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    Chapter 1


    I know they are the ones I have to speak to. I recognize the guy with the tattoo of a hammer on his biceps, and some of the others look familiar from that bar on Maple Street. I’m pretty sure that’s the guy who pointed Tommy out to me, yet still I hesitate. Of course I hesitate.


    They look like such an insane rabble. As I watch through the windscreen of my car, three of them start fighting. One of them pushes another one; the third guy grabs the first by his dirty tank top. Harsh words are exchanged, so fierce and forceful I can almost make out the spittle flying.


    Then suddenly there’s a knife. I see its edge gleam in the bright sunlight, about a second before something red appears across the chest of the guy who started it. Blood, I think dizzily. That’s blood. He’s bleeding all over his own T-shirt, and though it isn’t anywhere close to a mortal wound, it doesn’t encourage me to get out of the car.


    Nor does the way the fight ends. The one with the knife goes to slash at the other guy again, and I’m just about to cover my eyes with my hand when this enormous man comes out of nowhere. He lashes out with a hand like a shovel, and somehow the knife is on the ground. The brawling men are scattering, as though they were never there at all.


    And I understand why.


    The big one is pretty terrifying. And obviously everyone else thinks so, too, because they part like butter under a knife before him. He goes back to his bike without anyone so much as brushing his arms, and once there he sits down in a way that gets my attention in a fucking chokehold. I mean, he had it before, but watching the machine balk beneath his weight is something else. It actually seems to sag. I can almost hear its sound of protest.


    God knows how he rides the thing. God knows about anything going on here. I try to make a list in my head of all the shenanigans that might be ensuing, but all I can come up with is drug ring. And I’ve got to be honest—I don’t think drug ring is a real thing. It sounds like something my father would have ranted about whenever I asked if I could go anywhere, or do anything, or be out past five in the afternoon.


    The drug ring will get you, I think, which would probably be funny if I couldn’t feel his ghost pressing down on my shoulders at the same time. Or if I understood any of this on any level whatsoever. I mean, even if they’re not dealing meth to kids, or about to snatch me and put me in a van, a ton of this stuff is disturbing.


    For a start:


    Why are they all congregating outside an abandoned convenience store? It’s not even a nice one, with those signs people like to collect and stick up on their walls, or some remnant of civilization still hanging around. It’s an ugly rotten tooth of a place, striped all over with rust streaks and half sagging in the middle.


    Yet here they are, milling around in this big odd jumble. Some of them have bikes; some of them have battered cars. Some are dressed in leather and denim; others wander around in mismatched tracksuits. In a couple of cases I spy business-wear, as though the wearers came straight here from an early-morning meeting. This is secretly the abandoned-convenience-store branch of GE, and in a second they’re all going to start funneling funds through accounts in the Caymans.


    Or maybe I just hope that’s the case, because now I have to get out of the car.


    I have to if I want to find my brother, yet somehow I’m still not doing it. Instead I take out my phone and call the only person who might be able to help me, even if I suspect she won’t be able to help me at all. When I left our dorm room, she was trying to decide if scarves are in or out now, which seems pretty far from this.


    I’m not even sure if I should say. But I do anyway.


    “Do you know anything about gangs that hang around outside convenience stores?” I ask, bracing myself for all kinds of answers. One time I tried to tell her about my brother and his problems, and she suggested I change my name so I won’t be bothered anymore.


    Of course, I couldn’t explain to her why that was ridiculous. Whenever I try, I start doing something silly, like crying uncontrollably. I get this urge to start spilling all my secrets, and most of them barely make any sense. Sometimes I look back on them, and it almost seems as if they happened to another person—one who never had to hide a magazine with a man’s naked chest on it under her mattress, or push every clock in the house back by two minutes so Tommy would be home on time, or fear enclosed spaces in case the next time we never get let out at all.


    Those things were just a dream.


    This is the reality, where I am a cool and very normal—if slightly older than most freshman—college girl.


    Or at least, I will be one soon. All I have to do is get through this latest disaster, and onward to the other side. On the other side is the possibility of being a proper person, a person who is successful at doing the things that everyone else does. I could be more interested in parties and hairstyles and dating, to the point where Sam might actually approve and maybe even remember me.


    At the moment, that isn’t happening.


    “Who is this?”


    “It’s me. It’s your roommate. Your buddy, Beatrix.”


    “Beatrix wouldn’t call me and ask me something like that. I know this is you, Jason.”


    In all honesty, I kind of wish I was Jason.


    Then maybe I wouldn’t be sitting here, trying to convince my only friend in the world that I’m me. Plus, Jason sounds as if he’d know what to do about scary convenience-store guys. He could just crank call them into oblivion, if they put up any trouble.


    “Honestly, it’s me, Beatrix. That’s why I have a British accent. And sound like a girl.”


    That seems to click with her, at least. Not by much, but enough.


    “Oh, yeah. Okay. What was the question again?”


    “Abandoned-convenience-store gangs.”


    “Ew, that sounds gross. Are you doing something gross? You know, I keep saying I’ll set you up with Steven Walker. He only has one tiny eyebrow. The other is completely normal-size, so it’s really not a big deal. Plus, he has—”


    I have to cut her off before she finishes her sentence. I’m almost ninety-nine percent certain she’s going to tell me he has a massive one, and I’m just not prepared for that right now. I will never be prepared for that. My father pretty much told me penises are a myth, and I need easing in to the idea that they are not.


    I need small ones to start.


    Really, really small ones.


    Or maybe none at all.


    “Sam, Sam, Sam—I’m not trying to date anyone here. I’m trying to find Tommy. The guy at Banana Blitz said he’d be here but he isn’t, so now I’ve got to go amongst this rabble and find out for sure,” I say, and almost add what I’ve been dying to since I called her.


    Please just tell me something supportive and calming.


    But I’m starting to suspect why I don’t.


    “Hey, which guy do you know from Banana Blitz? If you speak to the one with the beard, tell him that you know Sam. He will totally give you free drinks,” she says, at which point I know for certain. I didn’t really call Sam because I thought she might help. I called her because I wanted to put this off for a few more precious minutes.


    And now it’s time to face the facts.


    “I gotta go, Sam. Make sure to tell someone if I don’t turn up alive after forty-eight hours,” I say, and to her credit she says, “Hey, wait.” She says, “Be careful, okay?” But I can’t stick around and reassure her. Instead I slide my phone back into my pocket and breathe deep, one, two, three. I straighten my hair in the rearview mirror—for what little good it does, considering the shaggy, mousy mess it always is—and try to force my dark eyes down a size.


    At the moment, they’re as big as dinner plates.


    But I get them under control. I gather my strength, and then somehow I’m opening the car door. The idea of Tommy dead in a ditch flashes across the front of my mind, and that gets me across the parking lot. My heart is pounding in my temples and in my teeth, and my legs are running water, yet I make it to the guy with the hammer on his biceps. And once I’m standing in front of him—arms folded so tight over my chest I can feel my own pulse—he turns his head. He turns it lazily, as if the muscles in his neck have melted.


    But it’s a start. I have his attention, which is the main thing. He even seems to recognize me on some vague level, light flickering over his dull gaze as he takes in my glasses, my cardigan, my silly corduroy trousers. Of course I immediately wish I’d worn something else, like seventeen suits of armor and maybe a really macho hat.


    Though if I’m being honest, what would it have mattered if I had?


    I’d have looked out of place either way.


    I’m just too nervous for this crowd, too obviously soft and weak. My eyes won’t stay still in my head—they want to dart back and forth, searching for sudden threats. The urge to bite my nails is so strong I can actually feel one arm straining against the fold of the other, desperate to be free and in the vicinity of my mouth. Only the thought of how much worse that would look stops me, and even then it’s a close thing.


    I’m not cut out for this. I wasn’t cut out for it back in the bar, but at least there I’d been in the company of other women. Here there’s just a lot of muscle and manliness. I’ve no positive experiences with any kind of manliness—or muscles, for that matter. My own fled my body about three years ago, and show no signs of returning.


    It’s probably why they’re all sort of starting to laugh. They’re glancing at my arms and wondering why they look like limp noodles—or maybe it’s my gigantic ass that’s got them smirking. I can’t quite tell because I don’t really dare look at any of them directly, and after a moment, it doesn’t really matter anyway. They all turn back to whatever they were doing, once they realize I’m not worth their time.


    All apart from one.


    “What you doing here, girl?”


    I don’t want to glance in the direction of the speaker. The question is scary enough, but with that voice, too? I can hardly stand to hear and know and see what is in front of me. The guy sounds as if he has gravel caught in his throat, and each word has to rumble up through the mess.


    Plus, I already sort of suspect who’s asking. There aren’t many men who would suit a voice that deep and that rough.


    But the big guy does. In truth, I could have described what he sounds like before he says a word. It’s just so obvious, the way it’s obvious that a girl in patched corduroy doesn’t belong among all of these sweaty, filthy, angry men. They know it, I know it, and now the big guy does, too, though I’d rather he’d stayed out of it.


    I could have just talked to hammer tattoo. I can’t talk to someone like the big guy. He’s far too much, and not just in terms of his size. When I finally dare to glance in his direction—one hand shielding my eyes against the glare—I come pretty close to swallowing my own tongue.


    He has a neck tattoo. And not just any neck tattoo, either. This one goes all the way around, as though he hadn’t been satisfied with something small. He hadn’t been satisfied with a few minutes of absolute agony. No, he needed a rope around his throat two inches thick, so rough and coarse I’m tempted to offer him lotion.


    If I peel the image away, there will be welts underneath, I’m sure of it. And even if there aren’t, even if that’s insane, the fact still remains:


    It looks as if he’s tried to hang himself.


    I suspect, in fact, that this was the aim.


    Though really, the tattoo is the smallest part of the problem. He’s also wearing this weird overall thing of the kind you usually see on men who work in sewers—though I don’t think the outfit has anything to do with his profession. I’m fairly sure you’re not allowed to tromp around underground with both sleeves hacked off your uniform and all the buttons undone right down to the waist, and if you are, someone should make it illegal right now.


    It has to be some kind of health hazard. It’s certainly having a hazardous effect on me, despite the intense effort I’m putting into not staring. I focus on some point just to the left of his head, but that hint of enormous chest keeps calling and calling me back. How could it be otherwise when the better part of my life was spent in knee-high socks with a copy of Men’s Health under my mattress? I thought it was the filthiest thing in the world until I got to this school and saw cocks careening all over everybody’s computers.


    It’s a miracle that I manage to control myself at all.


    And no surprise when I don’t. I just about get the urge to ogle his chest under control, and then I accidentally glance a little to the right and oh, I shouldn’t have done that.


    His general face area is even crazier than the rest of him. He has this strip of hair right down the middle of his shaved head, black and slick and flat, and just in case that’s not wild enough, there are these lines carved through the stubble, like racing stripes, just above his ears. He has actual racing stripes, so strange and bold it’s impossible to look at anything else.


    Though God knows I try. I really do. He’s looking at me now in this steely, half-amused sort of way, as if he just knows I can’t resist. In a second he’ll probably crack a joke at my expense, so acting indifferent is very important. Answering him is very important.


    And yet I can’t seem to say a word. If I do, I will say all the wrong ones. He will hear my dad in them, blaming him for all the world’s ills and accusing him of turning his daughter into a whore. Or maybe my accent will leak out due to nerves and get me the uncomfortable attention it always does.


    Hey, Mary Poppins, he’ll tease, while I try not to die a thousand deaths.


    “You mute, girl?” he says, and some of the guys around him snigger. One of them—an oddly preppy-looking kid in a T-shirt that looks as though it came from somewhere like Hollister—reaches out and touches the big guy’s bike in an awed sort of way, and he breaks off from this non-conversation to bark at him.


    “Hey,” he snarls, and then even more startling: He lashes out one hand whip-quick and slaps the kid right across the face. He doesn’t punch, or kick, or kill that preppy little idiot with one massive fist—the way everyone here knows he could. Instead he chooses to bat him away, then simply goes back to his business as though nothing happened.


    And by God, I wish I could say the same. My mouth is actually hanging open a little, though I do my best to keep it closed. I keep glancing back and forth between him and the kid, and when he speaks again I struggle to respond to him.


    Of course I do. Now my head is stuck on some god-awful violent moment from my childhood, instead of right here and right now.


    “Maybe you don’t want to talk to someone like me, huh?” he says, and a dozen possible answers flit through my fevered mind. All of them are completely impractical, however. They start with Is that a trick question? and end with You just slapped someone in a really humiliating fashion, none of which are appropriate to aim at someone like him.


    He’ll probably kill me if I try.


    He’s probably going to kill me anyway.


    So I put on the most neutral accent I can, and go with:


    “I just don’t think you can help me.”


    “No? So I seem unhelpful, then?”


    “That’s not what I meant at all.”


    “Then what did you mean?”


    He doesn’t say it angrily, or as if he’s trying to trap me. In fact, his words are so casual and curious-sounding I’m almost tempted to go with the truth. I meant that I’m scared out of my wits and not sure how to explain without enraging you, I think, but at the last second I chicken out. He probably is angry, beneath this layer of quiet calm. It’s probably like the slap: not hard or brutal, but still shockingly there.


    And I don’t want to be shocked.


    I had enough of being shocked with my father.


    “I’m looking for people who might know where my brother is, and I don’t think you do. I’ve never seen you around him.”


    “You sure?”


    “I think I’d remember,” I say, and though I don’t intend it, I can hear a wry slant to my words. It’s as though my sarcasm doesn’t know how to help itself, and I can’t really blame it. After all, who wouldn’t remember this guy? Even his eyes are distinctive, amid that strange maze of black hair and black brows and those racing stripes. They’re the color of a winter sky, pale but with the faintest hint of blue.


    I should be freezing beneath their frigid glare.


    So it’s weird that I’m kind of not.


    “He in trouble, this brother of yours?” he asks, and though I feel that old urge to lie for him, I somehow escape it.


    “His name’s Tommy. Tommy Becker.”


    “Uh-huh,” frigid glare says, as if the name means nothing.


    I see his eyes narrow just a little, however.


    “So if you know where he is…”


    “Let me guess: I tell you, and you go find him.”


    “That’s the plan.”


    “And you don’t see any problem with it?”


    “Nope.”


    “He might be in the middle of a crack den, but you’re just gonna walk right up like you did here and knock on a door that probably isn’t there.”


    “Well, maybe I won’t just walk up,” I say, but even I can hear how foolish and weak and unprepared I sound. It’s not a surprise that he then does what he does, yet somehow I find myself a little flummoxed anyway—probably because he stands up. Anyone would be alarmed at seeing him stand up. He’s enormous sitting down, but on his feet he’s fricking huge. He looms over me like some stone monolith, swallowing everything in his shadow, and then to cap it off he says:


    “I tell you what, girl. How about you hop on, and I’ll take you to where he is.”


    Some of the guys around him laugh. Hell, he seems to be laughing a little, too. He even slaps the back of his bike like the punch line to this whole crazy joke—he knows I’m never going to climb up on that thing. Everyone knows I’m not going to climb up on that thing. I’m a soft little kid, in corduroy.


    Though for once in my life, I don’t want to be. I want to say yes, just to show him. Just to make up for all the times when I went back to my room and changed and changed and changed until my clothes were suitable, or stayed silent because silence was golden and talking back got you the basement. I don’t have to stay silent here, if I really don’t want to.


    But that only makes it more disappointing when my sad little mouth leaks out, “I can’t do that.”


    In fact, it’s so disappointing that he seems to catch some of it. He snorts, of course, as though he expected that answer all along. Yet beneath that snort I think I see something else, just sort of drifting around down there. A bitterness, I think, that carries through his otherwise amused and rather withering words.


    “Afraid of bikes, huh?”


    “Yeah, you could say that.”


    “And maybe afraid of me?”


    “I’d have to be insane to be anything else.”


    “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”


    “Think it’s pretty obvious.”


    “Try me.”


    “Mostly it’s the size.”


    He makes a face like Yeah, that makes sense.


    But the shadow of that odd disappointment is still there.


    “What can I say? I’m a big guy.”


    “And maybe the tattoos.”


    “I sure got them.”


    “And the hair.”


    “You don’t like it?”


    He runs a hand over that thick black stripe right down the center, like some lady at a salon showing off her new hairdo. And it’s funny; it really is funny. It’s so funny that the assembled crowd laughs again to see him do it. This is probably the kind of show he does all the time, and I’m sure none of them ever question it.


    But I’m questioning it. I can still see that serious undercurrent beneath his jokey manner, and it makes me answer him in a more impassioned way than I intend. “No, no, it’s not that at all,” I say, though it’s only afterward that I realize how true that sentiment is.


    Yeah, he’s scary as fuck. Yeah, the thought of riding off with him on that bike almost freezes my blood. But if I’m honest with myself about liking that hair…I can’t exactly say no. I do like it. I like a lot of things about him, in a way I don’t fully understand. He should ping just about every aggressive-man fear I have, but every time I try to think of him that way, something else happens instead. I see the contrast between those black stripes and his pale blue eyes, and the way he waits for my answer in this actually interested manner, and how strange all of his clothes are and that flash of bitterness or weariness in him again, and then suddenly there it is:


    The word handsome.


    Dear God, I think he might be handsome, though I’m not going to stick around long enough to find out for sure.


    “I’ve got to go,” I blurt out, but I immediately regret it. I should have just turned and run really quickly—not given him warning. Now he’s got time to punish me as I ever so slowly start to walk away. Oh, look at the little college girl. She’s frightened, he’ll say, and then someone will throw a rock at me. All of them will throw rocks at me, until I’m a bruised and bloody pulp on the front page of tomorrow’s newspaper. Idiot Student Finds Angry Biker Handsome, I imagine, though I’ve no idea why I’m doing it.


    That doesn’t even make any sense. People don’t write reports about girls randomly noticing attractiveness. They write reports about girls being murdered, so really, that should be my headline. Idiot Student Has Arms and Legs Pulled Off by Handsome Biker, I try, but I can’t help noticing that the word handsome is still in there.


    God, I wish it wasn’t still in there.


    It’s hard enough as it is to walk to my car without glancing back. Putting the word handsome in there makes it nearly impossible. My eyes want me to double-check, and not just because I probably hallucinated how good-looking he is. They want me to check because I’m almost positive I can feel his gaze pressing into my back. I can feel it the way people in books say they can feel it, even though I usually snort and roll my eyes when I get to stuff like that. You can’t sense someone’s stare in real life. That’s just not the way it works.


    So how come I’m right?


    I dare to glance up once I’m inside the safety of my car, expecting to see him going about his business. Maybe he’ll be in the middle of some awful drug thing, I think. Maybe he’ll be making some kid pay for wanting to do something other than come right home after school. But he isn’t doing either of those things—not even close.


    Instead I see those frostbitten eyes still steadily on me, as everyone around him returns to their rowdy and brutal ballet.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 2


    I wake to the sound of banging, though I can’t quite place it at first. My half-dreaming mind tells me it’s my brother jumping on the bed, and for one delirious moment I react to that and not the reality. I have an almost-eaten piece of pizza in my hand, and I hurl it in his direction.


    Before realizing that he isn’t here. The banging is coming from some other source—road work maybe, or a rowdy neighbor. My brother’s building is a complete and utter shithole—despite our hefty inheritance—so someone having an almighty fight at five a.m. isn’t out of the question. People have fights in the hallways all the time, which just makes me wonder what I’m doing here. At some point, I have to accept that Tommy isn’t my responsibility anymore. We’re no longer little kids locked in the basement together.


    He’s a dog, suddenly free of its collar, who now likes to go out and do all the things he was once denied, and if I keep trying to stop him from hurting himself, I’m going to end up being murdered. Maybe pretty soon. Maybe more than pretty soon. Maybe in thirty fricking seconds, because now that I’m conscious I can tell the banging isn’t coming from another apartment. It’s coming from the direction of Tommy’s flimsy door, and it’s much, much worse than I initially thought.


    I can actually see the wood vibrating every time someone hammers on it. The hinges are making this terrible squeaking sound, and in a second they’re going to give entirely. Just a little more effort and my murderer will easily punch his way in, and then what? I’ll have to defend myself from some drug dealer using half a slice of ham and pineapple. He’ll demand money I don’t have and want revenge for things I haven’t done, and I won’t even be able to explain because my mouth has gone all dry and weird.


    My tongue is practically stapled to the roof of my mouth. Standing is completely out of the question, though I know I have to do it. If I want to make a run for it, I need my legs. I’ll never make it down the fire escape without them unless I somehow create an elevator out of a pizza box in the next couple of minutes—which seems very unlikely.


    I can barely come up with a sane plan, never mind a complicated one involving contraptions. I’m actually considering jumping out of a four-story window, so it’s probably a good thing that the banging abruptly stops. In fact, it stops so abruptly it almost seems as if they’re trying to make a point:


    Don’t fling yourself out of a window over imaginary danger.


    And they’re right, too. I don’t even know if the person outside is bad or good. Maybe they just really want to talk to Tommy. Perhaps they have pressing issues. Hell, maybe it’s Tommy himself, bleeding and half-naked and missing his keys. The very least I can do is check before I take any drastic action.


    Though once I have, I wish I hadn’t.


    It’s the big guy.


    Somehow, impossibly, it’s the big guy. I can’t even blink and look back and turn him into someone else. There’s absolutely no way to mistake that haircut, or those tattoos, or the eyes that suddenly burn through wood and glass. They’re real and they’re right there, and the second he looks my heart tries to suffocate me. It just jerks right up into my throat until all I can think is:


    He won’t have to strangle me with his bare hands.


    He’ll just look at me and I’ll choke to death on my own internal organs.


    “I know you’re in there, girl.”


    Or maybe he’ll simply speak and turn me to stone. It certainly feels as if this has happened, after that voice booms through the door. My body petrifies and melts all at the same time, and not just because of the sound of him. There are his words, too—good Lord, those words he said.


    He knows I’m in here. He knows the way maniacs know someone is hiding in a cupboard as they stalk around the house with a big knife. And if I don’t open up soon, he’s going to do the same kinds of terrible things that maniacs do. I can tell he is. That has to be the subtext of a statement like that, and even if it isn’t, there is another problem.


    He has something slung over his shoulders—something that I first mistook for a bag of some type, or maybe a pool cue. He’s certainly carrying it that way, at least. The thing is practically draped around his neck, and he’s hooked both arms around either end. I’ve seen countless guys do the same thing in bars, while waiting for their turn at the table.


    Only it isn’t a slight stick of wood in a dark covering.


    It is a person.


    It is Tommy.


    He has Tommy draped over his shoulders.


    “So you gonna let me in or what?”


    Is he serious? He sounds serious, but then again, serious is probably his default state. I can’t imagine anyone hitting whimsy with a voice like that, so maybe this is just his idea of a joke. He doesn’t really expect me to do it.


    Surely he doesn’t expect me to do it.


    “I ain’t standing out here all day.”


    Oh, God, he does expect me to do it. He thinks I’m going to just open the door and let him waltz inside with my dead brother in his arms. And then after he’s done with the waltzing, he probably imagines I’m going to lie down for my own brutal stabbing. Maybe he’ll even ask for my help when my leg bones prove too tough to saw through.


    Though I know I’m just being ridiculous now.


    And a second later, he confirms it.


    “Look, girl. It took me a deal of time to fish this moron out of the jam he was in. So if you could just let me dump him inside and get along with my business, I’d appreciate it.”


    I’m not sure what to do after he’s spoken—mainly because my murdering theory is now looking dubious, but also because the world just tilted on its axis a bit. Has he actually gone out and found my brother and brought him back for me? It seems as though he has, but I’ve got to do a bit of maneuvering in my head to make the idea fit. I have to set aside the part of my brain labeled things my father said were true and get at the part that is honestly just concerned with my own safety.


    And even after I’ve succeeded, I can’t stop myself from asking.


    “Is he…is he okay?”


    “What am I, his personal physician?”


    “I just want to know if he’s alive.”


    “Of course he’s alive. Fuck me, girl. You think I’d bring a dead body to your door?”


    “I don’t know. I don’t know what this is,” I say, but the truth is, I do know. It’s getting clearer by the second—not to mention more embarrassing. My face is kind of hot by the time he speaks again, and that heat intensifies after he has.


    “This is me, getting real tired in the general shoulder area.”


    I can imagine. My brother isn’t a small guy, and he’s been holding him like that for a long time now. He probably carried him up the stairs that way, even though I can barely make it with a bag of groceries in my arms. Once I got to the top step, I needed to have a bit of a lie down.


    But this guy…


    This guy is really, really strong.


    And really, really not what I had imagined in any way at all. I almost feel bad for all of those he’s going to kill me thoughts, but then…guys like him aren’t supposed to rescue people’s brothers. Or if they do feel like rescuing random brothers, they’re not supposed to do it for women like me. They’re supposed to do it for a best friend, or maybe a frail, waiflike girl called something dreamy and sexy at the same time.


    Saffron, I think.


    Guys like him do stuff for girls named Saffron.


    Not girls named Beatrix. Nobody does anything for girls named Beatrix—not even famous ones who’ve just finished writing about cheeky bunnies and naughty hedgehogs. It’s just not the way things are, and yet here he is with my rescued brother wrapped around his neck. It doesn’t seem real. It can’t be real. No one would buy this in a book.


    Only his withering attitude makes it remotely believable.


    “Oh, hey, don’t mind me. I’ll just die of exhaustion out here,” he says, yet even that doesn’t have the punch it should have. It reminds me of the way he spoke about his hair, all full of this humor that I hardly recognize and feel unaccountably thirsty for. I think of my dad saying Stop being a smart-arse over the slightest hint of any kind of sarcasm, and then I hear this guy, and something inside me kind of sizzles.


    I feel like laughing giddily, even though I should be frightened or mad.


    And when I answer, it’s with words I don’t expect.


    “If I let you in, you’re just going to hand him over and go, right?” I ask, but only silence follows. A long, long silence that makes me think he probably is about to stab me through the door—or at least it does until I check the peephole again.


    I can’t really maintain that illusion after I have. His expression just doesn’t go with stabbing. His whole demeanor doesn’t go with stabbing. Instead he looks sort of panicky, and maybe as if he’s trying to work his way out of the worst puzzle ever. There’s a crease between his brows a mile deep, and when he finally unearths the answer, he doesn’t seem satisfied with it.


    He looks as if he wants to kill his own words as they emerge.


    “I ain’t gonna hurt you. I wouldn’t ever hurt you,” he says, and suddenly the urge to open the door is so strong I can actually feel it jabbing me between the shoulder blades.


    And then he goes and adds this:


    “I could just take him to the hospital, if that would make you more comfortable.”


    He isn’t even being sarcastic, I can tell. His sarcasm is so odd and distinctive I could probably find it in the dark just by feeling with my feet, and this isn’t it. This is him offering to do twice as much stuff just so I don’t have to be afraid—a concept so startling and new to me that I move without my own permission. His kindness just jolts me into it.


    “No. No, you don’t have to do that. Hang on, okay? I’m opening the door,” I say, as I wrestle with the chain. The thing is so rusted I can barely get it to budge, and even after I do, there are other problems. The door itself barely wants to move, either. The wood is incredibly warped, to the point where I have to put my foot on the frame, then yank—which proves to be a mistake. It gets the door open, true. But it also gives him a very weird second impression of me. I nearly pinwheel when it pops free and come extremely close to landing on my ass.


    In fact, I come so close he puts a hand out.


    He puts a hand out as though to stop me from falling. He rescued my brother, felt the need to promise no harm would come to me, made a face that forced my heart to drop three feet, and now here he is nearly breaking my fall. And if all of those things were not bizarre enough, then follows the strangest moment of tension I’ve ever experienced with another human being.


    He just looks at me. He looks and looks and looks as though he isn’t sure what he’s seeing. It’s as if I’ve somehow turned into something weird, like a ghost of myself. A long-lost ghost of someone he lost two hundred years ago, even though he’s clearly no more than thirty and obviously not from the nineteenth century.


    Unless the nineteenth century was a lot more punk rock than people thought. I don’t know—maybe Charles Dickens was secretly part of a penny-farthing gang and spent his spare time terrorizing most of Victorian London. Maybe racing stripes on your head were the in thing back then, and we just don’t know because the queen had them painted over in portraits with really terrible hair. Or maybe…maybe I’m just going insane.


    I must be, I must be.


    After all, I’m looking at him in the exact same way.


    I just can’t seem to stop myself. My eyes want to gawp, and I let them. I watch him draw his hand back in this insanely, gloriously awkward manner—as if he knows, he just knows he shouldn’t have done that. He should never have reached for me, and he definitely shouldn’t be trying to rectify that in slow motion.


    It’s too much. All of this is too much.


    Including the fact that we’re still staring at each other.


    I’m starting to worry we’ll still be standing here, staring, tomorrow.


    “You can just…put him on the couch.”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “The couch is there.”


    “I see it.”


    He has to be lying about that. He isn’t looking at anything but me. I’m beginning to feel immense and impossible, like a star going supernova in the middle of this dingy living room. In a second maybe he’ll take a picture and post it to Tumblr, with a GIF of him crying over the wonder of the universe.


    “I’m sorry I didn’t open the door right away,” I say, just so I can hopefully get rid of some of the tension. That has to be the source of it, after all: He’s still feeling bad that I thought he would hurt me, and I’m still feeling bad about making him feel bad about that. It makes total and absolute perfect sense.


    In a world where logic doesn’t exist.


    “Don’t be sorry about that. It’s my fault.”


    “Oh, no, no—”


    “Yeah, it is. Wasn’t cool of me to ask you on the bike or get weird with you for not opening the door. You did right to be wary, okay? Never let some guy take advantage of you just ’cause you’re worried about seeming mean,” he says, and more than anything I want to explain here. The words even spring to my lips: I never fear being mean. I fear being my father and judging you with his eyes instead of my own.


    But, of course, I can never let them all the way out.


    For a start, no matter how messed up I am or what my issues are, I know his words are amazing. In fact, I heard Professor Eichman say something similar in a lecture on feminism only last week. A punk biker said feminist things, and all I really want to do is shake his hand for that.


    Thank you for being cool, I imagine myself saying.


    But luckily I don’t get the chance.


    “I’ll just dump him over here,” he says, and then I can’t do anything but watch helplessly as he goes about it. He walks over to the couch, steering around me with such insane care I might as well be surrounded by a force field. I can actually see its wavery edges as he makes his way across the apartment. And once he’s dropped my brother, the sense of a line he can’t cross grows stronger. The wide berth he’s just taken grows wider.


    He practically glues himself to the far wall in order to get back out again.


    It was the strangest dance I’ve ever seen such a surly, massive-looking guy do. Hell, it’s probably the strangest dance I’ve ever seen any guy do. He seems so aware of his own size and the impression he might be giving that it’s almost a physical thing. He has another more horrible self wrapped around the real one inside him, and wants nothing more in this insanely tense moment than to shrug it off.


    He thinks I find him murderous.


    Even worse: He thinks it’s appropriate for me to feel that way. My suspicions are good and valid and strong. They are the way things are supposed to be, even though they also make him the kind of monster my dad would have undoubtedly said he was.


    And now he’s slinking away. He’s already somehow out in the hall, and in another couple of massive strides he’ll be gone forever. He’ll be back to his life of weird meetings in parking lots, and I haven’t even really spoken to him. I haven’t told him how grateful I am for what he’s just done and said, despite knowing it will be with me forever now.


    Once, a guy helped me.


    He helped me without any expectations. Without demanding that I be grateful, or not frightened, or anything other than exactly what I was. He just did it, as though that is the way things are meant to be. People are meant to help people.


    And I have to say something about that.


    I run out into the hall, suddenly breathless and frantic with the need to tell him all the things I couldn’t when he was standing right there in front of me, words bursting at the barrier of my lips. That was so amazing, I imagine myself saying, but the second I see him, everything just deflates. The sentiment dies in my throat—and not just because of the pressure his actual presence puts me under.


    He doesn’t even turn to hear me. He barely pauses. The most he gives me is a slight hesitation over the first step down, and suddenly it seems so silly to express all of these gushing feelings. He might be a decent man who does good things for people, but he’s still a stone monolith. He doesn’t want to hear me telling him that he’s the best thing ever ever ever with love hearts all around it and lots of happy flowers. I don’t even want to hear myself being like that in his presence.


    But I can’t help noticing his reaction after I’ve finally squeezed a word out.


    “Thanks,” I blurt, and his head turns just the tiniest fraction. Not enough to mean anything, really—or at least not enough to mean anything to anyone else. If my brother or any of my semi-friends did the same thing, I wouldn’t have thought it a big deal.


    But on him, it is a big deal. It’s an acknowledgment, as strong as someone else’s handshake. And as he disappears down the stairs, something else occurs to me, too. There was another element to that slight gesture…one that I don’t quite want to admit. However, once he’s gone I can’t really hold it back. The idea just swells inside me, as sweet and awful as anything I’ve ever felt.


    He was surprised.


    He was surprised that someone thanked him, as though he’s never heard the word a day in his whole goddamn life.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 3


    I do my best not to think about him. Whenever I start I get this weird gushy feeling, and that absolutely cannot be a good thing. He almost definitely does not have gushy feelings about me, and even if he did, what kind of life could we have together? I barely knew what to do with the engineering student Sam set me up with not so long ago, and he wore blazers. In his spare time he enjoyed collecting stamps.


    Even if the punk is the best guy in the world, he is never going to be interested in stamp collecting. His pursuits are probably so cool and manly I can barely comprehend them, which means any conversation we’d have would likely only end in disaster. He might mention some really super-adult thing that I have no idea about, and then when I answer wrong, I’ll just look like a gigantic child.


    I almost did with Sam a dozen times, so how would it be any different with him? Sam is less cool than him by quite a wide margin. She has no tattoos. She has no bike. She never carries guys over her shoulders or does wild and elaborate favors for total strangers. He does all of those things, and therefore, avoiding him altogether is a must. I even believe for a while that it will be easy, considering how unlikely it is that I’ll ever see him again.


    But it turns out I’m pretty wrong about that, too.


    I’m so wrong that when I see him outside my dorm room window, shock almost takes me out. My heart tries to escape out of my mouth, and no amount of rubbing my still-sleep-clogged eyes and shaking my addled head will make it go back down inside again. How can it, when he is really and truly there? I practically press my nose against the glass, but he doesn’t turn into anyone else. He stays just like he is, leaning on his bike right outside my window as though he’s just there waiting…


    Dear God, is he waiting for me?


    No, no. He can’t be.


    But why else would he be here? There isn’t anything behind this building—just a dirt track, some dumpsters, an encroaching mass of dirty-looking greenery. Students don’t even spend any time hanging around out there hooking up, or smoking pot, or whatever else ordinary people my age do, and if they ever did in the past, I’m still not sure it would justify his presence. Magic elves couldn’t justify his presence.


    There is literally no other explanation.


    He is here for me.


    And more important:


    I want him to be.


    Oh, I can deny it all I want, but I do. Every distraction I tried to have over the last three days flies away at the sight of him. All the advice goes right down the drain. I almost immediately want to fling myself out the window at him, and the only thing that stops me is the fact that none of the dorm ones open all the way.


    I could probably get a leg through, and that would be about it.


    Much to my great relief and eternal gratitude. Now I have time to think, and be rational, and not make a total fool of myself. I can make a plan instead of running headlong into disaster. The only problem is: Not running headlong into disaster is far harder than it should be. It involves picking an outfit that will not completely humiliate me, even though Sam is fast asleep and unable to help.


    And clothes are my algebra.


    I open the tiny rickety wardrobe jammed into the corner of our equally rickety dorm room, and recoil from a shirt multiplied by a skirt divided by an unknown quantity that I haven’t determined yet. I think it might be boots, but how can I know for sure? I spent the entirety of high school wearing a burlap sack and a balaclava. All of this is a complete mystery to me—which is probably why I end up in jeans and a hoodie.


    A really, really baggy hoodie that hides just about everything I have, even though I swear I no longer believe that everything I have will lead me to whoredom. An inch above the knee and no more, I think, and then have to shake my father right out of my head. I just want to look neutral, in case I aim for cool and hit horrendous, desperate nightmare or go too far the other way and look like a nun. Neither of those options is appealing to me.


    Nor is the next one:


    Letting Sam know I’m going out, even though Sam is the last person in the world I want to talk to about racing stripes. How will I go about explaining his hair? His tattoos? His penchant for clothes that look as if they came out of a serial killer’s handbook?


    He’s wearing a jumpsuit type of thing again today, only this time it’s a murky and rather unsettling green. Samantha would never understand that shade of green—it went out of style three semesters ago. I own a jacket in that exact same shade, and she tried to make me cleanse it with fire last Wednesday.


    There’s a chance she’ll try to do the same to him, if she finds out.


    So I just keep my explanations as small and vague as I possibly can. “I’m going to pick up my brother from some dive bar, so if I don’t text in an hour, maybe call the cops,” I say, then wait with bated breath for Samantha to turn over and pay closer attention. The second she does, all lies will fly out the window. I know they will. Those diamond-bright eyes will seek out my every secret, and suddenly I’ll be spilling my life story.


    Once I forgot to wear slippers over my socks, and had to walk around barefoot for three days to show I knew the value of clothes. That joke I made about being allowed only one meal a day wasn’t really a joke at all because when I started getting breasts and hips, I was forced to eat less in case they got any bigger. Oh, and the reason my brother is out doing God knows what again is down to the time when he was confined to the basement for months.


    Like Flowers in the Attic, I will say.


    Only not played for campy entertainment.


    “See you later, Samantha,” I say, but I do it so quietly it probably doesn’t count. She mumbles something in return—something that definitely won’t help should things go horribly, murderously wrong—but it keeps my heart from trying to punch out of my chest, at the very least. And it means that I manage to descend the stairs without turning to jelly and/or running back up again to hide under my bed.


    It doesn’t really help once I’m outside, however. I get to the corner of the building and can’t seem to walk around it. Every time I try, my brain reminds me of what is just beyond the red brick. All that weird hair, and those eyes like winter fire, and his overalls. Lord, why do I like his overalls so much? I should hate them. I do hate them, except in all the places where I imagine reaching up to take hold of that winking zipper.


    Then drawing it ever so slowly—


    “I see you hiding there, girl.”


    It isn’t the sound of his voice that gives me a little jolt. I try to pretend it is, but really, I know the score. I’ve just been caught in the middle of a very bad thought and now have to face the fact that he probably understands what that thought is. The thing is more than likely written all over me. I feel as though I’m holding up a neon sign saying I have sudden sex ideas about complete strangers, which probably explains my pathetic response.


    “I’m not,” I say, the way little kids do when they’ve been caught eating paste or peeing in a flowerpot. The pee and the paste are quite obviously there, but by God, I’m going to insist they aren’t anyway.


    He’s onto me, however.


    “Really? ’Cause I gotta say, I don’t think we can brush this off as casual leaning. Might be able to push for hugging the wall, if we squint a little.”


    “Maybe I just like this building.”


    “Maybe you do.”


    “Could be I have a thing for walls.”


    “Well, everyone’s got their little fetish.”


    I have to step out at that. Or, at the very least, step away from the wall. The last thing I need right now is him using the word fetish, what with my face being this red, and my body being this trembly, and that weird zipper thought still making word bubbles right over my head. Anything more and I’m going to look like a sex maniac.


    Though if I’m close, he gives no sign.


    “There you are,” he says, and sounds so genuinely pleased I’m not quite sure what to make of it. His voice goes a notch lighter and a touch springier—neither of which suits him in the least. But then if I’m being honest, most happy-sounding things probably wouldn’t suit him. He could be riding the Matterhorn at Disneyland while eating ten tubs of gingerbread ice cream and still seem as fierce and angry as fuck.


    All I really have to go on is how he seems in comparison to the way he was the last time, and on that score, he is much better. His arms are folded over his chest, true. But they seem less angry about it. And his face has lost a ton of that wary steel it had before. I could almost call his expression calm and peaceful, if he seemed like that sort of person.


    He is looking at me. He’s looking at me just like he did before—as though his eyes can’t get enough of my face. They dart over every inch of my features in an almost feverish sort of fashion, so intently it’s almost too much to bear. I want to glance away, but of course know why I don’t. Anyone would know.


    Somehow I’m staring right back at him in the exact same manner, again. My eyes feel thirsty, and apparently he is a long, long ice-cold drink of water. I can’t stop gulping him down—not even when I stop to think about just how different he is from all the things I’m supposed to want. Not even when I need to ask him the most vital questions.


    So it’s lucky, really, that he answers them anyway.


    “Guess you’re wondering what I’m doing back here.”


    “It had crossed my mind.”


    “It’s nothing weird.”


    “I didn’t think it was.”


    “You sure? Some thug hanging around outside your dorm, waiting for you to come out…kinda creepy,” he says, and when he does I suddenly find myself wondering. Is that really how I see him? It sometimes seems as if I should, and yet the last thing I want to do is say yes. In fact, the opposite almost burns in my chest.


    It makes my voice come out all fierce and fiery, in a way it’s never been before.


    Not even in defense of Tommy. Not even in defense of anyone.


    “Thug isn’t the word I would have used.”


    “So which word, then?”


    “I don’t know. What word would you use for someone who rescued someone’s brother and didn’t ask for a single thing in return?” I ask, expecting at least a nod of understanding. Instead I get an expression of such utter confusion and surprise I’m not sure what to do with it. Clearly he’s never really framed things like that before.


    And he doesn’t know how to frame it now. I can almost see him coming up with the term Good Samaritan or maybe even heroic stranger, and trying to pass on both. Then when he fails, he goes with something so ridiculous I don’t know what to say in response.


    “Derek?” he suggests.


    “That…wait…I…”


    “Derek sounds like a trustworthy name. Don’t you think?”


    “I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about trustworthy names before.”


    “But you get that Serge is not in that category.”


    The only thing I get when he says this is a sudden and startling realization: That is his name, quite obviously. His name is Serge, like something out of a novel about poetry-reading lumberjacks. But clearly he doesn’t realize that. Or that it makes my heart thump to hear it.


    He thinks I might find his name scary.


    How do I tell him that I’m feeling the opposite?


    “It could be worse. You could be called Beatrix.”


    I do it by revealing something about me. Something I absolutely hate more than any other thing. I hate my ridiculous name and the way people react to it—either with bemusement or some joke about nineteenth-century spinsters. It’s just another thing that makes me different, to the point where I often lie and say I’m Becca, or Barbara, or Bonnie.


    But I don’t want to lie to him.


    I don’t want to lie to him so much that something else accidentally slips out at the same time. It just kind of comes with the name, I guess. Other words let me spread my vowels out and chop the ends off some of the stuff I say. But Beatrix is hard and clipped and always calling for my proper voice.


    And naturally he notices that, above all other things.


    “You been hiding an accent in there somewhere?” he asks, while my insides slowly sink down to nothing. I could have probably gotten away with just the name. I can always get away with just the name. But the second I speak in my real voice, I’m set apart. People want to know if I’ve ever met the queen or whether I know Brian from Bridlington. Every question becomes less and less about me and more and more about all the things I do differently, until finally I am as weird as I don’t want to be.


    I want to just fit in, okay? I just want to fit in.


    “No, not exactly—it just isn’t that strong, you know?”


    “Sounds like it kinda might be strong, somewhere in there.”


    “No, no, it really isn’t. We moved here when I was a kid,” I say, but I know he hears the lie in my voice. This odd little frown passes over his forehead the second he catches it, and his eyes narrow for the briefest moment.


    Not in a bad way, though. There is no suspicion in the expression at all. Instead there is just this other emotion—one I find hard to believe in, no matter how familiar it seems to me. I’ve felt it on my own face a thousand times, yet still I try to fit it into a different box altogether. He probably just has indigestion, I think.


    Even though I know, I know.


    It stung him, that I couldn’t be honest.


    He was stung by that, a little bit.


    God, I don’t want him to be stung.


    “Actually, no, that isn’t true,” I say finally, and when I do, I speak completely in my own voice. I let the words sink right down into the depths of Darlington, just for him. “I came here for college just after my twenty-first birthday—almost a year ago now. I just said that because I prefer to be…I just want to be like everyone else, you know? I want to be normal.”


    I have to take a big breath once I’m done, but doing so is completely unnecessary. He barely seems to respond. He just shrugs one large shoulder as though my deepest, darkest secrets are no big deal at all.


    “Ain’t nothing wrong with that,” he says, and I could kiss him. I would kiss him, if I was not so mortally afraid of kissing and all the parts of it that I would probably get wrong. As it is, I just have to make do with another mental handshake. In fact, I’m right in the middle of this when he adds something that pulls me up short. “If that is actually what you want.”


    I stop dead, imaginary hand still reaching for his.


    What does he mean by that, exactly? Of course this is what I want. I want to live in a sunny American neighborhood with white picket fences and bubblegum and bake sales and trick-or-treating, trips to things like farmers’ markets, and fun on Sundays in the park. And if I’m going to have any of that stuff, I can’t be like this.


    British people named Beatrix, who spent their teenage years trying desperately to do all the right things for their impossible-to-please fathers, are not permitted into that inner circle. I have to be better than that. I have to be more like everyone else, and if I start with my accent and my name, the rest will follow.


    Surely he understands this?


    “After all, here you are out in this dirty place talking to me. Seems like the kind of thing a normal person might not want to do so much, know what I mean?”


    I guess he doesn’t understand this at all.


    Or is it me who isn’t understanding?


    It feels as if it might be me. I’m getting this funny tingling feeling the more he talks, and when I try to answer, it grows even stronger. It spreads right to the ends of my fingers.


    “But this is…this is different,” I say, even as I see things as they really are for quite possibly the first time. Maybe I don’t want to be that suburban American dream. Maybe that was just the kid I was who watched movies about people who never got locked in the basement and always seemed to have a glamorous time at proms. Maybe the adult me wants something else. The only thing is—I have no idea what that thing might be.


    “How is this different?” he asks me, and all I can say in response is:


    “I don’t know.”


    “Maybe you feel like you have to talk to me.”


    “No, that isn’t it. I don’t feel like I have to.”


    “Maybe you took pity, seeing me out here.”


    “There was no pity. I wanted to…talk to you”—I start then stop just shy of saying the true words more than I’ve ever wanted to talk to anyone. I stop and substitute something less terrifying—“about things and what-have-you.”


    “Even though I could be a stalker?”


    “You don’t seem like a stalker.”


    “Might want to reconsider your definition of that word if you really believe that. I mean, it could be that I just happened to pass through your college campus at the crack of dawn. And maybe, just maybe, I didn’t find out anything about you, and never spent the last three days thinking about you. Perhaps I just felt like hanging out by some dumpsters for no reason at all—but you got to admit that sounds unlikely.”


    There are many things about this little speech that encourage me to go very still, and very silent. The smallest of them is the way he says about you, as though the two words are one. He splices them together, and in the process makes them so much more than the sum of their parts. Now they are abatcha, which sounds like a spell for finding your true love.


    And that’s before I get to this:


    He’s been thinking about me.


    He’s been thinking about me, and finding out about me, and though I know I should find that scary, I don’t. I can’t. He’s stripped it of any possible unsettling connotations without even really trying. He just hasn’t insisted the way most guys do, or behaved as though he was entitled to my attention.


    If anything, he’s done the opposite. He’s accepted that I shouldn’t want to be around him and admitted to things I haven’t accused him of—almost as though he’s taking responsibility before he’s even done anything wrong. In fact, I could probably take out the word almost in that sentence. It’s exactly what he’s done, and that is…oh, wow, that is. I don’t even have a word for what that is. I only know that I’d buy ten of it if someone put it in an advert. It’s possible I’m drooling, even though drooling seems insane and excessive.


    He’s only said stuff, for God’s sake.


    But that just makes me wonder what would happen if he did more than say stuff. Is it possible for a person to explode over a touch? Even a casual one would probably be too much. He’s ten feet away from me with his arms folded, yet somewhere inside me I can already hear the countdown to my ultimate destruction.


    “You’re being real quiet suddenly. Did I just scare you? ’Cause that was me saying all of that is bad. And it worries me that you might not know that. Or that you maybe think you can’t tell me to go in case I do something violent, even though I’ll tell you right now I’m never gonna put a foot out of place if I think for one second it makes you uncomfortable. You say the word, and I’ll take ten steps back. I’ll take a thousand steps back if that’s what it takes to keep that sweet face smiling.”


    It isn’t the words or his voice that make me react—though they’re good enough on their own. His voice swings so low and lazy I could use it as a hammock on some sleepy summer day. His words are full of things I never thought of before, like the idea that someone would want to see me smile this badly.


    But it’s his expression that really does the work. He looks so watchful and wary, like some wounded animal that doesn’t know how to fix what it has done, and I don’t enjoy it one little bit. It’s giving me that weird ache in the middle of my body, and the longer I let this go on, the bigger and more uncomfortable it gets.


    I have to put a stop to it, but of course I do it all wrong.


    “No,” I say, only it comes out much too fast and far, far too loud. It’s so loud his eyebrows actually lift, which should put me into a humiliation-based coma. It should, but it doesn’t—for one very delicious reason.


    The corners of his mouth are kind of trembling. They’re trembling just a little bit, as though he’s doing his very best to hold them down. He doesn’t want to give in to smiling, but after a moment of valiant struggle, he simply has to. His upper lip curls, and then the deal is done. The evidence is there, plain as day.


    He’s happy. He’s happy that I want to talk to him and like his company and don’t want him to go—a concept I can hardly wrap my head around. I’m not sure anyone has ever been pleased by my desire to be around them before, and that makes my second no much more stable. I’m blushing so hard someone is going to have to admit me to a burn ward pretty soon, but I manage it anyway.


    “No, that’s okay. You don’t have to take any steps back. And I don’t think you’re stalking me because you stopped by. I’m glad you stopped by, no matter what the reason is,” I tell him, and the inadvertent smile gets bigger and firmer. He seems to realize both corners have the ability to turn up, and when they do, something gets hold of my vocal cords and squeezes. It squeezes out words I don’t want to say.


    “Is the reason really…that you can’t stop thinking about me?”


    I know immediately it’s the wrong thing to ask. His expression shifts from almost relaxed to a trapped kind of tension in the blink of an eye, and when he answers, his voice is different. Gruffer, I think, with maybe just a hint of embarrassment.


    “Didn’t mean it like that. I meant I just been worried—about you and your brother and whatever. I heard some stuff about him being at a bar down in Harkerville and thought I should come tell you,” he says.


    Then I disappear into a hole in the ground. Or at least, I want to. Why on earth did I imagine he meant thinking about you in the good way? It’s never the good way. It’s always the shitty way that ends with me mistaking concern for flirting. I know so little about men that I once leaned in for a kiss when a guy was aiming for the girl behind me.


    And now here I am again, digging myself out of this embarrassment hole.


    “Right, of course. Of course. My brother.”


    “Seems to cause you a lot of trouble.”


    “Yeah, I guess he does, kind of.”


    “So I figured I’d help out.”


    “That’s great. That’s so kind of you, thanks.”


    “No problem. You look like you need it.”


    “I do?” I ask, head flooding with all kinds of terrible symbols of needing it—like massive worry lines all over my face. Maybe I suddenly look about seventy-six, or have somehow forgotten to wash my clothes in the rush to be concerned. All seem hugely possible, until he goes with the one thing I would never have thought of.


    “Come on, girl. ’Course you do. Can practically see ten thousand years of fighting and losing in those too-dark eyes of yours,” he says, and all I can think is How the fuck does he know these things about me?


    No one else has ever noticed the ten thousand years. I didn’t even notice the ten thousand years, and now I’m worried I’m like that Stephen King story where the kid travels through infinity and ends up with yellow, wrinkled eyeballs. I almost put my hand up to my face to check if that’s the case, when I see a certain sort of expression cross his face.


    A wince, I think it is. But just in case I’m unsure, he reinforces it with words.


    “So what you want to do here?” he asks, and I know beyond a shadow of a doubt what he’s trying to do. It’s not just a dumb suspicion that I’m going to facepalm over later. He isn’t aiming at the girl behind me. He’s said something that could be misconstrued, something that sounds as if he really has been thinking about me, and is now attempting to change the subject. He’s trying way, way too hard, and that gives me pause.


    Maybe he isn’t all business, or just offering help.


    Maybe there is something there, hidden beneath fears he can hardly express and concern that I might not feel the same way. After all, isn’t that how I feel about him? Isn’t that how I feel about myself? I barely believe a single thing he does or understand one tiny fact about my own emotions and desires. I thought I wanted picket fences.


    But one word from him and I’m no longer so sure.


    In fact, all I can think now is that I do not want this to end. Even if he cares only in that perfunctory way and forever hides any real feelings behind a mask of indifference, I want to keep going. I need to see where this path will lead me, and so I go ahead and ask. I ask the most terrifying question any person has ever asked anyone in the history of the world.


    “Will you take me?”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 4


    I know I’ve said completely the wrong thing the second the words are out, but I pretend for a while that I haven’t. I pretend so long that it starts to become reality. Somehow I’m smiling and full of a sense of success, despite the fact that I am going to have to do the thing I just suggested. There is no getting out of it now. The second I’m done speaking he tells me Okay, and then he simply strolls over to his bike.


    He strolls over to the bike that I will have to ride on.


    Why didn’t I think about the fact that I will have to ride on that thing? Did I imagine he had a spare moped sitting around somewhere? Maybe I thought he would ask me to walk with him to this place, even though the place is probably miles away. In fact I know it is miles away, yet somehow I still asked him to take me.


    Jesus, I asked him to take me.


    I used words that have a double meaning. I said something vaguely sexual to him without really meaning to, and now I have to touch him almost everywhere just to get this thing done. He is going to be between my spread legs. That big body is going to be between my spread legs. Of course it will be back to front and not in any kind of position to slide tab A into slot B, but even so…


    My legs are trembling as I make my way over to him. Part of me just wants to fold down into a heap on the floor, but I know why I stay standing. If I show how nervous I am he will probably laugh at me. At the very least he might raise an eyebrow, and even that seems like too much. I have to seem like a confident, stable person who has no trouble at all riding a massive motorcycle.


    The problem is I barely know how to be a confident, stable person in the easiest of situations. There is absolutely no way I’m going to come out of this looking cool—though God knows I try. I put one hand on this monster’s steel back with all the surety of someone who really knows what they’re doing.


    Unfortunately, that’s all I do.


    Mainly because I realize that the next step involves raising my right leg. I have to raise my right leg and hook it over the bike, but there is absolutely no way I can do that with any dignity. I’m just way too short, and this massive machine is way too big, and if I go for it I’m going to end up falling or flinging myself over the other side.


    But I know I have to do something. It is vital, because now I can feel his eyes all over the left side of my face. At first the sensation is small—barely a fly buzzing around my head. However, as the time ticks on and on and the tension builds higher and higher, that little look he’s giving me starts to feel like something else.


    It starts to feel like a hand stroking down over my cheek. And the longer I let this go on, the more physical his gaze feels. By the time I manage to halfheartedly raise my right leg, he’s practically caressing the nape of my neck. He must be—how else to explain all the hairs that are bristling and prickling there? How else to explain the heat?


    I swear I am boiling alive inside my college hoodie. I have the strongest urge to take it off, but if I do I will be pretty much naked. The vest underneath is too tight and too short, and to top it off—it has a picture of the octopus thing from Firefly on it. I already had to explain to Sam what Firefly is. I do not want to have to explain to him.


    He already thinks I’m a maniac.


    I can tell by the way he’s leaning down a little now. He wants me to look at him, so I can see how high he’s raising his eyebrow and how amused he is by my inability to get on a bike, and I just want to believe for a little longer that I’m super-cool.


    Not that he’s going to let me.


    “You ever ridden before?”


    For one awful moment I am completely certain he means the other type of riding. But it isn’t my fault, okay? I got my sex education from the advice column in a magazine about men getting really fit. For years I thought babies came out of belly buttons and masturbation meant chewing your food really well. It’s only really recently that I’ve learned otherwise, and even the word learned is very loose. Most of my new education comes from peeking at things Sam is watching from between my fingers, in case the thing I’m seeing goes all the way up the butt. That I manage to process what he said correctly and answer him at all is a wonder for the ages.


    “Does my neighbor’s lawn mower count?”


    Though I wish I’d answered him with something better.


    His laugh is a great roll of thunder, shuddering through my bones.


    “Yeah…no,” he says, and I dare to glance at him then. I just do it quickly, when I know he’s looking off in that way people do when they find something hilarious. But a quick glance is more than enough. His expression is much warmer and friendlier than I had anticipated. In fact, it’s so warm and friendly I can’t seem to stop staring.


    I want to, because in a second he’s going to look back. But somehow I’m still doing it when he turns his head, and that is definitely a mistake. Now he can see me looking, and I can see the full weight of his expression, and above all I know what that expression means. Suddenly I understand what is happening here, in a great rush of joy and terror.


    This is what teasing is. He’s teasing me.


    Only in the good way, you know—the one that gives me goose bumps all over my body, up to and including the place between my legs. In all my days on earth I don’t think I’ve ever had a guy be like that with me. Not even the ones Sam set me up with, who generally just counted the minutes until they could go find someone better.


    Somehow I don’t think Serge is counting the minutes.


    I think he’s doing the opposite of that. Nothing I do appears to annoy or bore him. He isn’t looking at anything but me. He even attempts to help me when it becomes clear how stuck I actually am. He reaches out both hands—one close to my elbow and the other near my hip—and only stops because of one rather glaring problem.


    Another inch or two and he will be touching me. Not just hovering close by or gesturing in my general direction. His hands will be on my body, grasping and heaving and maybe even finding things he didn’t mean to explore. He might slip and accidentally get a handful of my bottom, and we both know what will happen if he does.


    I will die a thousand deaths.


    I’m already flatlining now. My face goes hot for what feels like the eight-hundred-millionth time, and I try to act as if I haven’t seen his hands, even though they are fixed in a weird frozen position about an inch from me. But then if I haven’t seen them, he can just draw them back and we can go about this in a different way. He might have a complicated series of pulleys and levers in his back pocket, and we can just winch me onto the bike.


    But then he goes and talks and ruins it.


    “I could, uh…” he says, the end of his sentence trailing off in a way that should make this less awkward. Now no one has outright stated what he has to do to help me and how that is making both of us weirdly uncomfortable. Everything is kept nice and polite.


    Only that isn’t the case at all. If anything, the absence of the actual words is making things worse. I flush even hotter thinking of all the things he could finish on: do you, have you, lick you, take off all your clothes. But somehow the fact that the real end seems to be basically asking permission is the best thing of all.


    I don’t have the slightest problem saying yes.


    Though maybe I should have, considering what he then does. At the very least I should have prepared myself a little more, before he goes in for the kill. A few calming breaths would have worked wonders, in keeping all embarrassing sounds inside my body. I could have gotten away with a slight snort and a panicked squeeze of my butt cheeks.


    But instead I come close to a squeal.


    He gets hold of me around my waist, which is bad enough on its own. I was expecting a tentative touch of my elbow rather than anything so intimate—and it is really, really intimate. I can feel his thumbs stroking into the hollow just above the curve of my ass, and his hands are so big they almost meet around my middle. They surround me more fully than most people manage with a whole body hug.


    But it’s the next part that really puts me over the edge.


    He just lifts me right off the ground, as though I weigh no more than a thimble. For a second I know how all the thin girls in movies about happy cheerleaders feel, and I simply don’t know how to react to that. Now is not the appropriate time to be feeling like a happy cheerleader. I’ve spent the entire last year trying to achieve that state of being by wearing the right clothes and doing the right things.


    It shouldn’t come because a punk lifted me onto his bike.


    And yet it does it does it does. Oh my God, it does. The sweetest feeling of fitting in that I’ve ever experienced comes at the hands of a guy my only friend would hate. And it is a good, good feeling. My whole body tenses and turns to syrup at the same time. My breath comes out of me in a rush—or at least it tries to. My tensed jaw and squeezed-together lips are sort of in the way, so I guess technically I don’t almost squeal.


    I just breathe really hard through an opening the size of a microbe.


    All of which he thankfully pretends to ignore. He hands me a helmet and puts on his own, and gives me a little tutorial on what to do while on a bike. Basically it boils down to sitting still unless we’re turning, in which case I have to lean in exactly the right way or perish in a burning fireball of death.


    Or at least that’s what I hear. He doesn’t really say it like that—he’s got this lazy, deep-as-an-abyss accent that makes everything sound practical and safe, and he points and gestures in all the right places. Really, I should be calm right now, but I can’t be. In a second we’re going to be pressed together on a machine that goes a thousand miles an hour.


    I’m hyperventilating before he even gets on the thing—though I think I disguise it well.


    Then less well, once he actually climbs aboard.


    You see, he doesn’t get on the way I was expecting. He does absolutely nothing the way I was expecting. I’m starting to think he comes from some insane land where everything is opposite, and this is the final proof—he sits behind me, instead of in front. Here I am, preparing my hands for the moment when they will have to grab his waist, and my lady parts for possible contact with his body.


    And he just does this.


    I didn’t even think this was possible—unless maybe you’re a little kid riding with a parent. Which I guess this is kind of similar to when you really think about it. He must be six foot seven if he’s anything, and I barely graze five foot four. He is probably a whole foot and a half taller than me, and if I never thought about that before, I certainly do now. I think about it so hard I almost miss the sheer thrill of his next move.


    His arms make a goddamn cage around my body.


    I could lean my head against his right biceps, if I were so inclined. And I am inclined. I am so inclined I have to squeeze my nails into my palms just to stop myself from doing it. His skin is just so creamy-pale and soft over those insane muscles. And the muscles themselves twist and rope all the way down to his wrists in such an amazing manner.


    How can I be expected to take my eyes off them?


    Every time I try, something else catches my attention. He has a cuff on his left wrist and these rings on his fingers—row upon row of them that I surely should have noticed before now. Lined up they almost look like silver knuckle-dusters, all battered and dented and studded with the strangest things. One of them actually seems to have a vein of green running through it in a pattern that seems far too pretty, but I don’t get the chance to assess for sure.


    I can’t, because he kicks the engine to life right when I’m leaning in to get a better look. After which, the rings on his fingers are the last thing on my mind. The roar alone is enough to distract me. The shift of him behind me is enough. But holy shit the feel of it. Why did no one tell me that a motorbike feels like this between your legs?


    It actually seems to purr against parts of me that are barely used to a hand. Then just as I’m letting that sensation sink in, he sets off down the road. He gets the bike going at quite a clip, and suddenly that purr is something more. It turns into a kind of insistent thrumming, too intense to bear. If we carry on like this I’m going to do a very bad thing.


    I’m going to moan. I’m almost moaning now.


    And then he turns onto the highway and all is lost.


    I swear to God, it’s like being shot out of a gun. I thought he was going fast before, but I was wrong, so wrong. This is what going fast feels like, and it is beyond anything I can reasonably process. Fuck moaning—I think I make a sound like someone being brutally murdered. Or at least, I would make a sound like that.


    If there was any oxygen left in my body to do it. Shock steals most of my breath, and the force of the wind against my chest just does the rest. I think a giant is trying to crush me with one immense hand, and even after that sensation abates, there are still so many others to contend with. That insane thrumming carries on, right through my sheer terror. It mixes with everything and makes this big mess of arousal and fear.


    And of course it gets worse when I realize what I want to do.


    I want to grab him. He said I could grab his thighs if I thought I was falling off, but how on earth can I do it now? The very idea of putting my hands there fills me with feelings I don’t want to be feeling. It makes me think I should just try wrapping my arms around him somehow, but is that really any better?


    I’ll still be touching him an awful lot. And even touching him this much is way above my pay grade. Just the barest hint of his broad chest against my back is enough to make me go all weird and hot. When I shrug I can almost feel what could well be a pectoral muscle. It might even be his right nipple.


    If I do anything more I think I might go mad.


    But the good thing is I don’t have to. Just as I’m getting to the very pinnacle of my panic, he puts a hand on me. And he does it so carefully, with so much tender hesitation. No wandering toward places he shouldn’t go or accidental groping of things I always want to keep off-limits. He simply reaches back and squeezes my upper arm—like he knows. He knows how full of eight hundred fearful feelings I am.


    And he can’t talk, so he does the next best thing.


    He makes a gesture that says that sentiment in silence. He comforts me without words, in a way I should hardly be able to believe or accept. Yet I do believe and accept. My whole being seems to slow down, each knot of tension unraveling bit by bit. By the time he lets me go I am as calm as a summer ocean.


    But more than that…I can enjoy what this is. Suddenly I can see so many things—like the green-and-black blur of the trees on both sides of us, and the rattle of the road so close to my feet. I could stretch out my leg and burn the rubber off the sole of my sneaker, or lose an entire layer of skin. I saw a program once about a man who had his whole foot flayed by doing something similar.


    Yet somehow my response to this is not fear. It can’t be, because I know the exact shape and form of fear. I see it standing in my bedroom doorway all the time, looking over all of my things to see if any of them are out of place. I see it in the second hand of a clock as it beats down to the point where I will be in trouble, and this isn’t in any way the same as that. This is pulling madly at the corners of my mouth and filling me up with all kinds of strange urges—like the one that says Put out your hand. Put out your hand and feel that giant pushing against your palm.


    Of course, I can only manage the tiniest of tests. I just let my fingers uncurl a little to my left and barely outside the bars of his arms. But the very fact that I do it at all is some kind of miracle. I’m not even sure if I did anything like it on the back of that lawn mower, yet here everything seems so different. My whole world seems different, and it’s obvious why.


    I trust the man behind me. For once in my life I trust someone. I think he would say if I was on the verge of hurting myself. He would probably bark it out, but he would definitely do it. And if I even came close to falling, he would make every effort to catch me. I know he would, and that knowledge is the real reason I feel this new feeling.


    I even understand what it is now.


    This is what unadulterated, unfettered joy does. Finally, finally, I get why people woo-hoo without even thinking about it. Pleasure punches you in the stomach, and you just have to. You smile without meaning to and hold out your hands without wanting to and suddenly you’re squeezing the arm of a surly biker.


    But it has to be done. He needs to know that this is the most exciting, wonderful thing that anyone has ever done for me. That he is more amazing than he probably even knows, just for making me start to understand myself a bit better and know what everyone else has been feeling all these years.


    I thought I had felt it when my father died, and suddenly we had money and time and all the choices in the world, but I was wrong.


    I’ve been in the dark all along.


    Now everything is light and everything is lovely—for a little while at least, but honestly a little while is enough. If I asked for any more than that I would probably seem greedy, and I don’t want to be. I want to be happy for all the things I have and grateful for all the things I’ve got, and I swear to God, I am. Things would probably have been better for me if Mum hadn’t died so young and Dad hadn’t done such a terrible job taking her place and Tommy wasn’t reacting the way he is to freedom.


    But things could also be worse. They could be worse, couldn’t they? Let me be happy for a little while longer, I beg, even though I know I have to face facts. I have to face one clear and incontrovertible fact, in particular.


    He has a swastika tattooed on the inside of his arm.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 5


    I don’t think it helps that the bar he takes me to is a nightmare from the bowels of hell. There isn’t even a road leading up to it. Instead there is this rough dirt track through a tunnel of solid forest, ending in a mud pit that might be a car park. And as for the building itself—it hardly passes for a building at all. The roof seems to be sliding off the top of what is essentially a log cabin, if log cabins were mostly piles of broken wood.


    Everything is rotting and in various states of ruin, right down to the sign above the door. I think it might have once read After Dark, but as most of the letters are missing, it’s kind of hard to tell. That flickering neon shape might be a K. There’s a dusty bulb next to it that could possibly pass for an R—though determining for sure is pretty much the last thing on my mind. How could it be otherwise?


    He has a swastika on his arm.


    This amazing guy, who I was just starting to trust, is some kind of neo-Nazi. And even if he isn’t—even if there is a much better explanation for it than that, I can’t feel anything but queasy. Mainly because I don’t think there can be a much better explanation.


    People just don’t have things like that put on their bodies by accident. But let’s say his friends got really crazy one night and decided to play a prank on him. Let’s say they’re real assholes and he wants nothing to do with them anymore. Why hasn’t he had it removed? At the very least he could cover it up. A well-placed bandage would do the trick. The occasional wearing of something with long sleeves would cover his shame.


    Yet he isn’t doing anything of the kind. He’s just walking around with it right out there. I’m not even sure how I didn’t notice it before, considering its position on the inside of his right forearm—but then I guess that’s what happens when you’re kind of afraid to look at someone most of the time. I just didn’t want him to think I was ogling his massive arms, and now I’m paying the price for my own ridiculous neuroses.


    I am stuck in the wilderness with a Nazi.


    In fact, it may well be worse than that. He tells me to wait while he goes inside to see if my brother is there, and just as I see him disappearing through a door that’s hanging off its hinges, my phone buzzes in my pocket. It buzzes and I answer it with my head still full of a thousand ways I can negotiate this in a calm and reasonable manner—it’s okay, I’m telling myself, it’s okay, just act like you never saw it and get back to civilization and your safe little goals and desires and pretend all of this never, ever happened.


    And then I hear Tommy’s voice on the other end of the line.


    I hear him saying: “Hey, I’m at your dorm. Where are you?”


    At which point I know I am in serious, serious trouble. I have to hang up without even answering him. My body is shaking too much for me to make any kind of sense. My mind is shaking too much for me to make any kind of sense. It seems to have gone all blank and dark, which is probably normal for people who don’t worry all the time, but it certainly isn’t for me.


    I rely on that worry to propel me through disasters with some kind of rush of panic, and instead all I’m getting is silence. More than likely it’s the silence of someone who knows they are going to die. That must be why he’s brought me here to this place that Tommy has probably never even seen. He thought I looked too Jewish and now he and ten of his friends are going to emerge from that hellhole and shove me into the wood chipper.


    Or maybe worse.


    Dear God, what is worse than the wood chipper? I have absolutely no idea, but I know I really don’t want to stick around to find out. I may have gone AWOL inside, but I can still run. Maybe I can even make it to the end of the dirt track, if I get a quick enough start. The motorway isn’t that far from here—I could flag someone down and tell them a neo-Nazi tricked me into being in the movie Fargo.


    They would understand.


    I hardly understand, but that’s all right. I don’t have to. I just have to bolt down the dirt track as though the hounds of hell are after me. And when I hear him shout, I have to keep going. His legs are ten times longer than my entire body, and he could probably run down someone twice as fit as me, but that doesn’t matter.


    All that matters is pumping my arms and legs in a way I’ve never pumped them before. Several times I almost hit myself in the face—that’s how hard I’m running. My breath sounds like there’s a cheese grater down my throat. Every muscle in me is suddenly on fire.


    But let it burn, I say to myself. I would let every inch of myself burn down to nothing if it just meant I could get away. I didn’t know, you see. I didn’t understand how much my pathetic life meant to me, until I had the idea of it being snatched away. Suddenly I see all the things I could possibly be—not just the picket fences, but all the things I was never allowed to enjoy or appreciate.


    I want the chance to be me. I want it so much that the moment I know he’s gaining on me I do something totally insane. But really, what choice do I have? There is no way in hell I’m going to make it to the road. I can practically feel his boots thundering on the track behind me. In a second he’s going to snag the back of my hoodie, and when he does, it will be game over. So I just fucking swerve.


    I hurl myself into the mass of trees and brush to my left, not caring about the steep drop down. Because holy shit, it is a drop. You could call this a hill only if you spent your life looking for bigger and bigger thrills. For one delirious moment my feet are barely touching ground, and I am deathly certain I’m going to tumble and then barrel down into the mess of brambles at the bottom.


    But then I get my footing. My sneakers find solid ground.


    And I keep fucking running. God only knows where I’m going, but I’m plowing my way toward it anyway. Branches lash my cheeks, and several times I almost break my ankles on sudden lumpy sections of ground, and I just don’t care. All that matters is escaping, to the point where I almost do something extremely stupid.


    I just don’t see it, that’s all. I’m too amped on adrenaline and full of thoughts of that fucking wood chipper. Every time I blink I see that swastika behind my eyes—so really, isn’t it just a little understandable? Anyone in the world would do insane things in order to get away from a Nazi. No one waits around for the Nazi to explain.


    Not after they’ve taken you to the cabin from Evil Dead.


    Yet still, I can hardly believe what happens. I run and run and run and suddenly there is nowhere to run. I break through the trees and take too long to process that there is only air beyond this point. Two inches of solid ground and then just air—and I can’t stop. I’m going too fast down the slope.


    For a second I actually kind of pinwheel over a terrible precipice.


    And then he just fucking snatches me right off the brink.


    Honest to fucking God that’s what happens. If he wasn’t so fast and strong, I am absolutely certain I would have plunged to my death. Any other guy and I’d be a goner—and not just because he’s quite possibly superhuman. There is also one other indisputable fact about him, still clear as day despite that tattoo.


    Any other guy wouldn’t have bothered to save me. If I’m completely honest, I’m not even sure if Tommy would have bothered to save me. No one would have done what he did, and if by some miracle they had tried, I know they wouldn’t react the way he does once I’m safe. He holds me like someone sucker punched him in the stomach and the only way to stop it from hurting is to keep me as close as possible.


    And the things he says.


    Does he know what he’s saying?


    I can hardly stand to hear it. The sheer terror and panic in his voice is just too much to bear. Maybe I could accept it if he was more the sort of person to feel something like that, but when it comes out of someone like him…when it rolls out in that gravelly voice…I just can’t take it. “Why did you do that?” he says, over and over and over. But I don’t know how to answer him. The despair in the question alone is enough to overwhelm my vocal cords.


    Then he strokes a gentle hand over my hair, and I think I might never speak again.


    Does he honestly care this much? It has sometimes seemed as though he might, and yet it’s still a shock to hear it so clearly. He barely knows me—and what he does know must not seem all that impressive. Mostly I just blush and squirm in his presence, and even when I manage words, they’re never very good ones. His words are good ones.


    “Please don’t ever do that to me again,” he says, and all I can do is marvel over everything about that sentence. He said please, as though he isn’t the size of a bus and able to command armies with one wave of his hand. And he said me. He put himself in that equation, in a way that suggests he believes my actions have consequences for him.


    When did that happen?


    Is it okay if I like that it happened?


    I guess part of me should be bothered by that—the presumption in it and the hint of ownership underneath—and yet for a moment all I want to do is sink into that feeling right up to my goddamn forehead. In fact, that is exactly what I do. I sort of sag against the bar of his arms and let my eyes drift closed, just so I can revel in everything for a second.


    He’s taking these big, ragged breaths, and when I relax I can feel them reverberating through my body. His heat is like a living thing, rubbing against every inch of my skin. So soothing, I think. So soothing and filled with a thing I barely understand. Relief, I suspect, but how can I know for sure?


    I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything like this in my life. By the time I remember what I was running from, I’m half asleep. The shimmering mug of the forest and the huge beast behind me simply conspire to knock me out. I have to kind of shake myself, and even then this whole coming-back-to-reality thing is a tough sell.


    How am I supposed to explain after this? What can I possibly say? It was hard enough to confront him about being a possible Nazi serial killer before he did this. At least then there was only a chance of being brutally murdered. Now there is the whole mortifying awfulness of telling someone who just saved your life that you suspect they are a garbage nightmare.


    I mean, the likelihood of him not being a garbage nightmare has gone up significantly in the last five minutes. He’s still stroking my hair, for God’s sake. He’s been kinder to me than my own family ever has. He gets things about me that I didn’t even fully appreciate until very recently. Plus, after a second he says this:


    “You gone very quiet, Bea. That because you’re thinking of something interesting to say, or more to do with the fact that I suddenly and violently grabbed you and now don’t seem to be able to let go? If it’s the latter, blink twice, and I’ll try unlocking my arms.”


    I wonder if I could get away with saying I never want him to unlock his arms. All of that, and he’s more worried about what I think of him holding me. He thinks I’m scared, and I am. It’s just that my fear isn’t about the thing he thinks. My fear is that he is this amazing, and I’m still going to have to say I can never see him again.


    He has a swastika on his arm.


    Why did it have to be a swastika?


    “No, I’m okay. I’m okay. The holding is fine.”


    “So you want me to continue it?”


    He sounds hopeful—but not as hopeful as I am.


    I think I would give almost anything to keep doing this. If some random deity I barely believe in named my left arm as his price, I would pay it. But I just can’t pay what that tattoo is asking for. It’s too high—I know it’s too high.


    “I think we should probably stop for a second,” I say, and even though I’m settled on the right course, it still feels like pulling teeth. It feels as if I’m sawing that arm off myself and handing it to him. He sets me down and steps back, and I just want to tell him I made a mistake. I really meant Hold me again forever so I never forget what being held is like.


    I know that by tomorrow it will start to fade.


    It’s starting to fade already.


    “But you’re okay though now, right?”


    “Yeah, I promise I’m okay now.”


    “Not so scared you might want to run off the edge of a cliff?”


    I shake my head, though I immediately wish I’d gone with something more insistent—or maybe plunged into my explanation. It would have stopped him saying the thing he does next, at least. It would have stopped him looking the way he does.


    “Was that why you did it? ’Cause I scared you? I thought maybe I should have stopped running like I was chasing after you, but I knew the drop was coming, you know.”


    I do know. I know that his expression is punching me right in the heart.


    He’s so big and scary, and yet one raise of his eyebrows—one flicker of wounded light in those frosted eyes—and suddenly he’s someone else. All the tattoos and the hair and the muscles melt away, leaving behind this gentle, tender creature. He even takes another step back, as though to mitigate his massive size and his scary everything.


    It makes me wonder again why he has a tattoo like that. It makes me think there actually might be a reasonable explanation. But the thing is, even if there are reasons, I still have to ask and find out what they could be. I need to negotiate this whole obstacle with calm dignity, clearly asking in a way that neither provokes nor allows room for excuses.


    So obviously I go with a bunch of blurted-out nonsense.


    “You have something on your arm,” I say, and then I point.


    I have to point, because somehow I went with the most nonspecific word in the English language. Why did I have to do that? Now he probably thinks I have a problem with fairly prominent forearm veins—which I absolutely don’t. I love fairly prominent forearm veins. Every time I look at his, I go all weird and gushy inside.


    But I can see why he would think I meant that.


    I can see because when he turns his arm out…


    Oh, God, when he turns his arm out…


    “Where do I have something on my arm? You talking about my tattoos?”


    Yeah, I’m talking about his tattoos—though naturally I can’t say that now.


    Telling someone off for having the awkward block from Tetris inked on their body is just not something normal people do. But then, normal people do not make that mistake in the first place. They take a second to really scrutinize before leaping to terrible conclusions, because they realize that said conclusions are probably the result of an insanely controlling father who made them certain everyone in the whole world might be a murderer.


    “Which one is bothering you?”


    I wish the other ones on that stretch of skin were flaming skulls and knives and maybe a horse fucking a goat. That way I could claim it was one a little farther up. I could say I hate horse-on-goat sex. But alas, everything else in that general area is as inoffensive as Jesus cradling a kitten in a nunnery. I think he has a goddamn smiley face above the block. And to the left are what look like two barcodes, one after the other in a line.


    Basically nothing is going to save me from this embarrassment.


    “I thought that you…I thought…oh my God, I thought,” I say, and then have to pause and catch my breath. It isn’t just the mortification—it’s the enormous sense of relief. Oh my God, the relief is like a tidal wave. It steals my ability to breathe. I have to put my hands on my knees for a second.


    But unfortunately this just increases his concern.


    “You know I could probably get a jacket from somewhere if it’s really that bad. I didn’t think you minded them so much, but if—”


    “No, no, I don’t mind them. I don’t. I just made a mistake, that’s all. When you turn your arm out like that I can see it properly, but when you don’t, it looks…it looked kind of like a swastika. That was all. And then Tommy called and he wasn’t at the bar and I started thinking that a guy with a swastika would probably make something like that up so he could lure me here and maybe sacrifice me to Hitler and oh, God, I’m so sorry. That’s so terrible.”


    My voice gets higher and higher the more I talk, but I can hardly blame myself. As soon as I start speaking, I realize the horrible truth: What if he hates me for thinking something like that? What if he can’t forgive me? He might think I should have known. He might think I should have understood that he could never be that way.


    But even that is one level below all the brilliant things he actually is.


    He is so brilliant that this is what he says, in response to my apology, “You thought I had a swastika on my arm, and you waited until you got a phone call to run? Girl, you get gone the second you see that shit. Are you serious with this? Look at me, all right, look at me. They could probably put me under neo-Nazi in the goddamn dictionary. Stop beating yourself up for this kind of fucking thing, for fuck’s sake.”


    They should put him in the dictionary under best man ever.


    Is he even actually a man? I’m starting to doubt.


    “I would, but you just keep being really awesome in response to my every fear. So the beating-myself-up part is just going to happen whether you like it or not. You don’t deserve people thinking about you that way. Not just because you have cool hair and loads of tattoos and muscles coming out of your eyeballs.”


    He shakes his head after I’m done with this speech, in a way that makes me think I’ve said the wrong thing. And especially when he tilts his head back and makes a sound that could well be a laugh. Quite clearly I shouldn’t have mentioned the muscles. Now I seem muscle-obsessed, I think.


    I’ve given the game away.


    But then he tells me, “No one never talks to me the way you do, I swear.” And I calm somewhat. There’s something in his tone that suggests good feelings rather than bad ones. It’s there in his accent, so lazy and low I could just slip right into it and sleep forever. I hear that never instead of ever and the way the I slides over the top of the swear and every bone in my body melts for reasons I barely understand.


    But still, I have to be sure.


    “How do I speak to you?” I ask.


    And he answers in the best possible manner I could imagine.


    “Like I’m a person. You speak to me like I’m a person.”


    “You are a person. I hardly think admitting that much is a big deal.”


    “And what about the thank-you after I hauled up at your door?”


    “Framing it like you just intruded is not helping your cause. I thanked you because you did something amazing for me—you know you did. So at best, you could call me thanking you the bare minimum of what you actually deserved.”


    “Then there was the trust you put in me coming here.”


    “You mean the trust that I just discarded in a total and ridiculous panic?” I ask, but he just barrels on. He barrels on really, really convincingly.


    “Not to mention the trust you’re still putting in me, despite the fact that I could have all kinds of secrets. You still don’t know why I brought you here.”


    “I was thinking Tommy probably was here at some point.”


    “Well, all right. All right, that happens to be the case. But even so—I could be the worst in other ways. I mean, just ’cause there’s no bad tattoo on my arm don’t mean I got none of them elsewhere.”


    “Yeah, I’m sure you have Hitler’s likeness right between your shoulder blades. Come on—anyone would know by now that this is not going to be the case.”


    Even someone as worn down and riddled with weird rules as me, I add mentally, but of course I don’t say. I will never, ever say anything like that to him. Or anyone. That is my secret alone.


    “How do you know, without seeing for sure? Might be best to check,” he says, and I know with all the certainty in the world that he is kind of teasing me now. The corner of his mouth is curled up, and his eyes spark with new light, but more than that is the feeling I get when he does things like this. It was there when he ran a hand over his hair, and during the whole bike incident it somehow swelled, and now it is practically taking over my soul.


    He puts a hand on the zipper that keeps the whole jumpsuit thing he’s wearing together, and my response is this wild and completely inappropriate thing. A great and giddy beast seems to leap inside me, just at the idea of what he might be suggesting. And I try to say no and explain that it’s just not necessary and apologize again for being a fool, but somehow the words are not coming out. My tongue is trapped between my will and what he is clearly willing to do. In fact, I think he might want to do it.


    You know, just to see how far things could go.


    He has no idea what the answer is. He probably thinks I don’t really feel anything at the thought of him doing that. He probably thinks I’m secretly repulsed and only hiding it well beneath layers of pretend acceptance. Maybe he even believes that this is the right way for me to be. There is certainly a streak of sincerity beneath the offer—as though I should really verify before going any further.


    But if so, then he should know—there is absolutely nothing verificationlike about the way I react when he starts to draw that zipper down. Again I want to tell him no, no, no, and instead I simply stand there and watch. My eyes follow that growing split in the suit and drink in almost everything it reveals.


    How can I possibly stop myself?


    His abdominal muscles actually make those tight rows, in a way that almost never seems to happen in real life. The guy in the magazine came close, but not like this. No, not like this. If I stroked him there, I’d probably lose a finger. He stretches to peel the top half of the jumpsuit off, and they leap and twist in all kinds of incredible ways.


    Every part of him leaps and twists in all kinds of incredible ways. I watch him stretch to get his right arm out of his nonexistent sleeve, and suddenly there are the enormous planes of his pectoral muscles, pulled so taut I briefly worry something is going to snap. His arms are long lengths of thick rope, and each time he moves, they bunch and coil and oh, Christ.


    I know I’m looking at him too much.


    I know, but I have absolutely no way of stopping. I’m just not used to men taking their clothes off like this—and certainly not ones that look the way he does and make me feel the way he makes me feel. Simply experiencing an absence of fear in a situation like this is some kind of marvel. Just knowing that I can trust him, that I was wrong to doubt him, that in all likelihood he will not let me down…


    It excites me and compels me like no other thing. When he says, “Come on, then. Come see,” I almost have to take a step forward. The way he beckons me alone—all slow-like with the whole of one enormous hand—is enough to make it happen.


    The look on his face simply seals the deal. It isn’t like anything I’ve ever seen before on any other person, all soft and warm and near reaching for me. Come on, trust me this much, that expression says. In fact, now that I look back, I can see that nearly everything he does is based on this idea. The way he pushes me to say No, you’re too much, you’re too weird. The slight challenge in his voice when he asked me to check his other tattoos.


    He wants me to turn away from him, I can tell.


    He thinks he deserves to be turned away from.


    And then he practically loses it when I refuse.


    I can hear the slight shake in his breathing when I stand mere inches from his half-naked body. I can see how still and indifferent he tries to seem, even as he watches me avidly out of the corner of one eye. And when I step slowly around him, he tenses just about everywhere. His shoulders lock, and his hands make fists—all of which makes me much more daring than I might usually be.


    How else to explain what I almost do? I hardly had the nerve to shake his hand before right now. But somehow when I feel how he’s reacting and see the incredible tattoo on his back, the urge just overtakes me. Suddenly my fingers are a millimeter away from the branches of this amazing tree that sits right in the center and sprawls up between his shoulder blades, and I cannot fault them. Mainly because the branches of the tree are not branches at all. They are words; he has words all over him—and not just any old words, either.


    Quotes from books and songs and things. I can tell they are, even though most of them I hardly recognize. One of them says something about flying a thousand miles just to be with someone, and another ends on such a poignant note I hover on the brink of stroking over every letter. Then when I realize what I’m actually close to doing, I don’t stop.


    I brush the words he thought to ink on himself.


    And true, I hardly make contact when I do. In fact, if we’re being technical about it, I mostly ghost the air. But I can tell it doesn’t feel like ghosting the air to him. His head goes back a little at the feel of my nonexistent touch, as though he can sense me even when I’m not really there. My hesitant nothing is someone else’s sock to the gut.


    All of which conspires to make me draw back. I didn’t realize it would be so intense and mean so much. I thought I could do it but I can’t, I can’t, I can’t. My hand feels as if I dipped it into electricity. I have to shake it just to get some of that static-crackle off my skin. I think I may never breathe normally again. My heart is trying to ram its way out of my body.


    So how come I’m going back in for more?


    Good God, I appear to be going back in for more. I inch toward the spider he has under his left arm with tentative fingers, just maybe wanting to see more of it. If I nudge him he might lift that limb and let me have a better look—but apparently that isn’t needed. He senses me just like he did before, and asks before I get near enough.


    “Want me to raise it?” he asks.


    And then he does. He raises it up in a way that should seem perfunctory. He hardly makes a show of it or bunches his biceps once the arm is there. Yet the sight of it…the way he goes about it…the stretch of his body and the sense of seeing secret hidden things…


    That about does me in.


    There is just something so intimate about the move. It lets me see the dark hair beneath his arm—hair that I somehow imagined wouldn’t be there. And now I can study tattoos that hardly anyone probably gets to see. Even if he wanders around without his shirt on, that spider is secret. It hides under all that muscle, along with the heavy bones of his rib cage and so much more of that silk-soft skin.


    But I get to see it. I get to see everything.


    Like those goddamn racing stripes.


    I stand on tiptoe the second I realize I might get a closer look, and when he notices and leans down, my hand does the thing again. It moves toward him, without permission from me. I’m still dazed from the electrocution the last one caused, so am in no position to authorize this. It just happens.


    Everything from that point on just happens. I reach up, and he leans down a little more, and suddenly we’re so close I could tilt my head and brush my cheek against his. The fingers that were just hovering somewhere south of those jet-black stripes are now pretty much touching them, and I can see the most intense detail. I can see that the hair there is kind of long. He obviously slicks it down with something.


    I can feel that he slicks them down with something, when I finally dare to touch. They are sort of bristly with product and maybe smooth at the same time—though of course that isn’t what goes through my head the second I make contact. That electricity is the thing that goes through my head. It goes through my whole body.


    And this time I think it goes through his, too.


    The only difference is—he loves it. Oh, man, does he ever love it. His love is so massive I can’t even pretend it isn’t there. His eyes drift closed the second I make contact. He lets his lips part. But most of all he practically rubs himself against my hand. He rubs himself against my hand and everything is just too warm, and I can feel his shuddery breaths almost beating through my body and when he urges his face against my hand a second time…


    His lips just come so close to mine.


    They come so close—what else can I do? The most terrified, doubt-riddled person on earth would take the same chance. I barely have to move my head to close the gap. Our mouths are almost brushing as it is. I can smell the sharp tang of too-strong mint on his breath and feel the heat of it washing over my face. This cannot be the wrong move.


    He wants me to kiss him.


    And by God, I want to kiss him, too. I’m almost outside my own body with terror and excitement and a thousand other feelings, but all of them narrow down to nothing for that one slight touch of my lips to his. I swear, in that second hardly anything else exists. There is just that tiniest bit of pressure against softness, the barest hint of moisture. The sense that I am doing something that will change me forever.


    Quite possibly into the kind of person I actually want to be.


    And then the whole thing is over, as though it had never begun. He jerks back so abruptly I almost check to see if I accidentally slapped his face. It felt as though I was kissing him, but how can I know for sure? The only thing I’ve ever pressed my lips to is my pillow, and my pillow never talks back. It never reacts badly.


    On the contrary, I think my pillow is very satisfied with my attentions.


    But Serge is a completely different matter altogether.


    He looks as if he just saw a car filled with clowns rolling down a road made of toffee and treacle. His eyes have gone all big, and one eyebrow is so shocked it seems to be raising and lowering all at the same time. And even though he hasn’t laughed his big booming laugh, I think it’s safe to assume I’ve done a bad thing.


    Oh, Christ, I’ve done a bad thing.


    He didn’t mean kissing. He meant something else. He was just trying to be really super-platonic with me. Like, the most platonic any human being can be with another human being. Eventually he was going to enter us in the platonic Olympics.


    We would have won gold, only now I’ve blown it.


    I have to apologize for blowing it.


    “I…I…that was…I thought,” I start, but my insides are churning so madly I can hardly get anything else out. The most I can manage is stuttering and spreading my hands in the most supplicatory gesture anyone has ever done before. Please, I think at him. Please understand that I just made a mistake. Forget about my clumsiness, forget about the thing I did, forget about everything, just forget, please forget.


    But of course he doesn’t.


    How can he? What I did is just starting to dawn all over his face. His eyes search mine, looking for explanations I don’t have. Then once he is sure, absolutely sure—when the bright light of what I have done flashes through him—he responds in a way that says for certain that he can never not remember.


    He takes my face in his hands and kisses me back.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 6


    At first I try to stay calm. When I imagined myself kissing someone, it was always in this super-slow and dignified manner, with lots of moody rain falling and classy music playing and absolutely no spit getting anywhere. But the moment his mouth presses to mine, I realize how wrong I was. I have absolutely no chance of replicating scenes from romantic movies, because in them no one ever seems to want as much as I do.


    Everything is just so new and fascinating that a slight touch is nowhere near enough. I put a hand on his arm to steady myself because my knees are trying to escape out of my body, and standing on tiptoe is really starting to take its toll, but my hand absolutely will not stick to that. Within thirty seconds of this kiss I can feel myself squeezing him. I get a taste of that biceps shifting beneath my palm and I just have to.


    Is it going to be hard? Soft?


    The texture is a total mystery to me, and must be unearthed immediately. First by just tentatively testing it out, and then with something I would call a grope if I was willing to admit it.


    Which I am most definitely not. No groping is happening. I am not trying to break the boundaries of physics to get higher on my tiptoes. My other hand is nowhere near his shoulder, and even if it was, I am touching it in a perfectly normal manner. Most people would probably just call it a pat. At best, they could push it to a gentle stroking. There is nothing wrong with a gentle stroking.


    But there probably is something wrong with the way I’m kissing him. I know there is. I can tell before my stunned brain manages to have a reasonable thought—though really, can I be blamed? He is the one who goes for it first. He tilts his head, and his lips part, and I can feel his face hair and oh, God, oh, God, I have no idea what happens to me. It’s as though someone jams down on this big tingling buzzer inside my body, and when they do I have to attack his face.


    And the attacking is bad.


    It isn’t just my dad who would disapprove. It is everyone in the history of the world. I think I try to get inside his mouth. I know for sure that I go too fast and press too hard. My lips already feel pulpy and bruised, and I’ve been doing this for only thirty seconds or so—yet somehow that only seems to make it sweeter. It only seems to make me greedier.


    Everything only seems to make me greedier. The way his hands keep hovering so close to various parts of my body, somehow so much more intense than if he was actually touching me. His mouth getting gradually more frantic against mine—at first hardly noticeable, but then just enough to make me think he really likes this. That I might, just might, be doing it right and in a way that he sort of enjoys. He even seems to shudder when I let my body brush against his, and for one wild second I let myself think that could be a good thing.


    It certainly feels that way to me. The moment I make contact I get this lovely big gush of pleasure, and it seems pretty plausible that the same thing happens for him.


    Or at least it does until he quite suddenly rips himself away again. Yeah, after that I kind of think I might have misinterpreted a few things—like my ability to kiss. Or the thumbs-up I thought he gave when he took hold of my face. It seemed to say that this was something he wanted, but right now he just seems even more horrified than he did before. Like I assaulted his face with my mouth, and now he has to deal with the terrible trauma.


    I mean, how else to explain his expression? He looks as if I punched him in the gut midkiss. He rides a bike and has insane hair and knows all about dive bars and drug rings and how to rescue people from bad situations, and yet somehow I have freaked him out so completely he seems unable to say anything. I keep waiting and waiting for him to explain why he yanked himself away the second time, or even the first.


    I would even accept any reasons for his horrified expression.


    But nothing is forthcoming. Except for maybe my imagination and all the terrible things it can come up with in the ensuing silence. Like maybe I really did do everything wrong. He only wanted to test things out the second time, and I went way too far. I crossed several lines and a couple of boundaries, and now he wants to put everything back the way it was. He must, because when he finally speaks he says something that makes my insides sink all the way down to my shoes.


    “We should probably go back now,” he tells me, which seems pretty much like the worst thing in the world until I follow him back to the bike. He barely speaks the whole way and goes much too fast for me to keep up and when we get there, oh, God, when we get there…


    He just watches me climb onto it. He hardly helps me at all. He barely even looks as though he wants to help me, despite the fact that I struggle quite a bit. In the end I have to just kind of slide on like a banked fish, which would have been embarrassing earlier but is absolutely mortifying now. It just confirms every reason he probably has for being weirded out by my kissing. I am a clumsy, oafish buffoon who does clumsy, oafish-buffoonlike things, and now I have to be punished for all of them.


    He barely says goodbye to me—though that is hardly the worst thing.


    No, the worst is the sure and certain knowledge that I get as I watch him drive away….


    I will never see him again as long as I live, and all because of one foolish kiss.


    
      —
    


    I try not to think about it. Whenever I do I cringe so bad my muscles kind of go into spasm. Part of me starts to worry that humiliation is doing me an injury, but if it is, then Google refuses to tell me about it. I search for solutions to crippling embarrassment over kissing a guy wrong and all I get in return is You are a giant fool. Stop bothering me.


    And nothing else I do helps, either. I try to immerse myself back in my normal life by aggressively attempting to have conversations in the cafeteria over the kind of food that everyone else eats, but all that does is tell me how badly I am failing on all points. Other people just seem to know instinctively how to do things in a way I never learned.


    For example: They understand when flirting is happening. Sam whispers to me that Brad Halverson is so fucking into her as she nibbles on a breadstick, even though all he did was jerk his head and grunt the word hey. I got way more than that from Serge and still somehow misread all the signals. I must be stunted in some way by my past, but if I am, then how come Hannah Yates seems so able to negotiate this stuff?


    I see her by the vending machines talking away to Finn O’Hare, even though she is pretty much the least cool person in the world and he is the most. He is golden and glossy and the captain of the swim team, while she is just some little nerd. She is some little nerd just like I am and yet somehow, she is better at this than me.


    She follows conversations more easily and laughs in the right places and most of all, she never makes clumsy advances on people who do not want to be advanced upon. I can tell she doesn’t, because when she puts a hand on Finn’s arm he seems to super enjoy it. They will probably go off to a date after her last class. She laughs in all the right places and he tells great jokes and when they kiss no one will ever be grossed out.


    Whereas Serge is probably still grossed out now. And I definitely do not get to go on a date. He would probably faint at the very thought of it and even if he didn’t, I have other ridiculous things to deal with. After Eighteenth-Century English Literature I get a weird text from Tommy that makes just about no sense at all, and have to schlep all the way over there to see if he needs some kind of medical intervention. After all, I doubt anyone healthy would use words like beev and stal and amay. He even gives the last word an underline, despite how complicated underlining is.


    Apparently he cannot make real sentences in English, but he can press twenty buttons at once to emphasize his nonsensical words.


    That has to be a brain problem of some sort. Or maybe a new designer drug that puts all the letters in your head in the wrong order and forces your sister to brave your scary apartment again. Which on the one hand I am grateful for, considering now I don’t have to think about the thing that happened.


    But on the other hand, his apartment is even scarier than it was before. I swear, on the way up I see a shoe dangling from a crooked banister, and I am not entirely sure that someone took their foot out of it first. Right next to my brother’s apartment someone has scrawled die bitch die, and the ink they used could well be blood.


    Plus, the apartment itself. Oh, Jesus, the apartment itself. No wonder Tommy isn’t anywhere around. The whole place smells as if someone died of farting. For a second I actually worry that this person is Tommy, and then I find his stockpile of vomit-covered clothes and the undead hair monster in the shower and plates that seem to be growing their own small civilizations. Something runs over my foot as I venture into the bedroom—at which point I decide to take my leave.


    Or at least I try to. I make it about as far as the couch before I realize that rattling sound is not a water pipe coming off the wall. It seems to be coming from the door. From the door handle. Someone is twisting the door handle back and forth in a way that makes me so unspeakably grateful that I dropped the dead bolt after stepping inside.


    I mean, it could be like last time. For a second my heart even lifts at the thought. The person on the other side might be Serge again, come to bring an incoherent Tommy home. It could be, I think, but then if it is why am I still standing here frozen? Why am I listening for every little sound as though every little sound holds the possibility of terrible danger?


    Of course I know the answer:


    Good people tend to knock.


    Bad people just try to get in.


    And this person is definitely just trying to get in. After a moment of that horrendous turning and turning, I hear an even worse sort of sound. A clitter-clatter that could never possibly be keys in a lock. This is not Tommy whacked off his gourd and attempting to wrestle his way into his own apartment.


    This is someone using tools to get in. I know it is, before I even hear strained words through the wood. One of them hisses at the other that the girl is in there, and the other replies with something I hear only part of. Probably a good thing I do, however, considering the words I can make out. I could swear it sounds like glass enema, even though that seems far too weird and specific for a threat.


    I try to think how it happens in movies when the bad guys come around for their money, but all I can think of is the times when they get their money, then decide to stab anyway. I see blood spurting up walls behind my eyes and oh, God, I should never have gorged myself on horror movies the moment I realized I could. It seemed fantastic at the time, but that was only because I had no clue that actual stabbings might be a reality in my future.


    Now it just seems like a haunting prophecy.


    It seems like my dad was right. Criminals will get me for being a whore or a smart mouth or a person who wears their socks out of alignment. I am about to be punished for thinking I could ever forget my own life with his hard-earned money. I should never have bought that dress that goes way above the knee, because that must be the reason they are currently messing with the lock.


    I hear it starting to give.


    I see it starting to give.


    I have to do something. The only question is What?


    I could call the police, but I know they would never get here in time.


    I could run, but if I do, they will almost definitely wait for Tommy instead.


    Which just leaves me with defending myself, even though I am completely unable to do that on any level whatsoever. The chair I grab is never going to protect me. Nor is the baseball bat I remember is under the couch, just seconds before the lock makes this ominous clunking sound. I hold it high and aggressively, but really I know I’m probably going to die. My only consolation is knowing my dad didn’t do it, like I always thought he would. I escaped that at least, I think.


    And then I brace myself for that door swinging wide.


    But not enough for it bursting off its hinges.


    Would anything be enough for that? I swear the whole thing seems to rocket across the room. It almost hits me—and thank God that it is almost, too, because something else comes with it. A big, sprawling sack of God knows what that takes me a good ten seconds to identify. I see one flailing leg and a fat-looking face, but still it doesn’t quite dawn on me. Mainly because oh my God, oh my God, someone just hurled a man through the door. They didn’t kick it off its hinges.


    They used a person to smash it open. Either that or they used a door to smash the person. At the moment I can hardly tell, because my brain flew out of my ear a moment ago and is showing no signs of returning. I almost belt the guy one in a blind panic, and only the vaguest sense that I have no need to stops me. Somewhere in the darkest corner of my mind I understand what has happened here.


    I get that Serge might have just saved my life.


    But it takes him striding after the guy he just threw to grasp it, and even then it feels like a close thing. I really had begun to believe that I had put him off forever. I thought he might care nothing for me, until the man on the floor tries to get up. He goes to lash out at my leg I think, maybe still believing that the fella who shoved or threw or maybe just struggled with him is not really that much of a threat.


    But that belief is cut pretty short, extremely fast. He barely manages to sit up before Serge is on him. And when I say “on him,” I actually mean like nothing I have ever seen in my whole life. He doesn’t haul him up and start punching. No more hurling occurs. He just gets ahold of the guy’s arm midstrike and does something I can barely describe or understand.


    I see it happen and yet I still struggle to process it. He kind of turns and pulls and twists, and suddenly that arm is a tangled pretzel. Not broken, I think, but manipulated into a position that probably feels like it. The moment he bends it in the wrong direction the guy shrieks. He has a really macho beard and a shaved head, and his eyes are so mean I keep having to look away in case they get me.


    But he makes a sound like a baby piglet being poked with a stick. I think tears maybe spark in those frightening eyes, and then Serge puts his weight on that bent arm and maybe becomes really. I see one run down his face as he struggles to get away, but of course struggling only makes things worse. It makes Serge lean in harder and put pressure on the guy’s wrist, all so calmly that you could hardly believe he was hurting someone. Even his tone when he tells the guy to stay down is cool and steely and even, in a way that should probably unnerve me. It should, but I know exactly why that is not the case.


    Everything about him is the opposite of most men I have known. He is twice their size but seems to feel no need to prove it. As soon as he realizes the guy is completely broken, he lets him up and tells him to leave. No extra thrashings to show how manly he is. No show of anger, even though I think he might feel it. Once the guy is gone he makes two fists and seems to shake for a second, breathing slow and steady as though to get himself under control.


    And when he looks at me, oh, Lord, when he looks at me.


    He seems ashamed, I think. He puts out his hands as though I am the cops about to pull my gun on him. I can even hear the words behind the gesture: Things like Take it easy and I can explain. But he has no need to. My main feeling is not horror or fury about the terrible thing he has done. My main feeling is a kind of breathless wonderment, that he actually did it.


    That he somehow knew and came in here and saved my life.


    Does he understand what that means to know and come and save my life? At the very least it suggests that he is a really good person. And at the very most is the suggestion that maybe I got the wrong idea the other day in the woods. I mean, would you really do all this for someone if you found them disgusting and weird? Somehow I kind of doubt it, but then my handle on these things is faulty at the best of times.


    And this is definitely not the best of times. He just stands there looking and looking at me, eyes laced with a kind of light that I can barely fathom. I want to call it wounded, but what does he have to be wounded about? I never turned my back on him. I never told him that I should go. It must have been clear that I loved every second of the kiss, and the very first thing I say here is Thank you.


    Not even just Thank you.


    I add a so much on the end—but that just seems to make it more painful. His eyes actually stutter closed for the briefest moment, and he puts up a hand. “Please do not be grateful to me,” he says, as though my gratitude is actually a gun made of leprosy. I aimed it at him without meaning to, and he is worried that all his limbs might drop off.


    Now I have to somehow convince him they will remain attached.


    “Sorry, sorry, I just wanted to say something to highlight what you did,” I say.


    But it has no effect whatsoever. He shuts me down just like he did before.


    “I have to go,” he says, most probably to a place where I can no longer cause him any trouble. Or at least where I can no longer cause him any injuries, because I seem to have done that, too. For some reason the knuckles on his right hand are bleeding. He must have scraped them on the door or maybe hurt them getting rid of whoever the guy’s companion was, and the second I notice I have to say something.


    “At least let me see to your hand,” I tell him.


    I just wish I hadn’t. His response is so brisk it could pass for a day in January.


    “I got some skinned knuckles, not a missing finger. I can deal with it fine.”


    “I know you could, but I would love to repay you just a little.”


    “Exactly why I need to go. I need to go right now. Take care, Bea,” he says, and then he actually starts to leave. He just walks toward the door right in the middle of our conversation, leaving me so confused and angry that I sort of do something insane. I mean, I can hear the brush-off in his tone and see the tension in his body. I know that he wants to be away from me as soon as possible.


    So what makes me grab his arm? I even take two steps forward to do it, but I can tell it only makes things worse. That way he has time to see me coming and slowly progress from confused to appalled to disgusted. By the time my hand is finally on him, his stare practically shrivels me—and his words just finish the job.


    “For the love of fuck, take your hand off me. Why did you have to do that? Why are you so unafraid of me, huh? Did you not see what I just did? I threw a guy through a door. I nearly broke his arm in front of you—that the kind of thing you want to be touching?”


    “Why are you calling yourself a thing? You just saved my life.”


    “You can put it like that all you want, girl, but we both know the real score. I got a temper so big I could have killed those fuckers. I still want to kill them now just for coming anywhere near you, and none of that is good. Being violent and vengeful is not a cool and sexy thing, you understand me?” he says, and when he does I pretty much reach my limit.


    If he wants to push me away, this is not how to go about it. He should just tell me straight that I’m a gross and awful nightmare, because I have all the fierce rebuttals in the world for this. They just burst right out of me the second he’s finished.


    “I never said violence was cool and sexy. You know what I thought when you had hold of him? Not that I was grateful for you saving my life, but that I was so glad you did it like that, like a good guy, like a calm and restrained man instead of some brute who beats someone senseless just because he can,” I say, and as I do I can hear my voice getting louder and more strained. I can feel my past pushing against the roots of every word, making them tenser and tighter until finally on the last word they snap.


    But that’s okay, because so does he.


    Dear God, so does he. His eyes just seem to get bigger and bigger all the way through my little speech, and then right at the end, right when everything is darkest and I can hear the tears in my voice, he just seems to break. He makes this sound like someone falling on their own sword, and suddenly his hand is on the back of my head. His hand is on the back of my head because he wants to tilt my face toward him.


    And then he wants to kiss me.


    He kisses me. He fucking kisses me. After all that doubt and wondering he just does it like he can hardly stand to do anything else.


    And he does it hard—so hard I could never doubt again that he means it. He damn near crushes me. My legs start to tremble under the weight, but I could not care less. I love every bit of strain he puts on my pathetic muscles. I want him to swamp me. I want him to cover me with that gigantic body until all light in the universe is completely blocked out. He can be my blanket fort, only all ripply and firm and oh-so-good. He is good just about everywhere.


    Or so my disobedient hands tell me. Part of me is still nervous about his reaction in the woods and most of me is confused about his reaction here, but my hands could not care less about any of that. They want to feel him while they have the chance.


    More than feel, in all honesty.


    I think what they do might best be called fondling, even though the word makes my face burn. It makes me think of boys trying to get whatever they can in the back of a car, only in this case the girl is the one doing the stuff. The guy has never ventured below the neck. He’s still busy exploring my hair and tasting my lips, while I rub all over his big back. I even stand on tiptoe so I can get at his slablike shoulder blades, all the while half waiting for him to object. To make up a reason why I shouldn’t do this.


    And when he doesn’t…


    Oh, no, when he doesn’t…


    I kind of do something really super over the line.


    Of course, the whole thing is kind of an accident. I just get a little overexcited, and suddenly my hand slips. It goes down instead of up and under rather than over, and holy crap, holy crap I can feel skin. Somehow I’m touching bare skin. Really, really bare skin, and not in an innocent place. I might have gotten away with the stuff on his back or even his chest.


    But I have no chance when my hand is on his bottom.


    Mother Teresa would have no chance with this one, and I am definitely not her. I know all the things he can probably see when he pulls back oh-so-slowly. My chest feels as though it might be heaving. Every inch of my body and face is the color of a stop sign. I think the place between my legs has grown so enormous it could well be visible in some way—and that isn’t even the worst thing.


    The fact that my hand refuses to move is.


    He has to actually reach back and get hold of my wrist, then ease me away from the thing I should not be touching. And true, he does it gently. He is never rough or impatient with me about it. Yet still, I panic a little. Of course I panic a little. The last time we were together he reacted badly to a kiss, and this was quite a bit more than that. It was so much more that I have no idea how I did it.


    And apparently neither does he.


    “Why are you like this?” he asks, and for one awful moment I have flashbacks to my father. My throat starts to tighten and I go to tug my hands out of his, not thinking about why he might be still holding on to them. He would probably let go if I was really so awful. He would probably sound less husky and not quite so socked in the gut by whatever I just did, but I pay very little attention to that. I just want to get away now—from my feelings, from him, from everything.


    I want to find a monastery and live there forever.


    I have too much pent-up stuff inside me. I can never react normally to this sort of thing. He touches me and I go off like a nuclear bomb, showering him all over with my ridiculous sex feelings. Even now, in the middle of my humiliation, I can feel it brimming up inside me. He strokes my cheek and it happens again, times ten.


    He should not do that while asking me these questions.


    These terrible, terrible awful questions.


    “How come you touch me like that?” he asks, and he just sounds so gentle and curious I could almost believe he means something good. But then I remember the actual words, and that belief falls to pieces. Now I have to somehow explain without saying anything at all—and I manage it. I just have to sacrifice my dignity to do it.


    “I have no idea. I barely know what sort of touching I do.”


    “Feels like your hands can’t get enough of me.”


    “I’m just not used to being near to someone so big and so…”


    “So what? Finish your sentence, okay? Just go ahead and finish it,” he says, but I just absolutely cannot. I have to be somewhat vague about it.


    “Well, you know—just look at you. Look at you,” I tell him, and hope my gestures at his general face and body area do the rest of the work. At the very least I want him to get the impression and then maybe move on to safer, calmer sorts of topics like criminals coming to murder me or the fact that the door is still missing and everyone can see my humiliation.


    But he does not. Oh, good God, he does not.


    Instead he decides to say this little doozy: “I look all the time and still got no clue. Sometimes I think I must be dreaming, when I feel you being this way with me—so greedy, girl. Holy fuck, you are greedy for it. Never felt nothing like it in all my days, and it makes me fucking crazy, I tell you what.”


    After which I kind of have to take a second or three. Did he really just say that? Were those the actual words that came out of his mouth? I think they might have been, and yet I can barely stand to believe it. I have to check just in case, even though I know I must sound ridiculous. “Is that crazy in a good way? Is that greedy in a good way?” I ask, like some three-year-old who barely understands words.


    But even that barely fazes him.


    “ ’Course it is—what, you think I stood here shaking ’cause I hate it?”


    I kind of want to say no to save myself some embarrassment, but even now I barely understand. I never understand when someone thinks good things about me. “I spent the last few days being absolutely sure that I kissed you wrong or that you thought it was a mistake and just wanted to be friends or something…it had to be something, because why else would you leave like that without saying goodbye?”


    I realize I might be babbling by the end of that little speech. But there is nothing I can do about it. My voice wants to rise and rise through all of those words, and nothing I do stops it. I think my voice might hate me. I think he might hate me.


    Why else would he look so still and fierce suddenly?


    Why would he speak in this weird, deadpan voice?


    “You thought I wanted to be friends,” he says, and I can tell it isn’t a question. He practically puts a circle around the full stop. He could put statement of great importance on a label, and stick it to that sentence.


    It’s no wonder I want to take it back.


    “Yes. Maybe. No. Forget I said that,” I say, but to no avail.


    His next words are even more deadpan than the last lot.


    “You thought I cut out because you kissed wrong.”


    “No, honestly, just forget I said any of these words.”


    “I want to, but you just shot them into my brain with a loaded gun. Are you fucking kidding me with this? Who told you that your kissing is no good?”


    “Well, no one told me, but you seemed so—”


    “So you just assumed based on other men running out on you?”


    “No, no, no men have run out on me. There are no other men. I just thought when—”


    “Please tell me you did not just say that.”


    Of course I immediately try to think which thing he might mean. But so many of my words seem like total disasters that pinning one down in particular is impossible. So far I got the kissing stuff wrong and the friend thing wrong and the running-out-on-me thing wrong.


    It could be anything. I might have started speaking gibberish.


    It certainly feels that way, when I finally fumble out sentences.


    “I wish I could, but now I feel all turned around and have no idea what ridiculous thing has made you look like I socked you in the face,” I say, but even by those standards I barely expect his answer. His answer makes my stomach drop three feet.


    “The thing about the other men. What do you mean by the other men?” he asks, and then I realize. I see what I said in blinding Technicolor about a second before he clarifies. Or as I like to call it, makes everything so much worse. “You mean like other men right now, not no other men ever. You kissed plenty of guys. You kissed a fucking shit ton of them and just phrased it wrong.”


    I wish I had phrased it wrong.


    I wish it so much I try to sell that concept to him, because oh, Christ, I just somehow let him know that I have never kissed a man. Not just that I have never been with a man in any way, but that my lips have only ever touched my pillow or my arm. I have to take that back somehow—though I know I do it poorly.


    “If we could just stick with that I would really appreciate it,” I say, like someone trying to return a faulty Hoover over the phone. It doesn’t surprise me in the least when he rolls his eyes to the heavens and puts a hand to hair that isn’t actually there. But it does surprise me that this gesture he makes—this shift from sort of relaxed to kind of tense—has nothing to do with how ridiculous I am. Instead it has everything to do with his own stuff that I hardly even thought of.


    “Oh, Jesus—not only have I got my big fucking hairy hands all over a cute little college girl, I got them all over a goddamn virgin cute little college girl who’s never had any tongue in her mouth but her own. This is a fucking nightmare. I gotta get out of here before I do something biblical like fucking despoil you,” he says, and suddenly the world is tilting on its axis. The glass clears and the fog lifts, and for the first time I start to see. I put myself in his shoes and look out through his eyes and there it is as bright as day.


    “Is that why you got out of there last time? Because you thought you despoiled me?”


    “I got out of there, girl, because the very last thing you need is someone like me. And that was before I learned that you never had a man anywhere close to you. You need to start with someone decent and safe and good.”


    “So what you’re saying is that you like me, but worry about my well-being because you feel you are not decent or safe or good?”


    “That just about sums it up, yeah.”


    “That you would touch me, if it were not for that,” I say, and maybe he hears the lack of surety in my voice because he sighs and shakes his head. He sighs and says, “The only thing stopping me from laying my hands on you right now is the thought of how bad I would be for you. And it is bad, because honey, if there was anything else between us, I would tear it down with my bare fucking hands. A pit full of demons could open up and I would jump in it to get at you. If there were walls of fire I would burn to be by your side. You got to know that—I ain’t making up excuses or trying my damnedest to let you down easy. I just see that I’m the wall of fire and the pit of demons. You need to take a running jump and clear me completely.”


    I wish I could say I react normally to this. But I feel pretty sure I do not. For a start, the longer he goes on, the harder my heart beats. By the time he finishes I think a thunderstorm is going on in my chest. It feels as if someone is trying to escape from inside there with the help of a hammer. My eyes are stinging, even though I really do not want them to be. I want to be calm, but how can I? He just said something right out of a romantic movie—one that three years ago I would not have been allowed to watch.


    I barely have experience of the fiction.


    The reality is like a house of emotion collapsing on top of me. I thought my foundations were strong and my roof impenetrable—but I was wrong, I was wrong. Everything is coming down in a shower of dust and rubble. When I finally manage to speak, my voice is shaking. And they are not the words I ever imagined myself saying.


    They are the words of the person I am becoming.


    The one who will not take no for an answer.


    The one who thinks his idea of himself is bullshit.


    “And if I laid my hands on you, what then?” I ask him, and though he answers as fiercely as I have ever heard him be—though he takes a step back and points one big finger at me and says, “Do not lay your hands on me, Bea, I fucking mean it. You keep your hands over there,” in this real warning sort of voice—I hardly care at all.


    Maybe because I can see this look in his eyes. I can see it now, like the light breaking through the clouds. He backs off, but that light is there, just as wary and broken up and unsure as I have ever been. And that makes it very easy to step into the space he just occupied.


    “I told you. I have very little control over them,” I say, and I even have this little tease in my voice. I can hear it. Hell, he can hear it. His voice immediately goes up one sharp notch, in an attempt to stop that tease in its tracks.


    “Then get some. I ain’t playing with you—this is not some cute movie cliché where I turn out to be the best guy ever, only from the wrong side of the tracks,” he snaps, but the thing is, he has to know that this is never going to work now. Not after he said that about laying his hands on me. Not after he made himself the one who barely believes in his own goodness or understands the effect he has on other people. It was fine when that was me, heartsick and heartsore and so sure I meant nothing. But not when it’s him. Never when it’s him.


    “Good, because I am not some sweet girl excited by danger, ready to run away with a bad boy. In fact, the very last thing I wanted in my life was that. Tommy is the one who wants to cut his collar and run. I want kindness. You have no idea how badly I want some kindness, and if you had never shown me any I would have stopped thinking about you the very day, the very minute, the very second we met. But you know that isn’t true. You know that no one has ever been kinder to me than you.”


    A lot of silence happens when I’m done. Too much silence, really. The urge to fill it comes on me in a wave about halfway through—maybe with apologies or takebacks of some kind. But when he turns his face away and tells me Maybe I should get some other friends, with that pain on his face not for himself but for me, my resolve strengthens.


    It gets a spine of fire again.


    “Or maybe you just have to accept that you are that good. Better than anyone. Better than my own family, better than my friends, so much better that you can come here and save my life and still have to be convinced of your betterness.”


    I take another step toward him, then.


    But this time he doesn’t back up. He puts no hands out to stop me; he makes no sharp remarks to keep me where I am. He glances down at the distance between us—now so small I feel as if I could cross it just by sticking out my tongue—and nothing more. Nothing except the shaking and shaking, like the judder of some enormous machine.


    The idea of which he finds even more staggering than I do. After a second of it he seems to break or burst or something. He lets out this breath that sounds more like a curse, half laughing and half disbelieving.


    “Fucking Christ, I never shook like this in my whole life. Seriously, you got no idea what you talking like that does to me. No idea what you standing so close to me does and that kiss, holy fuck, that kiss.”


    “Tell me, then. Tell me what it does. Tell me why.”


    “Never been kissed like that by anyone. Never been wanted like that—like this. I swear when you put those hands on my back just now I almost lost it.”


    “And what happens when you lose it?”


    “Nothing you want to know about.”


    “Kind of feels like I want to know about it. Kind of feels like I might burst if I never get the chance to find out. Kind of feels like I might burst anyway,” I say, in part because I want to know, but mostly because it appears to be true. I have grown a heart between my legs, and the longer this goes on, the harder it thumps and pulses. By the time he talks again I can feel it reverberating through my body.


    His words don’t even stop it—though I feel sure they should.


    “Yeah, I can tell. Fuck, I can tell just fucking looking at you,” he says, and I brace myself for a wave of shame. I wait for my brain to read it in the worst possible way, and somehow find myself doing the opposite. Instead of drawing back, I push forward.


    I ask him for more, near knowing that it will never be bad.


    “Why, what do I seem like?” I ask him, and he repays my faith a hundredfold.


    “You seem really fucking turned on, girl, all flushed like that with those stiff little nipples sticking through your top—Christ, I bet they feel so sweet, right? So sensitive. Can you feel that material pulling against them? That why you keep shivering?” he asks, after which I think the heart between my legs has some kind of episode. Suddenly I can feel it in my stomach and the tops of my thighs, which does not seem right at all.


    Everything is usually restricted to one particular area. Even when I have my little fantasies about Ryan Gosling I get only the faintest sense that my vagina actually exists. Now I could never deny that fact if I tried—and not just because of the pounding and the warmth and the fuzzy feeling spreading up and down and out.


    There is also that sensation whenever I move.


    The slick sensation that makes me want to stay still and keep moving all at the same time. Most probably explains why he just noticed me wriggling around on the spot, but I feel he should shoulder at least some of that blame. He just said nipples. He noticed my nipples with his eyes and made reference to the thing they do.


    He made a better reference to it than I probably could.


    This is almost definitely his entire fault.


    “I keep shivering because you are saying a lot of things.”


    “Yeah, I got a dirty mouth once I get going.”


    “Can you keep on going?” I say, even though this time I really do not mean to. I want to pull back now, I do. But he said dirty and mouth, and then that just happens. I have no control over it anymore—just like with my hands when they get let loose on his body. He sets the table and puts the meal out and I simply have to eat.


    No matter how often he tries to tell me the food is poison.


    “I think I’m hitting my limit for virgin girls who have no idea what they might be getting into. Seriously, this is beyond where we can go together,” he says, and then, oh, Lord, I think I kind of beg him. I beg him, yet still feel very little shame.


    “Just one more thing, please, one more thing,” I say, and all I get is this electric sensation at the sight of his expression. He looks as if he would give his right arm to do what I ask—or at least give something to have the restraint that would make him stop.


    “One more?” he says, as though stressing that limit will be enough. Holding up that single finger will keep it all neat and tidy. He can have this and I can have it, too, and then that will be the end of whatever we are doing.


    “One more,” I agree, then watch as he gives it to me.


    He leans down in what seems like slow motion.


    And licks my spiky little nipple with one wicked flick of his tongue.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 7


    I do my best to not react too much. Partly because I suspect too much will scare him off again, but mostly because the whole thing scares me. I see his tongue curl out and feel it make contact with a part of my body that I barely knew existed until five minutes ago, and everything just crackles out of control. My hair practically stands on end. A great tingling bloom spreads outward from that one point, so good I hardly know what to do with all of it.


    I kind of want to shove the sensation under a metaphorical bed, so I can deal with it in parts and pieces later on. Just tease out a little at a time, instead of having to deal with a big glut at once. The big glut is way too intense for me to take in a single sitting. I find myself wanting to wave my hands around his head or maybe make a big animal sound, so I suppose I should be proud of myself for managing less than that.


    I just don’t feel proud about the gasp I let out.


    It seems very loud to me. Very loud and also like something people do in sexy movies. In certain lights it could almost be called a moan, which feels pretty excessive to me. He only touched my nipple. He only licked it through my shirt. He only palmed my breast while he did the whole thing as though he could hardly resist and holy crap maybe this is a lot. It could be okay that I make a noise like a horny porn star and go all red and sort of squirm around a bit.


    But if it is I barely get a chance to find out. He jerks away and holds up a single finger the moment I put a hand on his shoulder—as if he knows the secret intention behind the gesture. He gets it completely, even though it takes me a good thirty seconds to understand and I was the one doing it. I thought I was just trying to steady myself, and then I see his warning expression and that one and I know.


    I was trying to hold him there.


    I was trying to get him to do more.


    I still want him to do more, in spite of his wariness and my wariness and oh, yeah, the fact that the door is off its goddamn hinges. At the very least we need to move to a less visible area if this is going to carry on—though I think it might be a little late for that. I glance in that direction, building up to a suggestion that we go somewhere more private to talk, and see Tommy just standing there in the empty space. Circumstances like those definitely warrant some modesty—so how come I feel the need for none? I almost bat my hand in his general direction and tell him to come back later. Much later, after I’ve had the chance to experience the full and complete gamut of nipple-licking and the resulting sensations.


    I mean, if one through a jumper is that good, then what exactly is skin to skin like? What does the hot wetness of a mouth do to that tight little bud? I have to believe it is something amazing, yet may not now get to find out for sure. Persuading him to do this much was hard enough. Asking him to try underneath my top after my brother caught us is going to be another level altogether.


    Because I can see Serge feels caught. His jaw locks up. His hands go behind his back, as though to say Hey, we were definitely not doing anything. And when he speaks there is an undercurrent of something really unlike him in his voice. A kind of resentment or bitterness, I think, or maybe just plain old deflection. It works as the latter, at the very least. “Come to see what trouble you caused, kid,” he says, after which Tommy immediately flicks from What were you just doing? to frightened apologies.


    He stops giving us both the side eye and starts seeing the door close to my feet and the forlorn hinges by his side and the red on my face, and then comes to an obvious but wrong conclusion.


    One that puts a hand into my chest and squeezes.


    One that almost makes up for all of this mess.


    “They told me it was all done with. That it was all okay now—but even if it isn’t, it’s me, not my sister. She has nothing to do with it. She doesn’t even know I ever owed people so you can just let her go and work things out with me. I got plenty of money and I can give you all of it now. Just let her go first, then we can talk,” he says, somehow sounding both older and younger than he really is at the same time. I can almost believe if Serge really was some drug dealer holding me to ransom that Tommy would convince him—though I thank God we aren’t actually in that position.


    If we were, I could never let him do that. I would have to stay, and I think staying would have turned out very badly for me. So bad that Serge is horrified by the assumption. His face drops three feet. He gives no quarter or credit for the offer Tommy made. He just barks at him loud enough to shake the walls.


    “You think I got something to do with this, you little shit? I came here to help—what the fuck were you doing, huh? You couldn’t have warned her? I knew you must have fucking known. No time for a goddamn text? Not a phone call, nothing?”


    “I did send something—I told her to keep away.”


    “Not loudly enough. Not well enough,” Serge says, which sounds kind of unfair until I remember what Tommy did actually do. That garbled, most likely drug-addled message. The one I could never have possibly deciphered in a million years and so will not bring up here. If I do, God knows what will happen. I’m already kind of scared that Serge might decide he needs a thrashing, too. After all, that is the default setting in my mind when we do something wrong.


    We get a thrashing.


    Tommy even looks as if he thinks one is coming. His shoulders curl in just like they always do. He starts nervously picking at the cuff of his sweater, in a way that makes my stomach churn. Not as badly as it once might have, but still, the sensation is there. The agony of indecision is the same—half of me terrified to step in, but the other half just about dying to do it. I was always better at taking it than he was. It was always easier for me to persuade Dad to stop, and I think it will be even easier here.


    He probably won’t even hurt me at all, I think.


    But I’m wrong about that. I’m wrong about all of this. I should have guessed or at least understood, knowing the way he has been with me through every single interaction. Yet somehow it remains completely unclear until Serge strides toward Tommy. Even during the striding I don’t fully get it—I take a step forward, too, and put up a hand. I go to grab his arm, the idea of his elbow coming back so stark in my head it’s as though I’m feeling it already. I taste my childhood on my lips, mean and bloody.


    And then watch as he puts his arms around Tommy’s shoulders.


    He cuddles him. He goddamn cuddles him, and I could just cry. I sort of collapse on the inside, so full of the weight of old beliefs that once they go, I can hardly hold myself together. The urge to lie down is almost insurmountable. Literally the only thing that stops me is the disgusting floor. If Tommy had cleaned recently I’d be sprawled there now, most likely blubbering out thanks and apologies that would barely even make sense. He never saw me try to stop him. He has no idea what I thought.


    Only I know, and only I have to feel awful now—and thank God for that because not only is he hugging Tommy, he also seems to be giving him a pep talk. He says things to him like We got to get you some help and I know you’re just trying to escape and You got no reason to worry about this now, I’m handling it, while I do my level best to not break down.


    I have no idea why I try, though. Tommy barely bothers at all. He just starts crying immediately and fiercely, in a way I swear I never knew he could. It looks as if someone found a part of him that was full of poison, and somehow took a knife to it. Slit it up the side and let it all out.


    Or is that just me projecting?


    It feels as though it could be me. I can almost feel the new wound in my side, no longer festering but fresh and clean and so ready to be healed. Then when Serge passes me on the way to help Tommy get some stuff together, and stops for just a second to put a hand on the nape of my neck and a kiss to my temple, and tells me in a low voice that he would never hurt my brother, that he would never, please, never worry…


    That’s when I feel the first stitch.


    
      —
    


    I wonder on the way down how this is going to work. The rehab center Serge talks about is miles away, but Sam has my car, and three people are unlikely to fit on his bike. I almost ask if he intends for me to stay here while he buzzes off with Tommy nestled between his arms. The day might end with my brother flinging himself at my almost-boyfriend in a forest if he does—so thank God Serge came with something else instead. He came with a big, red, brand-new-looking truck, which could be a coincidence, I know, but somehow suspect that it wasn’t.


    He knew what he was coming here to do.


    He knew they were coming.


    He knew he would stop them.


    And he knew he would need a more practical vehicle to get Tommy out of here. Whether the plan was rehab all along is unclear. Whether the place he mentions is even really rehab is a further question—can you just check someone in like that? Is this just something you can do? I have absolutely no clue, but Tommy seems very willing to put his faith in the hugging punk.


    And God knows I do, too.


    It’s all I can do to stop myself thanking him a thousand times. My hands keep wanting to wander to him, even though I still don’t know if wandering is okay. He might not be a fan of the kind of gentle touch I want to give him on his side or his back or his arm, as he secures Tommy’s stuff in the back. He could hate the hand-holding I want to try the moment he sits next to me up front, with those big fingers just resting on the gear stick between us and those rings winking away at me.


    Though in the end I’m glad I fight the impulse. I think I would have looked pretty stupid trying when five minutes into the drive Tommy asks, “So is he your boyfriend, Bea?” and Serge replies with this:


    “Keep that thought out of your head, kid, got it?”


    And yeah, I no longer think he means stuff like that in the bad way. I get that he just wants to protect me or maybe not admit something to my silly kid brother. It could even be that he is a little ashamed of himself for doing what he did to me quite possibly in front of Tommy. But even with all of that, it kind of stings a little. It makes my face flush hot when I think about the hand I almost put over his.


    Then even hotter when Tommy adds:


    “But you know she likes you, right?”


    He just makes me sound like a fumbling middle-schooler with a crush on some gorgeous, amazing college guy, and he does it without even really meaning to. His tone is not teasing. He seems small and grave about it—maybe even a little hopeful. But the embarrassing side of it just shines through anyway.


    And it keeps on shining, too.


    “Yeah, I know she does. I also know that she’s got enough violent bullshit to deal with without me adding to the mix,” Serge says, which is honestly fine. It just seems like a variation on things already said, mainly echoed to get Tommy to pipe down. I can convince him otherwise—I know I can. What I cannot do, however, is erase what Tommy says next.


    “She told you about our dad, huh?” he says.


    After which I have to wonder if mortification can kill a person. My face tries to burn me alive. I think my heart lurches against my breastbone, and I turn so fast I know I give myself whiplash. My neck will be hurting days from now, but I don’t care. He needs to shut up. He needs to shut his mouth and I need to make him—with my eyes and my snarled warning and my hand slapping down hard against the back of my seat.


    Though I know none of that is enough. I can tell just by taking the emotional temperature in the car. It seems to have dropped about seventy degrees in the last thirty seconds, and it actually gets worse after I snap out that Tommy. Now not only has all that been revealed to the last person I want it revealed to, but I have confirmed it.


    I have confirmed my worst secret to Serge.


    He knows now that I am not, nor ever will be, normal. Any shred of hope I had of passing myself off as someone who can be strong is gone. I am the weak, pathetic damsel in distress, and he is the tough, badass protector—or so I think until he answers.


    Oh, God, the way he answers the question.


    “She doesn’t need to tell me, kid. Like knows like,” he says.


    Then I feel the second stitch, as it slides into my side.


    
      —
    


    I wait until Tommy is safely ensconced in a place that looks more like a hotel than a rehab center to say anything. Mainly because I want to concentrate on where he will be, and how they will look after him, and whether or not he’s happy about everything first. I want to hug him and make sure he will be okay.


    Doing all of that would be too hard with that one thing at the forefront of my mind. I can barely cope with it during the gravel-crunch-punctuated silence we walk through to get back to the truck. It seems to buzz between us, maddening and insistent.


    Or at least, it buzzes through me.


    Like knows like, I think, then weather the avalanche that follows. Did he mean it the way he seemed to mean it? Was he suggesting that he had a violent father, too? I think he might have been, but how can I know for sure? He gives off none of the signs that I would look for. He never crouches or creeps or seems wounded—though I realize as soon as I have this thought that it might not be strictly accurate.


    He never physically crouches or creeps or appears wounded.


    But it could be he does in other ways. He rarely seems to think anything of himself or the things he does. His first instinct is to imagine people are disgusted or repelled by him, that they could never want him, that they are justified in thinking this. And of course he will always be right, because of the tattoos and the hair and the muscles and the clothes.


    Who would ever try to look past the tattoos and hair and muscles and clothes? I think, and then this terrible arrow of feeling gets me right in the gut. I almost forget my nervousness and take his hand right there and then. The only thing that stops me is the fact that we are already at the truck, and he just opened the door for me.


    But it doesn’t get in the way of me asking.


    Nothing could get in the way of me asking now—not even the music he flicks on the second I turn his way. He judges it perfectly, picking something so weird I should really stop to ask about that instead. Anyone would ask about it. He looks as though he’s into thrash metal by bands called stuff like Throat Slit and Death Rattle.


    And instead all of these haunting waves of electro-synth sweetness come floating out of the stereo. They ripple and flow and remind me of a million beautiful movies about neon-drenched, far-flung futures, but I hold my nerve. This is what we have to talk about now. Not his taste in music.


    “Am I allowed to ask what you meant by like knows like?” I ask, just as the female singer—the one who should really be a man with a beard—breaks her voice in two to reach the top of some heartbreaking lyrics. Lyrics I think I recognize from the fleeting look at his back, lyrics that make this harder and easier at the same time.


    In the crush of the dark I’ll be your light in the mist, she sings, about a second before he answers me in the loveliest possible way.


    “There is no allowed. You ask what you want to, Bea.”


    “Okay, then—so tell me what that was about. Tell me what you meant.”


    “You already know what I meant. Just like I already know about you.”


    “Yeah, but my guesses are coming a little late. Yours must have come…when? When did you know? When did you get it?” I ask, so sure he will say The conversation in the woods.


    But I’m wrong about that. Oh my God, am I wrong.


    “Soon as you jerked back when I went to hit the guy who touched my bike. Soon as you looked at me all marveling when I walked around you careful-like, after bringing your brother back. Soon as you said thank you, as if you never had anyone do anything nice for you your whole life. You hide it pretty well, like that accent and the things you like that no one else does—but not from me,” he says, and I almost don’t keep going.


    I know my voice will sound broken when I do.


    Yet somehow the urge to understand wins out over my shame.


    “Why not from you? Why is it not from you?” I ask, and sure enough there is the crack in me right down the middle. I think I might even be afraid of what he is going to say—and I am right to be. His words are a mirror.


    “Because I want to do the same things, too. I resist it a little better than you do, but all of that is still there underneath. The idea that everyone has a broken bottle behind their back or maybe a belt or fist—I reckon he went after your hair a lot because of the way you grow it all extra-thick and wild, but I could be wrong about that. I could be wrong on a lot of things,” he says, so utterly open and honest and right I am rendered speechless.


    But for only a moment. Just one little moment, and then some kind of dam breaks.


    “You’re not wrong on anything. Not one little thing. There were times I had to wear a hat to cover the places where the hair was missing. And he used to sneak up on us with it. Lash out when we least expected it. You never knew what would set him off—he had so many rules and regulations that we could never hope to anticipate. It was like when he stopped being in the army he started his own personal one, with just two hapless members,” I gush, unable to hold anything back once I get going.


    Not that he minds. Oh, no, he doesn’t mind at all.


    He picks up my thread, as though the end is wrapped around his wrist.


    “And even if you managed to follow the rules right…”


    “He would just change them. I spent an entire summer terrified that the skirt he made me wear might ride up too high on my legs, so that when he got the tape measure out to see if it was the correct distance from my knees, it would be an inch out. I pulled it down so often I started to get these rubbed raw marks where the waistband was—but the worst thing about it is that it just did not matter. I could have Super Glued that skirt to the right place on my legs, and it wouldn’t have mattered, because if he found it in the right place but was in that awful mood of his, he just found something else. I remember once it was my side parting. You know, the parting of my hair?” I ask, but I don’t wait for him to say Yeah, sure, absolutely or even No, I don’t have a clue. I just keep going. I have to keep going, to get past my own terror at saying all of this out loud. “He told me I had done it too far to the left and only sluts did their hair like that—which is ridiculous, I know it’s ridiculous, but at the time I was just too terrified to understand. Even now I sometimes look back on it all and think it was my fault for not doing the right things, and flinch at the thought of what my punishment will be. I kissed a punk so I have to pay, and the price this time will be too high. Instead of four months down in the dark of that basement it will be four years, four decades, forever.”


    “He kept you down in the basement for four months?”


    “He kept Tommy down there for that long, after he was suspended from school. It wasn’t because he was suspended, though. It was because after that, he could get away with it. No one was there to wonder where Tommy was—except for me, of course, and all I could do was make sure he had food and listen to him calling out that he was sorry. All that time he was sorry, as though he really had done something so bad he deserved to be locked in a basement. I guess it never crossed his mind, either, that the whole thing was never about us being bad or obeying our father. It was never about getting anything right,” I say, then have to take a breath. I need a second to gear up to it, even after all this time and healing and distance. Part of me still wonders if I’m right about it all, and imagines everyone else will think differently. Serge seems to agree, I think.


    But maybe now he’ll say Well, Tommy was suspended.


    Or ask if I was ever suspended, too.


    Or tell me that my skirt must have been too short.


    Tell me I could have done more—yeah, that’s the one I always think about, when I imagine saying this to anyone. You could have done more to avoid his wrath, my mind whispers to me, about a second before Serge does the best thing of all the best things he has ever done. He goes ahead and finishes the sentence for me.


    “It was about him wanting to hurt you. About him being in charge,” he says.


    And then I just about burst with relief.


    He gets it. Of course he gets it.


    How could he not when the answer to my next question is so clear?


    “Was that what it was like for you?” I ask, voice half broken and half healed, heart pounding over all the things I never knew I wanted to share quite so badly.


    Oh, I wanted it so badly that my body just about sings when he responds—haltingly at first, but then better. Stronger. Just like me.


    “My old man was never in the army, and he had no rules, but he loved being the boss of us. He liked seeing us cower. The first time he pointed a gun at me was when he realized I was getting awful big. Hit six foot before I was thirteen—though I had no idea what that meant until he raised it. Seeing that pistol was the scariest thing that ever happened to me, but it was also the best. I knew then for sure that the tables were turning. That pretty soon I would be twice his size, and sure enough I was.”


    “So he backed down after that?”


    “You could say so,” he tells me, voice so flat and final I know he wants me to finish there. He wants me to stop, before he has to get into the really bad things. The punch he probably landed on his old man. The knife he might have put in his gut.


    As though any details like that could ever possibly put me off.


    He has to see that they would never possibly put me off.


    “I wish I had understood all of this the way you understood about me. I wish you had told me. I wish you had so much.”


    “What does it matter, really?”


    “It matters because every objection you raise to being with me is based on the idea that you are no good for me. That I am some sweet little thing you need to rescue when really, we are exactly the same. Everything you do for me is something you probably desperately needed at some point in your life, something you long for even now without knowing it. I can practically hear you calling out for it—so loud I wonder that I never heard it before,” I say, sure for a second that I have him now.


    But he just shakes his head.


    “The objections I raise are fucking sound, Bea. This is not some get-out-of-fuck-up-jail-free card. We are alike. I know what it feels like to have someone run you down so hard you think you might never get back up. But I never came out of that with a sensible head on my shoulders and an eye for college and a career and a life.”


    “So you think that is where we deviate. I chose college and you chose…you chose…” I start, then have to stop before I get to the end. Mostly because I have no end to that, and he knows it. He sees the hole in my idea of him, and he exploits it to the fullest extent.


    “Yeah, see, you can’t finish that sentence, can you? ’Cause you got no fucking clue how I earn a living. Well, I tell you what—how about I show you? Time I introduced you to my real life, instead of this fantasy where I just want to heal my wounds by saving you. Nothing is that easy, and now you’re going to see why,” he says.


    And for the first time, I am afraid.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 8


    The light is dying when we get there, which hardly helps my sinking heart. The convenience store of doom looks even more ominous in the near darkness than it did in bright daylight. All kinds of things could lurk in those shadowy corners, and down those dark little alleys that lie on either side of the building. The letter that hangs forlornly from the sign above the door now looks like a crooked fang, just waiting to bite. Every pothole and crack in the asphalt seems enormous and too dark, as though they disappear down to nothing and nowhere.


    And then there are the people. All these men just waiting and waiting for Serge—because I can see now clearly that they are. I watch through the window as he crosses the parking lot, head down and hands in the pockets of his overalls as though this is something to be ashamed about, and they all go nuts. One of them whistles. I hear it through the glass, and in response my heart thuds too long and too slow.


    Feels as if it might be about to stop.


    Feels as if it could possibly burst.


    What are they whistling for? Why are they forming around him like that? It must be because he has something they need, but I desperately don’t want to think about what. Whenever I do, my insides seem to crumple. They are the front fender of a car after impact, twisted out of all recognition and bleeding fluid everywhere. Please do not be a drug dealer, my mind aims at him, but I think my mind is about to be disappointed. He just shook someone’s hand.


    That’s what you do when you exchange drugs for money, right? I mean, he barely had a chance to get anything out, and the kid who did it seemed to have an empty hand, but at the moment those things are not at the forefront of my thoughts. The kid and his general appearance are. He looks like Tommy, so much like Tommy with that lick of reddish hair and his big cow eyes.


    My eyes, too—so dark someone could fall right down inside them.


    Or, at least, I think they could now. I feel as though I’m stretching bone to stare harder. My hand is pressed so tightly to the glass I start to worry it might crack, but there is nothing I can do about it. I need to touch something, and I need to stare hard because now he seems to be stripping to the waist, and I have no clue what that might mean. The vague sense of him drug-dealing was bad. The place is bad.


    This is somehow worse. I hold my breath the second he does it, and only realize when my lungs begin to burn. Every inch of my body is sweating, but in a really awful way. The stuff seems to prickle when it comes out, and it feels incredibly cold. Reminds me of the time I was almost late home, only extra bad because at least then I knew my father was terrible and understood in what way.


    Here I still can’t quite tell. Every new revelation is more confusing than the last, from the fingers some guy in a cheap suit holds up to the semicircle the crowd suddenly decides to make and the stuff they keep shouting. They just about penetrate through the glass to the muffled sort of safe silence in here, but the fact that they do means nothing. What does a Redwood have to do with anything?


    What does any of this have to do with anything? Another big guy is taking his shirt off, too, but that barely makes any more sense than when Serge did it. I feel the urge to bang on the glass for clarification, like in some movie where the bad thing is happening but the people in the room don’t know it, so the heroine tries to warn them through a window. Only in this case, I am the person who needs to be warned. I need to be because just as I get to the very edge of my confusion and terror, feeling it rising and rising in my throat and straining at my muscles, he does something I could never have imagined in a million years.


    Something awesome, something incredible, something that gets my heart in a fist and squeezes.


    He takes one enormous step forward and hits the other shirtless guy. Only hits is not the right word. Step forward are not the right words. I have no right words for what this is. He moves like his shoulders have suddenly grown wings. His feet barely seem to touch the ground, and his arm moves without even really seeming to and oh, God, oh my God, I hardly know what happens to me. I jump so far up off my seat my head almost touches the ceiling. My heart punches me in the face. I make a sound.


    It is not a normal sound. It reminds me of people watching someone suddenly drop off the top of a cliff, only instead of falling all the way to the bottom, he suddenly takes flight halfway down. The guy doesn’t even hit back. He goes down as though he just got hit by a sack of cement, and the moment he does, the crowd goes nuts. I go nuts, because holy shit, he fights for a living.


    That is what this is. That is what he does. No drug-dealing, no weird gangs or horrible nightmare gambling-murder-sex-show-snuff-film groups. All the things I hardly knew I was imagining way back in the worst parts of my mind fly away and are replaced by this. And though none of that should make my heart swell, it sort of does anyway. More than sort of—everything, all of it, now. I see him do this thing, this thing he was so ashamed of, this thing that I should be afraid of, and I know then beyond a shadow of a doubt.


    I love him. I love him for thinking this was the worst of him; I love him for looking back at me while the crowd still crows for his attention. They holler and jump around him and wave their arms, but all he sees is me and all I see is him. Just him, waiting for me to say that maybe it’s okay. That I’m not afraid.


    Though he has to know that I will never be.


    Not when he goes to help the guy up.


    Not when the first thing he says to me is, “You see now what kind of man I am?”


    I think it might be the greatest pleasure of my life to reply the way I then do. To take his clenched fist in my hands, and kiss where it is bruised, and watch his guarded gaze shift to a sweet understanding as I say what he should know more than any other thing.


    “Yeah,” I say. “You’re my man.”


    
      —
    


    He asks me where he should take me, and maybe it’s the dazed note to his voice or it could be the fizzing thunder still raging through my body, but somehow I don’t tell him back to campus, as I intend. Instead I say in a voice that doesn’t sound like my own—“Your place.”


    Of course he balks immediately. But his balking is much less pronounced. It has this fading quality to it, like a politician trying to speak on a topic he barely understands. “That would be really not a good…not a great thing for you to maybe want to do,” he says, then seems to falter altogether. He rolls those big shoulders—still completely bare and really distracting—as though they suddenly fit him wrong. The bad self is starting to slough off and reveal the real person underneath.


    And the real person is awkward as hell.


    “Why did they say Redwood like that?” I ask, and he does not want to reply.


    “Let’s not talk about that,” he says. “Let’s not talk about any of that.”


    Unfortunately for him, though, I want to talk about it.


    I want to talk about one thing in particular. “That’s you, isn’t it? You’re Redwood? That’s like…your fighting name?”


    “What do you know about fighting names? What do you know about any of this? Nothing, that’s what, and that’s the way it should stay,” he tells me, and part of me thinks he might be right. I really don’t have any idea about fighting in streets. I have no idea about a lot of things—but at the very least, I understand this much…I want to be allowed the possibility of finding out.


    “You know, my whole life has been ruled by shoulds. My dad had all kinds of ideas about what girls should do. How girls should behave. And I want the chance to choose for myself. I have the chance to choose now, in everything. And you just offered me more of it, didn’t you?”


    “I did, but I didn’t think you’d choose wrong.”


    “You know I haven’t. You know, though.”


    “Yeah, maybe wait on that until after you’ve seen my place.”


    “It could be a hole down to the pits of hell, and I wouldn’t care.”


    “You should fucking care, Bea. This ain’t right.”


    “There is that word again…should.”


    “Goddamn you, girl. You know how hard you’re making it for me to draw a line? So hard I don’t want to do it. I hate being this fucking guy—probably just like your old man telling you what to do and hurting you and keeping you in the dark, and I can’t stand that, I can’t stand it,” he says, and I can tell how much he means it by his actions. He should by all rights be angry now. He should smack the wheel and shout.


    But instead I hear his voice cracking like ice under a hot sun.


    I see him roll those shoulders again, as the other him slides farther down.


    Makes me want to do something—put my hand over his or maybe just lightly touch his too-tense right arm. Though neither one seems like enough. I doubt a full-body hug would be enough at this moment in time, which just leaves me with words.


    I have words for him. Ones I think he needs to hear.


    “You’re not like your father,” I say, and at first he doesn’t understand.


    “I said your old man, not mine,” he tells me, tone kind of impatient.


    So I just try to explain in the softest way possible.


    “I know what you said. I know, love.”


    I try, but I think I fail. It sounds like nothing to me—my voice is very faint, and really, the point behind it is obvious. He should probably know it already. I feel sure that he must, somewhere inside him. That when he worries about being violent, he is actually just afraid he might turn out like someone else. Like his old man.


    But clearly I have no idea about anything, because when it clicks, his whole demeanor changes. I thought the ice-cracking was bad. This is bigger than that. He has to pull over for this. His breath seems to be coming in a series of short, sharp hitches, and any hope he has of controlling a ten-ton vehicle dies right there.


    As does any hope I had of making him feel better.


    Or even just continuing this conversation.


    He looks beside himself. For a long, agonizing moment I think he might be about to have some kind of emotional breakdown, with me as the terrible, terrible cause. I pushed him to this, I think. I made him grip the wheel like that even though we’re no longer moving, and I made him shake in this scary manner, and his expression when he finally turns to me is one that I kind of helped put there.


    The light behind his eyes looks like a single lit bulb in an empty room. It looks like disbelief and despair, and when he speaks it seems the same. His tone is so different from anything I’ve ever heard before—so brittle and so faint—it kind of tears me in two.


    I even go to say sorry, before he gets his words out.


    But I’m glad, oh, I’m so glad he gets there first.


    “I wish you were one-tenth as lovely as you are,” he says, and I swear my heart jumps in my chest. Then he continues, and it kind of stops beating altogether. “If you were just one-tenth as lovely, I could take it. I could leave you alone. But you have to go on and be so sweet and so kind, and I just don’t get how to deal with it. Feels as if I was wearing a suit of armor I didn’t even know about, and somehow you found a hole in it somewhere. And when I wasn’t looking, you just climbed your way in and settled against my side, so sweet I think I might take to bleeding if you ever decided to separate from me.”


    I only realize I’ve been holding my breath when my lungs start to burn. But even once I do, I struggle to get them working properly again. Did he really just say all of that? Did he say that about having a hole and me being against his side? It seems as though he might have, despite how little I believe it.


    So little, in fact, that I seem to have not spoken for a thousand years—which he takes as something else altogether. He takes in my probably open mouth and my frozen body and my incredulous eyes and guesses this—


    “That scare you? It should. It scares me.”


    To which I answer pretty much the only way I can: “How could I ever, ever be scared when you are with me?”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 9


    I think he expects me to say something when we pull up outside. I think he braces himself, and I suppose in one way he has good reason to. His place is not really a place at all. It could pass for a pile of rubble. It reminds me of the house from The Wizard of Oz, about thirty years after the hurricane picked it up and chucked it around. My first instinct is to check for ruby slippers, but my second is better.


    My second is to tell him all the ways in which his reasons for worrying are wrong. I am not afraid of anything here. I know I have no reason to be. The second I struggle with anything—the weeds and brambles and bushes are high and all over his makeshift driveway, and crossing them proves a bit beyond me—he puts his hands on my waist. He lifts me over the worst part and tells me to step carefully across the creaking porch, and then once we make it to the falling-down door he turns to me.


    He gives me this look, like Now do you see what I’ve been saying?


    Now do you want to turn back?


    But of course the answer is no on both counts. It will always be no now, after that thing he said in the truck. And besides, the very worst he has to offer is being a kind of boxer and a run-down home in the woods—one that looks incredibly and almost bizarrely homey inside. His couch is a plump, flowery affair, like something his possible grandma might have left behind. Someone has put a kind of doily over the milk crate the TV is perched on, and everything smells like pie. What could possibly offend anyone in here?


    Our home was a model of middle-class perfection, but it didn’t get that way because everyone inside was super-happy. It got that way because our lives were forever like Patrick Bergin coming home in Sleeping with the Enemy. One time I hid under my bed because I forgot to arrange the coasters correctly. He demanded daily that everything was kept just so, and it was our job to do it or we got the basement. We got a hand in our hair dragging us there for disobedience that never really happened.


    But there is nothing like that here. This is all him, I know. His dad is long gone, and this is what is left behind—Serge and his desire to keep things tidy and welcoming and just a touch preserved. There are bookshelves everywhere filled with books I somehow doubt he would be all that interested in. Rooms filled with recently dusted furniture that people no longer use. In his tiny tiled bathroom I see a bottle of perfume still over the sink, and when he catches me looking, he seems to think I want an explanation. “No girl left it there, just so you know,” he says. “Just never wanted to move it after all that shit went down.”


    And then he really has no need to say more. I think about my own mom, barely a memory in the back of my mind. “She choked,” he said. She choked, he told everyone, and everyone believed him. But sometimes, late at night when everything rushes over me in a big dark wave, I find myself wondering. I almost say to him, in fact, right here and now, What did he do to her?


    Only his expression stops me. He looks half cracked open, just like he said on the way here. That suit of armor is starting to lose arm parts and leg parts at so rapid a rate I think he might be standing here naked soon enough. His eyes already have that sheen to them—of someone exposed in ways he is barely comfortable with. And somewhere between the kitchen and here, he seems to have pulled his overalls all the way back on. As though the emotional revelations were more than enough.


    Actual nakedness would pitch him over the edge.


    God, I hope actual nakedness is not going to pitch him over the edge.


    Mostly because that is exactly what I plan on doing extremely soon. I even have it all organized in my head. He is going to eventually lead me to his bedroom, and I am going to start taking my clothes off, and then he will see and get comfortable with taking his clothes off, and then we have the sex. Or maybe once there, he will just be overcome and fall on me, which sounds kind of scary but is also completely acceptable to me at the same time.


    In fact, I think it might be the reason I cannot stop juddering, like a washing machine filled with rocks, then set to eleven thousand. My teeth actually start to chatter when we get to his room, even though he kind of tries to stop me going in. He holds out an arm and says, “We should make our way back down,” and only allows my entry very reluctantly. But the point is: He does allow it. He lets me walk right in and look at all of his things, despite how excitedly I know I go about that.


    I almost pick up stuff he probably doesn’t want me to pick up, like the Oh my God, he has a guitar in the corner, and the iPod I find attached to a really complicated-looking stereo on the floor, and the row of candles he has all along a squat little dresser—Why does he have all these candles? I pretty much know that guys are never interested in anything like this, and especially not when they smell of sweet and airy things. But apparently some of them do to such a degree I catch the scent without leaning close.


    I even know what it is.


    That same one he has all the time. He must like it, I think, then get this big surge of ridiculous giddiness as though giddiness is really what I need right now. The washing machine is already enough to contend with. He is enough to contend with. Through my entire inspection he just stands there in the doorway, breathing too long and slow, clenching his hands tightly at his sides. And whenever I go near I almost feel him tense. It makes this kind of crackle between us, so big and sharp it should probably hurt.


    But hurt is not the way I would describe the resulting sensation. Like an enormous gushing tingle would be a better way to put it. The whole thing makes me go all hot, and I know my nipples stiffen in the exact way he pointed out that first time. Then once they do, all I can think about is the thing he did. That little lick, just barely making contact, but all the better for it.


    Will he do that again, if I ask?


    I hope so. I think so. He just took a step into the room, which seems like a start. I maybe just have to give him a sign so he knows for sure that this is cool—but the problem is in coming up with one. If he was shorter or I was taller I would probably just kiss him, but I am nearly five foot four and he is six foot times a million. Unless I get a box, that is never going to work, which leaves me with the clothes-off thing.


    Even though the clothes-off thing now seems stupid. People in movies do not just suddenly start unbuttoning their cardigans—not even the ones in the sex movies Sam has. Or if they do, their hands are not shaking too wildly to actually achieve it. They are cool and seductive, and maybe have music on while they peel items off, and absolutely no one says What are you doing? before they even start.


    But that is exactly what Serge does. And his voice sounds dark and hoarse when he asks, too, like I just crossed some major line. It makes me want to stop completely, until I remember all the things he said about wanting to but being so bad for me. He needs a push, I think. He needs me to say that this is one hundred percent okay—so that is exactly what I do.


    I think of the filthiest, naughtiest, most direct word I can.


    And then I just force it right out of me, like squeezing around a splinter.


    “I want you to fuck me now,” I tell him.


    Though I wish I’d thought that through a little harder first. It feels fierce and heart-thuddingly good coming out, but once it hits him I can see I might have made a miscalculation. The fuck was too much, I know it was. I can feel it before he even raises an eyebrow or says another word. It practically bristles between us.


    And then he speaks and makes it worse.


    “Did you just say fuck?”


    “I might have said fuck.”


    “And you’re taking off your clothes. That’s what you’re doing right now, you’re taking off that little woolly thing and then maybe those corduroy pants until you have basically nothing on. That’s the idea here?”


    “Yes, that was probably the plan,” I say, but it’s a strain to do it.


    His incredulity is giving me freezer burn—and it only gets worse from here.


    “Nothing first? Nothing before that?”


    “I think it would be better if we just got it over with.”


    “Man, that sounds romantic as fuck. I can hardly wait.”


    “You want it to be romantic?”


    “I have no idea what I want. I barely remember the last time I had sex. But I do know that get it over with was not something I had in mind. Sounds like something you say to yourself while clearing a drain,” he says, and though I try to focus on the matter at hand, I find myself going back to that completely irrelevant point in the middle of his words. The one that gets ahold of my arm and shakes me a little.


    He barely remembers, I think.


    He hardly ever has sex.


    Is it weird that it excites me that he hardly ever has sex? That it takes down even more barriers inside me, and pushes my will far past the point I thought it could go? I think about him here alone instead of here with lots of lovely and pretty women, and somehow I am pressing on. I am really, really pressing on.


    “I just meant that I really want to,” I say, and maybe he hears the note of frustration because he moves a little closer then. He even stoops a bit, in a way that sort of makes me nervous and sort of makes my body try to open like some disobedient flower. My inner thighs feel the same way they did when Sam took me out for my first drink. That heavy feeling is now a dull pulsing, which sounds horrible, I know, but is so unbelievably divine.


    This is what people talk about all the time, I realize.


    This is what poets write about—if said poets were really fucking filthy.


    “So no kissing, then? You don’t want to just start with kissing?”


    “I guess it would depend on what kind of kissing,” I say, though I swear I don’t expect a demonstration after doing so. I only wanted to stress to him that a peck on the lips probably isn’t going to cut it, so when he tells me This kind, my mind prepares for something else altogether. More discussion, maybe. More negotiation.


    And instead I get one enormous hand on the nape of my neck. I get his mouth on mine, only without the surprise he seemed to wallow in before or the hesitation I know he usually feels. This is really hot and really wet and sort of like sliding through syrup really slowly. I get some of his tongue for sure. I get so much of it and in such a rude way that I think I might make a noise into his mouth.


    One that does not put him off in the slightest.


    He pulls away, only to tell me Or this, before going right back in for more.


    And it is more, too. He is hungrier, and everything seems firmer. His hand comes to rest on my hip, which is at least twice as suggestive as any of his other kiss-touches. Sparks spiral outward from that one place. Everything tightens the second he does it, and again when he pulls away just long enough to ask, “How about that?”


    “Yeah, yeah, that might be okay,” I say, because really, what else can I do? His mouth does feel completely amazing. Everything feels completely amazing—to the point where I know that thing is happening to me again. The one where I forget to be polite and restrained about any of this, and find myself falling down a big black hole of messy, greedy kissing and hands all over him and oh, God, oh, God, I think I just squeezed his butt again. No, no, I definitely just squeezed his butt, because he jerks against me, and his mouth loses a little of its previous rhythm. He gets a little sloppy for a second.


    Which is absolutely all right with me.


    It means he does all kinds of electrifying things—like actually sort of licking at my lower lip in this unbelievably dirty sort of way. A sound comes with it all hot and open, and the whole thing reminds me of other things he licked and so honestly, is it any wonder that I go a little nuts? Anyone would under these circumstances.


    Anyone would probably try to climb him.


    I just wish maybe I had gone about it with a bit more dignity. My leg seems to want to go first, and so somehow ends up hooked around his upper thigh. Most of his overalls come off his right shoulder, because I have a fistful of the back of it and appear to be pulling that hard. And though I try to keep my kissing to an acceptable level, I know it is veering wildly out of control. I know and am helpless to do anything about it.


    I just have to watch myself from a distance, as I try to eat his face alive.


    And not even just that, either. Not even just climbing and just really intense kissing and just butt-grabbing. I am also doing something I’m barely aware of, until he pulls me up on it. I feel his hands go to my waist, and he pushes just a little too firmly—at which point I realize. As soon as there is air between our bodies, I understand. I feel the loss of it.


    I was rubbing myself against him.


    I wasn’t just clambering, I was rubbing.


    And rubbing is just a little too far.


    “Oh, Christ, easy, baby, easy—calm down, okay, just calm down. We got all the time in the world,” he says, so breathless, most of his words sort of run together. They fall all over one another. Plus there’s the fact that he has to actively turn his face away from mine to get them out—yeah, that should just about put me down. Here is definitely a good reason to let embarrassment lead the way.


    Yet the weirdest thing happens instead.


    I wait for it. I wait. I wait for it to take over all the other instincts surging through my body, but after thirty seconds, desire is still the boss of me. I can feel myself fighting his grip. He has to lean away from my searching mouth, but I continue to hardly care.


    Why else would I say what I do?


    “I don’t want all the time in the world. I want you inside me,” I tell him, without the barest hint of shame or second-guessing. No slight flash of my father’s belt on the back of my legs for staring at the neighbor boy. No sense of creeping around my own lustful feelings, like a pervert in a nunnery.


    Not even when he answers me.


    “Fuck, no, not yet, not yet. You have no idea what you’re asking for,” he says.


    But he is wrong. Of course he must be wrong. Why else would it excite me when I feel what I feel against my belly? At first I think it might be just a weird man-muscle that I have no experience with, or maybe a roll of quarters in his pocket. But then as I continue to squirm, it dawns on me. I think it dawns on him, too—and especially when I rub against that stiff shape on purpose. I feel it pressing into me all firm and good, and I just move without meaning to, sort of too slow and much too suggestive.


    After which, his expression definitely changes. No one could miss it. All the muscles run right out of his face, and his breathing gets very big. Very big and very slow, like an engine powering up and down at the same time. It makes me think he might be enjoying whatever I’m doing, though I have to check for sure.


    “Does that feel good?”


    “It feels like you’re fucking horny as fuck. I never been with a girl this eager, and honestly that on its own is enough to make me just want to—”


    I like that he stops himself.


    But I hate it at the same time.


    “Just want to what?” I ask, almost on tiptoes for the next bit. Mostly because I know the next bit is probably not coming. I can see him kind of tearing at himself. That hand is still hovering close to my hip. In a second he will probably take a step back, I know he will, and yet it’s so disappointing when he actually does. I’ve pretty much reached my limit on pushing for stuff. It surprises me that I got this far.


    And now I’m not going to go any further. I have to just swallow all of these maddening feelings somehow. Maybe put ice on my belly where the imprint of him is still burning. Think about ugly things instead of horny ones, take a freezing-cold shower when he isn’t looking.


    Or so it seems, until he breaks.


    God, how he breaks.


    “Get on the bed. Get on the bed, all right?” he says, like those words were a breath he was holding deep down inside him, and now he just has to let it burst out. Then when I hesitate, he gestures. He jerks his head in that direction, in a way that reminds me of prison guards getting inmates to do what they want. It has this rough edge to it that I am completely unprepared for.


    Oh, I realize now that I am not prepared.


    And certainly not for the words I get after I comply.


    “Now take your panties off.”


    “You want me to—”


    “Yeah, I want you to.”


    “Okay,” I say, but only because my mouth refuses to do anything more. Whole sentences rise up my throat, then fumble at the final hurdle because seriously, does he truly want me to do that? It seems as if he should not, and yet his expression is as still and straightforward as I’ve ever seen it. He just watches and waits for me to do it in this almost impatient sort of manner, even though he has to know how much it makes me fumble. It suddenly feels as though I have seventeen fingers on each hand. Somehow I am no longer able to operate a button or a zip, so it’s kind of a relief when he cuts in midwrestle.


    “No, not the skirt, not the skirt—just those panties.”


    Yeah, kind of a relief and kind of a thing that makes me shake.


    Oh, God, I’m shaking so hard as I try to do what he instructs. Undressing seemed easy before, in the abstract. I thought I could do it no problems, but in practice and with him suddenly talking like this and acting like this, the whole thing is much harder. For a start, I have no idea if he wants me to keep my skirt on for weird reasons relating to things he doesn’t like to look at. And then there’s the elastic, fuck, the elastic on my underwear. I get it tangled, impossibly tangled. One side ends up down and the other ends up never moving, and the more I try, the more it resists.


    By the time I get it to midthigh I’m sweating and so hot all over—and not just because of the effort. His stare is like a heat lamp on me. My skin is starting to sear under its glare. He seems so angry suddenly and so intense, and now that intensity is trained on me as I do something almost unbearably lewd. I am pulling down my panties. I am pulling them down and in a second he might get a glimpse of me there.


    More than a glimpse, really. The whole thing feels so enormous he could hardly fail to see it—an idea that both mortifies and excites in equal measures. I think of him being the first one and almost moan, then imagine exactly what he will see with those burning eyes and want to faint. It just cannot be right to be as wet as I am. No one should ever be this slippery. Moving makes everything actually slide around, and when it does I can kind of hear it. Heck, I can feel it on the underwear I finally slip off.


    Makes me want to hide them immediately, even though it’s already too late.


    “Are you seriously that turned on?” he says, and it’s obvious why.


    He saw. He has seen.


    And now I have to admit it.


    “I…I guess so. Yeah, maybe.”


    “You get that wet for a kiss?”


    “It was kind of more than a kiss.”


    “So what was it in particular?”


    “Mostly that you…that you were all…”


    “You should probably be able to say if you really want to do this. If you really feel ready for it. Are you sure you feel ready for it?” he asks, and then he does something that makes me want to say no and yes all at the same time. He puts a hand over himself, only not in a normal, innocent sort of place.


    Over that thing I felt against my belly.


    Over his cock, I think, his big, hard cock, and then I pretty much lose any sense I had left. How else to explain my reaction? I watch him palm that incredibly solid-looking length with one big hand and just start breathing really fast and fierce. I want to stay sitting because sitting suggests that maybe I would rather everything just stay as it is, but somehow I seem to be lying down. I think I need to lie down.


    My muscles are too weak to hold me up. The reality of actually being fucked is meeting the far-off fantasy of asking for it, and they both seem to be fighting inside me.


    Only fighting feels a lot like being really, really turned on. So turned on, in fact, that I think my high, hot breathing sounds a lot like moaning. It might even be—how can I know for sure when my body seems to be betraying me on all kinds of levels? One hand is on my breast, and it isn’t there to hide my stiff nipple. I think it might be there to rub at it, in this eager and agitated sort of way.


    And then there is the nod.


    The nod I give him, for that last question.


    The one that makes him say words. Oh, God, his words.


    “Spread your legs for me, then,” he murmurs, and the thing is—even that excites me. I hear his voice running low and thick like that, and warmth just blooms outward from my already overheated parts. I can actually feel myself getting wetter, even though my hope was definitely for something other than this.


    I know that now. I realize I needed something sweet, but I suppose once you push a guy past a certain point, the best you can hope for is rough requests that arouse you anyway and lots of staring at your flushed and slippery sex.


    Because he is staring. I can feel it almost as much as I can see it—though the latter I can at least shut off. I close my eyes the second I feel him lean toward me, then squeeze them tight shut for his hand on my thigh. I have to, because that hand is spreading me wider, getting me ready for something I will never be able to take. Not ever, not even slightly. I am not prepared; I do not know how to process.


    And as it turns out, I am completely right about that.


    I really don’t know how to process what he does.


    I’m honestly not prepared for it.


    I feel something unbearably hot and slick and soft against me there and almost punch through the wall behind me. In fact, I think the only thing that stops it happening are his hands on my hips. He has hold of me tightly—like maybe he knew this would happen. He knew I would jerk back and maybe also try to pull away, and would really prefer it if I stayed still.


    So he can lick me again.


    So he can lick my bare pussy.


    Not even just bare, either, but completely spread open. If my legs were together and he just did it over the general area, I might be able to keep calm. But this is not that. This is him running his tongue right through all my little folds and curves and bumps, tasting every bit of wetness I know I’ve leaked everywhere. I know I have, but apparently he doesn’t care about that.


    He just wants to keep going.


    More than that, in fact—he wants to bury his face in me. He wants to revel in it—how else to explain the way he holds me and uses that greedy mouth and ohhhhh, God, the things he says. I want to cover my ears when he breaks away just long enough to tell me the things. I want to grow extra ears just to hear it more.


    “So wet and soft and sensitive. Look how sensitive you are,” he murmurs, and then I die. I am dead. Someone please hold a funeral for my body. Of course I know that I am just as he describes, and I get that my reaction is really enormous, but hearing him say it is another level altogether. It makes a wave of heat roll through me. It forces my fists into tiny bunches. And though I want to be polite about this and not completely indecent, I know how hard I’m looking at everything he’s doing. I know my eyes are as big as moons, and that I’m kind of craning forward to get a better view.


    But I just have to, okay?


    What he’s doing is much too important to miss. It’s the kind of thing that happens to cool girls who wear massive sunglasses and sound French even though they’re not French at all. Not half-scared-and half-excited-out-of-their-minds girls who can barely look without gasping over the things they see. I might have one hand over my eyes, in fact—but could anyone really blame me? Everything just looks so slippery, and I get these flashes of his tongue, always curled to catch the best bits just right.


    And the way he almost kind of kisses me there…


    I had very little idea that men liked to kiss women between their legs like that. Up until I got to college I had no idea they even did it at all, let alone liked it so much. Sam said her last boyfriend was only interested in things going one way, and in that one terrifying-looking movie she has, it just all seems so mechanical.


    Certainly nothing like this. Nothing like Serge.


    He makes noises as he does it, just as he did when I rubbed my body against his. More than that, really, because then I wasn’t sure, but now I absolutely am. I can actually feel his moans. I can feel them vibrating against that stiff little bud—the one I have read about and understand completely but always thought was spoken of in wildly exaggerated terms.


    Which I now learn I was pretty wrong about.


    If by pretty wrong I mean oh my God, oh my God, someone get me an exorcist. I think my head spins around—and that’s just over the vibrations from a moan. He hasn’t really licked it or kissed or sucked that one little spot yet, and after a while I start to guess the reason why. I even get a little impatient before it clicks in my head, so electrically thrilled by the feel of his rumbling voice against me there that I can hardly wait.


    And then I realize.


    He’s building up to that part.


    Christ Almighty, he’s building up to it. This is just the warm-up. The other stuff is coming, I can tell. It’s the reason he makes those circles with his tongue all over and around the outside bits, slowly working his way into the middle like my pussy is a Popsicle with a cherry-syrup center. And it’s why he eventually uses his fingers, too. He pulls away just long enough to rub two of them up and down between my lips, spreading everything even more in a way that makes me quiver.


    And not just quiver in the abstract, as a shorthand for Oh my God, this is fucking amazing. I mean I actually see my thighs judder and jitter. The muscles in them no longer want to hold this position—though that turns out kind of okay. It means I lay them down on the bed, and everything opens even more for him. It means he glances up at me, and I get to see his eyes, his gorgeous eyes, now made even more gorgeous by the haze that covers the blue, and those heavy lids and the sheer heat punching through.


    But best of all is what he says after he sees me.


    “Yeah, you like that, right? Oh, man, look how much you like it. Such a fucking turn-on, seeing you shake like that and get all flushed and soooo wet. Fuck, you get wet over the slightest thing. Barely even touched your clit, and you’re creaming like I made you come.”


    There are many things I want to say after this little speech. But of course I can’t get any of them out. My brain is still stuck on the first words he used, never mind the last fifty. Did he say creaming? I think he said creaming—a word that should be really gross but somehow seems to almost make me have an orgasm instead. He just says it, and this violent punch of sensation hits me right in the gut. Most of me immediately melts. And I absolutely cannot stop the gasp that comes out of me.


    Not even if I wanted to. Not even if I tried.


    But luckily he takes it the right way.


    “Oh, even that gets you going, huh? Or is it more what I’m doing with my hand?”


    The doing in question is the thumb he is currently stroking back and forth through and over various things. Sometimes grazing over my almost constantly clenching hole in this teasing way that makes me jitterbug in the bed. Sometimes nearly touching my bud—my clit, I think, my clit, I know it’s my clit, he’s said it now and made it okay—and always working my slipperiness all over everything, to the point where I want to be mortified.


    But actually feel the opposite.


    The sensation is just too damned good. I had no idea how much I like glossy things rubbing together until he does just that. I had no idea that I liked a lot of things until he decides to do them, and more than anything I want to tell him that. I burn with the urge to be expansive, to rave about his touch and his voice and all the things that free me.


    Then am disappointed when I can only manage one word.


    “Both,” I say, so faint it probably hardly constitutes speaking.


    But he hears it just the same. He hears it all right.


    “So maybe if I tell you what I’m doing while I’m doing it?”


    “Yeah, that might be okay. I guess that might be okay.”


    I actually mean Fuck, yes, do that immediately.


    But I will just keep that between me and my brain.


    “Like I could talk about how swollen and stiff your clit feels when I stroke it like this—and how good you look the second I do just that. How I can see your nipples poking through your top and hear every moan you want to make on the end of each breath, and oh, Jesus, the way you roll those hips. You know you’re doing that? You know you’re rubbing yourself against me?”


    “I could stop if you wanted me to. I could stay still.”


    “Fuck, no, baby, I don’t want you to stop. I want to see you come,” he says, which is all well and good apart from one minor problem. I kind of think I might never have actually done that before. In fact, the longer this goes on for, the more likely that seems, because all my previous orgasms were quite a few levels below whatever this is. They were all pale and thin things that barely registered.


    Whereas this…


    This is fucking terrifying and enormous. My whole body is drowning in this thick morass of pulsing sensation. It feels as though I might be about to throb my own skin off. His thumb is barely touching the underside of my clit, and yet the ache it produces is beyond anything I can stand. If I actually make it to orgasm I think I might be in a bit of trouble—which is probably why I stop moving.


    Not that stopping really helps.


    “Think you might need a little more of this to do it?” he asks, and by this he means his thumb right on my clit. He means no more anticipation and no more building. Just lots of rubbing and sliding and mmmmmmm, Jesus, those hot little circles, so much tighter than the ones he was doing before.


    However, that still doesn’t seem like enough for him. My reaction must be too small—though I swear it is only because I’m trying to hold everything in. I have my teeth gritted to prevent excessive moaning, and every muscle tightened in case any further pleasure tries to slip past my defenses, but clearly he doesn’t see it that way. How else to explain what he then says?


    “Want my mouth again?” he says—an offer that almost sends me all on its own. It makes my clit kind of move or jerk or something, and oh, no, oh, Lord, I can feel my slickness starting to slide down between the cheeks of my bottom. I’m wetting myself, for God’s sake, but he says, “Want me to lick this sweet little clit? Taste that juicy cunt?”


    I wish he hadn’t said sweet.


    I wish he hadn’t said cunt.


    But most of all, I really wish he didn’t just do it without waiting for an answer. Or at the very least he moved his hand away before doing it, because honestly there are no words for the way it feels to have someone lick that swollen bud while just sort of holding it between two fingers. No words at all. No way to deal with it. The sensation is so raw and fierce it makes me grunt—and really, that’s the least of the bad things I then do.


    I also put a hand on the back of his head.


    I hold him there, as though I want to feel it more or keep him licking. And in one way I do, I honestly do. There is nothing like the pleasure I get from his tongue sliding over the very tip of my clit. It sends me sideways. Heavenly trumpets might possibly be sounding.


    But it also makes me feel as if I’m coming apart. Everything is getting all fuzzy and weird, and of course once he feels my hand, it only gets weirder. He takes that as Yes, please, more, do it more, and so he does and fuck, fuck, fuck, it all just seems like way too much. He licks at me all fast and firm, with his fingers just about everywhere, and then holy shit, he sucks at me and that is it.


    That is my limit.


    I have to push him away. He needs to be away from me now. My stomach seems to be going into spasms, and my toes have curled up so tight inside my stupid fucking purple Converse that I think they might turn inside out. A scream is building in the back of my throat—but tough luck, I guess, because those hands are back on my hips. They are right there, and they hold me tightly the second I try to get away. Hell, I think he pulls me tighter against his working mouth, all the time licking and sucking and kissing until something terrible gets hold of my body.


    Feels like a ring of fire. Feels as if I have a buzzer inside me and someone is pressing it. Great sizzling tingles rush up through me, and when they get to my mouth, bad things happen. Words happen. All the words I thought I just didn’t know but was really keeping in.


    “Ohhhhh, yes, I’m coming, I’m coming, keep licking me like that, keep doing that to my clit, oh, fuck, oh, fuck, don’t stop,” I say, and only refrain from more because pleasure jams my teeth and my lips together.


    As if I’m being electrocuted, I think.


    And that’s true enough. I certainly twist as if twenty thousand volts are going through my body. I even start to panic after a while, as though at any second my hair will start to smoke, and my skin will start to blister and I will die. Oh, God, I might die. Oh, Jesus, how on earth does anyone ever take this bliss?


    I certainly don’t know how. I get one more intense pulse and start to panic, pushing at his hands in a way I really don’t want to and making sounds that honestly don’t seem right. They come out more like sobs than cries of pleasure. In fact, I think that might be exactly what they are. I’m sobbing through the end of my orgasm, like some fool who thinks up is down and left is right and happiness is horror.


    And then when sobbing isn’t enough, I go one worse.


    I have to, though. I need my knees to be up near my chest. I need to make as tight a ball as possible, just to get through whatever this is. He stopped touching me about a century ago, but the electricity is still pouring through me. Most of it seems to have gone down to these little jerks and pops, but jerks and pops are bad enough.


    They make my teeth clack together.


    They make me flinch when he reaches out one hand and strokes it over my upper arm, even though he’s as gentle about it as anything. When I think about it, he was gentle about everything. I don’t even know why I was scared or what made me brace myself like that or think he might really just fuck me.


    Of course he’s never going to just fuck me.


    He can hardly touch me, now that he sees me like this. He pulls back the second he feels me jerk like his hand burns, and then he says things like this: “You okay, my sweet girl?”


    Which is quite possibly the most lovely set of words I’ve ever had uttered in my presence. Swiftly followed by the second contenders. “I only wanted to give you something better. That was all. Something better than just a fuck,” he says, as though he really has to explain. He never has to explain. He bought the rights to zero explanations when he decided to lick me to orgasm rather than ramming me to death like I ridiculously asked for.


    But the problem is, I am really struggling to express that to him. I try to talk, and all that comes out is a snotty gargle. Whenever he touches me, I jerk away. No part of me is under my control, and of course he takes that as something else altogether.


    “Did I hurt you? You hurt, baby? Please tell me,” he says.


    After which I would basically write on the walls in blood to let him know that everything is okay. He just sounds so heartbroken and sort of beside himself. I absolutely cannot keep him waiting another second—not even if it means forcing out a no that somehow seems to have seventeen syllables. Not even if I have to explain all of this embarrassing stuff, with my face all smeary and red, and my voice going up and down an invisible mountain range. Seriously, it sounds as if I’m gargling my own emotions.


    But I get some words out.


    One of them is I and the other is just and the other is never, and all of them are kind of mortifying. Part of me wants to bury my face in a pillow as I say them—and by pillow I of course mean a gigantic burning bonfire, and by face I mean my immortal soul. Though at least he seems to take it okay. More than okay, really. The line of concern between his brows starts to relax, which is almost certainly a good thing.


    And after a moment he kind of lets out a relieved sound, rather than a laugh.


    “That good, huh?” he says, and my whole body relaxes.


    Shame it does it about a second too soon. Just one little second before his expression starts to turn, as realization dawns. I actually see it happen—like it did when I told him I was a virgin. Like his whole idea of everything is slowly sliding down a sheer drop.


    Maybe to the land of extreme chastity.


    “Wait, what are you saying here?”


    “Nothing,” I say. “Nothing.”


    Then to prove that nothing, I wipe my face. I try to sit up—though of course I fail miserably at that. I think my elbows might have turned inside out. At the very least, every muscle in my body has turned to syrup, which hardly helps when I need to be dignified.


    And nor does the skirt I still have rucked up around my hips. It not only leaves me completely bare down there, but has also formed a kind of tire that I seem to be rolling around on. God only knows how ridiculous I look. Too ridiculous to seem like a reliable witness, most likely. He watches me flail around for about thirty seconds before finally confirming to himself what anyone alive would know.


    “Oh Jesus, you mean never full-stop. You mean you’ve never come at all.”


    I hate how he says those last two words—like the concept is beyond the beyond. But what can I say? I think it might be the truth. That little buzz of nothing I got back in the dorm room while thinking of Ryan Gosling wrestling with Chris Evans—something I was so proud of, so very proud—was absolutely nothing compared to this.


    I mistook a firework for a doomsday device.


    And now he knows. He really, really knows a lot.


    “You got to be kidding. Are you kidding? You’re just fucking with me now ’cause you know it makes me lose my shit. Please tell me that is what is happening here.”


    If only I could tell him that this is what is happening here. Then I would be a French girl with big sunglasses called Saffron, who probably never thinks about Chris Evans wrestling with Ryan Gosling while clutching a pillow between her legs.


    “Yes, that is absolutely what is happening here.”


    “Even though that’s a lie.”


    “Well, I have to. I have to lie.”


    “Why do you have to? You can tell—”


    “Because if I don’t, you might never want to do it again. You had a hard enough time with me being a virgin. You had a hard enough time with me being a nice college girl who likes you, never mind despoiling my pristine body with sudden orgasms.”


    “The problem is not with you having orgasms. I want you to have orgasms. I want you to do every single thing that feels good and not have a second fucking thought about it.”


    “Then what is it? Why is it such a big deal that I have no experience?”


    “I already told you. Maybe I just don’t want that experience to come from me.”


    “I think we have fully established that you are a good person.”


    “There are still problems with how I feel about you.”


    “Then tell me what they are.”


    He spreads his hands.


    “The fact that I like it.”


    “What?”


    “I like how you react to things. A lot. Too much.”


    “That seems okay.”


    “It isn’t. I shouldn’t get hard like this because you have no idea what you’re doing. It feels off. It feels wrong. It makes me doubt all my motives, no matter how well intentioned they start out. I mean, did I just do that because you seemed to need it? To take the edge off, to keep things going slow? I think so, only when I look back, all I feel is how much it fucking got me to tell you to get on the bed and spread your legs and watch that expression on your face,” he says, and I can tell he’s not lying.


    He sounds turned on now, just talking about it.


    “What was the expression like?”


    “Fucking amazing. Even more so now that I know you’ve never got off in your whole life. And that sound you made when you came…” he says, and I don’t know what is more exciting. The fact that my reaction made him that way, or that it did it to such an extent that he has to trail off at the end there.


    Either way, though, I’m eager for more.


    “It was a good one, huh?”


    “It was. Yeah, it was.”


    “Kind of turned you on.”


    “I think you can tell it did.”


    “So maybe…maybe it could be my turn now?” I say, now so greedy for this that I let it get in the way of good sense. I even imagine that he really might—which only makes his response more disappointing.


    “Honestly? I kind of have to be up early in the morning,” he tells me, and I make the mistake of letting it go there. Even after I see him look away as I strip off and climb into one of his massive T-shirts he gave me to sleep in, I let it go. Even as I see him look too much when the enormous collar slips down over one of my shoulders, or shows too much of my still-spiky nipples. They make little dark points against the cotton, and he hardly seems able to take his eyes off them.


    But I keep on believing anyway, like the fool I am.


    
      —
    


    I wake in a cozy bubble of warmth and his smell, so strong in the cotton of the T-shirt that before I even open my eyes I pull it up to my face. I breathe deeply and get nothing but fresh laundry and that sharp, airy scent, then feel kind of silly. Sniffing clothes is the kind of thing besotted people do, and I would hardly call myself that. If I was, I would probably not be able to resist touching him now, but I manage fine. I lie very still in the darkness with my eyes closed, thinking about all kinds of other things.


    Like how utterly enormous this T-shirt is. I can cover my whole body in it, if I bring my knees up to my chest and duck my head. The sleeves are meant to be short, but they easily pass my elbows. And if I wanted to undress, I could probably do it backward. Climb right out of the neck hole and then stand there in this house stark naked.


    No doubt to his consternation. Most likely he would hate himself for giving me a T-shirt that barely fits my body. After all, he seems to hate himself for everything else. Somehow he thinks enjoying my fumbling approach to sex is a terrible thing, when really, it just fills me with relief. Now I know I don’t have to hide. I never have to pretend or be something I’m not.


    I can be me, in all my awkward glory.


    I can be the girl who had a terrible, controlling father. The one who only just knows anything about sex because sex was off-limits for seventeen years of her life. The one who wants in great gasping fits after being denied for so long.


    And he can be him.


    I just wish he knew who he was.


    He no longer has to worry about walking some terrible line between being a gentleman and giving in to his desires. They can be the same thing, as far as I can see. They already are in someone like him—so worried that he will become whatever horror show his father was, that he goes way too far in the other direction. In fact, I think I have to tell him that he goes too far in the other direction, before he does something bad.


    Like disappearing in the middle of the night.


    Why has he disappeared in the middle of the night? More important, why has he disappeared for so long? The bed next to me is freezing cold, even though I know for a fact that he slept there for a while. I drifted off with one massive arm for a pillow, and that was after I spent a humiliating amount of time peeping at him as he dozed. If he had shifted to make his bed elsewhere, I think I would have known it.


    So what, then? Where has he gone?


    For a troubled walk, I think, then feel a little queasy. The last thing I want is him wandering around feeling terrible. Or starting to second-guess everything again. Or falling down an abandoned mine in the dark. Oh, God, what if he falls down an abandoned mine in the dark? Those first ideas are bad, but the last one is worse. It pains me in a way that hardly seems healthy. It means I have to immediately get up from the bed and check, even though getting up from the bed and checking means going out into the hall.


    The hall that is completely pitch-black and freezing cold and full of probably nightmare creatures from his terrible past. Somewhere, an actual screen door is banging. I hear an animal making a lonesome noise and the wind is howling—just like that horror movie I should never have watched the other day. The one with the guy who wears skin on his face.


    I’m probably about to be eaten alive.


    Though at least that idea makes me realize how much he means to me. So much that I get out of bed and go out into the cold darkness of his creaking hallway, despite possible cannibals lurking in corners. I brave the sound of a probably haunted screen door banging somewhere and the sense of old and terrible things just about dripping from the walls—not to mention that sudden and very new fear of being taken by drug-dealing friends of Tommy’s.


    I mean, who is to say they went away for good?


    They might be back. Oh, yeah, they might—and not just for me. They could grab Serge when he least expects it. Pay him back for what he did. He might be getting bashed with broken bottles as I stand here in the hall panicking about it, and not even the sight of the bathroom light coming from underneath the door calms that thought down. Maybe they got him while he was on the toilet. They could be cutting his throat right now, so really, going in to check is practically a necessity.


    However, I suspect I have other reasons somewhere in there.


    I mean, how likely is it that any of this is going on? Not very, considering the complete lack of murderous shouts and deadly struggles. Plus, before I even push the door open, I hear the shower going. Some part of me definitely knows what is happening. So why do I go in? More pressingly:


    Why do I stay once inside?


    I can see that no one is brutally killing him. He is not having an agonized walk and in imminent danger of falling down an abandoned mine. He is just soaping his big, very naked body all over, behind a curtain so thin I could probably squint and see right through it. I don’t even have to squint, in all honesty. I take a step forward and tilt my head, and can see the dark shape of all sorts of things behind the wavering plastic. There is the swell of his biceps, and that solid shape is the slant of his thigh, and when he turns a little I get the plump curve that could well be his ass.


    I am now ogling his ass, apparently.


    Because what would anyone else other than me call this? I can practically feel the drool running down over my chin. My feet are rooted to the floor out of sheer, impossible excitement—though I do my best to fight them. They seem like assholes, to be honest, refusing to move just when I need them to most. I don’t want to be spying on him, in his private moments.


    And especially when I start to realize what he might be doing.


    Of course it comes to me slow. The curtain hides a lot, and I have no idea what a man washing himself really looks like. The closest I’ve come is probably a scene from some sports movie, so I want to say that my continuing presence here is somewhat understandable. Other people would probably leave immediately, because they would get it right away and feel doubly intrusive. But I don’t. I watch the shadow of his left hand sweeping all over his chest and his shoulders and the other sweeping over something else, and take far too long to get it. I even hear him making noises and think nothing of it.


    He just sounds like he’s really enjoying his shower.


    Really, really enjoying it in a way that makes me tingle. He lets out this one gruff ah and I actually feel my clit swell. My nipples stiffen and start to ache under that soft material, while my brain still refuses to catch up. My brain is a nun who spent her entire life in a bunker beneath a remote desert. It takes until he says something for it to catch up. “Yeah, stroke that sweet pussy,” he says.


    And then I have to just close my eyes for a second.


    Only for a second, though, so as not to miss too much of him masturbating because holy crap that is definitely what is going on here. He is in the shower stroking himself and talking about pussy. And not even just a stranger’s pussy, either. My pussy. He is absolutely talking about my pussy. I know he is, because a second after he says my name, he tells me to make myself come.


    He wants to watch me doing that, I think. Why else would he say it? Why else would he moan about it the way he is doing? In all my days I’ve never heard anyone sound the way he sounds now, all desperate and urgent and ohhhh, Lord, it makes me feel good. I did that stuff only a few hours ago, but the fever is suddenly on me again. Only this time when it happens, I don’t try to fight it. I get none of the nervousness with it—or at least less of it. I mean, right now I should probably be leaving. I should feel bad.


    And there is no way I should do what I then do.


    Yet somehow it just seems to happen. I hear a kind of permission in his words and just reach up to tease and toy with one of my spiky little nipples. Not in a big way, you understand. Not underneath my clothes, and there is no pulling or pinching of any kind. But I do actually do it. I stroke myself, softly, as I watch him and listen to him. Then when it all makes this good line of heat between that one point and my slowly swelling pussy, I go a little further.


    I kind of have to go a little further. My little bud is just aching and aching, and over the sound of the water I can hear him now. I can hear his hand on his cock, quick and slippery and completely alien to my ears. Touching myself is almost a necessity under that kind of duress—though once I have, I kind of want to take it back. Most of me is not really prepared for what happens. Most of me is still thinking of the pillow and the rubbing and not the reality of stroking myself there.


    Which is honestly just too much to take, despite how little I really do. I just lift the hem of the T-shirt a little and slip one finger over myself. Nothing really big.


    But then maybe the relative bigness has nothing to do with it. How can it, when I get excited just feeling my own wetness? The stuff is all over the outside of my pussy, practically coating me from stomach to midthigh. My sparse fur is slick with it, and when I shift just a little I can feel it between the cheeks of my bottom. Really, it’s no wonder I thrill over the whole thing—or do other stuff I don’t mean.


    Like taking a step forward. Suddenly the shadow play is not enough—or at least that is what my shivering, too-flushed body is telling me. Just take a peek, it whispers. He won’t mind. This is exactly what he’s fantasizing about. He probably wants you to peel the curtain back while sort of stroking yourself. He probably longs for you to come to him and do all kinds of dirty things.


    It only seems like it horrifies him.


    Though I will admit the illusion is pretty damned good. I just get the tiniest glimpse of the water-glossed curve of his ass, and then he jerks as though struck. He turns and yanks the curtain out of my hands—and not just because he is shocked by my presence. He uses it to cover himself. He wraps it around his body like a slippery makeshift skirt, before giving me a look to end all looks. If WTF was in the dictionary, this expression would be next to it. His eyes are a mile wide, and he’s breathing hard—so hard his chest is heaving—and I know, I absolutely know, I should be deeply bothered by it.


    Maybe I even am, in some small way.


    But it remains just that: a small way. The bigger, more scared part of myself is starting to crumble. I barely even balk when he demands to know what I’m doing. I just come right out with the obvious as though the obvious is small instead of enormous and rude.


    “Watching you masturbate. You were masturbating, weren’t you?”


    I think he does a double take, even though I was pretty sure they didn’t exist outside of cartoons about talking dogs. And when he answers, he comes close to a splutter.


    “That…whether I was or…you can’t just sneak up on me like that.”


    “Sorry. Sorry. It wasn’t really planned. It just sort of happened. I heard you and then saw you and I got all excited and thought that maybe I could…”


    “You could what?”


    “Get a closer look. After all, you’ve seen me. And the only reason I didn’t see you is because you said you were fine, even though you don’t really look like you are,” I say, and though I can see he wants to protest this, he stops just shy.


    Most probably because he is realizing how true it is. His chest is still heaving, and not in the startled-by-an-intruder way. If it were, I doubt he would be flushed all over his throat the way he is, or looking at me quite like that. His eyes seem very hungry, suddenly. And when he speaks, he seems a lot less sure than he did before.


    “I told you I want to go slow.”


    “So it’s not because you worry about getting turned on over the wrong thing.”


    “Yeah, all right, maybe it’s that, too.”


    “Well then, perhaps I should reassure you.”


    I don’t mean for the word reassure to come out like an innuendo, I swear.


    It just happens. Like me stepping forward. Like the hand I still have between my legs—the one that he keeps glancing back to as though I’m unknowingly performing some hypnotist’s trick. My fingers stir just beneath the hem of the T-shirt, and he keeps watch.


    “This isn’t reassuring, Bea. None of this is reassuring.”


    “What in particular is not reassuring?”


    “All of it. Everything.” He pauses, clearly considering something. He considers it for so long and so hard that I start to panic about what it might be. Some internal debate about whether or not it’s okay to tell me to go back to the bedroom, I think.


    Then thrill when he finally speaks.


    “Are you touching yourself?”


    He just sounds so…so…lusty. His voice is hoarse with it. Even the hint of incredulity in there is streaked through with desire—and that makes me bold.


    “Can’t seem to stop,” I say, and that much is true. I seem to be really rubbing over myself now, and not just on the outer edges of everything. A little more and I will definitely be between those slick, plump lips. Maybe even farther than that.


    Who knows?


    “Makes you horny, huh?”


    “Oh, yeah. Especially when I think about you showing me the rest.”


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea right now,” he says, and I know that he must see the disappointment on my face. I know because he rushes on, before it can take root. “But everything else is fine. Everything else is fucking amazing.”


    “You like watching me?” I ask, voice a little high and tight with way too much delight, yet strong all the same. And getting stronger.


    “I’d be lying if I said otherwise,” he says, and I see my chance.


    “So maybe you just like watching me enjoy myself. Maybe it has nothing to do with my innocence or naïveté. I just get all wet and horny like this and then you do, too.”


    “And how would you know that?”


    “Because I like looking at you enjoying yourself, so why wouldn’t you feel the same?” I say, and for just a second he seems startled. He glances down at himself, as though wondering where on earth I could have gotten this enjoyment from.


    But then he looks back at me and sees the way I am—all beside myself with desire and completely unable to stop masturbating—and I think it starts to sink in.


    Especially after I tug at one tight nipple, tongue curling up to lick my upper lip in a way I don’t really intend as lascivious. I’m not even sure what I’m unconsciously thinking of when I do it, but I understand why he might make a few leaps. He probably thinks I’m remembering things he did with his tongue, and so responds accordingly.


    “Oh, Jesus,” he says, head going back against the tile, this delicious shudder suddenly rippling through him. After which, all I have to do is lean on him a little harder.


    “I liked hearing you moan.”


    “Fuck. Fuck.”


    “I like hearing you say fuck.”


    “Anything else?”


    “Your reaction to me talking like this. The way you shake and go all red around your throat. That hand you have on your cock. Show me your cock,” I say, almost thrilling myself as much as I clearly thrill him. His eyes roll back in his head in the exact way mine want to.


    And I can hear that hand speeding up, just as mine is.


    “I want to. I want to see your eyes on me as you come, but—”


    “Then let me. Just let me, please, I’m so close,” I moan, only partly telling the truth and only partly lying. The tingles are getting very insistent now. I have the urge to do a whole bunch of filthy things that I would never have done before—like licking my fingers and rubbing the wetness over my stiff nipples, or maybe baring my breasts in the hopes that he will get them all slick for me.


    Plus, standing is becoming a problem. My legs keep bending weirdly without my permission. At one point I almost make it to a squat—and he does nothing to help me avoid that. Oh, I bet he thinks he does. I bet he thinks he cools me down.


    But as always, he has everything backward.


    “All right, baby, all right, but just know first that I’m a big guy. You get that, right? You get that ain’t exactly a delicate flower between my legs?” he says, and of course that only makes it worse. It feels as if someone lights my vocal cords on fire. All of this stuff comes bursting out of me, and none of it is tame.


    “Oh my God. Oh my God, I get that. I do. I understand. Let me touch you. Let me suck you. I want you in my mouth. I want you to come in my mouth,” I tell him, after which everything happens kind of fast. I barely even get time to feel shocked at myself before his face goes all slack and open—like someone punctured a balloon somewhere inside him and now he can’t quite keep his muscles and skin and flesh together.


    And then suddenly the curtain is all the way back, and every bit of him is out in the open. I can see just about the whole of his body from his shins to the curves of his shoulders—and by God, it is a lot to take in. Too much to take in, most probably, because the second I get a glimpse of that impossibly thick shaft—far thicker than his cautious words had intimated, far longer than I thought was possible without shifting someone’s center of gravity and quite possibly causing the world to end—something starts to happen.


    Hot bursts of sensation ripple upward from my plump pussy, too big to check. Too big to take. That hanging-on-the-edge-of-orgasm feeling comes again—only this time it’s me that does it. This is all really me. I can do this to myself.


    I could have been doing this all along, minus the sight of him.


    Which I confess does help quite a lot. Just the way he strokes is enough to make me moan uncontrollably. He kind of rolls his hand along his length, luxuriating in it in a way that seems at odds with who he is. He is always so resistant and so stoic. He just had an argument with a masturbating girl about hiding away his gorgeous cock.


    He really shouldn’t be doing himself like that.


    He should be punishing himself. Squeezing and pumping hard and definitely never gathering soap in a big slick lather to work over the swollen head. Yeah, definitely not that because that is just, oh my God, that is…I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ve never seen anything like any of this. I watch him lean back against the tile, body turned out to me now and everything so aggressively on display—everything so thick and red and slippery-looking—and I just want to sprawl on the floor.


    I have to lean one knee against the rim of the tub just to keep me on my feet—though it proves to be an advantage when I do. I can touch myself better, for one thing.


    And he can touch me.


    Oh, God, when he touches me.


    He just reaches out a hand and cups my breast. Not out of a need to make me feel good or anything like it, but out of desire, just naked desire. He wants to fondle me while he strokes his cock, quite clearly. I can tell by the way he goes about it—feeling out the shape and the heaviness of it. Letting that stiff nipple slide against his palm.


    And then he says, “Take it off. Take the T-shirt off.”


    Have any words been so sweet?


    Have they ever been so arousing? I almost go over right there and then. It’s a race between my orgasm and my ability to take off clothes while under duress, and I only just make it. I get one glorious look at his expression as he sees my bare breasts and my busy fingers, all lust-fucked and greedy. And I get his damp hand on me there, one thumb idly flicking over one tight little point.


    Before I burst, I just burst.


    Barely anything, and I have to scream against the bar of my teeth.


    Only when I come down from it do I realize that he hasn’t. His hands are fists by his sides, cock still impossibly and achingly hard. The curve of it is so steep he could probably lean down a little and kiss the tip, and the head is deep red and very swollen-looking. The whole thing is very swollen-looking. It makes me think he might be in pain—though if he is, I think it might be of the overly aroused variety.


    He clearly needs to come.


    So why hasn’t he? Why isn’t he? Is this yet another thing I shouldn’t be allowed to see? It seems so—to the point where I get a slight sinking feeling. I thought I had gotten through to him, somewhat. I thought we were in a better place.


    But apparently we are still stuck in this one. It might even be that we will never leave it. Every time we do anything the least bit sexual, I am going to have to convince him to take almost anything for himself.


    Or so I think. I think it so hard and so bitterly that when he speaks, I barely register what he says. He has to repeat himself—which only makes it all the sweeter. Not only does he ask me once, he asks again without wondering what my silence is about or second-guessing himself or changing his mind.


    It might even be that he is unable to change his mind.


    He is way too gone for that. So far gone.


    “You still want to take me in your mouth?” he says, voice so tight and strained I can hardly stand to hear it. The sentence itself is exciting enough. But with the tone—and the look of those clenched fists and his falling-down expression—I sort of lose my ability to make a reasonable response. It all comes out as one big word.


    “GodyeahabsolutelyIdo,” I blurt, as though concerned that he might change his mind if I do it too slow or use actual English.


    Not that I really have to be.


    “Go ahead, then. Go on, then.”


    “Really? You want me to?”


    “I need you to,” he says.


    At which point I realize two things in a quick succession: that there is absolutely nothing as exciting as hearing him use the word need, and that I have somehow promised to fulfill said need without really knowing how to go about it. The closest I’ve ever come to giving someone a blow job was that banana I ate really fast after skipping breakfast last week.


    I’ve barely even seen one done. I caught a glimpse over Sam’s shoulder as she watched something called Fist Bashers IV, but that in no way helps me here. I don’t even know if that was the real title of the film, as opposed to just something I made up in a panic as I ran out of the room. I feel fairly certain that you do not bash anything with your fist when you go about this. It might be that you refrain from using your hands at all—though that seems a little impractical and kind of unattractive-looking. It makes me think of bobbing for apples, and bobbing for apples is really the last impression I want to give here.


    I want to be cool and sexy and confident.


    I want him to writhe in ecstasy.


    Instead of leaning forward with my mouth slightly open and my hands hovering in the general area, every muscle in my body so tense with a combination of aching arousal and total nervousness. I mean, what if I use too much teeth? His cock looked big and angry when I was watching him stroke it, but now it seems much more like it might be prone to clumsy blunders. The shaft is almost velvet-smooth and very pale—far paler than the rest of his body.


    And the head is so red and glossy and sensitive-seeming. I get close enough to breathe on him there, and the whole thing jerks. A stream of liquid spills down from the little slit at the tip, and I know that has nothing to do with the shower. Precome, I think. The word is precome, then get a little shiver. Swiftly followed by a lot of shivers. Five seconds since my last orgasm, and I already need another.


    So God only knows how he feels.


    Or what it takes for him to say, “You can stop anytime you want to. You don’t have to.”


    I’m going to guess a lot, judging by his expression. I glance up and see his face nearly split in two—half of him desperate for this and half of him hating the idea of pushing me, and all of it making my explanation a necessity. No matter how humiliating this is, I have to say, “No, no, it’s just my mouth is quite small and your parts are quite large so…”


    “You think it might be a little too much. That I might hurt you.”


    “I was thinking more that I might hurt you. Kind of like when you try to shove a piece of Play-Doh through a too-small opening and end up with something half the size.”


    I think he wants to laugh after that.


    The only thing that gets in the way is extreme arousal.


    “That is quite the visual. Never going to happen, but interesting to have in my head.”


    “Sorry. Sorry. I want to be sexy, but somehow clumsiness keeps getting in the way.”


    “I wish I could say that was true. But fuck, just look at you. Look at those lips—you know how soft and wet they look from here? You know what your bare body looks like to me when you stand there without a stitch on like it means nothing in the world? It looks as if I could die of seeing that soft, sweet skin and the curve of your spine and those breasts…Man, I bet you got no idea how fucking amazing they are, huh? Bet you got no clue that the only thing on my mind is burying my face in them.”


    He shakes his head after that. As though I am the unbelievable one, when really, it has to be him. Did he really just say all that? He needs to stop saying things like all of that. It makes it almost impossible for me to answer. I just have to wait until he realizes no one has spoken for a thousand years and puts the conversational wheels back in action.


    “So what do you want to do here?”


    “I want to do this. But if maybe you could just—”


    “What, baby? What do you need? You want to get more comfortable?” he asks, and I understand why. I am currently kind of crouched over the tub stark naked—a thing that should terrify me. Maybe it even would, if my focus was not so intently on other matters.


    “No, no, I was thinking more like…like you could show me.”


    “You want me to show you. How do you want me to show you?”


    “Put your hands on my face and just…guide me,” I say, thinking it sounds simple enough. And maybe it does, too. Just not to him.


    I think it makes him squirm. He puts one hand behind his head, and I know what it does once there. I can tell just by looking at that big biceps as it flexes and squeezes—he is pulling at that stripe of hair and he is doing it hard.


    “I can’t do that. I can barely take you saying those words.”


    “Which ones?”


    “I think it started with a G and then I blacked out,” he says—a line that would read as funny if it wasn’t for his body language. His breathing is coming too fast now, and his head keeps going back. As if he is searching the heavens for relief from this, I think, and then do a very bad thing. Even with all my inexperience, I know it’s a very bad thing.


    “I could use others,” I say. “I could ask you to stroke your cock over my lips.”


    An extremely bad thing, judging by his reaction.


    “You could. If you want to kill me.”


    “Well, then, maybe just put your hand on the side of my face.”


    “Just my hand on the side of your face? Just like this?” he asks, then cups my jaw with his big hand. Feels even bigger in a place like that. Feels even better. I have to close my eyes for a second to revel in it a little—a thing that he obviously notices.


    And then makes so much worse.


    “Oh, Christ, does it turn you on? No, wait, don’t answer. Don’t answer just…part your lips,” he says, and a sigh comes out of me in response. Somehow I thought he might not really do it, and when he does, it buzzes through my body. It makes me turn my head when I feel him stroke his thumb over my mouth—as though encouraging me, as though persuading me to open for him—and then I just take it in.


    Partly because I want to suck on something.


    Partly because I want to know if I have the right idea.


    And apparently, I do.


    “How was that?” I ask, but I don’t need to.


    His breathing is coming out really weird, and those shudders are now enough to shake the tub. He looks as though he wants to put his free hand on something to steady himself, but of course there is nowhere for it go. He can’t put it on me.


    He might combust if he does.


    “Like I have a cock where my thumb used to be,” he finally gets out—a line that should be funny.


    Though neither of us laughs. I’m too busy licking at his fingers, and he’s too busy moaning over it. God knows what’s going to happen when I actually do it to his cock. I almost feel afraid to find out—almost, but not quite. Not when I know now what he likes. Not when I know what to do. I just have to lean forward and lick a little at the tip, with a slight pursing of my lips to finish. Like when you have a cut, I think, and want to make it better.


    And I definitely do make it better.


    “Did you just kiss my cock?”


    “Depends if that was okay.”


    “It was okay. Ohhhh, man, it was more than okay. Don’t know that anyone has done that to me before.”


    “Want me to do it again?”


    “Uh-huh,” he says, but only because other words seem to be failing him. All he can get out when I do it a second time is a long, low moan that vibrates through my bones. It practically makes me put a hand between my legs, and it definitely makes me do more. This time I keep my mouth on him instead of pulling away. I ease my parted lips around that swollen head, sucking and licking as I go, eager to hear more of his moaning.


    Eager for more of the taste of him—Christ, just the taste of him is enough to make me frantic. I always thought it would be terrible, doing this. That everything would be unpleasant and acrid and kind of tiring. But nothing could be further from the truth. His cock is as slippery as anything, just about coated in precome and yet still so salt-sweet. And the texture of it…the way it feels sliding in and out of my mouth all firm and silky smooth at the same time…


    I can hardly stand it. Suddenly I’m the one moaning, even though no one and nothing is touching me between my legs. My hand only made it to my stomach. His clenched hands are somewhere behind his head. I should be a lot calmer than he is, yet somehow I don’t feel it. My sucking and licking is now sloppy and feverish, and the hand I put on him seems more about rubbing and fondling him than keeping things steady.


    How else to explain the way I squeeze him? I feel pretty sure squeezing with your hand is not on the list of blow-job things you’re supposed to do. And there is no prompt from him. It just happens all on its own—much to his surprise.


    And apparently, his deep pleasure.


    “Oh, fuck, yeah, just like that. Oh, man, you’re so fucking greedy.”


    “I can’t help it. You taste so good. You feel so good.”


    “Keep talking like that. Keep doing it like that.”


    “I just want you to fuck my face. I want you to come all over me.”


    “Fuck, all right, I’m gonna go. I’m gonna come, honey, stop,” he says, but he must know that that is never going to happen. He must have some clue. I feel so far gone I just told him to do the dirtiest things ever, so backing away now is not really a possibility. If anything, it drives me on further—and especially when he speaks again.


    He just sounds so hoarse and desperate, and his words…


    Oh, Lord in heaven, his words.


    “Seriously, Bea. I’m gonna fucking do it in your mouth,” he says, a thing that should not be sexy but is all the same. Just the idea of him doing something, of being unable to help himself, is enough to excite me. I get a great wave of pleasure when he chokes it out, so intense I wonder if it counts as an orgasm. It certainly counts as any of the things I felt before this. It swells the same way and leaves me gasping around his quite obviously swelling cock, and when he tells me again to back off, I only go harder. “Stop, baby…please, you don’t want this,” he says.


    But he’s wrong. I do want it. This is what I want—him groaning and juddering like a broken-down car engine, hands back in my hair because he simply cannot help himself. He passes a certain point, and things like permission and propriety fall by the wayside.


    There is no more of that now.


    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he tells me.


    And then I feel his cock swell against my tongue. I feel him tense and hear him groan like some great animal dying, about a second before he floods my mouth. Oh, he floods it, he fills it—it’s all I can do to swallow each thick stream of liquid as it comes. I almost choke a couple of times.


    Yet somehow even the choking is a thrill. Even the feel of him fucking into me just a little, ravenous in that one moment of release.


    In fact, I think I might like that part best of all.


    And I know when I pull away that he can tell.


    How else to explain the look on his face, all full of wonderment and pleasure and desire? Or the way he pulls me close? If he was unsure or guilty about it, he would never do any of that—and he would certainly never do anything else. He wouldn’t understand that I needed anything else. He would think I was nervous or anxious or hurt.


    Instead, I’m so ready it takes only a single touch between my legs—just one touch from his big hand—and I disappear down into the kind of bliss I never thought I would know.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 10


    This time when I wake up, he is right by my side. More than by my side, in truth. He has sprawled out across the bed in a big boneless mass, every inch of him looking so comfortable and so content that I can hardly stand to alert him to the time. He said he had to be up by six-thirty, but somehow I seem to be letting the numbers on my watch slide by.


    Just so he can be this peaceful for longer.


    Just so he can rest.


    And yeah, okay, maybe I also want to have a look at him unimpeded and uninterrupted. But really, can you blame me? Every time I see him he somehow looks better than he did before. Plus, in sleep, this effect seems to be magnified. I never noticed before how lovely his mouth is, how sweetly the upper lip curls in the middle toward his nose. And so soft, too—like the insides of a petal.


    Makes me want to kiss him, but I manage to refrain.


    I have to¸ if I want to keep exploring. Any sudden moves might wake him, before I get to the really interesting stuff. The racing stripes that actually curve all the way down to the nape of his neck and almost meet up with his thick band of hair in the middle. The tattoos all down his arms, rolling in places and slicing in others. And of course the tattoo on his back.


    God, how I love that tattoo on his back. There are just so many layers to it—like the fact that this is probably why they call him Redwood. They mean the tree. They mean him, so tall and broad. They probably don’t even know about all the words that make the branches.


    But I do. I read them one by one, straining my eyes in the dim light, yet hardly caring. The only thing that matters is deciphering them, or maybe memorizing some of each so I can look them up later. If I opened my heart there’d be no space for air, one of them says, and I tell it to myself over and over again until it sticks. Same for the lines about hopes and dreams lying on the ground and loving like you’ve never been hurt before.


    They seem so beautiful and sad I simply have to—and especially when I think of how much they must mean to him. It could be his heart that has no space for air, because all kinds of emotions have filled it to the brim. It may be that his hopes and dreams are on the ground.


    Maybe he is the one who would kill it with his bare hands if he was free.


    Though I have no clue what it could possibly be. Something that haunts him, I think, like that bottle on the shelf above the sink. Like this old house in the middle of the woods, half fairy tale and half nightmare. Once there was a man who surrounded himself with old ghosts and could never quite escape, I think.


    And then I lay my cheek on his great back, among all of those branches.


    Of course he stirs when I do. He asks what time it is and turns his head, expression so calm and carefree it seems a shame to ask. I know I probably wouldn’t want him to ask me. What is your worst memory? I imagine him saying, and go cold at the thought of the answer. The bulb winking out just as the door slammed shut.


    Then wondering if this time I would be down there forever.


    “Want some breakfast?” he asks.


    And my yes is very grateful.


    I focus on that instead. I focus on the breakfast in bed he makes for me—toast as thick as my wrist slathered in butter so rich I have to ask him how he never gets fat. Then he shows me how, with his morning routine. He does coiling, twisting curls, and crunches, and hauls himself one-handed all the way up to the top of the door frame, and by the time he has, I’m thinking of other things altogether.


    Like maybe licking the sweat off his body.


    It gleams in the hollows above his collarbone and makes pretty trails in grooves no human being should ever have, and before I know it the basement is all forgotten. His tattoos are all forgotten. The only thing is him lopsidedly grinning at me, as he says that he really has to get ready to go to work now. He has no time to do whatever I might be thinking of.


    Because apparently he has become a humongous tease.


    I should really never have let him know how much he turns me on. The knowledge has made him way too giddy and much too full of himself, and though I absolutely love that it has, I also hate him to death right now. My legs are actually shaking again when I try to stand up and get dressed. I had three orgasms last night—three times as many as I’ve ever had in my whole life—and yet still all I can think about is more.


    Maybe this time he will put that big thing somewhere other than my mouth. He seems so relaxed now that I could probably persuade him. Maybe get him to that point he was at in the shower, so beside himself with lust that he will just ask me.


    Oh God, when he just asked me.


    Is it any wonder my mind is no longer on anything else? He makes it so easy to avoid reality—and not just because of the sweaty push-ups and his kindness and the sweaty push-ups and his consideration and the sweaty push-ups. There are also a million little things about him that are just waiting to snare my attention.


    Like what he is doing in the bathroom when I go to see if he’s ready yet.


    No sexiness this time, but certainly something I find myself staring at.


    Mainly because I somehow believed he is just naturally like this. I somehow thought his hair grew in those perfect stripes, when of course he has to shave it. He has to use an electric clipper of some sort, buzzing between the lines in neat little practiced strokes. Makes me kind of giddy to see him being so precise—though I have to say I think the way he checks his handiwork affects me more.


    He looks in the mirror and turns his head back and forth then smooths each line with his finger. Reminds me of ladies in hair salons—just like that first day I saw him—only this time there is no joke. Just his embarrassment, when he sees me.


    “You got to stop sneaking up on me in bathrooms, honey,” he says.


    To which I have no problems replying: “But then how would I catch you doing so many awesome things?”


    I think I might even be flirting with him a little—or at least I am until he answers me.


    “You think this is awesome, too? Shaving my head into this mess?” he says, and the worst part is he could well be serious. It doesn’t sound the least bit like a joke. He even glances at himself in the mirror as though the creature there is never what he expects.


    But I have to check.


    “I never thought of it as a mess. Do you think of it as a mess?”


    “I find it kind of a pain in the ass—not to mention a reminder of the violent shit I have to do. But it gets you more green when you stand out,” he says, followed by me kind of wanting to blow my own brains out.


    How did I not see this? What made me think this was all just his style?


    “Oh my God. I thought…I thought this was you. I thought it was really you.”


    “You sound kind of disappointed.”


    “Not disappointed exactly but…”


    “I don’t mind if you are. To be honest, I kind of looked like a jackass before, so.”


    “I think I might have to doubt your judgment on that.”


    I think I might have to doubt his judgment on everything, from now on.


    “Only because you don’t know what a disaster I was.”


    “No, because you think what you look like now is awful.”


    “You don’t feel the same way, then, huh?” he asks, and I can tell he genuinely needs to know. It’s the main reason I want to say, without holding anything back, “I think your hair is beautiful. I think you are beautiful. I thought you were beautiful the first day I saw you”—fully knowing beautiful is most likely the wrong word, and that he is definitely now going to ding me for it. He will laugh, I think, and he does. He will raise that one wry eyebrow, I think, and he does that, too.


    But it’s the part I don’t expect that really puts the capper on things.


    “Yeah? Want me to do you?”


    A really awesome capper.


    “Holy shit, yes. Yes. Will you? Are you serious? Oh, no, you’re not serious, Serge. Come on, you said it, now you have to do it. If I want it, you have to do it. That is our new deal.”


    “I don’t remember making that one at all.”


    “We shook on it when you stuck your dick in my mouth,” I say, and then he has to take a second or two. Or maybe five or six or twenty or a million. I can practically see the cogs turning in his head—Did she just make a joke about my dick in her mouth and if so, is it okay for me to just go with that?


    Luckily, he realizes the answer is yes.


    “Hey, I never meant to do that—I was completely blindsided. It doesn’t count as shaking on a deal where I could wind up being forced into some really dubious things.”


    “I know, right? I could make you feed me that toast until the end of time.”


    “Except that that sounds awesome, and I mean actually dubious things.”


    “Such as shaving my head?”


    “Well, that…” he starts out, then seems to falter—and I know why. The side of him that wants to protect me and worries constantly about being a brute is losing against the side that understands none of that is needed or true. So much so that after a second his frown drifts away and his shoulders drop. Plus, he finishes that sentence with this:


    “I can do it if you want.”


    “Really? No trying to keep me safe?”


    “I always want to keep you safe. I just realize now that you rarely need me to. And if you do, it probably isn’t me that you need to be kept safe from,” he says—all of which is enough to make my eyes prick and my hand go to his arm all on its own. But those words coupled with the actual hitch in his voice…


    That really does me in.


    “Not even slightly. Not even a little bit,” I say, my own voice wavering like a sapling in a rainstorm. I’m glad it does, though. It underlines everything for him.


    And it makes it easier to do what I ask him to.


    He shakes himself after a second—like a dog getting rid of the excess emotional rain—and then tells me, “Come on, then, come on up here if this is what you want.” All business now, I think, but not exactly in a bad way. Not in a Now I need to be manly way. More in a Did I almost tear up over no longer feeling like a dangerous thing? kind of way.


    Which is completely understandable—if a little nerve-racking right now. He even slaps the basin like I’m just going to climb up there and sit down, and when it becomes clear that I can’t quite manage that, he puts one arm around my waist. Scoops me up like a sack of laundry and sets me between two old-world taps with these enormous spouts.


    I will admit: It still makes me breathless. I think it always will, and probably for some very ridiculous reasons like me feeling all small and him seeming all enormous and powerful. It barely fazes him to do it. By the time I gather my wits again, he’s already on to the next thing: fiddling with the electric clipper and doling out instructions.


    “You got to keep real still, all right?” he says, and I nod. Of course I nod. I asked him for this. I got all excited and had big ideas about being like him and now have to face the consequences—though I honestly had no idea the consequences would be potentially having my ear shaved off. Or getting it done in a wonky line.


    Or having to endure someone manhandling my head.


    Yeah, I didn’t really think about that one. He’s going to be touching my hair an awful lot, and not in the manner I have recently become accustomed to. This might be bad, I think, though I’ll be damned if I’m going to back out now. I barely even let my bracing show. The most I do is close my eyes, and even then I do it gently and slowly.


    And I’m glad I do, too.


    Because instead of the buzz I expect, I get one of the most amazing sensations of my whole life. More amazing than the orgasms. More amazing than his orgasm. So amazing that my eyes pop open the second I feel something stroking through my hair, just to see how he achieved the amazingness. He must have a brush, I think. A really good brush with fancy bristles and a wooden handle.


    But when I look, there’s just a comb in his hand. A stupid old-man comb that he pushes and pushes through the thick strands, over and over until my scalp starts to feel all warm, and everything goes soft and slow. Like the kind of thing a head massage probably does to you, I imagine, though naturally I would never know.


    I’ve never let anyone do anything like this to me before. One time Sam tried to plait my hair, and I almost took her out with the book I was reading. I had to explain that my scalp is very sensitive, which at the time had seemed like a clever lie but actually could well be the truth, if this is anything to go by.


    I almost fall asleep before he even gets to the clippers.


    When he says ready in this half-laughing voice I say, “Oh yeah, so ready. Take me now.” He puts a hand against one side of my head, and I press into it like an eager puppy—and I’m right to do it, too. The first buzz is nowhere near scary. My ear does not come off in his hands. Instead, I watch and feel my hair fall away like a heavy bandage unraveling from a wound I didn’t know I had.


    Once the whole thing is done, I am around twenty pounds lighter. Lighter than that, in fact. I nearly drift down from the sink, onto feet that seem air-filled. The only thing that dampens the moment is his expression—so still and sort of stunned that I get a little jolt of fear. I have to quickly turn and check in the mirror to see just how I look, and when I do I get no comfort from it. On the contrary, I think I wind up with the same expression he has.


    I seem so much like a different person.


    And that person could well be ugly to him. I thought it would be an act of cool hair solidarity, but it may actually be something else. A daily reminder, I think, of the violent stuff he hates. Oh, God, what if I just look like the violent thing he hates? What if all the innocence is gone out of me, and now there is just this: a punk girl with too bright eyes and stubble on either side of her head?


    I shouldn’t be bothered by that, but I am.


    I still seek that approval, no matter how light I get inside.


    “What do you think?” I ask, then wait for the hammer to fall.


    With him, though, I would probably have to wait a thousand years.


    “I think I need to kiss you now,” he says, about a second before his mouth finds mine.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 11


    I follow him out to the truck with his kiss still on my lips, so sweet I can hardly think of anything else. I stumble into daylight half drunk on the taste and feel and smell of him, and only partially come around when the cool morning hits the newly naked parts of me. I put a hand up and feel them all bristly and odd, like I’ve grown a man’s face on the sides of my head.


    It’s the middle part that really gets my attention, though. The middle part isn’t like his middle part. His lays flat, and mine is this enormous bouffant, way thicker than I ever knew my hair was. It flows back from my forehead in a big wave, and feels amazing to the touch. So amazing that I can’t stop doing it.


    And nor can he.


    Halfway across his makeshift yard he stops and looks and looks with all of his eyes, then puts a hand back to run his fingers through it. The only thing that seems to stop him is knowing what he knows about me. “If you’d rather I keep off, just say,” he tells me, but before his hand can drop I push right into it. I let him stroke through, yearning for that warm brushing sensation again.


    Which I get in full force—along with another kiss. “I can’t help myself,” he says, and I have no idea what he’s referring to, yet do not care at all. He can fail at being able to help himself with any of this. Just go right ahead and love my new hair and hold me like that and put your mouth on mine.


    I’m okay with all of it.


    I’m okay with everything—including asking for things I would never have dared to before. “Can we go on the bike?” I ask, and he laughs all big and sort of rueful.


    “Feeling bolder, huh?” he laughs.


    And I suppose you could put it that way. If by that way you mean I am not the same person coming out of that house as I was going in. Going in, I was timid and too worried about doing the wrong thing. Coming out, I kind of don’t care if I do. Not entirely and not completely—I still blush at his question, and my shrug is a touch sheepish. But I no longer want to shy away from asking for anything at all. Or from saying that I like something.


    I want to be this girl—the one who requests the bike and tells him No, I can ride behind you and then climbs on without worrying about looking clumsy. In fact, this girl is more concerned with what he will feel like between my legs and how much of him I’ll be able to feel when I wrap my arms around him.


    And he knows it.


    “Never gonna get enough of you being so fucking into my body, I swear,” he says, sort of laughing as he does but sort of shaking a little, too. I can hear a quaver in his voice, and it hits just as I let my hand slide under the split of yet another jumpsuit and over the bare skin beneath. Really, though, how can I help doing anything but? He feels so warm and alive.


    Not to mention firm.


    Plus, when I rub down I can almost get all the way inside and over—


    “Okay, okay, I gotta stop you there before I reconsider my decision to do anything but be in a bed with you for the rest of my days.”


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


    “Exactly why I’m saying. Too tempting to try, so hands up top. Unless you want to die of sex exhaustion or perish in a flaming fireball when I run right off the road,” he says—a thing that would probably have embarrassed me or made me feel bad a few days ago. But now it just makes me answer with this:


    “All right, here they are, nice and safe on your boobs.”


    It makes me say boobs. And he likes it.


    “Is it weird if it turns me on when you say that?”


    “I think everything might turn you on.”


    “Everything you do, at least.”


    “Including this?” I ask, then just give him the slightest squeeze.


    Like honking a horn, I think. Like I am the boy and he is the girl and oh, my stars, I love that. I love that he laughs all startled at me and calls me a tease. I love that I can be this way with someone. I love all of it so much that I barely think about what I am going back to, and what people might think of me when I do. For once in my life I lived in the moment, neither mired in the past nor gazing forward into a future I desperately hoped for.


    I let him form a bubble of acceptance around my body.


    And I think that might be about to cost me.


    After all, green jackets and old movies cost me. My accent cost me. Every tiny thing about me has always come with a price tag, setting me apart in ways I am barely aware of until I see that look in someone’s eyes. The one that says I am odd, and not in that sharp, hip manner that people secretly aspire to.


    More like being a redundant limb that someone cut off from the main body of life, and that everyone now looks at with pity and relief. I will never take my glasses off and reveal I was pretty all along, or parlay my brilliant weirdness into a glittering existence. In reality, being different is not cool or exciting or something to tell a story about.


    Being different is seeing the lovely thing you did with someone just like you.


    And then having to watch as it gets slowly smashed into a thousand pieces.


    
      —
    


    At first I tell myself that I’m not going to let it bother me. I no longer care what Sam or anyone else thinks. They can stare at my new hair all they like. It won’t matter to me in the slightest. I even put on the green jacket that Sam hates for extra emphasis—but that only makes it more disappointing when I hear her at the door and jam a hat down over my head.


    All the things I shared with Serge so easily and I can’t even let her know that I got a slight trim. And okay, yeah, maybe it’s more than a slight trim. But is it really so wild? Is any of this so wild? It must be, because for some ungodly reason, I wait until she heads to her modern dance class a whole day later to do what I’ve been dying to since I read those lyrics on his back. Then and only then do I Google them, like some sex criminal furtively researching perverted things.


    Instead of absolutely incredible fucking songs.


    Because they are. Of course they are.


    They are so incredible it kind of pains me to know I put this off. I should have blared them out of the speakers on my laptop the second I got in, rather than waiting to do it in the dark with my earphones in.


    Though the earphones do have one advantage. They make the music eleven thousand times more electric. I look up one of the bands and figure I’m finally going to get something loud and ferocious. The lead singer is so cool and tough-looking I kind of feel embarrassed about my probably poseur hair, and they’re called of all things Skunk Anansie. I’m not wrong to expect thrash metal.


    But instead I get a voice that runs a rasp down the insides of my spine. It sounds like someone concentrated yearning into liquid form and then poured it down her throat. My heart starts thumping the second I hear that first long note reverberating out of her, and it doesn’t stop until at least five minutes after the song ends. I have to just sit there in the dark calming myself down, half thrilled by this revelation and half furious that I never knew it existed.


    That I still feel the need to pretend it doesn’t.


    The very second Sam walks in the door I stop listening, despite being midway through a song that sounded like aural sex. Her voice rolled and tumbled through the whole thing and then reached so high and so rough I almost started singing myself, but somehow now that my friend is here, the laptop has to be closed.


    Why does the laptop have to be closed?


    It doesn’t seem right. It doesn’t seem normal.


    And even more so when I get a message from him on day two. It says that he wanted to be patient and cool, but would rather be uncool than be without me for any longer. He says that—and yet my first reaction is not So fly to me, then. It is: When will Sam not be around? When will nobody be around? How can I sneak out with no one seeing?


    All of which sounds terrible in my head.


    But worse, when I get a text that tells me to go to my window.


    And I go and see him there in the dying light, like something from a dream I never actually dared to have. All my hopes were so small; all my fantasies of the life I would lead were so weak. They cannot match what this is—so why am I hesitating? Why am I holding back? It seems insane until it suddenly hits me.


    It isn’t normality that I want.


    It’s obedience that I’m used to.


    Oh my God, I still have to obey, only now I’m doing it for someone who might not even care if I do or not and is most definitely never going to lock me in the basement for refusing to do things exactly right. The worst that could happen is that Sam decides I’m not quite right as a friend, or in need of an amused lecture, or worthy of a puzzled frown.


    Why am I letting my life be run by puzzled frowns? She probably doesn’t even know the effect they have on me.


    She probably thinks this is all just helpfulness.


    I’m standing here waiting for my ship to come in because of possible helpfulness—an idea that is so horrendous I almost hurl myself out of the room and down the stairs the very second it occurs. I don’t even stop to put on shoes or change out of my pajamas. I go to him barefoot and in a flannel set with ducks all over the front, and do not care one whit. My only real regret is that my body is not a bullet that I can fire at him, though God knows I make a good attempt at it.


    I see him turn toward the sound of me through the glass doors, face shifting from patiently waiting to something like longing or joy, arms lifting toward me like he knows what I’m going to do, and I just launch myself at him. My feet might actually leave the ground. Somehow my arms are around his neck, even though his neck should be impossible for me to reach.


    It should be, but he makes sure it isn’t.


    He leans down at just the right moment—right when I might be embarrassed.


    And he catches me.


    He catches me.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 12


    It takes a while to persuade him to come in. At first he will only list reasons as to why that could be a bad idea, including People might think I’m trying to kidnap children and I have no college ID in my twenty-nine-year-old-man pants. I have to tell him that the woman one room down from us is seventy-nine years old just to get him through the door—though after that it gets a little easier. He manages the stairs fine, and is able to successfully get past the poster on the communal notice board offering free sex-education classes with very little face palming and/or existential crises.


    But then we get to my room.


    And even I will admit things become a little weird. I shut the door behind us and turn around and basically all there seems to be anywhere is him. He nearly fills the space. If he put his two arms out he could probably touch every wall at once, and every bit of furniture in here suddenly looks as though it belongs in a dollhouse. I’m almost afraid to invite him to sit in case whatever he sits on splinters into a million pieces—a thought that should probably make me feel bad but doesn’t.


    How can it, when he is clearly thinking the same thing? He eyes my bed as if he can hardly believe a human person can fit in it. His hand looks bigger than my entire pillow. When he puts his boot up to test the resiliency of the frame, the whole thing creaks and groans. I have to reassure him that it will not collapse if he wants to have a seat, but he just shakes his head.


    “I can’t believe two people live in here,” he says, half bemused and half fond.


    Which is kind of a nice combination for someone to have as they explore your space. I think I probably had the same reaction to some of his stuff. I know I did for the candles, so I can’t really feel bad about it. I just sit at my doll desk on my doll chair and watch him examining our two-by-four bathroom while chuckling to himself. Then, gradually, the chuckling subsides and is replaced by other things.


    Like the kind of curiosity that gives me tingles.


    I mean, I knew he would probably look. But I had no idea how intently he would do it. His eyes busily search over each of the things tacked to my wall, sometimes commenting on a particular image and other times silent. He finds my postcards from places I’ve never been to and tells me he will take me there; traces his finger over my girl with her tattooed biceps curled; asks me if I like these words or that band or this painting.


    And when he finds the book mountain at the foot of my bed, he doesn’t just shake his head over it. He goes through it until one strikes his fancy, then seems to search for a part of the story. More than seems, in fact—he absolutely searches, and when he finds it he decides the best thing to do to my already overtaxed heart is read aloud. “Once I falsely hoped to meet the beings who, pardoning my outward form, would love me for the excellent qualities I was capable of” he says, and I know immediately what it is. We read it last semester for Eighteenth-Century English Literature, though even if we hadn’t, I think I would have guessed.


    Frankenstein, I think, and then get this great ache right in the middle of my chest.


    One that deepens when he decides to explain.


    “Yeah, I know, kind of on the nose, right?” he says, and he doesn’t stop there. Oh, no. There is a ton more and all of it amazing. “But man I loved that book as a kid. The old man thought reading was for weaklings and weirdos, which only made me want to do it more. One time I actually stole a mobile library van and drove it into a lake, just so it would look like I was a destructive little shit—you know, instead of a thief who hid a hundred books under the garden shed.”


    I’m not quite sure which part I like best about this story: that he read like a rebel stealing secrets from the government or that his true criminal act was hoarding literature. My man hoards eighteenth-century novels about thinly veiled representations of himself. He reads as an act of defiance and looks utterly sheepish about it, and when I tell him that might well be the best story I’ve ever heard, he says:


    “You know that I adore you, right?”


    As though that point is so vital he has to stop and make triple sure it’s understood.


    Which it is. So much so that I feel no reservations about returning the sentiment.


    “Probably not as much as I adore you right now.”


    “Man, you like that book thing.”


    “I don’t think it’s just the book thing.”


    “The offer to take you to Alaska, then?”


    “It could have been partly that.”


    “But mostly something else.”


    “Well, it might be the clothes today. Are those suspenders?” I ask, and in answer he snaps one of them. It makes an uncommonly delightful meaty sound against his left pectoral muscle. “Plus, those boots are amazing. I always wanted a pair just like that with all the laces and the top part open.”


    “Want to try them on?”


    “I would, but I’m kind of afraid of falling into deep, dark places.”


    “Smart-ass. My feet aren’t that big.”


    “I think I need a size before I agree with that.”


    “If I say fifteen, will it prove you wrong?”


    “Considering mine are a five, I’m going to say no.”


    “Then forget the extra couple of numbers I neglected to add to that,” he says, and I go to laugh.


    But then he quite suddenly sits next to me on the bed, and I forget all about being amused. I just feel his leg against mine, and the heat coming off his big body, and after a moment or two I get that sharp but sweet smell of him. He bends over to get at his boot laces and it seems to just drift over me—like a kind of fog, only this one is less damp and cold and more hot and lust-inducing.


    How else to explain my next move? He’s just casually untying his boot, idly talking about where he got them from and pretty much being as nonsexual as possible, and then for almost no reason at all my hand is on his thigh. I have no idea why. It just shifts all on its own, as if it somehow started operating independently of my will or the mood or almost any of his actions.


    A fact that does not escape him. He stops dead the moment I do it and takes about an age to look over to me. He has to work up to it, I think, and when he finally makes it I can see why. His expression is all shock and awe. Probably because I say thigh but what I really meant was penis. Yeah, I might have just put my hand over his penis. Or at the very least, you could call it extreme upper thigh.


    Which he does not particularly want to.


    “Did you just put your hand on my dick?”


    “I think I did. Is that okay or do you want me to move?”


    “Depends on a few things,” he says, and at first I think he still means limits and going slow and all of that nonsense. But then I see him eyeing the door, like at any moment the dean might burst through and have Chris Hansen arrest him.


    And I realize.


    “My roommate is going to be gone for hours.”


    “Uh-huh. So you figure…what? Now we make out?”


    “I’ve heard that’s the protocol for being alone with your boyfriend in a dorm room.”


    “I see, and in that scenario I’m the boyfriend,” he says, which would likely scare me.


    If he didn’t sound so hopeful about it.


    “I was going to go with lover, but that sounded even more ridiculous.”


    “Any of those is fine. Any of those make me crazy,” he says, then seemed to stiffen all over. Most probably because I just gave a little squeeze. “Almost as much as your hand is now doing. Oh, fuck, where are you going with this? Pretty sure we’re supposed to kiss first.”


    “I was thinking we might start a little further along.”


    “How further along?” he asks, even though he has to know that’s a super-bad idea. It’s practically holding the door open for me. Not even holding it, really. Taking it off its hinges and hurling it away. The very second he says it, I move closer—and not just so I can whisper in his ear. I also seem to be running a hand over his back and his arm, and the front of my body really wants to press against the side of his. Maybe press and maybe rub a little, in these low, slow circles that make me go all hot.


    And force me to say things I otherwise might not.


    “Well, you know…maybe with that thing.”


    “You’re going to have to be more specific,” he says, as though he thinks I will balk.


    But he has to know: I’m way past that point now. I can actually feel him getting hard through his clothes. Whenever my breasts make contact with some part of him, his whole body tenses and relaxes and then tenses again—and the heat coming off him, oh, God, the heat. I feel as if I’m drowning in it. As if someone coated me in it from my stomach right down to my upper thighs.


    All of which makes it very easy to say, “That thing you did with your mouth.”


    “Oh, Christ. Are you asking me to go down on you? You’re asking me to go down on you. Holy fuck, you’re horny. I seriously can’t take how horny you are,” he says, and he’s not lying. He can’t take it in the least. As soon as he gets that full and complete picture of my excitement, he does something that excites me even more. He pushes me back onto the bed with both hands—one on my shoulder and one on my hip—and once I’m there and spread out for him, once I’m pinned like that, Lord in heaven, I’m pinned, he goes right for my breasts. He smooths his big palms over them, hungrily, greedily, grazing the stiff nipples as he goes.


    But grazing isn’t enough, apparently.


    One firm touch isn’t enough.


    He has to go back for another—and this time he does it with a little more evil intent and a little less helpless desire. He gets a good grip and just kind of draws it in toward the middle, until those two tight points are each trapped between a thumb and forefinger.


    And then he pulls.


    Just a little.


    Though God knows a little is ample. I arch my back on contact, almost unable to do anything but. The sensation it produces is too sharp for stillness, and it only gets more intense from there. He makes it worse, on purpose. As soon as he notes my reaction, he does it again, only this time he finishes with these slow circles around the very top of each one with his thumbs. I swear I feel it in my gums. The bloom of pleasure I get is so thick I have to grab hold of his wrists, but he just keeps going and going. He strokes me until I’m gasping his name and most probably writhing, using the butter-soft material of my pajamas against me in what I think is the worst possible way.


    But it’s not half as bad as what happens when he removes it. He starts unbuttoning my top and part of me thinks Thank God, sure that now the pleasure will dial down a notch. And then he looks at my bare breasts with heavy-lidded eyes and tells me how sweet I am—as sweet as overripe fruit—and all of that prior pleasure fades into a dim memory. It might as well have been a dream I had once about arousal, and especially after he leans down to lick.


    The licking is too much.


    Watching him do it is too much. He has the filthiest tongue of anyone—or at the very least, the filthiest technique. He makes this sound when he does it, this broken, breathless sound, and on the end of each slow stroke he kind of flicks at that stiff point. Then when I react the only way I can, squirming and trying to fucking bite him and panting the word yes like it might be outlawed tomorrow, he decides the best thing to do is suck me there.


    Though even that doesn’t satisfy him. I guess I’m not crying helplessly enough, or writhing with the right amount of abandon, because otherwise I doubt he’d torment me further. But tormenting me further is just what he does. He waits until I’m almost beside myself, then sits back on his heels. And just when I’m wondering if I should start pleading with him, he puts two fingers up to his mouth.


    Gets them all nice and slick-looking.


    You know, so he can do both at the same time. So he can suck and lick one and stroke the other, while I try not to die and go to heaven. I just had no idea that something that simple could feel this good—I thought it had to be between my legs to really get this result. To make me shiver and gasp and get this good ache thrumming all the way down to my already swollen clit, so close to making me come, it might as well be called that.


    But apparently not.


    It seems a lot of things can make it happen. Like when he slides his free hand down to my backside and gives it a little squeeze. Or when he uses just the very edge of his teeth on me. Or when he suddenly sits back again and refuses to touch me at all—even that has an effect on my already-buzzing body. It makes me too wild and too desperate for contact, rutting against his thigh and saying all kinds of insane things.


    I don’t just ask him to fuck me. I ask him to use his big, stiff cock on me, despite the fact that using a big, stiff cock on someone is probably not a thing. It sounds wrong in my mouth, and it makes him look at me funny, but the problem is I just don’t know what the right words should be. He seemed perturbed last time I asked him the simple way, and the only other options I have seem juvenile.


    What I’m saying now seems juvenile.


    So it’s kind of a thrill when he responds to it.


    Too much of a thrill, really.


    “You want me to honestly do that?” he asks, and all I can do is nod eagerly.


    But then, once I have, I expect him to do it.


    I don’t expect him to say, “All right. Slide two fingers into your pussy first.”


    I mean, what does that have to do with him fucking me? I’ve never heard of that standard protocol before. Usually in movies they just climb on and do it after a bit of kissing, and we’ve had the kissing. Haven’t we? Does kissing my nipples count? I want to say it does, but it seems best to clarify a little.


    “What do you…what do you…?” I ask, but he just reiterates.


    In a seriously exciting and still quite terrifying way.


    “If you want me to take you, I need you to fuck yourself there first.”


    I think he just said take. I think take might be the sexiest word in the English language, even though previously it seemed pretty basic. I’ve just been fooled by its four-letter exterior, and now it reveals its true design as some kind of insane lust-inducer. It gets my hand somewhere close to my pussy, at any rate.


    The fact that I falter is purely on me and my ridiculous inexperience.


    “I…the thing is…” I start, though have absolutely no chance of finishing.


    How do I explain that before was pretty much the limit of my experience? He hates finding out about the limits of my experience. It was bad enough when he discovered about the lack of orgasms and the virginity and all the rest of it. This is going to be awful.


    Or so I think.


    “Yeah, I know you probably never have. Still want to see you do it before we get into anything else. Just put a hand between your legs like you did before and ease those fingers in—real nice and slow,” he says, after which I kind of forget what thinking is. A hot pulse wipes out all rational thought, and not just because the words themselves are insanely exciting. There is also the fact that he said them.


    No more worrying about despoiling.


    No more panic about my extreme virginity.


    Just him gazing at me with those suddenly hazy and heavy-lidded eyes, waiting for me to do the filthy thing he possibly longs for. He wants me to fuck myself, I think, and then come close to a moan of delight. I only manage to pose a question instead by the barest whisper. “Why?” I ask him, “why?” and even though the answer is not quite what I had in mind, it still somehow thrills me to the core.


    “Because if you want me to fuck you, then you have to do the hurting for me. If I make you scream and bleed, you’re going to be finishing this night off by talking me down from a ledge,” he says, and then I want to just attack him.


    Quite possibly with my vagina.


    “Maybe it won’t make me scream and bleed. I sit down really hard an awful lot,” I say, and he laughs.


    But he keeps on at it all the same.


    “Not really a chance I’m willing to take. Use your fingers first,” he says.


    After which it all gets easier and harder at the same time. Easier because I know what this is, and harder because now I have to do it. I have to wriggle out of my pajamas and then put a hand between my legs. And once the hand is there I’m somehow supposed to cope with all my wetness. God, no one in the history of the world has ever been as wet as I get. I barely have to touch a finger to myself to feel it. It’s all over my barely there fur and right up to my belly, and when I do finally go for it, everything happens much too fast.


    I just glide right through all of that slipperiness, grazing my clit in a way that makes me jump and gasp and marvel at the things I can make myself feel, everything suddenly so primed again I hardly think about the pain at all. Or at least, I don’t think about it until I’m suddenly fucking myself with two fingers.


    And there is actually no pain at all.


    Not even a little bit. Not even slightly.


    I was right about the sitting-down thing, it seems.


    But really, really wrong to take so long to touch myself this way. Oh my God, I was so wrong. As soon as I sink in, I know it. The very second my palm eases over my swollen bud as I rock a little back and forth—just testing a little, just testing—I get it. I almost come immediately because of it. The excitement of doing something this naughty on its own is enough to make me gasp.


    And then there is the hot, wet feel of my tight little pussy…the way it tightens around the intrusion and seems to ache all long and slow when I work up a nice rhythm…Jesus. Why does no one ever mention this? I thought the only thing that was meant to feel good was touching on the outside, but after thirty seconds of fucking myself I can feel my legs start to tremble. I think I could honestly do it like this.


    Much to his amazement.


    “Are you gonna come? Just like that, you’re gonna come,” he says, but all I can do is gasp and squirm some more in response. In fact, I think the note of surprise and awe in his voice drives me higher. I hear that shake in the back of his words, and my body bucks. Now I’m not just fucking myself with my fingers, I’m actively rocking against my hand.


    I must look so lewd—and that’s what really does it. The thought of him seeing me be like this, and reacting so strongly. By the time I’m done, he looks as if someone hit him in the face with a brick. His chest is going up and down the way it does when he’s too far gone, and the flush all over him is a sight to see. I’m still warm and lax from my orgasm, but that flush is already priming me again.


    When he reaches out one trembling hand and runs it down my body, I quiver. I sigh for him. I almost come all over again. And especially after he says this:


    “I’m gonna have to do something now. I just have to do something.”


    I don’t know what arouses me more: The word do or the word something. Both offer so many possibilities I can hardly calculate them all.


    Though I really only want one thing.


    “Yeah,” I say, as I lean toward him. “Now you take me.”


    And then I put my hand over his really obvious erection.


    Much to his emotional distress. He shakes his head and has to briefly cover his eyes. By the time he speaks, he sounds agitated as hell.


    “Christ, I should never have said take. Why did I say take? It sounds like I’m going to kidnap you with my penis. I can’t kidnap you with my penis.”


    “Okay, so we’ll call it something else, then.”


    “Gimme some examples.”


    “How about: gently, gently, gently fucking me until I go out of my mind?”


    “That’s better. I can…yeah…I can deal with that.”


    “Or maybe you could just make love to me.”


    “That’s the one. Let’s go with that.”


    “Awesome. All right, then, so—”


    “There’s just one other slight issue.” In the gap between his sentences I run through what the issues might be. Plague, fire, his dick dropped off yesterday and that’s a vacuum cleaner stuffed down his pants. But as usual I’m way off. “I didn’t actually bring any condoms with me.”


    “But you said that if I did—”


    “I know what I said. I didn’t think you’d like it that much. I didn’t think I’d want to so much after watching you like it. I kind of pictured you being unimpressed and then I could just sixty-nine the fuck outta you and maybe fall asleep with you sprawled on me.”


    I go quiet then. Mostly because I’m trying to remember what sixty-nine is, and when I’m pretty sure I have it—thanks to glimpses of Sam’s copy of Horny Girls Gone Wild—my brains slowly leak out of one ear. He means that he and then I and then we at the same time—an idea that makes me wonder if it’s too late to change my mind. Can I just have that instead of everything else? And by everything else I mean classes, friendships, eating, sleeping…you name it, I’ll give it up.


    I want that. I want it so much and so fiercely I almost don’t tell him that I have condoms. I bought them ages ago, thinking he would probably want to screw me right away. Men’s Health said guys want to screw right away. Cosmo said guys want to screw right away. That sex advice blog with the graphic pictures and the happy messages said guys want to screw right away. They didn’t say anything about guys who want to wait way longer than the girl does, to the point where they don’t bring condoms to what is obviously going to be a sex marathon.


    He had to know this was going to be a sex marathon.


    Yet somehow I don’t think he did. At the very least, he didn’t assume, and for some reason that kind of excites me as much as him telling me to fuck myself. It makes me reach for my bedside drawer and hand one to him, partly nervous about it for all kinds of dear-old-dad-related reasons, but mostly thrilled that I get to do this.


    And then even more so when I see the expression on his face.


    He doesn’t look terrified or horrified or like he might need to stuff me into a basement or hurl a beer can at my head. He looks admiring. Like I did a thing to be proud of. Me wanting sex and preparing and assuming is something I should feel good about, not bad. I’d even go so far as to say it thrills him, in the same way his patience excites me. He almost immediately starts unbuttoning his pants, with an eagerness I’ve never seen him have.


    In fact, when I think about it, I realize this is the first time he’s ever taken off his clothes in front of me with any kind of sexual intent. The only other occasion was the woods—but that was just him being a smart-ass. Not him thinking we were going to fuck. Right now he definitely knows we’re going to fuck, because his hands are trembling a bit, and his breathing is coming hard, hard, hard. He can hardly stand to touch his cock, and when he does, he snaps his hand back and shakes it, as if it just gave him an electric shock.


    “Just so you know, this is gonna take around thirty seconds,” he says.


    As if that’s going to disappoint me, rather than just making it worse. I imagine him coming so easily and get a sweet thick pulse of pleasure, so strong I moan over it. I arch my back and beg him to go faster, even though the begging only causes more cursing and fumbling. He fucks up the first one—my man who knows every in and out of my body, who knows how to make me come with a flick of his tongue, suddenly unable to do something this simple.


    He has to take several deep breaths to calm down.


    He has to say things like, “I haven’t done this in a while.”


    While I just get hotter and wetter and more desperate. There’s just something about seeing him lose it like this that gets me going. Maybe the contrast of it—between his outside appearance and what his desire turns him into. He can hardly stand to touch me. He leans down over me and doesn’t seem to want to put his hands anywhere. It takes him just about everything to put one by my head to hold himself up, and the other seems at a loss.


    I think he kind of wants to put it on my breasts or my face, but falls just short each time.


    Not that it matters. I still feel it. I get a charge between his hovering palm and my skin, sweet enough to make me say his name. “Serge,” I say. “Serge,” and the second I do he closes the gap. His mouth goes over mine, kissing as though he can hardly stand not to. So hot and wet I just have to reach down between our bodies. I have to. I have to grab him, even though he punches the pillow when I do it.


    “Don’t,” he says, and stays my hand before I can do anything major.


    But it’s okay, because he wants to do the major thing. He has to do the major thing, because I’m way too eager for what needs to happen here. As soon as I feel the smooth head of his cock stroking over everything, I jerk and squirm and try to get more of it. He has to sit back a little and get hold of my hip. He has to say hey, in a sharper voice than I’m used to.


    And then show me why going slow is important. Not just for him and his excitement, but for me and my ridiculously tiny pussy. If I had my way I’d probably be in pain now, instead of what I actually get:


    Him oh-so-slowly, so very slowly, working his cock over that tightly clenched hole. Back and forth and back and forth until just that on its own starts to wind me up. By the time he starts to ease in I’m shuddering and moaning, hands in weird places like under the sleeves of his T-shirt and halfway up the wall. He has to hold me really tight to stop me from sinking down on him, and boy, am I glad he does.


    The sensation is shocking enough when he goes slow. My eyes go wide the moment I feel that big thing opening me up—though I have no idea if it’s pleasure or pain that makes me do it. Somehow it seems to be a mixture of the two, like when you rub a really sore muscle and it hurts but good God, it feels good, too. I almost get that same sweet relief from it, strong enough to make me grab and squeeze him.


    Which he of course interprets as agony.


    As soon as he feels my hand on his arm, he stops. More than that, really. He goes rigid all over, face suddenly a tight mask, eyes searching my face for signs of some terrible transgression. I have to pant out “No, it’s good, it’s good,” just to get him to move again. And said movement is not particularly fast or fierce. He barely rocks his hips, which is great in one way—he’s so gentle, my Serge, so unbearably gentle.


    But in another way it’s agonizing.


    I just want to shove down on him, buck against him, but of course the second I do he slows even more. He practically grinds to a halt. “Just wait,” he tells me. “Just take a breath.” Only I can’t. It’s like tightening your grip halfway around one of those stress balls. The urge to crush it completely becomes more and more unbearable the longer you hold that halfway position. I just want to tighten around him.


    And when I do, the sensation is worth the reaction.


    The reaction itself is worth the reaction. He makes this shocked sound—one that reminds me of outraged ladies slapping indecent men at tea parties. His fist comes up and presses against his mouth, so hard the knuckles turn white. If his eyes squeezed shut any tighter they’d most probably pop out the back of his head, and I can feel him shaking. It thrums right through me. It makes me want to make it worse for him.


    Though I swear I try not to. I do my best to be still for a moment, despite the intense need to squirm and tighten again and rock against him. To be honest, I just want to do all three at once, but I manage not to.


    For about thirty seconds.


    After that he’s pretty much on his own. I have to move. The ache is so great I can feel it in my gums, and the heat, God, the heat between us is unbelievable. It feels as though I’m lying beneath a furnace. Every bit of my body touching every bit of his burns and seems slippery somehow, and when I wriggle a little it gives me so much pleasure. Great white waves of it, rolling over my clit and my belly and my tiny tense nipples.


    All I need to do is roll my hips and oh, oh.


    So when he stops me I could scream.


    At the very least, I need to say “No, please,” but he just holds me even tighter. He presses down even harder. And when he does move it’s even slower than it was before. So slow I want to kill him. So slow I can feel every ridge and line and curve of his cock easing over and into every part of me until finally I realize. I realize. He’s not just trying to be gentle. He’s not just trying to be the good guy anymore.


    He’s trying to be a fucking tease.


    He’s watching me go nuts, gaze all heated and knowing and lust-warped. And when I school my own reactions a little, rein them in just enough to show him I know what he’s doing, he goes a step further. Like this is all some challenge, only so seriously awesome I could cry. I think I do actually shed some tears when he starts moving in earnest. He just rolls his hips a little in this really specific way—urging that thick cock up against some sweet place inside me—and things happen.


    Emotional things.


    Pleasurable things.


    Things that make me moan his name.


    “Yeah, just like that,” I burst out.


    And then he does it again.


    Only harder. More forcefully.


    So much so that the bed creaks and rocks. My breath starts coming out funny. It sounds as if I just got a really bad scare and am now trying to calm myself down, despite the fact that the opposite is happening. I’m not getting calmer. I’m getting more frantic. The hand I put on his back has made a kind of claw, and any moment now my nails are going to puncture skin.


    But I can’t help it.


    I had no idea sex would be this way. Nothing prepared me—not even Sam or the magazine or the movies or the blogs or anything. I realize now that some part of me really did think sex would be filthy and awful. Some little leftover part, still down in the basement in the dark. Still afraid to take my sweater off at school because if I came home without it on that must mean I was trying to make boys look.


    Always my fault for trying.


    Never their fault for looking.


    But that was all wrong. It’s all wrong. I see that clearly and completely now, as his cock rubs and rubs over something that makes every muscle in my body tense. I’m coming, I’m coming, and when I do, I know it’s true…


    It’s okay to be me.


    It’s okay to be free.


    And better yet, I think he feels it’s okay to be him, too. All it takes is seeing me twist and moan beneath him, so lost in pleasure I don’t even think about what I’m saying. I tell him yes and now and more, and suddenly he is no longer holding back. He fucks me the way I imagined him fucking—like an animal free of its cage. He takes his pleasure from me, so brutal it’s all I can do to hang on.


    But God, I love every second of doing so.


    I love the way he makes the headboard crack against the wall and gets this great fistful of my hair. I love how he draws out the word fuck for me, in a way that makes it sound like some other word entirely. Tomorrow there will most likely be bruises, but I know I will love them, too. They will stand as a sign of what we now have.


    No shoulds. No barriers. Only the two words he whispers to me, in the aftermath.


    Thank you.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 13


    I think we’ve been dozing in the darkness for around an hour when he makes a move to go. But I have absolutely no qualms about suggesting he do otherwise. They were burned away when I saw his face as he came inside me, all lost and loving. Somehow I doubt I need to be reticent around him anymore. There seems little room for wondering about his feelings.


    Though I think he may wonder about mine.


    “Are you sure?” he asks, as if I’m really going to say no.


    He has to know I’m not. But just in case, I tell him anyway.


    “You promised me sprawling. I expect you to make good on that.”


    “Your roommate might—”


    “She won’t. Now get back in my bed,” I say, and he almost gets it right. He doesn’t refuse or express any further concerns. He just starts to do what I ask.


    With one tiny issue in the middle of it all.


    “You’re going to leave all your clothes on?”


    “You want me to take them off?”


    “I’d like you to never wear them, to be honest,” I say, and that gets him. I see his grin as he starts stripping. I see the way he shows off for me, turning and twisting so his muscles shift and flex. Or at least, I think that’s why he does it. It could be he wants me to believe that, but then he lies down next to me with his side turned away, and I catch the barest glimpse of another reason altogether.


    Possible hiding of the bruise on his side. The one that stretches over so much of his rib cage that a ten-ton truck couldn’t have kept it from view. I don’t even know why he bothered in the attempt—except that I do know, absolutely I know.


    He wanted my heart to stay in my chest.


    Now my heart is in my mouth. I’m practically chewing on it.


    “What happened?” I ask, even though I feel kind of stupid doing it. I know what happened. He’s a fighter. He got punched, quite possibly by an anvil attached to a piston. The mark is so dark and so big I’m surprised I couldn’t see it through his T-shirt. I go to cover it with my hand, but my hand barely makes half of it—and it hurts him. He flinches before I touch him. Or more, he flinches before he can stop himself doing it.


    Though I know he wants to.


    “It’s nothing,” he says, then adds what I assume he thinks is a reassuring explanation. “They tend to go for my middle because they can’t get my face.”


    Yeah, I just love the thought of his internal organs getting pummeled rather than his jaw. And I especially love that he sounds so deflated about it. His voice almost hits this dull monotone, like someone describing the day-to-day drudgery of their terrible, awful, boring lives. Only the boring part in this case is something that could kill him. Why does he do something that could kill him if he hates it so much?


    Because I can see now that he does. He hates his violent hair, he hates his ugly wounds, he hates talking about it and showing it to me. And I don’t think that has anything to do with seeming like a bad person in my eyes—a fact that he confirms a second later. I say that he shouldn’t be bothered about it on my behalf if he is, and after a moment of painful silence, he speaks.


    “I don’t want to quit because of you. If anything…if anything, you’ve made me feel better about it than I have in a long time. Like it was something I could do for myself and be good at and not just a way out of trouble,” he says, then seems to go very still. It seems obvious why, though. He’s waiting with bated breath to see if I picked up on that last part.


    And sadly for him, I did.


    “What kind of trouble?” I ask, and then watch as he quite obviously stalls for time. He takes way too long to arrange himself beside me on the bed, most likely relying on the fact that he is enormous and my bed is tiny, and it seems reasonable that it would be an issue.


    However, when he starts messing with the blanket and plumping the pillows, I have to draw the line. I nudge him again, one eyebrow raised, and he relents somewhat. He shrugs in this downplaying it sort of way, but he relents.


    “I started fighting because my dad owed money. Gambling debt, mostly—to the guy who owns the bar I took you to. He owns a lot of shit, runs a lot of rackets. One of them happened to be brawling, so ’course he took one look at me and here we are. He even picked my name out for me. Said I was like a Redwood.”


    “You know you could have told me that. Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “Same reason I struggle to tell you all kinds of shit. Who wants to hear their boyfriend fucks people up to hold off debt his no-good old man ran up?”


    “I do. I want to hear this stuff. I want to know what bothers you or hurts you or makes you pause before you say a word to me. And most of all, I don’t want to go around thinking that something is cool and you do it because you want to when really you hate it and might actually be the slave of some mobster,” I say, then instantly regret that end word.


    It sounds ridiculous even before he offers me an eyebrow raise.


    “Did you just say mobster? You think I’m in league with the Mob?”


    “Well, not now that you’ve turned into the Lord of the Land of Sarcasm, no.”


    “Are you imagining Marlon Brando? Or maybe Ray Liotta?”


    “Stop making fun of me, Serge. This is serious. You could be killed because of debt that you do not owe by scary people who definitely at least sound like the Mob.”


    “He’s just a businessman. Wears a suit and everything.”


    “So did John Gotti, most probably.”


    “I think his first name might be Albert.”


    “Albert is a terrifying name.”


    “Most people call him Mr. Smith, if that helps.”


    “How on earth would that help? It sounds like an alias. You are the slave of a person so scary that they have to have a strange, bland alias,” I say, and the silence that follows is so full I have to glance at him then. I need to see what expression is on his face—still amused, or maybe something else?


    I think it might be something else. There is a line between his brows, and his eyes seem oddly faraway, as though he’s seeing his life in some other light. He was happy just working his way through it, until I throw this spanner into the works.


    “Does it really worry you this much?”


    “It worries me that it might worry you.”


    “I ain’t losing any sleep over it. I like some of it, some part of it, some sense of my own skill at something, you know? One time I got an offer from a guy who runs this MMA type of shit and I thought—”


    “Thought what?”


    “Nothing,” he says, but I can tell it’s something. That faraway look in his eyes is now practically on another planet. He can see all kinds of awesome stuff, I know he can.


    I just have to bring it into focus.


    “You thought that if you could pay off Mr. Smith you could go make a good living for yourself being an amazing and awesome fighter in an arena with thousands of people screaming your name instead of just me wetting my already soaking panties,” I say, and suddenly that gaze is no longer lost somewhere way off over there.


    It shifts back to me, as steady as a mountain range in a storm.


    “That…that is a real interesting way to put things,” he tells me, then just to make extra sure I know how interesting, he cups my chin with one hand. Tilts my face up to his, for a long and lingering kiss. “It’s amazing how much faith you have in me,” he says, but somehow I don’t think faith is what he’s thinking of.


    I think he’s thinking of the breast he just put his free hand over.


    “Don’t try to distract me.”


    “Distract you from what?”


    “This conversation. This conversation is very important. We need to talk about things and stuff and not…not…you pinching my nipple,” I say, because that is in fact what he seems to be doing. Not hard, but not soft, either, and so good I could just roll with it.


    If an idea wasn’t starting to form in the back of my mind.


    The only problem is: How to go about raising it? There is absolutely no way he’s going to like it if I just come out with it directly. I have to maneuver around the issue with the subtlety of a sphinx, carefully edging in at him while he’s busy being distracted by other things. Like my mouth on his throat, for example.


    Oh, he likes my mouth on his throat.


    Now his hand is inside my top, and that makes it much easier to say.


    “I mean, how much do you owe this guy?” I ask, so casual I feel sure anyone on earth would believe me. But then I forget Serge is not just anyone. He is perceptive and thoughtful and worst of all, he knows me inside out by now. The words are barely out of my mouth when he goes all still again, midkissing of my shoulder.


    “I don’t like the way this conversation is going, Bea.”


    “It’s not going to any place.”


    “It sounds like it is. You think you can fool me? I know you, girl. Why do you think I didn’t tell you everything? I know what you’re thinking of.”


    “I’m not thinking of anything.”


    “Swear to me,” he says, and I have to wince then.


    Thank God he can’t see me do it.


    “I swear to you. Honestly, I do.”


    “The debt is almost done with now anyway, got it? You get that, right?”


    “Yeah, I get it. I get it.”


    “Because if you did something, and it caused trouble for you, hurt you, took anything from you, I would never, ever forgive myself. I would hate myself just for telling you this, but I want to be able to because I need to be honest with you. I don’t want you to feel like you don’t know me, or have to search my back in the dark for answers,” he says, swiftly followed by my face heating to seven thousand degrees centigrade. I thought he was asleep when I did that. I was sure he had no idea.


    But shows what I know.


    “I didn’t do that because—”


    “I know, and it’s okay. The problem is not that you did it, the problem is that you had to. I’m too closed off and too careful, but that has to stop.”


    “Not if you’d prefer it. Not if you like it like—” I start, so eager to cover over my intrusive, foolish mistakes that I almost miss the point. I think of him feeling forced to be open with me instead of understanding what he’s trying to say. But it’s okay, because that’s when he decides to drive it home. He stabs right into my sentence before I can finish it, and leaves all the words I wanted to say lying bleeding on the floor.


    Not that I care.


    Not that I care because oh my God.


    “It has to stop, Bea, because I love you. You must know I love you. I know you know I love you. And if I want you to love me, too, I have to share my secrets,” he tells me, then has the absolute gall to follow my stunned silence with, “Was that too much?”


    He even winces. I think he blushes.


    He said it first and he’s blushing.


    “You would never ask that if you knew how much I love you. I love you so much I barely feel afraid to say it. So much I want to stop it, in case it swallows me whole. I know I’m not supposed to feel this way and maybe one day I’ll regret it, but for right now I do not care. I love you like someone falling into the sun, still thrilling as I burn.”


    
      —
    


    For the first time in my life, I wake feeling like the world is a wonderful thing. I can hear birds tweeting outside the window. The rays of dawn light piercing the paltry curtains over my dorm window are soft and lovely. And the man scrunched up next to me is the one I love. Not to mention the one who loves me.


    He said he loves me.


    Everything is perfect.


    Everything is magical.


    And then I slowly, oh so slowly, turn over…and see the statue of my former roommate standing over us, mouth so open I could slide my fist into it, eyes like moons, eyebrows high enough to kiss the ceiling. I feel pretty sure that stumbling across my massacred body would have caused less of a disruption to her higher brain functions.


    Yet oddly, I feel less horrified about this than I should.


    Maybe because last night there was sex, and love, and Mob bosses that aren’t really Mob bosses, and plans to free my boyfriend from shady tyranny. Maybe because I no longer care about fitting in—after all, I never fit in anyway. I was a square peg in a round hole from day one of my life, and the problem has always been accepting that.


    Not the effort of sanding off my edges.


    But the challenge of being okay with them as they are.


    So if Sam wants to hate me forever for this, she can. If she wants to scream at me for the hair and the enormous man in my bed and the music still playing over and over like some electro-pop soundtrack to her probable nightmare, that’s okay. Do your worst, I think, as she watches Serge escape to the bathroom.


    Only her worst is not quite what I expect.


    In fact, her worst is pretty much Mars, and my expectations are wherever Jesus lives.


    The very second the bathroom door is safely closed she turns back to me and mouths the following two words…


    Oh, yum.


    And the way she does it…the way she does it actively embarrasses me. A great wave of red sweeps over my face, and not because she sounds so salacious. Not because she could well be talking about a chocolate fondant, instead of a half-naked man who just escaped to the bathroom. No, mostly I am embarrassed because I thought so badly of her.


    I thought so little that I really imagined she would be disgusted over my choices. I pictured being shunned forever over the littlest things, but when I look back…


    It was really just me all along. It was me and my choices and my concerns. I thought I had to be a certain way to become a person, and that if I failed, the hammer would fall. And maybe the hammer would have—but not because of Sam. True, she calls my hair bonkers. Yes, she wants to know if Serge has an enormous penis in ridiculously hushed tones.


    But she also whispers this as she dashes around, trying to get out of my way so I can carry on with the fuck-fest.


    “All this time trying to figure you out, like wondering why you wanted to do everything right and be this normal American college girl, and now I see. You were just hiding your secret life as a total badass. I am in awe. You have to tell me everything later, okay? You’re going to tell me everything later, right?” she asks.


    And then I feel sad and happy at the same time.


    Sad, because I could have told her everything before now.


    But happy, because now I know I finally can.


    “When you get back, Sam, I’ll tell you all about me. The real me,” I say, and I mean it. I actually buzz at the thought of talking to her about all my secret things, including the ones that hurt like the devil. I think about telling her about my dad and giving her details about my past life, and feel almost no fear.


    How can I possibly?


    I have no idea what’s really going to take me out.


    
      —
    


    It takes me a long time to realize something is off. One area of my life is going so well that it’s almost easy to miss. I find myself in actual conversations with groups of people in the cafeteria, and stay up at night with Sam chatting almost casually about things I never thought I’d share. I tell her about what it was like to be thrown down into a dark basement by my own father—and not the sanitized version of it, either. Not the one where I make some Virginia Andrews joke about the whole thing.


    The one where I say that it was a never-ending nightmare, that he treated me that way. How it used to feel to walk on eggshells every day of my life, wondering if this was the thing that would make him murder me. I even say that word to her—murder—despite never having said it to anyone, not even to myself. Not even to Serge.


    Most of the time I look back and imagine that he would never have dared, but then I remember my mother. I remember all the occasions when he shoved us through that door. All the times I missed steps on the way down and wound up bruised and broken. The hovering sense of words I so badly wanted to say, and the fear that I would actually say them.


    Leave us alone, I used to imagine myself screaming at him, the urge strong enough to almost get over the terror of dying. Sometimes it didn’t even feel like terror at all.


    “It would have been a relief,” I say to Sam.


    And the best part is—she understands.


    More than that, in fact. She cries, and hugs me.


    Apparently all the clichéd quotes on Tumblr are right. You really do just have to be yourself.


    Pretending only puts you on edge—with the added bonus of keeping away people who might actually like the same things you do. Tonya Stevenson writes down all the music I list on the back of her notebook. Hannah Yates suddenly wants to swap movies and books with me. Everything is just more relaxed. I’m more relaxed. I could have probably driven off into the sunset of my own life, if it were not for the sudden silence from one particular quarter.


    The silence that I ignore at first.


    I pretend it must be something else, even though I know it probably isn’t.


    Because the thing is, no matter how much you think you have grown and changed, or what wonders your life promises, or how bright the future now seems to be, there is always something. Another step that you didn’t see, on your way out of the basement. A hole right after you climb out, three thousand feet deep and filled with acid. I fall right into it before I even know it’s there, and now I can feel that acid eating away at my insides. Even before he calls, I feel it. Any fool would know it.


    If you grasp the brass ring with one hand, you have to pay in blood with the other.


    And I pay, all right. I think someone takes an ax to my wrist. It feels like it, at any rate, when I finally get through to him after a week of telling myself over and over that everything must be okay. I can even hear that false okayness in my own voice, as the sharp edge comes down. Muscle splits from sinew, and blood arcs up over my right side, but I hold on.


    And then he speaks, and I feel myself slipping.


    “I can’t talk right now,” he says, which I guess is bad enough on its own.


    But the tone of his voice with it…the tone of it.


    He sounds like the insides of a tomb, I think. Empty and surrounded by stone three feet thick. I could hammer on those walls forever and never get through. I could use a wrecking ball and barely get past the first layer—though I have to wonder why I would want to, when the only prize is something long dead. It could have died when I spoke about burning in the sun. Maybe it went as I kissed him goodbye at the door.


    More horribly: It may never have been alive at all.


    What do I know of love, to recognize it when I see it? The simplest charade could fool me. The first kind word from anyone would have been enough, and he gave me a hundred. He said everything I could have wanted to hear and did all the things I’ve always longed for, every bit of it so easy to read. He said right at the start that I was easy to read. He told me he saw it in my eyes. Oh, God, he told me and yet still I can hardly believe it might be true.


    Not until he speaks into my stunned silence.


    “In fact, I don’t think we should talk again. It’s better if you don’t call me. We had fun, but now I think this has to end—don’t you? It’s better that we end it now. I gotta go, all right? I gotta go,” he says, at which point I think he cuts the call dead. I think he does, but I don’t hear the dial tone. I don’t hear anything, in fact. I’m too busy looking in wonder at the red wound where my right hand used to be.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 14


    My dad used to play this game with us. He would tell us that for every hour we spent in the basement without crying, we could have five minutes of television. Show me that you are not a pair of babies, he would say, and of course at first we believed him. We believed in all of his little games like that. We honestly thought that if we just followed some bizarre request to the letter we would get a reward, and then came the shock when we emerged into the light.


    I remember him saying: You honestly think you get something for just behaving yourselves for once? And I guess that’s kind of what this feels like. I trusted in what seemed to be a perfectly reasonable set of rules, but got slapped anyway. I did what I was supposed to do, yet still taste blood in my mouth.


    Though I tell myself otherwise. I say to Sam that I hardly care at all, until it almost feels like I believe it. He was just a fling, I tell her. It was nothing, I tell her. Then inside myself I find every tiny bit of evidence that I ever cared or said I loved him, every piece of myself I gave so guilelessly, and cover it over before I can die of cringing. Because it feels like that might be a thing.


    It feels as though I’m drowning in a sea of humiliation, whenever I remember how vulnerable I was with him. How easily fooled I was, and what things I gave away. I gushed to him about falling into the sun right after the sex that was probably his only goal. I said we were the same and shared all those painful memories with him and good God, it stings so much. More than I thought possible, and all because of one terrible thought…


    All of this probably means my father was right.


    God, please spare me from the pain of my father being right. Let me never think of this as karma, and I promise you, I promise I will never ask you for another thing. I can cope with feeling heartsick and sore, and go on just like I did before. I can.


    If you will just let this not be a lesson.


    Please let it not be a lesson. It’s too cruel to stand; too awful for me to live with. I don’t want to spend my life thinking that darkness is where I belong. That my sin is unspeakably real, and not just a thing my father made up to torment me with. Surely, surely it was just a thing he wanted to torment me with. He didn’t even believe in God. He wasn’t a Christian; he had no morals. It was all just nonsense. I can’t stand the thought that it wasn’t nonsense.


    I can’t stand it so much that I go to see Tommy just to ask. To finally talk about what we never speak of and see for certain. Though once I’m sitting on the bed in his little room, I find it hard to start. He looks so whole now. He looks so peaceful and good. When he talks there is no jump and jitter in his voice as he offers me a cup of tea.


    He has a little kettle on a table under the window.


    He brews me a drink and gives it to me with a little biscuit on a plate.


    And that is probably why I cry. I honestly do not mean to. I think I spent so long convincing everyone that I am fine I sort of started believing it myself. But when I see him all well put together like this, it only emphasizes how much I’m falling apart. It pushes tears out of me before I can stop them.


    Much to his disconcertion.


    “I thought you were doing better, sis,” he says, which is bad for two reasons. The first being the attention it draws to me and my struggle to blink back my stupid sadness, and the second is the sudden knowledge that he thought I was doing badly before now. My silly little brother, always getting into scrapes and never really seeming to care about me.


    He knew I was hurting, too. He understands, I think.


    And then I feel upset all over again. I look at him sitting there with his hands underneath his thighs like the way he used to do when we were kids—always so wary of touching things he was never allowed to or breaking something that would earn him punishment later on—and I suddenly collapse beneath the weight of what we went through together. I have to take a second to compose myself, and even after I have, my words come out all wavery and wrong.


    “I was. I am. I’m fine, I just…it’s just that…” I say, slowly struggling through threatening tears toward some kind of explanation that makes sense. But the thing is, I suppose—there is no explanation that makes sense. I somehow can’t quite wrap my mind around what he did. I go back over everything that happened and all the words he said and just cannot fathom why anyone would expend that much effort on a lie.


    He could have fucked me the first day we met.


    Why go to all that trouble? Why do any of that and then just let it go? It seems insane and so strange I don’t know how to explain to Tommy.


    But that’s all right.


    He explains for me.


    “Did they do something to him?” he asks, quite suddenly. The way someone might interrupt an important conversation to ask if you could pass the peas. He even sounds quite casual about it, to the point where I don’t fully understand what he means. I think he must be talking about someone else. A different him—like his buddy who got them into all of this.


    And then Tommy clarifies for me.


    “Because you should know I never asked him to pay it. I didn’t even know who had paid until he came by and warned me that they were mad about him wanting out. He worked it all off, but I guess they just liked him doing it,” he says, and even though I see—I see it with a terrible and dawning clearness that almost ends me—I have to ask.


    “Who are you talking about, Tommy?”


    “The big guy. Your boyfriend.”


    “I don’t have a boyfriend, Tommy,” I say, voice so flat and cold you could almost mistake me for one of the dead. That’s good, though. That helps brace me against the shock of what Tommy tells me next.


    “They didn’t kill him, did they? Because if they did, it’s not my fault. When he told me it was paid I said to him they would probably keep on at him. I said that they just never let anything go. They always use some excuse or another,” he says, as the cabin pressure inside me drops to some absolutely fucking terrible levels. Did he say kill? Did he say never let anything go? What does he mean, what does he mean?


    I do not think I can take what he means.


    “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God, what are you saying here?” I ask, prepared for the worst and still getting something even more nightmarish than that.


    “Shit, I forget I wasn’t supposed to tell you.”


    I mean, what on earth can I say to this? I try, but no rational-sounding words come out. Instead, I just let out this broken moan of horror and pain, at the idea that he told Tommy not to say anything. For a second I have to put my head in my hands, and it’s only when Tommy finally seems to sense that something has gone wrong here that I react. I feel him touch my shoulder and attempt to soothe me.


    Then I explode. I find the words.


    “Goddamn you, you tell me now. Tell me now,” I spit, as though for a second I become another person. A frightening person, I think, and then want to back away from it. But how can I, when he says this?


    “I don’t know if I should. He might hurt me.”


    “I’m going to hurt you if you don’t answer,” I tell him.


    And I might just mean it, too. I have to clench my fists to stop myself from grabbing his wrist as he steps back. I want to stand up, but I know if I do, I might shake him. He had to know that I needed to be told. He should have understood, and even if he didn’t, the raging part of my brain is shouting at me that all of this is his fault.


    An idea that he does not deny.


    “I only know what he told me after it was all done. He said he had done stuff for them before to pay off some debt of his dad’s, so they said okay, and it was all cool. They weren’t even mad about him beating up those two guys who came to get some other stuff I owed, because he makes them so much money. Seriously, he can like make thousands in a night. He’s amazing—”


    “Stop talking now, Tommy.”


    “Have you seen him fight? He looks like a truck with wings. Honestly, I could not believe how good he was. It was like—”


    “Stop talking, stop talking, stop talking,” I say, intending a snarl or something similarly fierce and suddenly finding nothing but an exhausted ache. There might even be tears on my face—a fact that Tommy notices enough to stop his silly gushing.


    “He’s okay, right? He said it would be fine.”


    “And you believed him?” I ask, but really all I’m thinking is that I believed him. I thought that gotta go was for real. I threw away months of love and living and being with him over two flimsy words—words that now ring out hollowly in my head. “You just believed him? You believed he would be okay?”


    “Well, yeah—he must be the toughest guy I ever met.”


    “You just said you thought he might have been killed, Tommy.”


    “He probably hasn’t been. I mean, he must be okay, right?” he asks, and I think it’s the right that really does me in. Even he can’t make it sound plausible. It sounds as if his vocal cords just squeezed it to death.


    I think something is squeezing me to death.


    “I haven’t heard from him in two weeks. I thought he was just busy. I thought he might have been bored of me. I thought it was probably lies. Tommy, I thought it was lies. What is wrong with you? Why are you like this? Is it not enough that our lives were the way they were without you doing this to us—no, not to us, to me, goddamn it, to me? Don’t I deserve some peace?” I ask, even though it feels selfish to do it.


    Still, it feels so selfish.


    Just to want one tiny thing.


    One little bit of joy for myself.


    “I’m sorry, Bea, I thought—”


    “I don’t care what you thought. You’ve fucked everything up,” I tell him as I stand on wobbling legs to leave. I need to be out of here, before I do something I regret, like say I never want to see him again or get hold of that shirt of his or even worse, admit what the real problem is.


    The real thing that comes out of me anyway as I walk out the door. It bursts right up from my gut, half choked with tears and tearing me apart to say it. God, it makes me sob to say it. “I’ve fucked everything up,” I say, voice so strained it no longer sounds like my own.


    I know it doesn’t, because he calls after me.


    “Bea, come back. Bea, I’m sorry!” he hollers.


    But I keep going.


    
      —
    


    I tell myself that I will be perfectly businesslike about this. I will simply go to his home and give him the money and then take my polite leave. After all, he may honestly have no feelings for me. Just because he took on my brother’s debt and probably almost got himself killed doesn’t mean he really does love me. That he was just trying to spare me this whole mess. That it hurt him terribly to do it.


    Only a fool who believes in fairy stories would think that was true. Some girl called Saffron with corn-colored hair, forever in a flowered dress on the front of a book—she can let those ideas sink in. She can let her heart pound as she walks up the steps to his home, sure and safe in the happy ending that awaits her. Her life has been so empty of disappointment that the ending could never be anything else.


    Whereas my life is like an anchor around my throat. For a second I think I’m swimming, only to sink again. I am sure when I get to his door I will sink again.


    That might even be why I do what I do. Most normal people would probably wait when they hear frightening things going on inside. Saffron would no doubt call the police and wait calmly for them to show up and save the day. Maybe she would even be the one who needed the saving, at the hands of a hero who only sounds like he’s being beaten to death with hammers. He only sounds like it, in her book. But in my book there is only me and my will as strong as the depths of the sea and the second I hear him, I don’t think.


    I don’t wait for someone else to save the day.


    I burst in the way he burst in for me, barely stopping for things like doors and guns. They have guns, but I hardly care. The only thing I see is him and blood and the sudden stark possibility of always being without him. Not just separated from him by a few callous-seeming words, but going on in a world where he no longer exists. No chance of ever seeing him again. No hope of hearing his voice one day sometime far in the future, when I am old and married to someone else and he just thought he’d stop by.


    And that thought is just unbearable to me—so much so that I realize in a great rush what I should have seen much sooner. I do believe in the fairy story and the sunsets still. I believe so much that I’d rather take a bullet than stop. They could kill me now and I would be okay, because at least I would go with my dreams of a better life completely and perfectly intact.


    They are just waiting for me, forever, right over that hill.


    I might even make it to them. They turn but they don’t gun me down. They just tell me to get lost, like I’m some kid getting in the way of adult business. And I guess in some ways, I am. I still look silly for this sort of stuff. I have on corduroys, and my face is soft and eminently beatable. I say the wrong things and do the wrong things, and I can feel myself shaking.


    But when I speak, my voice is steel.


    It’s the voice of the girl hiding inside me—the one who mentally answered back to every cruel thing he said and refused each order he made and always told him just what she thought of him. The one who has been silently getting bigger and stronger inside me until right now, right at this moment when I need it the most. I thought that girl was a ghost, but she isn’t. She steps to the man standing apart from the others, and tells him Stop.


    Even though said man is just about as scary as Satan himself.


    This is Mr. Smith, I think, even though he looks nothing like the way I imagined he would. Somewhere in my mind I was still picturing the Mob, but there is nothing that screams organized crime about him. Instead, he seems like the CEO of a really important Swedish bank, right down to the impeccable suit and the still way he stands and his neat little glasses on his strange, waxy face.


    And then he speaks, and it seems I’m right somehow about that.


    He has a faint accent, as tidy as the rest of him.


    As cold as that basement on some November night.


    “Well, what have we here?” he asks, and everything inside me comes to a screeching halt. He just seems so offhand about it. So kind, if kindness was a thing that often gave people nightmares. It’s giving me nightmares now, and I’m not even asleep.


    So it seems amazing to me that my voice is still steady when I speak.


    “Let him go,” I say, and in return I get an eyebrow raise.


    I hope the eyebrow raise means something good.


    “Just like that? Just let him go, despite the interest he still owes? That hardly seems a savvy business move—and you must know that first and foremost, I am a businessman. If someone agrees to a deal with me, it is only correct that they follow it through.”


    “The deal wasn’t his to make. It was mine,” I say, and get a shout from Serge for my troubles. One of them has to hit him with the butt of his gun, almost rendering him unconscious, but thank God, not quite. If he had gone down, I might have, too.


    And I have to stay standing for this.


    The shock wave of it needs me to brace.


    “I see. Then you are the sister. The one he rushed to protect—do you know he allowed an extra ten thousand to be put onto his debt for that little altercation with my associates? Strange what people will do when they care,” Mr. Smith says, while I do everything I can to not show the horror all over my face. It cost him ten thousand dollars to save me from those thugs. It cost him an extra God knows how long of fighting for this cruel corpse of a man, and yet he never said a word about it.


    My kind, good man, I think.


    And then I find the strength to plow on.


    “So you know he does. You know he would risk his life for me.”


    “There is really no accounting for taste, I suppose,” he says, swiftly followed by laughter from the guy to his right. The other one doesn’t get it, but of course, I do.


    I do and I just shoot on through.


    “And you understand that I would risk my life for his?”


    “Even stranger to me, but yes, I can imagine that is true,” he says, and then, oh, then, I have him, please let me say I have him. Let what he said be true. Just this once let it be true.


    “Then you’ll take my money and go.”


    “What on earth would make you think so?”


    “Because you just said you were a businessman. And if you threaten him again, if you try to force him to carry on or hurt him or do anything to him, I’ll stand in your way. You can shoot him for refusing to do whatever it is you want him to, but you’ll have to go through me,” I say, rushing through each word because I know what’s going to happen next.


    Serge is dazed and beaten and probably beaten to death, but I see the truth of what he feels as clear as if he had said it. I can read it in their faces, never mind his. He loves me and will never accept me standing in the way.


    A thing I think this creepy man understands all too well. “That hardly seems like an issue,” he says, but I see his eyes almost slide over to Serge the second he roars a protest. “Don’t you fucking dare. Don’t you listen to her. Don’t do this, Bea, just fucking go, just go,” he shouts. But all it does is prove my point.


    “It will be, if you kill me. Most likely he’ll try to kill you, in return.”


    “But naturally he will fail. We could gun him down where he kneels right now—a thing he seems singularly unable to accept,” he says, and my mind goes to what must have happened here. Him refusing to back down. Them refusing to back down.


    Dear God, what would have happened if I’d arrived five minutes later?


    I can hardly stand to imagine—and thank the Lord, I don’t have to.


    Now I get to say this, over the sound of Serge struggling.


    “Exactly. He will die, and never be able to make another penny for you. Not to mention the bodies you’ll then have to deal with, and the people who know exactly where I am right now. All such a ton of trouble for something that will end with you still short on what you’re owed. Whereas if you just take what I have…well, I hope you can do the math,” I say, breathless with my own daring and half sure it will never work.


    He even lets me think so, for a moment.


    “You are a clever girl, Beatrix. I enjoyed the effort you took there to cover all of your bases quite a bit. But tell me, what is to stop me from simply taking your money and forcing you both to do whatever I please anyway?” he says.


    After which, all I can do is play my final card.


    “The rules. You made a deal with my brother, and now I’m here to pay the price. So shake my hand and let us be,” I tell him.


    And then I wait.


    I wait to live.


    I wait to die.


    Really, it’s not any different from all the other days of my life. The only difference here is that right when I get to the top of that hill with the sunset gleaming and glorious in the distance—I keep going. He takes my hand and shakes it, and says I can see now why he likes you as he strolls out the door with my bag of money. And then the door shuts behind me like someone breathing out, and all there is ahead are endless roads.


    Endless roads forever, right into the fading light of the sun.


    
      —
    


    Bullet wounds are not the way people act like they are in movies. For a start, you absolutely cannot apply a manly shoulder bandage to them. I think manly shoulder bandages might be impossible. They probably only get applied by makeup departments to macho actors. Doing them in real life is complicated and bloody—though that might be more to do with the guy I’m trying to apply them to.


    He keeps bellowing in agony and moaning that I should not have to deal with this.


    Like I didn’t cause it. Like I could just leave him bleeding on his living room floor.


    Honestly, I think he might be an idiot. In fact, I know he is, because this is what he says to me first, “You came here to do this even after all that bullshit I said to you on the phone?”


    He even sounds sick with regret about it, and tries to explain as I search the gory furrow in his flesh for fucking shrapnel. Apparently, letting me know that he didn’t mean a word of it is the number-one priority, ahead of his copiously bleeding shoulder wound. Well, that and telling me off for giving them fifty grand. “I had it covered,” he says, and I honestly have no idea what to say to that.


    I want to laugh.


    But I cry instead.


    It just comes on me in a sudden wave, as though I built a wall of indifference and amusement and not really caring inside myself, and one final absurd word from him knocks it all down. I could take Mr. Smith and seeing him on the floor and the guns and the blood. My hands are tacky with it; his bathroom sink is full of it. But I can take it. I am steel before it all.


    And then he tells me he had it covered, and I crumble.


    I do it in a way I never have before. Not even down there in the dark or on the day of his funeral. This is some other thing, some kind of exorcism thing, each sob so brutal it sort of sounds as though someone reached down through my body and wrenched it right out of me. It’s so awful I want to put my hands over my face to hide it, and almost do despite the blood. He has to speak really loudly just to make himself heard, but even after he has, I can’t answer.


    I can’t tell him that this isn’t pain.


    Saying that it is relief seems ridiculous. No one sounds like this when they are relieved. They laugh and skip away into their sunny future. They don’t break someone’s heart with their racking sobs. “You’re killing me,” he says, yet somehow I keep going. I only just manage to shut it off when he pulls me into his arms, though even that is a close thing. I feel his big chest against my cheek and his sheltering arm around my body, and for a second it gets worse.


    I think of how close I came to never feeling this again.


    I think about him dying; I think about how I believed his goodbye.


    I think about him making it up just for me.


    And then it hangs on for a little while longer. In fact, it only really dies when I realize what he’s saying. “I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry,” he says, after which I have to do something other than cry. He needs me to be stronger than this. I have to make him understand.


    “You have to stop being sorry.”


    “I know what I said was cru—” he starts, that beautiful face of his all broken up with pain at the thought of the small thing he did just to keep me safe. He thinks it was cruel of him, to keep me away from all of this mess.


    He thinks he did a bad thing.


    How can I start to tell him otherwise?


    “You have to stop being sorry for you. Stop thinking everything you do is wrong or dangerous and that I shouldn’t have to deal. Stop thinking you’re a bad person, stop believing that you’re not worthy, stop imagining that you have to do it all on your own. Thinking that almost got you killed,” I try, but even that doesn’t seem like enough.


    I know it isn’t, because then he tells me this:


    “Trying to get out of fighting almost got me killed, Bea. It could have gotten you killed, too—that’s why I tried to keep you away from it. I should have realized it would get worse the second I asked for an out. I should have seen that it was selfish to want that legitimate life. I should have known—”


    And I just have to cut him off. Not just because it cuts my heart in two to hear him say it, but because as he does, he touches me. He can’t seem to stop. He touches my hair and my cheek and my lips like all of them are a wonder to behold—or else something he’s gone without for far too long. So I speak, before all of it bursts my insides.


    “The only thing you should have known is that I had the money to pay that debt—my brother’s debt, not yours—and that you should have let me. It was bad enough that you wouldn’t when you told me the debt was yours but knowing that it isn’t makes this worse, Serge. I don’t need all that money for college. I still have enough to carry on there just fine. What I don’t have is enough to carry on if they murder you. Do you understand what would happen to me if they murdered you?”


    “You would go on with your life. You went on when worse happened,” he says, but he has to know that’s not true. After all, I seem to be touching his face the same way he’s touching mine. I seem to be holding on to him the same way he’s holding on to me.


    Can’t he see that?


    Can’t he hear it in my voice?


    “There is nothing worse than that. There would be nothing worse than knowing you died because of a debt I could have paid or a job you wanted to stop so you could have a legitimate life. Your life is legitimate now. You know that, right? Please tell me you do.”


    “People just pointed guns at you because of my legitimate life.”


    “People would have probably pointed guns at me anyway.”


    “Not if I’d just kept away from you. Just taken the debt then stayed away, but Christ, nothing in my life has ever been as hard as that. Every time I heard you were in trouble or knew where your brother was, I just had to help out, and then every conversation only made it harder. That’s why I had to do what I did—they threatened you. The only way was to be so cruel that you would never want to see me again anyway,” he says, and for a second my brain stays on the exact same track it was before. I think of reassuring him again, right before every thought I have jumps to a different track altogether.


    Not just a different track.


    A different country.


    A different planet.


    A whole new contraption designed by aliens that runs on rails made of spaghetti and has carriages you can see straight through.


    Did he just say…?


    “When did you start paying this off?” I ask, because seriously I think that’s what he just said. He said knew where your brother was, even though that seems way, way before the point I’d assumed he’d taken this on. So far beyond it, in fact, that my voice sounds funny when I speak. I’m practically poised on the edge of my seat, waiting for him to laugh or shrug it off or something.


    Only he doesn’t.


    “I don’t know. I don’t remember,” he says, and not even in a convincing way, either. In a really guilty, awkward way that makes me even more insistent than I was before.


    “How long ago? You have to tell me how long,” I say.


    But even after I have, I’m not quite prepared for his answer.


    “Before you came to the convenience store,” he tells me, and there’s that cabin-pressure-change feeling again. At this point I don’t even think there is a cabin. I think I’m just free-falling through the atmosphere, with nothing but insane ground rushing up to meet me. I mean, is he for real? Does he really mean that?


    And if he does, then how and why and what?


    He has to tell me how and why and what—though when I go to ask him, all that comes out is a sound like a balloon being slowly squeezed. It’s only because he is my Serge and so good and honest that I get to hear the explanation. As soon as he knows he’s busted, he rubs a hand over his face all weary-like, then tells me all about it.


    All about the other side of our story, with a beginning I could never have guessed.


    “I saw you. I knew who you were. I knew the trouble your brother was in and all about your father. This drunk-out-of-his-gourd kid just started talking to me about it in a bar one night. He didn’t even remember doing it later on, didn’t know me from Adam, but I remember, all right. He told me about his problems. Told me about you and how sweet you were. How much you looked out for him—and I laughed. I remember laughing over the idea of someone who gave so much and expected so little. And then he pointed you out through the crowd, in your little knitted bullshit top and your eyes like five fathoms deep. Some guy was talking to your friend, and you were trying so hard to follow the conversation. I could see you thinking of where to laugh in the right places and watching for how flirting should be done. I could see you trying to be. To exist. To find some space in the world. I could see you trying to like it when his buddy put his arm around your shoulder, and how much you hated it anyway. And more than anything, I wanted to be the guy you didn’t have to try with. I wanted you to like me for real,” he says.


    And then I think my heart tries to cover him with love.


    Mostly because he then adds, “ ’Course, I fucked it up first time we actually met.”


    But also because he did all of that and felt all of that and never said a single word. He saw me with kinder eyes than anyone ever has, with more generosity and understanding than I have ever known, and kept it to himself.


    Oh, my Serge. My one. My man.


    “You didn’t fuck it up. I thought you were beautiful, remember?”


    “I do remember,” he says, and he sounds so fond of the memory I have to go further.


    I go as far as he was willing to.


    “I thought you were amazing. I still think you’re amazing. No man has ever been kinder to me than you. No one has ever loved me the way you do. And if you let me, I will show you just how much I love you in that same way, too. I see you across the bar. I want to be the girl you don’t have to try with. I don’t ever want you to think again that you have to try. Just being you is enough. I promise, I promise you that being you is enough,” I say, my voice breaking in parts but still holding.


    Of course I hold when he is with me.


    “I love you, Bea. I do, I love you. No matter what happens from here, I need you to know. I never want you to not know again. I don’t want to call you in the dark and tell you I gotta go,” he tells me, and then I just take him in my arms. I don’t know what will happen from here. I have no clue if we’re safe or what the future might bring.


    But I don’t mind. He is with me.


    “You don’t have to. I’m here. We’re in this together. Next time you call I won’t let you go. I’ll walk on broken glass to where you are, and force you to see what you should already know—I love you with everything I am.”

  


  


  
    

    Epilogue


    The sound of the crowd around me is deafening—so much so that I can’t hear what Sam is saying to me even when she screams it right up close to my ear. I just have to read it right off her bright-as-a-sunbeam expression and her occasional hand gesture. Everything about this is awesome and thrilling and amazing.


    And I would have to agree on all counts. It isn’t just the sound in here. It’s the sense of anticipation around us, and the heated thrum that comes with it, and the colors and the tastes and the smells. God, even the smells are incredible. That warm scent of freshly made popcorn, with just an ever-so-slight undercurrent of something more visceral. Blood or sweat or some other evidence of the fight that just ended.


    And the one that’s about to begin.


    Lord, I’m so nervous for the one that’s about to begin. In fact, I stay nervous right up until the music suddenly swells and the crowd roars, and suddenly there he is. That stripe of hair right down the middle spiked the way I suggested, body seeming like some immense truck even when opposite his opponent, eyes searching the waving hands and grinning faces for just one thing.


    Just like I did at graduation, when I went up to collect my degree. I looked for him, and now he looks for me. Barely takes him more than a second, even though there are a million more people here, and all of them are twice my size and fifty times more interesting or glamorous or gorgeous. Though I guess I know why none of that matters.


    I see it in his gaze when he gets to me.


    I feel it in the hand he puts over his heart:


    He would find me anywhere.

  


  


  
    

    To the little girl in her socks
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    The Editor’s Corner


    Summer is here! Are you ready to take the vacation of a lifetime with Loveswept? Come on, let’s go places…


    New York Times bestselling author Kathy Clark takes us to Colorado in the first two books of her new Denver Heroes series, After Midnight and Cries in the Night. Fans of Nora Roberts will adore this series of pulse-pounding romance. South Carolina is our next stop for New York Times bestselling author Sawyer Bennett’s Cold Fury novel Zack—get ready for a very emotional ride. Head to Florida in Falling Fast by USA Today bestseller Tina Wainscott, where first love and long-awaited redemption smolder. Then enjoy a little western romance from USA Today bestseller Maggie McGinnis in Once Upon a Cowboy. Jennifer Chance’s Rule Breakers series turns up the heat as a wealthy playboy and a beautiful con artist engage in a high-stakes game of seduction in Risk It. And author Charlotte Stein releases Never Loved, the first novel in the Dark Obsession series, which tells the story of a beautiful wallflower who falls for a chiseled street fighter—and learns just how dangerous love can be.


    Plus a special treat for romance fans: Welcome to Vegas in Play Me—the entire series from New York Times bestselling author Tracy Wolff is now on sale as one book! Sebastian and Ethan—Oh, my!


    Travel the country with Loveswept and stay tuned for more in July, because next month’s travels are just as exciting!


    
      
        Happy Romance!
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    A Cold Fury Hockey Novel
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    Chapter 1


    Zack


    The doorbell rings just as I’m trying to simultaneously flip a pancake with one hand and pull bacon off the griddle with another. The pancake ends up sticking, then folding in half, and my forearm hits the edge of the griddle. I swear I can hear my skin sizzle from the contact.


    “Fuck!” I jerk backward, dropping both the fork in one hand and the spatula in the other, thankful that Ben is in his room playing and didn’t hear me say that. It’s a constant battle sometimes to watch my language around the kid.


    Slapping at the control knobs, I turn the heat completely off the large electric griddle I had been struggling with and gently rub the burn on my arm as I head toward the front door. As I round the corner from the kitchen into the living room, I slam my bare foot into Ben’s large dump-truck toy, causing a string of curses to come out of my mouth now as I hobble onward to the door.


    My front door is honey-colored oak and has a large oval glass inset with a beveled flower design. Gina had picked it out and had it installed, claiming that it allowed more light into the front entranceway. I thought it was a little too girly, but I didn’t argue with her. The house was her domain.


    The glass lets me see my visitor on the other side, but provides no details because of the beveled cuts and partial frosting, which distort the person. But I know who it is.


    Ben’s new nanny.


    Roberta Francis.


    She was Delaney’s top choice, and after I briefly scanned her application I had to sit and listen to my sister rave about her. Delaney felt she was perfect for the job in all respects. She was fantastic with children, having helped raise her three nephews for a period of time. She was also a student with a flexible schedule. Delaney actually droned on and on about this particular situation, but I tuned her out and started thinking about everything I’d need to do to get the house ready to put on the market. I was seriously considering selling it. Maybe move farther out into the country, where we could have some land and Ben could have a dog.


    Finally, I just cut Delaney off and said, “She sounds perfect. Let’s go with her.”


    And now, as I’m about to open the door to let a woman into my house who will have the most important of responsibilities in helping me care for my son, I’m suddenly realizing I don’t know anything about her other than her name and a vague recollection that she’s a student who helped raise her nephews.


    Just fucking great. Way to be an involved and responsible parent, Zack.


    The only saving grace at this moment is that Delaney thoroughly interviewed this girl, checked out her references, and was absolutely enchanted with her. I trust Delaney, so this will be fine. She’ll be great, in fact.


    I wish I believed myself.


    I swing the door open and get my first look at the woman who will be moving into my house and caring for my son. I’m not sure what I expected, but this wasn’t it.


    Based on Delaney’s assessment, I expected her to have a superhero’s cape on, or at the very least a shiny gold halo and massive angel wings sprouting out of her back.


    Instead…she’s sort of unremarkable.


    She stares up at me with round, crystal-blue eyes that are devoid of any makeup and surrounded by brown plastic-framed glasses. Her hair is dark, held back with a headband and twisted up behind her so I have no clue how long it is. She’s small, barely coming up to my shoulder, and swimming in an oversized, extremely faded red NC State sweatshirt and baggy jeans that look about two sizes too big for her. An old backpack slung over her shoulder and a pair of well-worn tennis shoes complete her outfit.


    “Roberta?” I ask hesitantly, because suddenly I’m thinking this may be someone soliciting something…or maybe even a homeless person looking for a meal. The way those clothes completely swallow her makes me think she’s starving underneath all that material.


    She gives me an outwardly bright smile and sticks a delicate hand out toward me. Her sweatshirt is so big, her sleeves are rolled up around her wrists. “Actually…I go by Kate. Roberta’s my first name, which I was named after my daddy, Robert, but seriously…who wouldn’t hate that name? So I go by my middle name, which is Kathryn, actually. So I shorted it down to Kate, because Kathryn sounds just so…I don’t know…like a Catholic saint or something, and I’m not Catholic. I was raised Southern Baptist, but I really don’t go to church anymore, so—”


    She pauses…finally, and takes a deep breath. Her smile goes from politely earnest to a sheepish grin, and she gives an apologetic shrug. “Sorry…I’m nervous and I tend to prattle when I’m nervous.”


    I just blink at her, completely shocked silent. I have no clue what to think about this strange woman…no, girl, I think, because she looks so fucking young.


    “How old are you?” I ask, my eyes glancing suspiciously at her hand still extended toward me.


    “Twenty-three,” she says. “Didn’t Delaney tell you about me? You knew I was coming today, right?”


    “Um…yeah, she did. I guess I didn’t hear her mention your age,” I mutter.


    Kate takes a small step forward and pushes her hand farther toward me, giving me a pointed look. “It’s nice to meet you.”


    Her voice is soft, with a moderate southern twang. I can’t remember if Delaney told me where she was from or not. Fuck…I can’t remember anything she said.


    I reach out hesitantly and shake her hand. It’s tiny and her bones feel small, but she grips me surely. “Yeah…uh, nice to meet you too,” I say absently.


    Our hands break apart and we just stare at each other.


    Her eyes are intent on me, yet filled with a sort of curiosity. I wonder what in the hell she could be curious about. I’m sure Delaney filled her in on my situation and what I needed her for.


    Damn, this girl—well, fuck, woman—is just…weird. She’s sort of geeky-looking yet doesn’t have any shyness or awkwardness that is normally associated with geekdom. She looks like she’d rather be sitting in some computer science lab with tape on the bridge of her glasses and a pocket protector, discussing quantum physics or something equally boring. What in the hell was Delaney thinking? I guess I was sort of expecting maybe a more matronly type of person who would wear an apron and bake sugar cookies every day.


    “Are you okay?” she asks, and I blink at her, my mind absolutely blank as to what she could mean.


    “Yeah, why?” I ask, confused.


    “Well, you’re just sort of staring at me like I’ve got antlers sticking out of my head or something. I know I’m not much to look at, but I promise…I’m the right person for this job.”


    And clearly she’s the type of person who will say whatever is on her mind, which makes me feel even more awkward. I’ve been so removed from people in general—and those that I do interact with treat me with kid gloves—that I’m not sure how to handle someone as direct as her.


    “Um…why don’t you come in,” I tell her suddenly. “I need to make a quick call and then we can talk.”


    “Sure,” she says with a bright smile, and it irritates me how chipper she is. I step back, allowing her to walk into the foyer, shutting the door behind her.


    She looks around with interest. “You have a beautiful home.”


    I don’t respond because this house doesn’t hold a single ounce of beauty for me. Instead, I point to right where she’s standing and say, “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”


    Turning away from her, I bound up the stairs to the right of the entryway. I stride past Ben’s bedroom and see he’s immersed in a game on his iPad. Good…I don’t want him coming downstairs yet, because I’m not sure what in the hell to do with that girl down there.


    Stalking into my office, which is basically one of the spare bedrooms, I close the door and whip my phone out of my pocket. I pull Delaney’s number up and stab at it urgently.


    She answers curtly. “I’m heading into a meeting. Make it quick.”


    “What the fuck, Delaney? I think you made a terrible mistake hiring this girl.”


    She sighs into the phone, but her voice is firm. “She’s a woman.”


    “Whatever. She’s weird.”


    “She’s adorable,” she says with affection.


    “Adorable isn’t a fucking qualification to be a nanny,” I hiss at her, my eyes cutting to the door to make sure I did indeed close it behind me. And adorable? Where is she getting that from?


    Delaney’s voice is filled with condescension when she says, “What’s her last name?”


    “Huh?” I ask stupidly.


    “What is Kate’s last name?” she asks, enunciating each word carefully.


    “Fuck if I know,” I growl at her, my mind going blank. I knew what it was two minutes ago, but it’s not coming to me now.


    “And what’s her educational background?”


    I’m silent, racking my brain for the information.


    “And her work history?” she asks.


    Again, silence from me.


    “Oh, and how about her references…what did they have to say about her?”


    “I don’t fucking know, okay?” I curse with frustration.


    “Exactly,” she says firmly. “You didn’t listen to a damn thing I said about her the other day. So now you are just going to have to trust that I made the right decision for you. She is absolutely perfect for this job, and besides that…Ben liked her far better than the other applicants. She was amazing with him.”


    “She’s weird,” I say lamely…futilely, I know.


    “Get over it,” she sneers at me. “You’re out of time and you need someone immediately, since you start practice next week. I’ve been on your ass for weeks to get involved with this decision and you ignored me at every turn. So tough shit…she’s got the job and you’re going to give her a chance, you hear me?”


    Damn…Sometimes I really can’t stand my older sister. I have the sudden urge to stick my tongue out at her over the phone, but deep down…I know she’s right. I’ve been checked out mentally since the accident and depended on her way too much to handle this shit. Now I’m stuck with it.


    “Fine,” I grumble at her as I rub my fingers hard along my jaw. I had just decided to shave my beard off this morning and my face feels so…so…naked.


    “Good,” she says, completely happy with herself. “Now, I’ve got to go. I love you.”


    “Back at ya,” I mutter, and then hang up on her, knowing she’s wearing a self-satisfied grin on her face.


    Shoving my phone into my pocket, I exit my office and make my way back downstairs. When I reach the first floor, Kate is nowhere to be found.


    For a split moment, relief swells through me as I’m thinking she got the message that I wasn’t comfortable with her and she left. But then I hear movement in the kitchen and I head toward the noise with dread.


    When I round the corner, I find her standing at the griddle, casually flipping bacon, with two new pancakes poured and sizzling to the side. Her head turns slightly to look at me and she pins me with a direct stare. “Thought I’d finish your breakfast for you. You look like a six-pancake type of guy. After I finish yours, I’ll do a Mickey Mouse pancake for Ben.”


    My mouth sort of hangs open as I watch her nonchalantly cooking in my kitchen. She’s been in my house for all of five minutes at most, and she’s fucking cooking breakfast in my kitchen.


    In Gina’s kitchen, rather. This was never my domain, as evidenced by the burn on my arm.


    Anger wells inside me and I have the sudden and insane urge to pull her away from the task. I want to yell at her that this was Gina’s role, not hers, and it’s completely unfair that she’s standing in that position right now.


    Instead, I hear the thumping of little feet as Ben comes bounding down the second staircase that leads from the other side of the second floor down into the kitchen.


    “Is breakfast ready, Dad?” he asks as he rounds the island counter. His eyes are on me, but then he notices Kate. She turns to give him a smile and says, “Hey, buddy. Remember me?”


    Ben’s eyes flare wide with recognition, and then he utterly flays my heart open when his lips pull back into a massive and deliriously happy grin.


    “Kate,” he practically screams, and launches himself at her. His face presses into the side of her thigh and his little arms wrap tight around her legs. “Aunt Delaney said you’d be back.”


    She immediately picks him up and steps three feet away from the hot griddle, efficiently reaching back to flip it off. “Whoa, little man. Can’t have you acting all crazy like that around the hot plate,” she scolds gently, then tickles his belly.


    I stare stupidly at the two of them; they’re completely taken with each other. She’s obviously a fucking natural with kids, clearly diligent in looking out for their safety, and calmly able to multitask. It reminds me so much of Gina and the calm surety with which she was just able to handle everything, a longing pain hits me deep in my chest.


    And it makes me fucking hate her as she impinges on my memories of Gina.


    I take a deep breath, because my need to tear my son out of her arms and fling her out the door is starting to overwhelm me. She stands there laughing with Ben as he puts his little hands on her shoulders and babbles about a remote-control car I bought him a few days ago. He is absolutely and completely at ease with her, which is something I haven’t seen from him since Gina died. He’s okay around me and Delaney, as well as our neighbor Michelle, who was good friends with Gina. Michelle has a four-year-old son, Beau, so she, Gina, Ben, and Beau would spend a lot of time with one another. But since Gina died, he’s been leery of strangers and it takes a while for him to warm up to them.


    Not so with this girl, though.


    He seems to fucking love her already.


    Defeat settles in and I know she’s here to stay. I tamp down my bitterness, push my anger aside, and take one more deep breath. For Ben’s sake, I’m going to give this a shot. For Ben’s sake, I’m going to tolerate Kate.


    At least for now.
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