like fucked it in the butt.” 
 
    He laughed, for that. 
 
    An easy one. A good one. 
 
    Even though he was still talking about utterly wild things. 
 
    “In fairness, his machete was very small,” he said. 
 
    And she had to fight to keep from goggling at him 
 
    “Oh, well thank god this enemy combatant wasn’t fond of large weapons.” 
 
    “He wasn’t an enemy combatant. He was an explanation redacted.” 
 
    “Ah. So now we’re into the terrifying government secrets part of this conversation.” 
 
    “Substitute terrifying for shameful and usually pointless, and you’ve got it.” 
 
    There was less amusement in his voice, now. Not enough to grind the conversation to a halt, but it was definitely noticeable. It was there—a slight hollowness, where none had been before. Though still, she couldn’t stop herself asking. 
 
    He had opened this door, at last. It was impossible not to go through. 
 
      
 
    “Is that why you don’t do it anymore? Because it was shameful?” 
 
    “That’s why I left the organization I worked for, yes. After a while, you start wondering why you’re killing some kid just trying to keep his country free from people like you, instead of the person who sent you to kill him.” 
 
    He looked away then, just like he usually did when things got heavy. 
 
    But here was the difference: after a moment, he started to look back. And he didn’t do it smoothly, as if he’d just shaken the whole thing off. There was no let’s change the subject about it. Instead, his gaze almost kind of crept back to her. Like he was just certain a blow was coming and feared it with all his heart—yet couldn’t help hoping that it wouldn’t, anyway. That somehow, she would accept what he’d said. 
 
    And when he saw that she had… 
 
    His relief was palpable. “Kind of thought there would be more horror and disgust when I told you this stuff, to be honest.” 
 
    “Oh there’s horror and disgust. Just not for you.” 
 
    “But those things were me. No one else did them.” 
 
    “Who’s more responsible? The knife, or the one who wields it?” 
 
    “Sometimes I think the answer is the latter. But mostly I know: knives can never make a choice. I made one every time my conscience told me no yet I decided to go ahead anyway. Every time I justified it with protecting my country and saving other lives, I made myself a moral coward. And nothing I do now will ever make up for that.” 
 
    This time, he didn’t look away. He held her gaze, in a way she understood completely. Now, he was trying to challenge her. To push her into some kind of disapproval. His chin was metaphorically jutting out, almost begging for the blow. 
 
    So, instead, she just went ahead and did the only thing she wanted to. 
 
    She pressed her lips to his, long and soft and sweet. 
 
    And when she pulled away, her reward was his startled expression. It was his tone, full of hope and wonder. “You really want to kiss me after that?”  
 
    “I wanted to kiss you during. I want to kiss you now while you’re wasting time asking stupid questions. In fact, every second that I’m not kissing you feels like a waste.” 
 
    “Sometimes, I really wish I didn’t feel exactly the same way,” he said, and she went to ask why. The word was on the very her tip of her tongue, when he decided to explain.  
 
    Only he didn’t do it in words.  
 
    He didn’t say because I can’t stop myself from doing just that. 
 
    He just did it. He kissed her, hot and eager. 
 
    It fact, it was so eager she was starting to think those small shifts she’d noticed were not so small at all. They were seismic. They were inescapable. They were in every single thing he did, from the second his lips pressed to hers. Suddenly, his hands were on her body, instead of staying balled at his sides. They slid inside her pajama top without her having to ask and found her breasts without needing a push. 
 
    Then even sweeter, even better—he actually eased her top up. He bared her already stiff nipples, and licked, oh god, he was licking them. He was making quick little circles around each one, around and around until she was almost beside herself. She was moaning and rocking her hips and trying to urge him on without really urging him on. 
 
    But the thing was—she didn’t have to now. 
 
    He looked up from her breasts, mouth filthily wet. 
 
    Hands still on her, fingers still teasing. 
 
    Then he said, “You want to come?” 
 
    Just like that. Just like it was nothing. 
 
    And god, it was all she could do to stop herself sobbing a yes. 
 
    “That might be nice. That might be good.” 
 
    “Take these off then.” 
 
    He snapped the waistband of her pajama bottoms. 
 
    He actually snapped them. 
 
    Still, she felt she had to be certain. 
 
    “Are you sure because—” she started. 
 
    But he cut her off before she could through half her sentence. 
 
    And he did it with the sexiest thing she had ever heard. 
 
    “I’m sure. I want to taste you.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, god. Yeah, yeah. Please.” 
 
    “I want you to come all over my face.” 
 
    “Jesus Isaac. I’m gonna come now, if you don’t stop talking like that. ” 
 
    “That’s not really giving me an incentive to stop, to be honest. In fact, I think I want to hear more of those sounds you make when I say something dirty. More of those breathy moans when I tell you things like: spread your pussy for me.” 
 
    She knew there was a chance he was just trying to get her going. But at that point, she just didn’t care. He said the words, and she simply couldn’t stop herself obeying them. She just scrambled to do as he’d suggested. She finished pushing off her bottoms and opened her legs, then as he watched, she pushed her fingers through her slick slit. She parted it, so everything was right there for him to see. Her clit, all stiff and swollen. The flushed folds that surrounded it, all coated in evidence of her arousal. 
 
    And her slippery hole, just aching to be filled.  
 
    God, she was aching to be filled. 
 
    She couldn’t even resist slipping a finger in there. 
 
    Though he didn’t mind. No, he didn’t mind at all. 
 
    “Fuck, look how wet you are already.” 
 
    “I’m always wet for you. Always.” 
 
    “And your clit...” he said. 
 
    But he didn’t wait for her answering moan. He just bent and licked between her fingers, right over the thing he’d just sighed over. And he didn’t do it slowly or teasingly. He did it like he wanted her to really feel it. Like he wanted her to buck and cry out—and dear god, she did. Her hips rocked up before she could stop them, a sound like something dying pushing past her lips. 
 
    Though, that was fine. He was ready for that move. In fact, it almost seemed like he’d engineered it, because the moment she lifted off the bed he got hold of her around her waist. He pulled her close to him, so firmly it should have been a shock. 
 
    Instead, it had her shaking. Twenty seconds in, and she was shaking—another twenty, and she’d be there. She knew she would. She could feel it coiling in the pit of her stomach and pulsing in her stiff little clit. Every insistent stroke of his tongue just sent a hot ache through her, until it just couldn’t be denied. 
 
    She was going to come. Any second now. 
 
    Just a little more, she thought. So close. 
 
    And then he pulled away, and she wanted to scream. 
 
    She almost did scream, in fact.  
 
    Until he spoke.  
 
    “Want to do it on my cock?” he asked. 
 
    Then seemed to delight in her losing her fucking mind. 
 
    “Oh my god. Oh my god, yes.” 
 
    “Turn around then. Like yesterday.” 
 
    “Like this? Is this good?” 
 
    She got up on her knees, shakily, clumsily. 
 
    Then just about managed to turn and get hold of the headboard. 
 
    But he wanted more. Jesus, he wanted more. 
 
    “Spread your legs wider.” 
 
    “Okay, okay yeah.” 
 
    “Show me that sweet little pussy.” 
 
    “Ohhhhh fuck, Isaac, I’m so close, hurry.” 
 
    “Wait, wait. Be patient.  I have to get you ready first.” 
 
    “I’m ready now. Please just do it. Just work me open with your cock.” 
 
    She didn’t really expect him to. But the next thing she felt was the swollen head of his prick, rubbing over her entrance. She felt him pushing against her, slow and gentle but firm enough that she started to give. Her pussy opened for him, enough that he could slide a little way in. And then a little more. A little more. 
 
    Until finally he was there. He was inside her. 
 
    And lord in heaven, it was as good as she remembered.  
 
    All she had to do was rock against him, and that thick cock shoved against all the best places inside her. It sent sparks of white hot sensation through her body, so bright and beautiful she couldn’t help gasping. She couldn’t help doing it again, and again. 
 
    Really, he didn’t even have to fuck her.  
 
    But when he did…when he grabbed her hips and started to move… It was like nothing else in the world. It made her cry out too loudly and clutch at him too wildly. 
 
    And most of all, it made her talk. 
 
    “Tell me how it looks,” she said, before she could stop herself. 
 
    But that was fine. He didn’t seem to mind. On the contrary—it only seemed to make him fuck into her harder. He started near pounding her, and oh, his voice was strained when he answered.  “Like you can hardly take me.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, yeah. Oh, that’s so good.” 
 
    “You’re so tight around me.” 
 
    “Yeah keep going. Keep talking.” 
 
    “When I almost pull out, you cling to the head of my cock.  
 
    “Mmmmmmm, yeah, yeah, more.” 
 
    “And you’re so wet, so slippery—I can see it shining all over me. I can see it spilling through your folds whenever I draw back,” he said, and then, she was just there. She was coming. She was gasping and shuddering, loud and hard enough that she was sure he was about to pull away. Though, when he didn’t, it wasn’t quite the relief she was hoping for. 
 
    Instead, it just made her realize something. 
 
    “Have you…did you come?”  
 
    “It’s fine. It’s fine I don’t need to.” 
 
    “Of course you need to. That’s crazy.” 
 
    “No honestly I just…I’m good.” 
 
    “What do you mean? What—” 
 
    She stopped mid-sentence, there. Though really, she’d known as soon as she’d felt him shaking against her. It was the reason he’d put his back to her, she knew.  
 
    Though it seemed so crazy she had to ask. 
 
    “Oh my god. Have you actually had an orgasm since we started doing this?” 
 
    “Uh…I guess that depends on how far back you mean when you say started.” 
 
    “I mean the start of this weekend, Isaac. I mean since you jerked off.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve definitely enjoyed myself during that time period.” 
 
    If they’d been face to face, she would have shaken her fist at him. 
 
    Instead, she gritted her teeth and ground out, “That is not an answer.” 
 
    “It is. You just don’t like it.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t like it. You’ve made me come like a million times, and you haven’t done it once? That is the worst thing I’ve ever heard. You must be in agony.” 
 
    “Honestly, it’s not so bad.” 
 
    She could practically feel him shrugging. 
 
    But there were other things she could feel harder. 
 
     He was still shaking, for a start. He was shaking so hard she was convinced she could hear his teeth chattering. And his breath against the side of her face was incredibly hot and really wavery. Like he was just barely holding on.  
 
    Like it was driving him out of his mind to be this restrained. 
 
    And she just couldn’t allow that to continue. 
 
    “Tell me how to do it. Just…tell me what you want me to do.” 
 
    “Sometimes, there isn’t something that can be done.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that bullshit. This is all about you still trying to stay in control—well, we’re going to get past that right now. Just say what you need to get off.” 
 
    “I have no idea. Honestly, Lydia,” he said. 
 
    But she could tell he was lying. 
 
    “You do have an idea. Tell me.” 
 
    “It’s not something I really think about.” 
 
    “Then think about it now.” 
 
    She expected it to take some time.  
 
      
 
    “Fuck me.” 
 
    “We’re already—” 
 
    “No. No. I mean, you fuck me.” 
 
    “You want me to…you want—” 
 
    “I want you to get on top and fuck me.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay yeah I can do that. I can do that,” she said. 
 
    Though, somehow, she didn’t think it would make much difference. It seemed like such a small way of tackling something so big—yet as soon as he was beneath her, she saw the shift all over his face. She didn’t even have to sink down on his incredibly swollen cock to get him to some lust-choked place. 
 
    Then when she finally did, his head went back. 
 
    A sound came out of him, unlike any she’d heard before. 
 
    It was almost a grunt of sheer and unadulterated pleasure, and it wasn’t the last one he made. He didn’t get a hold of himself, at that point. There was no reining anything in. Her being over him just seemed to knock down whatever walls he’d built up, and once they were gone, that was it. He moaned, and gasped, and bucked up into her, until she wasn’t sure who was enjoying this more. Him, as he finally got what he needed. 
 
    Or her, just watching it happen. 
 
    Though, when he finally started to tip over, she knew for sure. It was him, it was him, oh, it was definitely him. He almost seemed to come apart at the seams. Seventeen different expressions poured across his face—and all of them were amazing. All of them were things she hadn’t seen before. Things she hadn’t thought were possible for him. There was wonder and awe and excitement and then finally, finally. 
 
    Just bliss, sheer bliss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    It was just a small sense that something was wrong at first. Small enough that she didn’t even open her eyes. She just batted it away and tried to go back to sleep, but of course, as soon as she did, the feeling spread. The faint dreams that flitted through her mind turned sour. Awareness crowded in, too sharp and too clear. 
 
    Then she reached across the bed for Isaac, and there it was. 
 
    His warm, heavy presence was missing. In fact, the sheets were cool—as if he’d been gone a long time. So not just a glass of water or the bathroom, her mind informed her. And after that, she was wide awake. She sat up, straining for signs of him. The pad of his feet on the wooden floors, maybe. A creak from a chair he’d sat in. 
 
    But there was nothing. Just silence, silence, silence and a completely irrational sense that things had gotten too good. They’d gotten too good, and now it was all going to fall apart. The pressure had gotten too much for him. Their lives were too incompatible. He had probably fled to Europe, to start a new life with a girl who didn’t like sex as much.  
 
    Though, it wasn’t a relief to discover she was wrong.  
 
    She padded into the living room, and found him standing by the front door. Only standing wasn’t exactly the right word. He’d pushed his back up against the wall and seemed to be crouched almost—like he was listening, she thought. Listening intently, and with that kind of alertness he had, dialed up high. 
 
    Oh, and then there was the gun.  
 
    He had fucking gun in his hand. 
 
    She has no idea how, or where he’d gotten it from. But it was there. She wasn’t imagining it. There was no way to imagine it. The thing was the size of a brick and blacker than tar. He had to use both hands to hold it—though part of her wondered if this was just the way you were supposed to do it. 
 
    She didn’t know. She’d never been around guns. 
 
    She wasn’t even sure why she was around them now, until he put a hand up. Just one hand, palm out. No words, no look in her direction, nothing—though she understood clearly enough anyway. He was telling her to stay where she was.  
 
    Then a second later he gave another signal.  
 
    He touched his finger to his lips. 
 
     But she still didn’t truly believe anything was wrong, until he abruptly stood straight and started talking too fast. And even then, it was hard to take it in. 
 
    “Okay, here’s what going to happen. You’re gonna go in your room, and pack a bag quickly. A change of clothes, a change of shoes, essentials. Nothing bulky or heavy, nothing that isn’t practical. Got it?” 
 
    “I want to have it, but I think most of my brain just shut down.” 
 
    “And I wish I could help you restart it, I really do. But we have to go.” 
 
    “Could you at least tell me why? Because you know it could be that you’re panicking about nothing. Maybe you’re just having a lot of feelings—I mean it was barely an hour ago that you were asking me to ride you so you could permit yourself some pleasure.” 
 
    “Totally true. Completely possible that I’m working through my issues. In fact, let’s just go with that. Let’s say I’m out of my mind with guilt over past actions and feeling unworthy of your affection and have therefore invented a hostile in your hallway. Are you really going to refuse to go with me as I descend into some terrible downward spiral?” 
 
    Her mind immediately jumped to a million terrible scenarios. 
 
    Him hurling himself off a bridge. Or in a hospital, fighting orderlies. 
 
    And as soon as she pictured them, she knew he had a point. 
 
    “I’m going with you no matter what. You know I’m going to go with you no matter what. But at least let me tell you about other possibilities, first.” 
 
    “You have twenty seconds to tell me about other possibilities.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. So, there’s the guy in the apartment down the hall.” 
 
    “What about the guy in the apartment down the hall?” 
 
    “He sometimes goes to the wrong door. He wanders here and then he just wanders back. Don’t you think that’s what you might have heard?” 
 
    It sounded plausible, when she was saying it. 
 
    But his answering expression immediately made it less so. 
 
    And so did his eerily deadpan tone. “You have a guy in your building who wanders to your door even though your apartment is the one at the end of the hallway.” 
 
    “Yeah. But...it’s not that weird.” 
 
    “What does this guy look like?” 
 
    “Like a normal guy. Like a college kid.” 
 
    “Truly like a college kid? Or like someone who wants you to think he is?” 
 
    “I don’t know what the diff—” she started to say. 
 
    Then had to cut herself off. Of course, she did. 
 
    Her mind was currently blowing. 
 
    Suddenly, she could see almost everything about the guy, from the letterman jacket that was just a little too on the nose, to the almost too perfect buzzcut use above his ears. He even walked in that loping way some of the guys on campus did—as if he desperately wanted to get every little detail right. 
 
    And then there was the way she felt when she caught him looking. 
 
    Like he can see all my secrets, she thought, and suddenly couldn’t breathe. 
 
    But that was fine. Isaac was right there, just waiting to get her going again. 
 
    “There it is,” he said. “Now, go pack a bag.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Half of her expected someone to kill them the second they stepped out of her apartment door. But the other half was still trying to rationalize and explain away. Several times, she almost asked him who he thought the letterman guy really was—and that urge intensified once they were out in the hallway.  
 
    It was completely empty. No one was waiting for them. 
 
    She couldn’t even smell the lingering scent of Axe body spray that the guy liked to lather himself in. There was nothing. And there continued to be nothing all the way up to and into the elevator. In fact, once they were safe inside, she almost laughed. 
 
    See, there’s nothing to worry about, she went to say. 
 
    Then the elevator started to go up instead of down, and that rational half of her started to slip. Of course, it did. He cursed the second they started moving. He spat the word fuck as if them going to floor twenty was the worst fucking thing in the world, and then he did something even worse. 
 
    He hit the emergency stop. 
 
    Or at least, he tried to. 
 
    But the problem was—nothing happened when he did it. The elevator just kept going and going, and she could almost feel the tension in him rising, and then, oh god, then, he spoke into the near vibrating air of the tiny little cube they were trapped in. No looking at her, no warm gaze full of reassurance. 
 
    Just this: 
 
    “No matter what happens now, know that I love you. I’ve always loved you, from the moment I first saw you. And I will carry on loving you, until the day I die.” 
 
    She didn’t even get chance to respond. The doors pinged open a second after he spoke, and after that silence seemed best. Though really, she had no idea why. It wasn’t even the guy from twenty-seven. It was the dude who lived in the apartment above hers—the one with the patchy moustache.  
 
    I bet he’s really he’s really into reviewing things online, Letty had once said.  
 
    And it was true. Somehow, he had that look about him. 
 
    He definitely did not look like the type of guy to pull a gun and fire it at her. 
 
    But that was what he did. Casually, as if he was waving down a cab. Just his right hand into his jacket and then out, in one quick, vague wave. Followed by a bang, so loud it actually seemed to briefly crush her against the wall.  
 
    Or was that the impact?  
 
    It had to be the impact. There was no way he could have missed in such close quarters. He was barely a foot from her, and there was absolutely nothing between them. She must have been hit, yet somehow, she felt no pain. There was no sense of spreading warmth. And when she looked down, she didn’t see any blood. 
 
    She saw a hole in the elevator floor, innocent as a cigarette burn. 
 
    And a familiar hand, still forcing the guy’s gun hand down.  
 
    Though, she could tell it was getting difficult to hold him. The guy was fighting it. He was straining to aim the gun back at her, and when he failed, he fired it again. Another thunderclap filled the tiny space, even louder than the first. She actually felt her ear pop, hard enough that she wondered if she’d just gone deaf. 
 
    But then Isaac spoke, and she knew she hadn’t. 
 
    She could hear what he was saying, as clearly as she’d ever heard anything. Clearer, in fact. His words were as big and bright as a neon sign, surrounded by a shower of sparks. They lit everything up, in a way she could hardly process. They were the thing that stopped her breathing. They were the thing that made her heart try to burst right out of her chest.  
 
    Though on paper they didn’t seem like much.  
 
    He just said, don’t make me do this in front of her. 
 
    That was all, that was it, and yet, it had so much impact.  
 
    And as she watched them struggle, it slowly dawned on her why. 
 
    It was because they weren’t struggling at all. This wasn’t a precarious situation, for Isaac. He had the gunman. He had him so completely that the gun, the size of the guy, the small space was all of no concern to him at all. The only thing that mattered was this: she would see him do something brutal. She would see him be the man he had once been, in other countries where being free meant fighting men like him. 
 
    Though honestly, she had no idea what that meant until the guy tried to fire again. 
 
    He made a face like whatever man, as if he didn’t believe what Isaac was saying at all. Then he tried to turn. He tried to get out of the hand on his wrist, in a way that clearly said the hand was nothing. But, oh man, was he ever wrong about that. The moment he moved, she heard her snap, and just like that, the gun was on the floor. No scuffle, no fight to get the upper hand, no nothing. 
 
    She didn’t even know what Isaac had done. 
 
    The guy didn’t know what Isaac had done. 
 
    It took him a full ten seconds to really react to whatever it was—a fact made all the more remarkable when she saw it for herself.  
 
    He’d snapped the guy’s arm. Though really, snapped didn’t begin to cover it. His elbow was now on backwards. Bone was clearly pressing against the material of his crappy jacket, and she could see a stain starting to spread there. Blood, her mind informed her, and her mind was right. He’d slammed his other hand so hard into the guy’s arm, he’d shattered bone through skin. 
 
    And he didn’t stop there. He didn’t wait for the guy to start screaming or fighting back or going for the gun again. He just took hold of the guy, in a way that almost looked friendly. Like someone greeting a friend from behind, with a pat on the shoulder. Hey Jim how you been? her mind suggested, but her mind did not sound calm about it. It sounded hysterical. It sounded like it was screaming.  
 
    Then came the snap, and suddenly her thoughts were quiet again. 
 
    Everything was quiet, after that. The guy slumped to the floor with the minimum of fuss—as if he’d just spontaneously fallen asleep or fainted in the middle of whatever this was. And though part of her felt she should be making noise, right around now, no noise came. She didn’t panic, or cry, or protest. In fact, she didn’t do any of the hysterical things she’d thought she would, if something like that happened again.  
 
    No, no, no. It was Isaac who did the hysterical things. 
 
    It was Isaac who lost it, as if somehow all of his calm had been sucked right out of him and shoved into her. She wasn’t the one suddenly shaking. He was. She didn’t fist her hands in her hair. He did. And it was him who broke the silence in the elevator—first with a thumped fist against the doors, and then with something worse. 
 
    He made sound. A rough, agonized sound, of the kind she could tell he’d tried to hold in. She could tell he was gritting his teeth against it, but it did him no good. If anything, it only made his pain seem more despairing, more full of frustration.  
 
    Like a man caught in a trap, she thought, who had only dreamt he was free. 
 
    Now the bars were clear to him again, and god, he couldn’t seem to take it.  
 
    For far too long a moment, he couldn’t seem to take anything. 
 
    In fact, by the time he finally spoke, she was so afraid she’d lost him forever that she couldn’t quite take in the words. He had to ask them again with twice the urgency and ten times the panic—though, it wasn’t the tone that really got through to her. It was him finally looking at her, as he spoke. It was seeing the concern in his dark gaze and that thread of hope that she was still with him. 
 
    “Lydia, please tell me that you’re okay,” he said. 
 
    And she answered for him. To reassure him. 
 
    To let him know that things were okay. 
 
    “Never better,” she said, but here was the thing: 
 
    As soon as she had she knew. 
 
    They weren’t only the kindest words. 
 
    They were also undisputedly true. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    He wouldn’t explain anything to her, on the drive to his place. Though, she didn’t think it was about keeping it to himself. He was just on such high alert that nothing else appeared to get through. All that mattered was getting her safely into the car and then safely to his apartment and then safely inside. 
 
    And even then, he didn’t pause to talk. He made her wait at his Fort Knox door while he seemed to frisk the place. She watched him glide between tidy little rooms filled with surprisingly plush looking furniture, opening and closing things as if he was expecting armed assailants to be hiding in every cupboard. 
 
    Though she could hardly fault him for it. 
 
    If elevators had gun happy psychos in them, why not all everyday things? They’d stepped out of the normal and into whatever dangerous world he’d once inhabited, and that meant heightened care at all times. It meant making sure they were safe even after it became absolutely clear that they were. 
 
    And it also meant blood. 
 
    “Oh my god, you’re bleeding. Isaac. Isaac, just stop for a second. You’re bleeding. You’re bleeding through your jeans, Isaac. Can you hear me?” she asked. 
 
    But he just waved her off.  
 
    “It barely grazed me, honey. It’s fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the it in question is a goddamn bullet.” 
 
    “A goddamn bullet that almost completely missed me.” 
 
    “Again, I think you’re missing the most important word in your own sentence. Almost means that it did not miss you. Almost means that you’re gushing blood.” 
 
    “I’d hardly call this gushing. At best, it’s a light trickle.” 
 
    “Forgive me if I don’t think you’re the best judge of that.” 
 
    “Why would I not be the best judge of something on my own body?” 
 
    “Because now you’re making a mess of the floor.” 
 
    She pointed, and this time he seemed to register what she was saying. At the very least, he looked down, at the trail of red he was leaving in his wake. And he reacted to it, too. He told her to go run some hot water in his bathroom and get the medicine kit from the drawer under the sink—both of which sounded like good ideas. 
 
    But as soon as she started in the direction he indicated, she knew something about his words had not been quite right. His voice had seemed too flat. His gaze had almost looked right through her, to something else beyond. Like he was already thinking of some next move he needed to make, her mind suggested.  
 
    And she knew it was right. 
 
    She knew it so hard that she stopped what she was doing. She had to, because now all she could think about was what that next move might be. Her head was suddenly full of all kinds of conspiracies and shady dealings, and every one of them ended with him going down in a hail of gunfire.  
 
    And they began with him leaving, right now. 
 
    God, what if he was leaving right now? 
 
    She had to go check. She had to see. 
 
    But she didn’t find what she was expecting to. He was just talking on the phone. Just the phone, she told herself. Nothing more, nothing less.  
 
    Though once she got a little closer, she was forced to reassess.  
 
    He was using a voice she’d never heard before—one that had no tone to it, no feeling in it, none of that light breeze she’d learnt to associate with him. It was calm that voice, but it was somehow also brutal at the same time.  
 
    Like the way he’d snapped that guy’s neck, she thought. 
 
    And the words he was saying only backed that up. 
 
    “Listen to me, friend,” he said, as if the person on the other end had tried to argue. And as soon as he did, that person seemed to listen. There was a heavy silence, a waiting kind of silence, and then Isaac said: 
 
    “I gave you a chance. I told you to leave her alone. I told you what would happen if you kept tabs on her, but clearly, you did not listen. Clearly, you let that paranoia creep up on you. What happened? Did your stooge see me with her and report back? Yeah, that was it, wasn’t it. Then, instead of taking a rational course of action, you decided to try murdering her in front of me. Honestly, what did you think would be the outcome of that? Did you really think he would bury me, too? You know exactly what I’m capable of. You hired me because I was capable of it.”  
 
    He laughed, then, in a way that should have disturbed her. 
 
    But it didn’t. Truthfully, she barely even registered it. 
 
    She couldn’t register it. Her mind was too busy circling a dozen things that he’d just said, over and over, until she wondered if this was what going insane felt like. Keeping tabs, she thought, hired, she thought, I told you, she thought. 
 
    And there was more. There was more. 
 
     “Perhaps then, you think most of it was just exaggeration. Well, let me disavow you of that notion. Every word about me is absolutely true. Every skill you’ve heard I have, I have it and more. Every ability you prized, is mine to use as I see fit. And now, I see fit to use it against you. I am coming for you, Smith. And not just you—I am coming for every part of your disgusting little empire. Nothing will hide you from me; there is no action you can take to prevent your own downfall. You fell the second you casually decided that her silence wasn’t enough, and now you’re just waiting for the ground.” 
 
    He didn’t turn, the second he hung up. 
 
    But that was probably a good thing. It gave all the pieces in her head a chance to slide into place. It let her go over every word he’d ever said to her and everything he’d ever done, so that when he finally did turn, she was sure. In truth, she didn’t even know how she hadn’t been sure before. The whole thing was so obvious, she wanted to laugh. 
 
    Yet somehow, when she spoke, it sounded like she was crying instead. 
 
    “It was you, wasn’t it? All along it was you,” she said. 
 
    Then waited for him to deny it. He had to deny it. 
 
    And when he didn’t the whole world flipped upside down. 
 
    “I wish I could say no. God, I wish it.” 
 
    “But you can’t, because it’s true.” 
 
    “Of course it is.” 
 
    “You were the one.” 
 
    “Of course I am.” 
 
    “You shot the guy who attacked me, you did that.” 
 
    “Of course I did. Of course, my love.” 
 
    “And all this time, you kept quiet. You didn’t say a word.” 
 
    “I was afraid, I was afraid it would ruin you. And then god forgive me, I was afraid it would ruin me, too. So tell me, tell me, what else could I do?” he asked. And he sounded so broken, it was all she could do not go to him. She had to restrain herself from doing it; she had to glue her feet to the floor. But she was glad that she managed. It made so much easier to be angry instead of a sobbing wreck, as she burst out with her last words. 
 
    “You could have told me, you ridiculous fuckhead. You could have told me so I could thank the man who saved my goddamn life.” 
 
    And then she just flung herself at him. 
 
    Like a hug, disguised as a punch. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He wouldn’t talk, at first. As if the whole business had been trapped inside him so long that even her knowing couldn’t dislodge it. She had to persuade him into other things, before it finally started to come loose—like sitting down on the side of his tub so she could see to his pretty gross looking wound.  
 
    But still, it took some doing.  
 
    She had to come at it slowly, from the side. 
 
    “So. Anything you feel like talking about?” 
 
    “I was thinking a good topic would be: how generous you are.” 
 
    “If you’re saying that because you still think you’ve committed some egregious crime against my person by killing the man who attacked me, I’m just going to go ahead and cut you off right there. For multiple reasons.” 
 
    “Multiple? I can’t even think of one.” 
 
    “Then let me help you out. For starters, the words killing the man who attacked me are in there. And they basically mean that instead of me dying, I am now alive.” 
 
    She looked up at him then, sure that he would have given an inch for that. But his expression was just as despairing as it had been when she first told him she knew. If anything, it looked worse—as if prolonged exposure to all of this was eating him alive.  
 
    Or was it just her acceptance that was doing it? 
 
    He sure seemed like he was hell-bent on destroying it, every time he opened his mouth. “Yeah, and you wouldn’t have even been in danger if it wasn’t for me.” 
 
    “Ah, so that’s what you’re going to go with.” 
 
    “I’m not going with anything. It’s true.” 
 
    “Then you made him do that.” 
 
    “I didn’t make him, but—” 
 
    “You knew he was likely to attack me, but told him to go upstairs, anyway.” 
 
    “No, of course not, of course I didn’t, I could never, I just—” 
 
    “Oh I see. You just indulged his worst instincts beforehand.” 
 
    He held up a hand, at that. Closed his eyes, briefly. 
 
    Though when he opened them again, he didn’t look any better for it. And he didn’t sound any better, either. “I get it, all right. I wasn’t directly responsible for anything. But I still worked for a man who hired men like that. I still went where he told me to go and did what he wanted me to do. And no amount of telling myself that I did those things for reasons other than petty crime can dissolve that.” 
 
    She didn’t mean to laugh, once he’d finished speaking. He was clearly suffering, and it felt mean to do it. But the problem was: everything he said only seemed to make the secret he’d kept seem more foolish.  
 
    “You weren’t even a thief, were you? Oh my god, you were still working for the government. You were like, infiltrating a criminal organization.” 
 
    “I don’t see what difference that makes.” 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t, either. If you’d been some kind of career criminal who stole people’s jewelry for a living, I’d still love you. Nothing would change for me. But the problem is, you think it should. You think worse than that. You think that doing a perfectly legitimate thing puts you completely beyond love.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel legitimate when you’re doing it, Lydia.” 
 
    “But it is, all the same. You were doing your job. You were saving lives.” 
 
    “Saving lives is just a justification, I told you, I told you that.” 
 
    “Is it still one when the life is mine?” 
 
    That struck him. Though, it did it way harder than she’d intended. 
 
    He almost put a hand to his chest, when he heard it. 
 
    And only slowly descended into rue. 
 
     “Goddamn. You walked me right into that.” 
 
    “I take it that means the answer is no.” 
 
    “The answer is always going to be no, sometimes. The needs of the many don’t always outweigh the needs of the few. But god, it was never just a justification for you. It will never be, for you. I would have done anything—anything to prevent you from coming to harm. And I doubt I’d regret a single one of the actions I took to make that happen.” 
 
    “Then why do you?” 
 
    “Why do I what?” 
 
    “Regret the actions you took.” 
 
    He went to answer her immediately—then seemed to stop, and consider.  
 
    And a second later, it was obvious why. He thought she meant the shooting.  
 
    Not all the things that had happened after the fact. 
 
    “You mean everything since.” 
 
    “Well, you do seem to beat yourself up about it a lot.” 
 
    “Because I lied, Lydia. I wasn’t just some guy you met at a therapy group.” 
 
    “No. You were some guy who went to the therapy group to make sure I was okay. Right? Even though you didn’t have to. Even though you’d already done enough. Even though there was no reason to feel guilty you did, and you came to me. And you watched over me, every day since, like some penance for a crime you didn’t commit. Then finally, finally when all of this gave you just one tiny thing for yourself, when you realized I wanted you, you tried to cut it out of yourself rather than harm me.” She stopped there, to get back control of her voice. It was starting to quaver. It was starting to fill up with a million emotions that she barely knew how to feel. And when she had it, she finished with the only truth that really mattered about him. The only thing he ever needed to understand. “You would cut out your own heart, before you saw me suffer in even the smallest way.” 
 
    And then suddenly, he was holding her.  
 
    He was pulling her into his arms, as forcefully as she’d run into his. “You’re right,” he said, against the side of her face. “You’re right, I would. I would, god I would do it a thousand times over, if I thought it would help.”  
 
    Though it was the thing he said next that struck her harder. 
 
    The thing he murmured, as he stroked her hair. 
 
    “Do you know what happens at the end of the film Truly, Madly, Deeply?” 
 
    “Of course I do. A better question would be: why are you asking?” 
 
    “He recites a poem to her.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I know the poem.” 
 
    “He says, ‘and your feet will want to march to where I am sleeping. But you will go on living’,” he said.  
 
    And she wanted to laugh then. She wanted to correct him, because the quote wasn’t exactly true. It was my feet. Not your. It was I will go on living.  
 
    Not you will. 
 
    Yet somehow, she got the feeling that was the point. 
 
    He wasn’t asking her to remember lines. 
 
    He was telling her something. 
 
    And that something wasn’t good. 
 
    “Why are you saying this to me Isaac?” 
 
    “Because you will go on living, honey.” 
 
    “Don’t talk like that. You’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    She pushed against his chest, then. 
 
    But he was holding her weirdly tight. 
 
    Much too tight, for him.  
 
    “You know I am. You heard what I promised the people who still worry that you’ll talk, who still think it was you who shot him, not me, not an accident. Who think me being with you is a reason to silence you forever. And once I do what I have to do to them, it’s unlikely I’ll be coming back.” 
 
    “Then I’ll stop you. You know I’ll stop you.” 
 
    “No you won’t,” he said. 
 
    Though, still, she didn’t expect him to do anything. She didn’t for a second imagine that he’d tighten his hold—not enough to hurt, but enough to tell her exactly what he was doing. He was cutting off the circulation, from her throat to her neck. Just a little, but a little did something very particular, she knew. It put you to sleep. 
 
    Holy fuck, he was putting her to sleep. 
 
    Isaac, she tried to scream, hands scrabbling at his grip. 
 
    But it was too late. It was too late. 
 
    Oh god, it was already too late. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She waited for three days, in his apartment. Three days of frantic calls to Letty, to make sure she stayed safe at Tate’s parents’ house. Three days of being sure this Smith character was going to bust in at any moment, and kill her. But mostly, three days of knowing Isaac was probably dead. If things had gone in his favor, he would have returned straight away. He would have called her and said he was fine. He would have let her know somehow, that everything was okay. 
 
    Yet still, she tried to keep hoping. She scanned the news, looking for hints of what he might have done and who he might have done it to. She searched his name, and the name of the man he’d mentioned. Smith and Isaac Morales, she tried, then only later realized that neither were probably accurate. 
 
    Smith was too simple for someone who ran some kind of crime empire. 
 
    And Isaac Morales was likely an alias. It had to be, really. How could he have given her his actual one, given the life he led?  She could have blurted it to the wrong person, and then he would have been fucked.  
 
    But god, it made her furious to realize it. 
 
    It made her root through his cupboards and throw things off his shelves, sure that she was doing it to find something. Some hint of the real him, some answer to all the questions she still had, some sign that he was really a bad guy. He had lied for his own ends, she told herself. He had made it all up, just to get what he wanted. 
 
    Though even as she did it, she knew she was being a fool. 
 
    She knew before she even found the book, nestled between encyclopedias. 
 
    It was copy of Green Eggs and Ham, of all things, obviously loved and near falling apart. And there, in the corner of the inside flap, was a scrawled message.  
 
    To Isaac, she read.  All my love, mom.  
 
    Then suddenly she was crying. No, not just crying—she was sobbing, in the middle of his apartment. And of course, it only got worse when she found other things. A copy of The Fly and a tattered menu from that shitty diner. All his romance novels and the things that made him smell like cinnamon and films that starred fucking Robert Duvall. 
 
    Because she knew then, she knew. 
 
    He’d shared all the things that really mattered with her. 
 
    And now he was gone. He was gone. She knew he was gone before she even saw the news, at the end of that third day. Local businessman with ties to organized crime found dead, it said. Several warehouse fires reported in connection with his murder, it said. Then in her cheeriest voice, the news reporter confirmed what she already felt in her heart: 
 
    Unfortunately, nobody got out alive.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    She tried not to think about him too often, in the days that followed. Partly because doing it was like falling down a rabbit hole of questions she’d never now get the answers to. But mostly because it hurt. It hurt so bad, it sometimes winded her. 
 
    Though he was right about one thing: 
 
    She did go on living. She went on living for herself. 
 
    And sometimes, she went on living because of him. 
 
    He’d given her back her life a thousand times over, and she knew to waste it would be a sin. So, she went to classes and parties and places she’d never been before. She spent time with Letty, and called her mom.  
 
    And gradually, it started to get better.  
 
    She told herself that it was getting better. 
 
    Perhaps part of her even believed it. 
 
    Until the postcard. It was just in amongst the mail that Letty had left on the kitchen table, so cheery and incongruous looking she almost thought it was junk. Just one of those things that got sent to you to advertise vacations.  
 
    And sure enough, on the front: 
 
    Visit Sunny Miami Beach! 
 
    Though it was the back that interested her. It was the back that made her breath catch in her throat, before she’d even started reading. She had to stop before she’d gotten past the first line, because a big part of her knew, she knew. But a little part was still unsure. The tone was too friendly—and it had been weeks, he would never have left her for weeks. 
 
    He was dead. 
 
    He had to be dead. 
 
    In life, you just didn’t get happy endings.  
 
    And anyway, hadn’t her ending been happy enough? 
 
    She was alive. She was living. She was safe, he had made sure she was safe, and given his life to do it.  
 
    It wasn’t cool to ask for more beyond that.  
 
    She was sure it wasn’t cool—and then, she read the rest. 
 
    Just thought I’d send you a postcard to let you know how I’m doing. Last time we met you seemed so concerned—but honestly I’m fine. Never better, in fact. The weather is beautiful here, and everyone is so friendly. Honestly, I can’t help feeling that you should see it for yourself. There’s still time, before winter sets in. 
 
    Or, at least, I hope there is. I hope. 
 
    However, I completely understand if you haven’t forgiven me for going three weeks without so much as a word. Work just made it impossible—I got so swamped, that for a while, I could barely function. And then my old boss started yapping at my heels. You know how he is—always wanting me to do things I believe aren’t necessary, then trying to punish me for things that definitely are. But I’m okay now. It’s all done with, now.  
 
    You can rest easy on that score. 
 
    I hope you’re resting easy, anyway. 
 
    It’s the only thing I ever wanted for you.  
 
    All my love— 
 
    She stopped there. She had to.  
 
    Partly because she was crying. 
 
    And partly because she saw the last two words, and laughed. She laughed harder than she ever had in her whole life—joyously, boldly, with all of her body. 
 
    He’d signed it Martin Blank. 
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