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Chapter One


If
Lydia thought that coming home from Iceland would solve all of her
problems, she was sorely mistaken. No job, no income, no idea what
came next in her life and, still, no Mike. Jeremy planned to meet her
in Portland and fly in direct. In a few hours she’d pick him up at
the airport. How could she pine away for Mike even as she looked
forward to seeing her new—what? Her new…boyfriend? Her new…lover?
Her new…friend with benefits? Whatever word she was supposed to use
for Jeremy didn’t suffice. 


When
she’d told her grandmother what had really
happened
in Iceland—because Grandma was the only person she could tell other
than Krysta—Madge had given her a wide-eyed smile and simply said
“atta girl.” Knowing way too much about her grandmother’s sex
life with Ed, Lydia had kept her mouth shut. Madge would leap at any
opportunity to reveal too much information. Right now Lydia had her
hands full with her own sexual proclivities; she didn’t need to add
geriatric gymnastics to the images and emotions she already struggled
with. 


Still
no Mike. His radio silence had gone from distressing to disturbing to
infuriating, and now it had settled low in her belly, beneath her
navel, like a hot ball of steel pressing down, weighing on her,
making it harder to move, as if the memory of him were palpable,
something she could touch deep inside, could feel moving around,
gravid and dark. Jeremy, on the other hand, was all lightness and
fluff, fun and joy, with an edge. She’d tried to get him to talk
more seriously about his life and he’d flirted around the edges of
it. There was so much more to him. She looked forward to getting to
know him. 


As
she passed through the New Hampshire tolls, Portsmouth a beautiful
oceanside blur, the ships to the right in the harbor always a marvel,
she knew she had about an hour before she would see Jeremy. Tall,
dark, handsome and goofy. Not exactly what she would have predicted
for herself when it came to her type. Mike fit the bill more—but
Mike wasn’t here, was he? And Jeremy hadn’t fucked her on camera
and then magically forgotten, as if she had somehow cast a spell on
him. How does one of the biggest CEOs in the world, a rising star of
a media conglomerate, which he assembled stitch by stitch like a
patchwork quilt made of gold, just disappear? If anyone could manage
it, it was Michael Bournham. 


The
radiant golds and vibrant reds of the leaves greeted her as she
pulled away from the ocean and drove farther north. Maine was awash
with color this time of year, and she knew that the campground would
be awash with people, too. It was leaf-peeper season, the best time
of the year, and her parents would be absolutely overwhelmed with
work and utterly inspired by all that came to the campground for this
monumental event. The talent show. The Great Charles Family Talent
Show. Her dad would be playing his ukulele ten times a day, mastering
some
new, silly Tom Lehrer song. Miles would be working on some new clown
costume to keep the kids laughing, probably figuring out how to
juggle six balls at once. Sandy was the audience. She never developed
a talent of her own, or if she had one she never let on, but her
laugh would guide the hundreds of people in the Great Hall, curling
upwards with joy, like a prayer of happiness. You could hear that
laugh whenever you went to the campground, day in and day out. Lydia
missed that laugh. It was the sound of comfort, of amusement, of
everything being right with the world, and as she guided the car
along its journey to Jeremy, she realized that she was pointed toward
Sandy, too. Thank goodness, because right now Lydia needed something
comfortable, something solid and safe and secure in her life. She
also needed to talk to Mike. But it looked like that
wasn’t
going to happen anytime soon. 


Her
phone rang. She wavered—she hated to be on the phone when she was
driving, especially on a highway, but it was too important to ignore.
What if it was Jeremy? What if his flight was late? Reaching for her
phone, she opened it, hit speaker and said, “Yes?”

“Can
you grab a couple of bags of mini-marshmallows? We’re out and we
need ’em for the talent show.” Pete’s gravelly voice cracked on
her phone, the connection weak.

“Absolutely,
Dad. Anything else?”

“No,
honey, just that. It’s the only thing that we don’t have in stock
here at the store, and the shipment’s
not coming in until next week. The suppliers are late.”


Talk
about familiarity. Her dad weaved business and family life into one
whole cloth. A few years of corporate life had shown her that most
people absolutely did not live that way. It suited Pete, and Sandy,
and the whole gang. Everyone except her, because Lydia was an
outsider, but maybe it really was time to come home for good. 



Speaking
of coming home, she found her exit to the tiny Portland airport and
smiled nice and wide. Maybe she really did find that Viking after
all.




Airport
security had been a bitch. Long accustomed to being the that guy
who gets pulled aside for a search after some, ah...poorly
thought-out decisions in Asia, this time had been no different, even
when he had taken pains to reduce his chances. A carry on, no belt,
and no computer – easy peasy, right?
Instead they treated him like a shoe bomber with a machete and a
clown mask. 



The
welcome from Lydia was worth the hassle, though, as her soft, ample
body had invited him to explore Maine –
and her – with a kiss that made
him forget all about the government-sanctioned hands that had just
cupped him...oh. They’d sped to the car, making him thankful for no
checked luggage, and the hour or so on the highway was filled with
verbal catch-ups, longing glances, and a gradual ratcheting up of
Jeremy’s anxiety about meeting her family.


Maybe
the TSA patdown wasn’t so bad in comparison.


Jeremy
remembered campgrounds like this, as Lydia pulled her little red car
to the right, turning onto a gravel driveway. The cheesy billboard
sign, hand-painted. The flags of many colors all indicating
solidarity and patriotism—but the rainbow flag was a wonderful,
progressive touch to see in the middle of what he would have called
Maine’s version of the middle of nowhere. His hand rested on
Lydia’s thigh, and she slowed the car to a creeping crawl. 



5mph,
the sign said, and she was going exactly five miles per hour. He
could see why; the gravel road was deeply rutted, probably by choice.
She’d said her family owned 160 acres here in a thriving oceanfront
campground, so he guessed the road was in terrible shape on purpose;
it calmed the traffic. Can’t fly and be a danger to others when you
might break an axle. The kind of thinking that went into that made
him stop and reassess his preconceived notion of Lydia’s parents. 


Parents.
He hadn’t met a woman’s parents since early college. Forgive him
if he was out of shape. Ten years, plus or minus a few, meant he was
rusty. When she’d first suggested that they come to the family’s
traditional talent show, a little voice in his head told him to run
screaming, and grab a flight to Thailand, and then her eyes had
begged him. Pleaded, really. He’d watched her mouth move as she
asked him, describing the fun, the camaraderie, the connection that
everyone had. She’d told him about the ocean, and the cabin they
could use, and how her parents would be thrilled to meet him. She’d
nearly cried when she spoke of missing the talent show, and in that
moment he wavered. Unable to be the reason she would skip such an
important family tradition, and also unable to let her go without
him, he had relented—and now, here he was. 


Most
parents hated his guts. He’d learned that in high school at his
first Homecoming, when Margie Nicholson’s dad insisted driving them
after taking one look at the imposing, six-four Jeremy. Having a
mouth with no filter hadn’t helped, either. When Mr. Nicholson had
asked him what his intentions were with his daughter, Jeremy had laid
them out in stark detail—first, second, third, fourth base—turning
Mr. Nicholson fifty shades of red. He was, he hoped, a bit more
tempered than his old adolescent self, but a small voice inside
questioned that. What
if they don’t like me?
he thought. The voice unfurled inside him like a cold, dead ribbon.
This was the voice of a fear that he had tramped out more than a
decade ago, or so he’d thought. Travel, playing it safe by playing
the risks, and just letting loose and having fun had been all fine
and good for ten years, and it also kept that voice at bay. 


As
Lydia smiled, radiant and happy, pointing to various buildings along
their crawling journey toward her parents, he swallowed, an audible
click coming from his dry throat, and realized that you never can go
back home again the same—and while this was her home and not his,
he had made a decision in Iceland that he had no desire to reverse.
Something in him anchored itself when he looked at her. Something in
him latched into place when he listened to her voice. Something in
him wanted to wake up next to her every day for the rest of his life
when the warmth of his palm rested against the heat of her thigh. The
one thing that Jeremy was absolutely terrible about was staying in
one place, and it was the one thing he needed to learn to do most if
he had any hope of being with Lydia.

“The
community gardens are over there,” she said, pointing, her arm
stretching across his face. They hit a rut and his nose rammed
against her elbow. He was curled over it, almost in a ball, in her
tiny Honda, and it felt a bit like a clown car. Another little
vehicle, painted red, shot past. It wasn’t hard to go faster; at
five miles an hour he could have walked at a fast clip and done just
as well.

“What
the hell is that?” he asked, pointing at the little golf cart that
zipped by with a man who looked remarkably like him, curled into it
like a pipe cleaner twisted into a tight spiral. 


“That’s
my brother, Miles,” she said, waving frantically. Miles tootled
along, not noticing them. 


“Your
brother Miles—which one is he?”


Her
face darkened a bit. “He’s the keeper of the secrets.”

“Oh,
so he’s the one who figured out—”

“Yes.”
The smile that had twitched across her lips faded. 



He
squeezed her thigh. “Don’t worry, I’m sure that your parents
won’t know.”


It
was more than the smile that faded. Something in her muscles slipped
from taut excitement to sad resignation. 


He
said what she didn’t. “It’s okay, Lydia. It’s okay to miss
him.” 


She
braked, stopping right in the middle of the road, and turned slowly
to Jeremy with haunted eyes. “That’s the problem, Jeremy,” she
said, eyes combing his face. “When I look at you, I don’t want to
miss him.”



Lydia
had known she wanted to come home for the talent show, but she hadn’t
factored in just how much she missed this place. Living in the city
all these years was a form of rebellion, and in the past, coming home
was a diversion. It was what you did for holidays and an occasional
weekend—and, of course, the famous talent show. Driving down the
scarred dirt road, taking care to watch out for children on bikes and
the occasional loose dog, Lydia felt with each roll of the wheel,
with each wave at a familiar face, that this was where she was meant
to be. Thousands of appeals from Sandy, and hundreds of smaller ones
from Pete, had fallen on deaf ears all these years. Lydia had wanted
to be her own person. She’d moved far away and found her own
career. What that career had done to her life and to her heart was
one thing. What coming home did for her soul was quite another. 


She
reached instinctively for Jeremy’s hand and squeezed it, the warm
strength of his fingers grounding her even more. As Miles’ little
red golf cart zipped off to the right, like something out of a
children’s television series, she smiled. It was contagious, for
Jeremy smiled, too. 


“Your
eyes light up when you’re here,” he said, watching her with a
serious expression that she rarely saw in him. Being studied felt
new. Being studied by someone who had spent the last ten years doing
nothing but leaving felt like a kind of victory. What was she doing?
Mike was just gone and Jeremy was just here. Her heart felt tugged in
three directions. One part toward Mike, one part toward Jeremy, and
one part right here, at the campground. Could you live in three
worlds? Was it possible? How much freedom did she really have to
create her own reality, to forge a life shaped and honed by heat and
struggle? Was there any other way? Could she live a life that someone
else designed for her? One that was pre-made and handed to her, a way
of being that just involved following rules and a predesigned path
that one never strayed from. That didn’t sound right either,
although a part of her thought that maybe it would be simpler—easier
to just do what you’re told, to follow what’s expected and to
collect your pats on the head, your handshakes and your complicit
smiles for doing and being what everyone else wanted. 


A
long look shared with Jeremy, as she searched his eyes to understand
him more, told her that this was no pre-fab man. Jeremy had spent
most of his adult life designing his own existence, and whatever she
might think of it—however frivolous it had been on the surface, at
least—for the most part, she respected him. She respected him
because he had chosen the path with most resistance and found a way
to make it work. In many respects he was just like Mike, who had done
that in his own way, and yet now seemed to have dropped out,
disappeared, disengaged. Lydia’s unmooring, her gradual unraveling
of everything she had spent her young adulthood seeking, left her
with so many unanswered questions. 


As
she pulled into her trusty parking spot, and turned the car off, she
turned to Jeremy and said, “Here we are.”

Oh,
how his eyes seemed to try to answer those unanswered questions of
hers, and then his mouth did, too. “Are you ready for this? Are you
sure?” His voice went low and a little dark. 


With
a half-smile she squeezed his hand again and said, “Are you asking
me that question, Jeremy, or is that question for you?”

His
laugh was contagious as they sat in her tiny little car, the same one
that she had stewed in the day she met Matt—Mike. Her shoulders
relaxed, her cheeks went up and nervous laughter filled the space. 


“I
suck at this, Lydia,” he said. 


She
just nodded. “I pretty much assumed that.”

He
rolled his tongue around in his mouth and then stretched his neck in
various ways, all nervous little tics that she knew were just
delaying tactics. “I don’t do well meeting dads.”

“What
happened the last time?”

“Let’s
just say it involved a flying fist.”

“Yours
or the father’s?”

His
eyebrows went up. “The girl’s.”

“Oh,
you’re going to have to tell me about that sometime.”

The
air changed as Jeremy leaned in and whispered softly: “If your
brothers and father and mother don’t kill me, I’ll tell you all
about it tonight.” And then his lips were on hers, the kiss sweeter
than she’d expected. The kind of kiss a guy gives you when he
realizes he’s falling in to yet another layer deeper than he
thought he ever could. 





She
tasted so good. The problem was he could still taste Mike on her
lips. He couldn’t blame her—it really had been such a short time,
and the way that things had ended with Mike hadn’t exactly been
smooth. As far as he knew, Mike was somewhere safe. In fact, he was
the least of Jeremy’s worries, and the scandal had died down
enough. Lydia’s extraction of herself from the mess in Iceland had
been simple. Deceptively simple. Mike couldn’t have made it more
obvious that it was a sham position if he had waltzed into the office
and assembled the IKEA desk himself. 


Here
Jeremy was now, picking up the broken pieces, and the question that
went through his mind, even as Lydia’s hands stroked his upper arms
and slid back over his shoulders, as that bewitching vanilla scent of
hers filled everything he knew, and as their lips tried to say more
than their words could, what he wanted to know was: did she think he
was just her rebound guy? He didn’t want that, and as they pulled
away from each other, the kiss ending naturally, as if they both had
agreed silently to part, the words were on the tip of his tongue,
those dark eyes locked with his, and as he opened his mouth to say
it, a voice shouted her name.

“Lydia!”




Jeremy
froze, his balls becoming two little ice cubes. That was the sound of
a dad. A tall man with ruddy cheeks, brownish-black hair, and green
eyes lumbered over to the door, opened it for her, and she scrambled
out, hugging him. That must be Pete. Jeremy unfurled himself from the
tiny little car and stood, walking over, his legs made of lead. This
was what you did when you put someone else equal to yourself. This
was how it felt with Dana, sort of. Okay, not quite. This was how he
wished it had felt with Dana, except for the awkward part. 


Shaking
the man’s hand, Jeremy did all of the right things: made eye
contact, smiled, shook firmly and said, “Hello, it’s good to
finally meet you.” There was a script here, and it felt as if it
had been handed to him—except the entire thing was written in
Aramaic or Chinese, and so he could follow the non-verbal cues, but
the words just completely faded out when he needed them most. Pete
combed him with the eyes of a father, and Lydia slid one warm arm
around Jeremy’s waist and snuggled in. They walked in that loopy
sort of way that a shorter woman and a taller man have to walk—left
foot at the same time, right foot at the same time, bodies uneven but
trying to find the right rhythm. But he felt off kilter, awkward and
clumsy, and it wasn’t just their gait. 


When
Lydia’s mother came out of the front store, this quaint little shop
and reception desk all rolled into one, he felt a little more at
ease. 


“Hello,”
she said, walking up to him with a steady, purposeful stride that he
recognized in Lydia’s hips. She reached up for a hug and he had to
bend down, curled in a nuanced ninety-degree angle. “My goodness,
you’re tall like Miles,” she said, and Lydia laughed. 


“The
comparisons end there, Mom,” she said dryly, and Jeremy wondered
what that was supposed to mean. 


As
if they called for Miles, the little red golf cart appeared and out
came a man who looked casually like Jeremy from a distance. There
weren’t too many men he met with whom he could talk at eye level,
and this one was decidedly less friendly than Pete and Sandy. With
mirrored eyes, Lydia’s brother reached one hand out and pumped
Jeremy’s as if he was starting a lawn mower. The brute strength was
fierce, and it made Jeremy stand taller, some primal comparison
putting him on guard. This was a guy with virtually no body fat, and
nothing but long, lean muscles honed through hard work. With 160
acres he imagined that it wouldn’t be hard to put in a full day’s
work with your hands, your legs, your body, all of it under the
bright sun. Jeremy, on the other hand, was quite accustomed to
spending a day in the sun—it just didn’t involve hard work. More
like women and drink.

Nothing
wrong with that.

“It
turns out you brought a Viking home, after all,” Miles said slowly.

“Jeremy
and I knew each other before I moved to Iceland,” she said. 


“Really?
How do you guys know each other? I’ve never heard about you
before,” Miles said, eyes staying entirely on Lydia as he said the
words.

“We
met through a mutual friend.”

“A
mutual friend?” Now his eyes moved over, trying to pierce Jeremy.
“Which mutual friend is that?”

“Krysta.”

“Krysta?
How do you know—”

“Her
sister’s autism causes. Jeremy’s one of the biggest donors.”

Miles
cocked one eyebrow. “Good for you.” 


The
tension cut by half, but there had been a lot of tension. The
fifty-percent reduction didn’t do much. Jeremy found himself
breathing shallowly, and responded with great relief when Pete
offered to show him around the grounds. Sandy pulled Lydia aside and
made a hand motion toward the men that indicated that they’d catch
up in a moment. Miles strode back to his little clown car and tootled
off without a word. 


“We’ll
put him to good use, don’t worry,” Pete called
back to Lydia, and then he turned to Jeremy and said, “You a beer
drinker?”

“Hell,
yeah.”

“Thank
God. Let’s go crack one open and then I’ll get to know you. You
can tell a lot about a man by the kind of beer he drinks.”

What’s
the right kind?
Jeremy wondered.


The
cabin that Pete led Jeremy to was a working man’s cabin. About ten
by twelve, it was more of a shed, with two chairs, a sink, a small
fridge and a little TV right next to a propane heater. This time of
year, Jeremy imagined, the propane heater was starting to get a
little use, especially during early mornings and late nights. Fall in
Maine this far north meant crisper weather. Soon he’d pull out his
ski coat, and it would be time to hit the slopes whenever he bothered
to be in town, though he tended to ski in New Hampshire, not Maine.
Perhaps that would change this year.

He
hoped that would change this year.

Closing
his eyes as Pete dug around in the refrigerator, Jeremy stopped that
thought. Hoped. He wasn’t going anywhere. No need to hope.
He just would.

“You
ever have blueberry beer?” Pete asked, pulling out two amber
bottles.

“Did
you just say blueberry beer?”

“Yessir.
You’re in Maine, we’ve got blueberry everything.”

That
made Jeremy crack a smile. Pete handed him a bottle of Sea Dog Blue
Paw. As he cracked it open and took a sip, Jeremy savored the feel of
the cool liquid, and the taste, with a hint of blueberry, caught him
off guard. He’d had his array of specialties from around the world.
Everything from eating stir-fried cockroaches to drinking cat-shit
coffee. The civets in Indonesia would eat the red coffee berries and
then someone—Jeremy had no idea whom—would collect the digested
berries, rinse them, roast them, and then sell the civet coffee. 


Cat-shit
coffee. 


Blueberry
beer, then, really wasn’t all that exotic. His second guzzle
actually tasted kind of good. By the third he was nearly done with
the beer and Pete cocked an eyebrow and asked, “That nervous, huh?”

Jeremy
caught his eye, finished the bottle without breaking contact and then
asked, “That obvious, huh?”, which garnered a friendly laugh that
put Jeremy at ease. Without hesitation, Pete reached into the fridge,
pulled out another one, handed it to Jeremy and then stopped. “Wait,
you wanna try something different?”

“You
have something different?”

“You
into Flemish red ales?”

That
got Jeremy’s attention. Pete rummaged around, put the blueberry
beer back in and pulled out a lovely, small bottle of what Jeremy
could imagine would be considered truly exotic here in the backwoods
of Maine. 


“Tell
me how sour ales came to be popular around here.”


“Famous
brew pub in western Maine. The guy has every kind of Belgian ale you
can imagine on tap.”


“On
tap?” Jeremy made a low whistle.


“Devoted
guy. When you find your passion, you create whatever it takes to live
it.”

Pete
cracked one open, handed it to Jeremy, cracked his own open and then
clinked bottlenecks. “Cheers. To finding the unexpected.”

Jeremy
dipped his chin down in deference to the many layers that the toast
resonated through. “To finding the unexpected.” 


Two
beers later, and Jeremy felt at home. Pete was taking him through one
of the many fingers—the roads throughout the campground off the
main one—where campers, and tents, children and the melee of
activity was centered. 


“We’ve
got plans to put in another smaller hall here,” Pete explained,
pointing to another wooded area that looked untamed. “But that’s
gonna be a little while; we’ve gotta cover the expansion of the new
twenty acres.”

And
as Pete explained all of the plans for the future, Jeremy found
himself wondering whether there was a role for him in any of this.
Should
he be more attentive to the specifics that Pete was laying out? What
was Lydia up to right now? He
imagined her mother grilling her, and what would Lydia say? “Well,
Mom, the job in Iceland didn’t work out, but now I’m sleeping
with Michael Bournham’s best friend, who Michael sent to watch over
me.” That would go over about as well as a Yankees sweatshirt up
here, he imagined. 


Pete
poked his forearm and said, “Hey, you, too many beers?”

His
curious face was trying to get Jeremy’s attention, and he realized
that Pete had been talking to him and expected a response. “No,
sorry, uh…lost in thought.”

Pete’s
eyes narrowed. “This is a lot for you.”

“No,
no,” Jeremy protested, “it’s not a—” 


Pete
interrupted him again. “We can be a lot. The whole family is a bit
overwhelming, a little too much for people. You raise a big family
like I have, and when the one girl brings the first guy ever back
home…”

Ever.
The
word rang through his head like a gong in a Buddhist temple. Ever?

Pete’s
voice continued. All Jeremy could hear was that word. Ever.







“I
can’t believe you’re back!” The squeal of joy, and the feel of
Krysta’s arms around her neck, made Lydia wonder if she was in a
different reality. 


“What
are you doing here?” she mumbled into Krysta’s ear as the two
embraced. Sandy’s beaming face told Lydia exactly what had
happened. She looked at her mother and said,“You planned this?”

Krysta
shrugged. Sandy owned it: “Of course I planned it. Your best friend
needs to come to one of our famous talent shows.”

“But
you have a family reunion,” she said to Krysta.

“This
was more important.”

Tears
sprang to Lydia’s eyes. The day was emotionally difficult, full of
joy and also full of failure, of loss, of not knowing. Right now she
pushed all of that aside and smiled at her best friend. 


“And
you brought Jeremy here,” Krysta whispered, giving Lydia one of
those looks that only your best friend can give you. The kind that
combines a thousand-mile stare with a cocked eyebrow and a
no-bullshit expectation. 


If
Sandy hadn’t been there, Lydia could have given her the real
answer—but she was
there,
looking at Lydia with an expectant expression that made Lydia realize
that her mother was practically wedding-dress shopping in her mind.
Because Lydia had never
brought
a man back to the campground. Ever. 


“He
must be special, if you’re bringing him here,” said Sandy. 


“I
don’t want to talk about that,” Lydia hissed.

“Well,
he must be special if you brought him home,” Sandy insisted. “He’s
out having a beer with Dad and getting the grand tour.”

Lydia
knew what she should say. The right thing to say was that he was
special, and that this was an amazing event in her life. But all she
kept thinking about was Mike. Where
was Mike? Why had he disappeared? Was she using Jeremy as some sort
of replacement, or did she really want Jeremy on his own, as he was,
for who he was? Was Jeremy with her for the right reasons, or was he
just a playboy who
was babysitting a fellow playboy’s toy?




The
whirlwind of her life meant that she never got to slow down on the
inside or the outside, to just see things for what they really were.
Here, at the campground, she had a shred of a chance of that, and
maybe that was her answer. She brought Jeremy here so that she could
make time stand still just long enough to figure out what she was
doing. 


“So,
Sandy,” Krysta said, winking at Lydia. “Tell me about your talent
show.”

Oh,
thank God,
Lydia
thought. You
are my best, best, best, best friend. Lydia
gave Krysta’s hand a squeeze and mouthed, “Thank
you.”

Krysta
mouthed back, “You
so owe me.”

“I’ll
buy you a ticket to the show, front row. That’s where they pick
people out of the audience and make them do skits in the improv
performances,” Lydia hissed in Krysta’s ear. 


Sandy
looked at the two of them with a skeptical expression and then said,
“You have no interest in the talent show.”

“Sure
I do,” Krysta argued.

“No,
all of her interest is in Caleb,” Lydia answered. That got her an
elbow in the ribs—two, in fact. Somehow her mother and Krysta both
managed to nudge her. Sandy’s elbow was decidedly more friendly. 


“Besides,”
Sandy said, “Caleb’s not here.”

Krysta
looked stricken. “What?” 


“He’s
in Boston, helping my mother.”

“Your
mother?” Krysta asked. 


“My
mother owns a diner.”

“Oh,
that’s right, Madge. Madge is your mom.” Krysta shook her head as
if clearing it. 


Lydia
frowned. “Why’s Caleb in Boston?”

“He’s
helping get the diner menu in shape.”

“He’s
done that before. Why would he need to actually go there?”

Sandy
shot Krysta the most subtle of glances, but Lydia picked up on it. “I
don’t know, but he’s been staying there while you were gone.
Wasn’t he at the apartment when you got back from Iceland?”

Lydia
shook her head slowly. “No, and Grandma didn’t say a word about
it.”

All
of the blood in Krysta’s face drained out. “That means he’s
with someone.”

Sandy’s
eyes lit up with a mix of glee, confusion and cunning.

“If
anyone knows where Caleb is, it’s my mother, and I’m sure we can
get to the bottom of this.”

“Caleb’s
a grown man. He can live his own life,” Krysta huffed. “You
should respect that,” she said, turning on Sandy, who took the
comment in stride and nudged Lydia once more. 



“Speaking
of brothers, where are Adam and Dan?”


“Off
at some campground industry thing in Texas,” Sandy huffed. “One
of the rare opportunities to have all my kids together and they have
to miss it.” Sandy’s quick wince made Lydia all too aware of the
other missing brother. Luke.


“Bummer.
They’re never around these days when I’m here.”


“Then
maybe you need to be here more,” Sandy said, a happy smile reaching
her eyes.


“If
the right man’s here, then maybe I’ll stay.” She smiled right
back.

“If
we’re gonna talk about love lives and men,” Sandy said, “I’d
rather talk about your Viking.”

“He’s
not a Viking.”

“He’s
quite attractive.”

That
stopped Lydia short. Sandy didn’t talk about physical attraction
and other men. Lydia generally avoided the subject. 


“He
is, in his own bizarre sort of way,” Krysta said, as if she were
shocked that the words came out of her own mouth.

“You
two done talking about how hot the guy I brought home is?”

“No,”
they said simultaneously, laughing.

“Speaking
of hot,” Sandy said, waving an imaginary fan in front of her face,
“we have a new long-term camper here who—oh my, oh my.” She
grinned at Lydia. “If you hadn’t brought someone home, I’d be
rushing to introduce you to him.”

“You
say that every season, Mom.” Lydia just shook her head.

“This
time I mean it, Lydia. You don’t know what you’re missing out on.
You’ve always been so afraid to take risks with your heart. But
then again, what am I thinking, pushing someone on you when you’ve
found Jeremy?”


An
uncomfortable silence stretched out between the three women, and as
it continued Lydia became more tongue-tied.

Sandy
peered closely at Lydia, and then her eyes flicked to Krysta, and
back. “You two have some catching up to do.” She patted Lydia’s
shoulder. “I’ll catch you later.”

Lydia
knew she meant that—she really would catch her later. Relief swept
over her. Talking about the past few weeks with Krysta would be hard
enough. Trying to explain it to her mother would be nearly
impossible. And then there were the dreams. The dreams hadn’t
stopped plaguing her, not once, not even with Jeremy’s arms wrapped
around her. His seemingly endless nude body pressed against hers,
their combined heat a cloud of comfort each night that she sank in
to. Even then, the dreams came. That was one thing she wouldn’t
talk about with Krysta, and certainly not with Sandy. Who
the hell could she talk about it with?
Mike?



You
can’t talk to a ghost.



As
Sandy walked down the path toward the store, Krysta found an old
stump littered with yellowed leaves and sat down on it, stretching
her legs out. It gave Lydia a chance to take a really good look at
her. “You’re…looking really good, Krysta,” she said, trying
to keep the tone of amazement out of her voice, worried that she
might offend her bestie. 


“Thank
you.” Krysta’s beaming face told Lydia that she’d said the
right thing. 


“What’s
going on? You have a new guy?” 


Shaking
her head, Krysta’s smile diminished by half. “No, just getting
into running.”

“Running?”

Krysta
nodded. “That whole ‘Couch to 5k’ thing that’s all over
Facebook, and people do it for two or three days and then you never
hear about it again…”

Lydia
laughed.

“I
stuck with it.” Krysta shrugged. Her legs were definitely more
muscular, and while she’d always been curvy, like Lydia, now there
was more definition to her. 


“Maybe
I’ll join you,” Lydia said.

Krysta
looked around, staring up at the giant oaks with their burnished
copper leaves. “If you just lived here and worked here,” she
said, “you’d get all the exercise you needed, wouldn’t you?”
Krysta gestured toward Sandy’s fading figure. “Your parents must
walk miles every day.”

“Mom
isn’t exactly slim,” Lydia cracked.

“But
she’s fit.”
Krysta’s nose crinkled on the last word, the rebuke a bit sharper
than either of them expected. “And fit is what counts.”

When
did we get on this topic?
Lydia wondered. All she’d done was try to give a compliment. 


“Besides,”
Krysta said, pursing her lips and taking a deep breath, “I don’t
want to talk about that. I want to talk about you and your
threesome.”

“My
what?” The dreams smacked her across the face. 


“Your
threesome. I mean…love triangle.”

“There’s
a big difference between a threesome and a love triangle, Krysta.”

“Not
from the outside.”

Blink.
Lydia didn’t know what to say in response to that. “There’s no
threesome, first of all,” she finally croaked out. “And second of
all, there can’t be a threesome when one of the people is
completely missing.”

“Do
you know anything about what’s going on with him?”

“I
assume you mean Michael Bournham.”

“No,
Lydia, I mean the Pope.”

“The
new Pope’s kind of interesting.”

Krysta
shot her a smirk. “Not as interesting as Michael Bournham.”

“I
don’t know where good old Mike is. It’s a mystery.”

Krysta
picked up an enormous leaf, bigger than the span of her hand, and
played with it in the sunlight. “Everybody’s talking about it at
work. Emails went out last week about layoffs.” Lydia’s heart
raced suddenly on Krysta’s behalf. A job loss right now would be
damn hard for her friend. She didn’t have a big family to fall back
on. 


“It
looks like I’m safe,” Krysta assured her. She rolled her eyes.
“Of course, I’ll end up taking on the work of another person and
a half just to keep my same job and salary.”

“That’s
nothing new,” Lydia said. 


Krysta
gave her a wry smile. “Yeah,” she said, shredding the leaf in
half and then picking it into tiny little pieces, dropping it on the
ground. “It’s not new, but the sense we all have is that once
Michael Bournham left…”

“He
didn’t leave, he was kicked out.”

“Okay,
fair enough. Once he was gone,”
she said
archly, “the whole tenor of the company changed. And now there are
layoffs, questions about entire divisions—the whole Iceland
experiment is being shut down entirely.”

A
flash of memory of Siggi lying on the ground outside the nightclub,
with the imprint of Jeremy’s knuckles smashed into his nose, made
Lydia start to giggle. Siggi would be in the unemployment line then,
right along with Lydia. 


“What’s
so funny?”

Lydia
plopped down on top of a pile of leaves on the ground and pulled her
knees up to her chest. “I’ll tell you more later. But nothing
about Mike?”

“Nothing
about him,” Krysta confirmed. “It’s a mystery. The tabloids
played with the story for a week or two, everyone at work was abuzz
and now it’s kind of like he was never there.”

Her
heart pierced, Lydia just sat with that idea. It’s
like he was never there.
Oh,
how she wished that were true. That what she’d had with him were
some simple dalliance that she could flush out of her mind quickly,
and brush off her body with a replacement touch from Jeremy. If it
were that simple, she wouldn’t be here right now, back home,
seeking sanctuary.

“What
about the video?” Krysta whispered. “That Diane chick. She
totally took the heat off you.”

“You
mean she took the blame.”

“I
don’t think blame
was the word that woman would use. I think she took on the fame.”

“Did
it get her anywhere?”

“I
think she has a Playboy
spread
coming up.”

Lydia
shuddered. “From what Jeremy told me, that should be an interesting
one. He might turn it into the backing for a dartboard.”

Krysta
laughed. “Give me an idea of what’s going on with you and
Jeremy.” 


Lydia
closed her eyes, a wave of warmth filling her at the thought of his
touch. Where
was he right now?
Probably
drinking a blueberry beer with her dad, or having the finer art of
tree placement in campgrounds for perfect hammock setups being
explained diligently by Miles. By now they’d be on the thirtieth or
fortieth pairing of trees on the campground, and she could imagine
Jeremy’s fake interest fading quickly. Would
he keep going? Would he go the distance to get to know her dad? Or
would he just fade out like Mike, as if he’d never been there?

“You’re
hurting.” Krysta’s words came out with a clinical detachment, as
if she were watching a patient struggle with an ailment. Not a
question, not a sweeping declaration—just a statement about Lydia’s
current countenance.

“Yes.”

The
two began to walk slowly down a well-worn path to the beach, out of
sync and pushing against each other occasionally, their movement so
slow it didn’t matter. 


“And
Jeremy? Things fall apart?” Krysta asked.

“No,”
Lydia said, sighing. “He’s great.”

“Then
what’s wrong?”

Lydia
snorted. “It’s not just some random hook-up. Mike sent him
there.” Mike. The word seemed wrong. Incongruous. Unnatural.
He was either Matt or Michael Bournham.

“You
started sleeping with your…”

“Bodyguard?”

Peals
of laughter poured out of Krysta’s mouth. “I can’t imagine
calling Jeremy anyone’s bodyguard. Ever. The man couldn’t punch a
time clock.” 


“Ha
ha.” Lydia paused, remembering that last week in Iceland. “He
took out a drunk Viking who was hitting on me in a club.”

Krysta
halted, feet crunching a set of pine cones, the overwhelming blanket
of pine scent making Lydia so glad she was home. “Jeremy actually
fought someone? He seems so…pacifistic.”

“You
mean he seems like he wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

“Right.
That. What happened?”

“There
was this guy I worked with. Siggi. He was at a dance club Jeremy and
I went to and he wouldn’t stop hitting on me. Followed us outside.
And he said the wrong thing and Jeremy clocked him.” In many ways
that shot had been like a face punch to her, as if life were
metaphorically giving her one big, painful message. It signified the
end of her life there.

“And
then the guy fell on me and pinned me to the ground, but Jeremy
couldn’t figure out how to get me up,” Lydia said, laughing.

“That
sounds more like the Jeremy I know.”

Lydia
hesitated, wanting so badly to share more with Krysta. Why the pause?
This was her best friend. Of course she should confess all. Of
course she should talk about Jeremy and her hopes and concerns.
Of course she should be able to share.

So
why the reluctance?

“I’m
not judging,” Krysta added, as if reading Lydia’s mind. “If he
makes you happy…”

“He
does.”

Big
smile. “Then that’s all that matters.” Krysta stopped and
stared straight ahead, her eyes scanning the woods ahead of them,
behind which Lydia knew the ocean lay, in constant motion, waiting
for nothing and no one. Content to just be.

“What?”
Krysta’s silence unnerved her.

Pulling
her eyes off the horizon, Krysta turned to Lydia, expression
unreadable, though wistful. “You have two men you’ve fallen for
recently. That’s more than most of us get in a year.” She
frowned, then counted openly on her fingers. “Three years.”

Ouch.
“You’ll find someone soon.” But it won’t be Caleb,
Lydia thought with a heaping dose of guilt. She loved the hell out of
her little brother, but there was no way he’d even consider dating
Krysta. Too besotted with one of the Stillman girls, Caleb lived for
his cooking and for her.

“Do
you know how hard it is to want someone who doesn’t even realize
you’re there?” Krysta’s eyes filled with pain.

Lydia
slung one arm around her shoulders and hid her own ache, thinking of
Mike. “Yes. Yes, I do.”

Jeremy’s
voice made her jump slightly as he said, “Hi,” gently from behind
her, an arm slung over her shoulders as her heart raced. 


“Great
timing,” Krysta said to him, making him look at the two women and
then frown slightly, edging away from Lydia.

“Should
I leave? Did I interrupt?” His face was calm and relaxed, a far cry
from what Lydia had expected.

“No.
Stay.” She and Krysta shared a look that Lydia assumed meant they’d
talk later. “Besides, Mom asked us to help her with a project.”

“What’s
that?” he asked.

“Knitting.”
In Iceland he’d made an unceremonious attempt to get to know Lydia
via unconventional methods that included crashing a knitting store.
The two giggled and Krysta waved them off as Lydia’s heart
struggled to find its beat.



Mike
stood on the water’s edge in one of the many inlets that dotted the
campground’s shoreline. The
vacation that wasn’t. Whatever Mike had imagined this month would
be like, he hadn’t factored in just how much of his old life needed
to be unwound and required his attention. Joanie had stayed on as
executive assistant to the interim CEO, and part of her job was
working with Mike to tie up loose ends related to his position at
Bournham Industries. From contracts that needed to be invalidated, to
signatures on forms that released him from responsibility or
liability for processes, all the way down to which new email address
he wanted his old email to be forwarded to, Joanie’s daily missives
in the form of email, texts and occasional voicemails were a brutal
reminder that just because he had made a decision to snap his life in
two and go off into a new future didn’t mean that the stressors of
his old life weren’t still around. 


In
spite of all that, he found himself slowly, almost reluctantly,
relaxing. It was hard not to, here at Lydia’s parents’
campground.

What
were trivial matters to him in his old life took on great importance
here. He had chatted with Sandy every day he’d been at the
campground. They’d spoken at the general store/office, or in the
game room, or at the playground—pretty much everywhere on the
grounds. The topic didn’t seem to matter. They could converse about
the cherry tomatoes and their sweetness, or point to small children
playing and frolicking, and talk about their antics, or discuss the
tides and what had washed up on shore that morning. The connection
was what she sought, and at first he found it intrusive. Over time it
became a part of his routine, and now, at the beginning of his third
week here, he was the one seeking the attention, the give and take,
that connection.

Pete,
on the other hand, was a doer. So were his sons. Chitchat and
conversation came as part of a project, from fixing a fence to
cooking the giant lobster and steak dinner that they held each week,
to pushing an RV out of a mud rut.

He
liked these people. He liked this life. He could have done with a
bathroom in his own cabin. But by the time he realized what a pain
that was, it was too late. All of the other homes on the campground
were taken. It was high season, Sandy had reminded him, and she was
sorry, but at least the price was right.

“Hey,
Mike,” Pete called out as the two men encountered each other. Mike
holding a mug of coffee this morning, Pete carrying some sort of tool
that escaped Mike’s understanding. It looked like a wrench with a
strange head on it and a set of pliers attached. It was the kind of
tool his own father would have known to name, but that Mike couldn’t.
That was part of a different life, one that he hadn’t lived until
this past month. 


“How’s
it going?” Pete asked. 


Mike
took a sip of coffee and looked up at the blue sky, a spare cloud
here and there, dotting what would otherwise be a clear landscape.
“It’s going well.”

“You
making plans for the talent show?”

He
knew what Pete meant—that was a pointed question asking if he’d
do a skit or an act. “I’m planning to be an active member of the
audience,” Mike said in a measured tone, a hint of a smile
twitching at the corner of his mouth. 


Pete
just shook his head slowly. “There was a time when we had to beat
people off with a stick, and tell ’em that the roster was full up
and it would take two or three years for them to get on stage.
Now”—he shrugged his shoulders—“everyone’s looking at Vines
on their phones and laughing at these little video skits you can find
on YouTube.” He took a long sigh and played with the tool in his
hand, switching it from palm to palm, as if it were a ping-pong ball
and not a twenty-pound piece of metal.

“Social
media’s destroyed a lot of things, hasn’t it, Pete?” Mike said
wryly. Pete’s hard stare unnerved Mike. It was the first time he’d
felt anything beyond neighborly chatting, or the down-east Maine
mentality that respected someone until they were proved wrong. 


“Yes,
that’s true,” Pete said slowly. And then, as if the change hadn’t
happened, his face shifted back to the genial Pete that Mike had
grown accustomed to. “I imagine you’re heading out to go in the
kayaks,” Pete said as he took a step toward his little work shed.

Mike
held up the mug in a gesture of cheers and then took a long gulp,
emptying it. “Now I am.” Kayaking was a good idea, for it would
help him think. He’d need to clock hundreds of hours paddling,
though, to find any peace inside. That was fine; the luxury of time
spread out before him.

“I
hope you’re getting what you wanted out of your vacation here,
Mike,” Pete said. He didn’t make eye contact, just tilted his
chin over his left shoulder.


As
he walked on, Mike noticed the loping gait of the tall, slim man, in
contrast with the cheerful countenance he generally exhibited. The
word depression, or sadness, didn’t cut it. There was, instead, a
contemplation in Pete this morning. Mike would have to “paddle it
out” to understand what might be going on inside the man. On the
other hand, Mike had plenty of his own issues to figure out. The
month was nearly up, and real life beckoned. For as much as he had
sorted out so many problems when he fled, so many of them had simply
followed him, and the rest? The rest were all waiting behind. But now
that he’d gotten to spend a significant amount of time on the
periphery of the Charles family, he felt he understood Lydia even
more. An ache that had been there from the day she left only grew
here, fostered and nurtured by the soil where she’d been raised by
the people who loved her and had helped to shape her into the woman
she’d become. 


He’d
left her to hang out to dry, hadn’t he? Never his intent—sending
her to Iceland was a hasty move, and one he now regretted. The
undoing of the European operations setup meant that her position was
tenuous at best, and he’d done as much as he could to help her, but
now he’d been completely untethered from technology for over a
week, enjoying going back in time to a childlike state in some ways.
Still a man, he had only that which was in front of him—a newspaper
and the ocean—and now, as he walked steadily toward the shore, he
would hop into a sea kayak and roam the shore for hours, powered only
by his own arms, by his core, by all of the small muscles that made
up the push of his body over the water, of his own volition. 





Chapter
Two

The
brush of a man’s unshaven face startled her, the movement so
unexpected between her thighs that she felt a flush begin not in her
face, nor across her breasts, but in the skin just above her mons,
spreading down and across her hipbones, the feeling illicit and
exhilarating, a moan coming forth from her mouth as the sandpapery
feel of his chin against her lips morphed into a very different feel,
tongue stroking her sensitive, wet self in such a sensual motion she
couldn’t do anything but moan.

Two
strong hands slid under her ass, grasping flesh as if savoring it,
and then—the heat of another body, this one against her chest, two
hands taking in her breasts, a second mouth against her earlobe,
teeth nipping, coarse skin making her shiver as hot breath whispered
her name.

The
tongue on her clit took its time, as if it were lazy and indulgent,
in no hurry to finish its work, choosing instead to linger and love.
An orgasm accelerated from a dull fire to a flaming pillar inside
her, core superheated and body bucking against his mouth.

And
then—one muscled cock inside her, sliding against her slickness as
he plunged in, the room tilting as pleasure exploded through her, the
timing so perfect she tightened and couldn’t ever imagine letting
go as he pumped into her, Lydia suddenly in his lap and controlling
the movement as another body stroked her clit from behind, making a
trail of her juices up to each nipple, using her own wetness to add
the right amount of pinched pain to make her clamp down even more on
the other man’s hardness, her body all rhythm and flow as four
hands claimed her, the man behind her unseen yet known.

Looking
down, her breath hitched with each thrust, the man’s eyes closed,
features blurred and unfocused. And then he opened his eyes.

China
blue.

Turning
sharply, she sought to see the man behind her, the room a faded,
misty, glowing orb around them. No scent but their combined musk, no
sound but their fevered breath, no touch but the clarity of each hand
on her mons, her clit, her ass, her breasts, one hand now holding her
hair over her shoulder, creating a curtain around the man she impaled
herself against, the other man—those eyes.

Sapphires.

Mike
and Mike? Warmth poured over her as wave after tight wave of climax
hit her, waking her—

Waking
her.


Before
she even opened her eyes, the sounds outside told her exactly where
she was: tucked away in one of the guest cabins that her mother had
likely scrambled to set aside for her when she let them know that she
was coming. Keeping her eyes closed, she reached across the rough
sheets, her hip aching on the lumpy mattress. A ray of sunshine shot
through the tiny little window as if aimed directly at her face, and
she turned, squinting one eye, flinching in pain. A deep breath, and
she felt the crisp autumn chill. These cabins were barely heated, and
she and Jeremy, in the passion of the night, had forgotten to turn on
the small ceramic heater that would have fought the elements
valiantly and still lost. Fortunately, the down comforter—she
looked carefully—the two down comforters that Sandy had left
for them sufficed through the night. That and body heat, and, of
course, her dream. 


With
a start, she began to sit up, then froze. A man’s arms, sprinkled
liberally with dark brown hair, encased her. The air was freezing,
but her body was warm, nether regions throbbing with need.

At
least I’m not sleepsturbating, she thought, the faintest hint
of a chuckle rumbling in her chest and throat. Jeremy’s steady
breath faltered briefly when she made the silent, self-deprecating
sound. She stilled. He settled back into sleep.

In
future months Lydia would wonder if that dream were a premonition of
sorts, as if her subconscious had been screaming, waving runway
lights and flashing red signals in a desperate effort to get her to
realize what was coming.

Or,
maybe, she just desperately wanted Mike.

The
truth would be found somewhere in between. Kind of like Lydia
herself.

Between
two men.

One
of those men, though, was here. Blissfully here and all male, hot
skin wrapped around her, strong legs pressed against her softer
thighs, chest against her back, her ass sliding against a very stiff
symbol of how he affected her.

Both
subconsciously and very, very consciously.

Lydia
rolled over to face Jeremy, who always looked so rumpled and sweet
every morning. His eyes were closed, long lashes residing against his
cheeks, face serious and contemplative. Careful to keep every spare
inch of skin under the thick down comforter, she slid one arm under
his neck, slinging one leg over his hips.

“Well,
good morning,” he murmured against her cheek as she peppered his
jawline with kisses. “That’s one hell of a wake-up call. I rather
like this hotel.”

“Wait
until I pull out the maid uniform,” she whispered, reaching down to
stroke him.

His
groan was a victory she didn’t realize she needed. The force of his
kiss shocked her. How could he go from asleep to on top of her, mouth
bruising hers, tongue exploring without mercy, so quickly?

Don’t
question it, she told herself.

Enjoy
it.

As
his palm trailed its way to find her wet and wanting, his mouth moved
into a grin of delight, her eyes closed, her lips noting the change
in him. 


“You’re
wet.”

“You’re
perceptive.”

“You’re
ready?”

“You’re
slow.” With that, she altered her leg’s position and centered
herself on his tip, curling her hips out to let him enter her—just
an inch. Not enough.

Never
enough.

Without
breaking their connection, Jeremy hovered over her, the fluidity of
their acting in concert a lover’s dance she knew innately. It
worked, and soon she was filled with him, his arms on either side of
her, biceps bulging with effort that made her swell and moan, knowing
it was all for her.

Her.

The
orgasm was right there, waiting impatiently, tapping its feet and
eager to begin the festivities. Last night their lovemaking had been
slow and generous, sleeping and explorative, with as much time as
they liked and a reconnection from being torn apart by obligations
and her dad’s need to steal Jeremy away and put him through various
litmus tests.

Now?
Now she just wanted to get fucked, and fucked well, and for Jeremy to
drive the dream out of her via cockhammer.

“You
feel so good,” he rasped; Lydia’s ears perked for the telltale
sign all men release before they come. Their couplings had been so
few since getting together (though copious for such a short time
period), yet this eluded her. She needed more time, more lovemaking,
more—

More.

Unable
to catch his tell, her own climax slammed into her by surprise,
transporting her to ecstasy via first-class upgrade, the sweetness of
this orgasm in this moment so pure and eternal she could love in this
state forever, Jeremy whispering her name until he tensed and poured
into her, friction and passion and adrenaline most welcome
cabinmates.

A
blast of cold air cut her pleasure short as Jeremy arched his back
up, still in her though fading, and planted one kiss on each of her
achingly pert nipples, the peach nubs fused into near steel by the
cold.

“Are
you crazy?” she squealed, hopelessly flailing to find the cover’s
edge with hands too short to reach. A smack on that beautifully
rock-solid ass was her only defense.

“Crazy
about you.” With a simple twist and grab he pulled the covers over
them, a shiver that made him fall out of her taking over that
never-ending body, so male and tall and relaxed—a mixed message of
humanity she enjoyed getting to know.

Cuddling
under the covers, they sat in silence, Jeremy blowing puffs of air
that turned to translucent white clouds.

“Holy
shit. I didn’t realize it was that cold.”

“October
in Maine. It could snow.” A light punch on the shoulder made him
laugh.

“If
it snows, does this cabin have a fireplace?”

“Wood
stove.”

“Coffee
maker?”

Lydia
pointed to the tiny “kitchen,” a table with a mini-fridge,
microwave and a coffee maker. “Yep. Mom put them in a few years
ago.”

“Coffee?”
His hopeful tone made her laugh.

“Something
from the grocery store. I’m sure she stocked a small can.”

“Then
I have everything I need.” A light kiss on her nose made her heart
swell.

“No
beer.”

He
pretended to clutch his heart. “Dealbreaker! I’d have to go out
in the snow, then.”

“You
have to go anyhow. Talent show, remember?”

Propping
up on one elbow, he turned to her, a half-smile stretching his face
from amused to perplexed. “Your dad is really gunning for me to be
in this thing.”

She
couldn’t help it—the laughter came. “He does that to everyone.
Don’t take it personally.”

“Why
does he want me to eat marshmallows shot out of someone’s nose?”

“It’s
a litmus test.”

He
cocked one eyebrow.

“If
it’s too gross, then don’t—”

Jeremy
snorted. “I’ve eaten way worse in Southeast Asia.”

“Then
a snot-covered marshmallow shouldn’t be too bad.”

“Will
your brothers promise not to beat me up if I do it?”

“My
brothers? You’re afraid of them?” she scoffed.

“Not
afraid, but that Miles…”

“Miles
is a big baby.”

“Emphasis
on big.”

“He’s
your size!”

“That’s
big to me. Iceland freaked me out. You live most of your life
avoiding eye contact on general principle and find it easy because
everyone’s shorter than you. And now you throw not one, but two
men my size my way…”

“Wuss.”

“I
punched a guy out for you! How can I be a wuss?”

He
had her there. 


Another
cold blast. Geez, the guy didn’t understand Maine weather. Who
wasted perfectly good body heat like that?

A
guy who’d spent the better part of ten years in the tropics.

So
why wasn’t he cold? The crisp, cold air seemed not to bother him in
the least. Which was good, right? It boded well for the future.

Whatever
that might be.

The
rustle of kitchen supplies and then, within a minute, the beginning
gurgles of a coffee maker made Lydia deliriously happy on top of
being ridiculously satisfied.

“There’s
no cream or sugar in here, so I hope you’re okay with black,”
Jeremy said, walking from around a large hutch in the single-room
cabin, completely naked and holding two hot mugs of coffee, and
shivering. 


“Are
you insane?” she said, enjoying the eye candy. “Everything’s
smaller in the cold, isn’t it?”

“Hey!”
He recoiled, as if offended. “I resemble that remark.” He looked
down. “Really resemble that remark. Now get over so I can get under
the covers.” Setting the hot mugs of coffee down on the end table,
he scurried under, ice-cold hands sliding between her thighs, making
her yelp. “Consider that payback,”
he growled, and then nipped at her neck. 



His
thighs pressed against her, calves entangled between, their feet
jockeying for warmth. That smaller, shriveled member rose up as her
own heat infused his body, and she realized once again her power.
Snuggling under the covers, she wanted nothing more than this. He
kissed her neck, sat up and handed her a cup of coffee. “We both
need this and we should drink it before it’s too cold.”

“This
is nothing like the coffee in Iceland,” she said, suddenly wistful.

“I’ll
bet if you asked your parents to build you a garden-top lounging area
with a coffee shop underneath, they’d do it.” He snickered, and
the first sense of unease on this trip, other than the drive into the
campground, hit her.

“What
do you mean by that?” she said, trying to cover it, using a jocular
tone that was more fake than sincere.

“I
mean your dad adores you.” His voice went husky. “And your
mom…God, I got the third degree last night.” He rubbed his eyes
and took a sip of the coffee, staring straight ahead. 


Lydia
didn’t know what to make of it. Was this good? Was this bad? Was he
afraid? Was he going to run away? Everything was so new, and unlike
with Matt, this felt more like real life. Everything during her short
time with Matt—no, Mike—had been a wonderland, completely
divorced from who she really was and how she really lived. Having
Jeremy here in her bed, naked next to her, having just made coffee
and bringing it to her, making comments and asking questions along
with astute observations—it all struck home. Home. That was what
this was about. She was home. 


She’d
never been home with Mike, had she? Never had a chance to see how he
would operate with Pete or Sandy, or Miles, or any of them. There was
no awkward meshing of her past and her present. That she was
forging with Jeremy, wasn’t she? The unease, then, was the feeling
of letting a man in. Bringing him here was an enormous step, and one
that Sandy had acknowledged, and Krysta, and Miles, and Pete, and all
of them. Because Lydia didn’t do that. 


She
drank her coffee and stared straight ahead. The silence was
overwhelmed by the chatter of birds and squirrels, and other forest
critters. Leaves wisped against the cabin, falling softly to the dirt
ground outside. The shouts of small children running about, and the
occasional whir of a bike wheel flying past, were all she heard. 



Something
dull and checked out in Jeremy’s eyes faded as he turned and looked
down at her. Sitting up in bed, with the comforter pulled up to their
chins, one arm looped out for the coffee mug. She felt like a couple,
like a settled couple, and yet what was she supposed to do
with the dreams? 


It
was not as if Mike and she and Jeremy were going to live in some
happy, unconventional polyamorist vision of perfection, right?
Gulping her coffee, she damn near burned the back of her mouth,
Jeremy’s eyes questioning, but his mouth remaining firmly shut.



“Where
are you taking me?” Jeremy demanded, Lydia’s silence driving him
nuts. The campground was growing on him—especially the crisp autumn
air and making love under the thick down comforter in their cabin
last night. And this morning. And, hopefully, tonight…

He
hardened at the memory of her soft moans and hips rising up to meet
his tongue, how her hands roamed his back and squeezed his ass while
he pumped into her, the way her eyes closed and lips parted in deep
concentration right before an orgasm…

A
man could definitely get used to this.

The
Lydia she’d become in one short day was remarkable. A blend of the
woman he’d met and who had unfolded before him in Iceland with
someone more textured, more centered, Lydia scampered ahead of him on
a trail that seemed abandoned, the skeletal echo of foot traffic
reflected only in a thin strip of bare ground, not quite the width of
his foot, that snaked between overgrown brush and tiny pine trees.
Whoever had traversed this path last had done so with light feet.

“You’ll
see in a minute,” she called back. Worn jeans cupped her ass like a
man’s grateful hands, the faded denim contouring in all the right
places. He nearly drooled, marveling at that lush ass and the flannel
shirt that flew with her movement, the tails behind her, flapping as
she half-ran to her destination. She wore boots purchased in
Iceland—strong, black things that she’d fallen in love with on
her second-to-last day in Reykjavik, babbling a series of words
involving hiking details as if speaking another language.

For
Jeremy, boots were boots. They covered your feet and made it easy to
manage trails. Done. End of discussion.

Sure-footed
and swift, she moved with a catlike grace that surprised him.
Accustomed to seeing her in Iceland, in the city, a fish out of
water, the ownership she possessed here at her family’s campground
was so different. Lydia didn’t walk in the woods like someone on a
simple stroll. She claimed the land with each footstep, dominating it
the way someone who has memorized every inch of territory
demonstrates mastery without needing to try.

Just
like she did in bed.

The
morning’s activities took over his body like a flash mob of lust,
his dick hardening and blood pounding. That made hiking more of a
challenge, and he lagged behind as he willed himself down just enough
to keep walking at Lydia’s determined clip.

“Slowpoke!”
she called back.

If
only you knew.

Long
legs gave him an evolutionary advantage, and with a few tight
squeezes that made his testicles cry “Uncle!”, he
contorted his body under some brush to catch up to her, finding her
perched at the edge of a breathtaking alcove, the ocean’s water
like rippled mirrors against the backdrop of a burnished gold island
behind it, the sun still muted in the sky. Saltwater-flavored air
licked at his lips, and when he inhaled deeply, it was as if he took
her in along with the ocean’s taste. The Lydia he’d met at that
charity ball, the one he’d known in Iceland—was she the real
self? Because the woman he’d been shown this past day was more
layered and nuanced than he’d suspected.

And
it pleased him.

She
snuggled against him, tucked nicely at his rib, and he welcomed the
affection as much as the warmth. “How are you so hot?” he asked,
surprised by the volume of body heat she emanated.

“I’ll
bet you say that to all the women,” she said in a seductive voice.

“Only
the ones who wake me with morning sex in the equivalent of an igloo.”

“Given
your travels, that makes me the third?”

He
snorted, completely taken off guard. “That makes you the only.”

Her
grip on him tightened, her shoulders relaxed, and they melted into
each other’s warmth, the sun poking its head out from behind a
cloud. In the still of the woods, at water’s edge, the ocean lapped
a quiet, meditative chant against the shells and jagged rocks on
shore, birds in the distance and the scent of burning firewood making
its way to them.

Both
inhaled deeply, the rise and fall of Lydia’s chest under his
fingertips so lovely he almost couldn’t stand it, then he heard a
muffled “That’s what she said.”

Unable
to leave that unchallenged, he turned and kissed her fiercely,
pulling back and achieving his goal: a shocked, aroused Lydia stood
before him, arms wrapped around herself, cheeks pink and eyes wide,
as he pulled her to the ground on a bed of leaves, her body pliant
and willing.

More
willing than he’d thought.

“Again?”
She laughed, the sound throaty and seductive, making him hard again,
making him sure of himself and of her. “You ever make love outside,
Jeremy?” His name rolled off her tongue like a lick of his cock,
like the feel of her mouth wrapped around him, the hot, wet truth of
the universe in one package.

Lydia.

Plenty
of times, he thought, but he didn’t want to say that. Ten years
of enjoying the carnal side of life dissolved into a sense of a past
age, a time when following his dick seemed passé.
Why buy drugstore chocolate when you could get fine cacao from an
exotic, shade-grown artisanal estate?

“Never
at a campground in Maine,” he murmured against her neck, fingers
diving into her hair, sliding the long, silky strands behind her ear,
reaching up to kiss her neck. She shivered, half from the air’s
chill and half from—

Her
hips pressed into his thigh, finding his own arousal. “You really
are ready,” she whispered, the surprise drained from her voice, a
new infusion of interest making him shut up and just kiss her,
stopping all the words that were getting in the way of sinking into
her and being enveloped by that gorgeous body, curves so womanly and
making him want her more than he knew he could want anyone.

Leaves
mixed in her hair as his hands plunged in, savoring the richness of
her, bringing her closer to him, tongues dancing with a familiarity
that said having more was fun and good and celebratory. Her name
thrust into his thoughts like a chant, a mantra he couldn’t
control, his entire life taken over by her as much as his body was
consumed by her as well.

He
was a goner.

Lydia.

The
skin along his legs was chilling, her cold hands now snaking under
his sweatshirt, sweater and thermal shirt, the clash of the cold
outside air and her icy hands making him gasp.

“I
asked if you’d ever done this before. Prepare to freeze parts of
you that aren’t meant to be exposed to the cold,” she murmured
against his mouth as his own frozen hands found her breasts. Her turn
to gasp as he pushed the underwired cups up, popping warm, lush lobes
out of their confinement, wanting his mouth on them but knowing even
that would be too much.

Hands
would have to do.

Her
breath came in ragged swallows as she tried to continue speaking.
“I…oh, that’s nice. What about…oh, God.” One hand found the
waistband of her pants, and his mind paused. Logistics. How would
they…? How could they…?

“What
if someone finds us?” he asked, one eyebrow cocked as she writhed
from his touch.

“No
one knows about this area. People avoid it because of the poison
ivy.”

Oh,
fuck. “Ivy? You know I’m allergic, right?” 


“All
that twisting and contorting earlier that you bitched about? That was
me steering you clear of it.” She cupped his bulge. “Do you
really want to talk about poison ivy right now?”

“No.”
The itch he needed to scratch was very different.

“Good.”
Lydia took the upper hand here, skilled and swift as she unbuttoned
his pants with an expertise that impressed him, then straddled him,
her own pants unbuttoned but not yet pulled down.

“You
ready to freeze your ass off?” Like a cellist playing a solo of
notes so low the vibration could still his heart, Lydia’s voice
went to a sultry place that tugged at the root of him, centered and
in perfect pitch.

She
wasn’t kidding—as her strong, icy fingers snaked under his pants
at his hipbones and yanked his boxer briefs down, his ass was greeted
with the shock of freezing, dry leaves, that crackling sound either
the crunch of the woodland debris beneath them or his now-released
cock breaking in two from the cold.

“Oh,
look! The North Pole,” she said, staring at his tight erection.

“It’s
about to become a melted Popsicle if you don’t climb on it,” he
hissed, his own hands scrambling for her waistband; he wanted to
thrust into her warmth as fast as possible. His ass clenched in
reaction to the chill as she rose up, lifting one leg over him, and
slid one creamy leg out of her pants.

And
then, sweet mercy, she just took him right on in. Home.

I’m
home.

The
ceiling of empty tree branches, reaching for each other high in the
sky, coupled with more than a few tall pines that creaked and groaned
in the quiet morning diverted his attention for a split second from
the gorgeous creature now riding him, his pole perfectly north now
and buried nicely in her. 


“I’ve
been a naughty girl,” she whispered in his ear, bending over him,
hiking her hips up just enough to make an inch of him exposed to the
cold air, his own breath hitching.

The
waves rolled and crashed a few score yard off shore, turning to
gentle ripples that lapped at the ragged shore. Soothing and
engrossing, it made for a soundtrack he didn’t anticipate,
stretching time out in the repeated motion of the tide. He took her
mouth with his and ran his hands under her layers, finding those
abundant breasts again, wanting to taste them, wanting to pull out of
her and savor her, to find ecstasy in her clit, her scent, to make
the world go away and pinpoint to nothing more than shared sensation.

But
it was too damn cold for that.

She
rose up and her movements took on the urgency he’d come to
recognize in her, his own release right there and ready, the burst of
warmth and need as she flooded their coupling with hot juices and
fevered grinding against his cock so welcome he burst into a grin
watching her.

Home.



After
three weeks of near-daily sea kayaking, Mike had developed the
closest thing to a routine that he ever planned to have on vacation.
Every morning he woke when his body wanted, and every evening he fell
asleep when his mind let him. The in-between was his to invent as the
day unrolled, lazy and free.

But
sea kayaking was in there somewhere, a welcome retreat from his own
head and from socializing on the campground. Out on the water, his
body propelling him through the water via the torque and flow of his
own arms’, shoulders’ and waist’s effort, he could just be.

And
being was fairly new to him.

Too
bad he had to be alone.

The
alcove he’d found last week beckoned to him now, a place to pull up
to shore and just sit and watch the ocean. Sometimes he’d run
aground and rest on an exposed tree root, staring at the tiny waves
as the ocean’s pattern changed. Other times he just paused here,
the trees grown out and over the little inlet, giving the spot the
feel of a canopied treasure, tucked away for fairies and gnomes. Such
childhood thoughts were so foreign to him, but they came easily here
at the campground.

So
much came easily.

And,
this morning, it appeared someone was coming quite easily, for as
Mike turned the small corner to the left to go into the little
lagoon-like formation, he was greeted by the sight of two lovers
going at it at the water’s edge, a smattering of tiny pine saplings
their only cover.

Whoa.

He
started to paddle backwards; why begrudge anyone their privacy for an
intimate moment? The woman’s fluid, sensual movements as she rode
her guy were entrancing, and Mike felt himself responding to the
scene unfolding before him. If he hesitated for a few seconds before
extracting himself from the intimacy of it all, would that be such a
sin? After all, nature in all its forms should be appreciated, right?

The
woman’s back was to him, long, flowing hair matted with brown and
yellow leaves, her shoulders broad and strong, covered in the
ubiquitous flannel shirts that everyone in Maine wore this time of
year. A quick glance down at his own chest made him chuckle. He’d
joined them. 


“Bespoke
or be naked”—that guy didn’t exist any more. Thank God.

Her
arms reached down to the very lucky man she was fucking, joints
catlike and appreciative. A rush of heat took him over—much needed
in the chilly fall air, but forging an ache in parts below as he
thought of Lydia.

Lydia.

Lydia?
With a turn of her head and a moan he swore he’d recognize
anywhere, he thought he must be deceiving himself. You’re
out of your fucking mind, Mike, he chided.

But
it’s her parents’ campground.

“Oh,
Jeremy,” the woman’s voice said, choking with passion.

Holy
shit.

Nope.
Not deceiving himself. 


He
was watching the woman he loved make love to his best friend.

Other
men would have turned away the second he came upon the scene. Yet
other men would turn away this very moment. Still more men would rush
to shore, storm up the small beach, rip her off Jeremy and beat the
ever-loving shit out of his best friend with his own ripped-off cock.

And
while Mike had a fleeting moment of feeling like all of those men,
the man he truly was simply watched.

And
learned.

And
appreciated.

Watching
Jeremy make love to a woman he himself had made love to wasn’t
exactly new. There’d been Dana most recently, and there was a
flowing sense of reasonableness and knowing in all their intimate
relations. The rush of watching Dana receive pleasure from both of
them, of knowing she was thoroughly and openly given whatever she
needed, was something he couldn’t explain in words. It just was.
Having Jeremy as the third—that the two men would find one woman
not to share, but to please—was as much a part of his
sexuality as having a cock and balls.

He
was just that way.

Jealousy
was saved for men who stepped in and tried to take what was his.
Lydia wasn’t his—and never really had been. One bad decision had
led to a domino topple of unimaginable proportions, and he’d asked
Jeremy to look out for Lydia in Iceland, knowing full well the
implications of what that might mean.

Now
it was staring him in the face.

Or,
rather, he was staring at its back and legs, hearing the groans of
release and Lydia’s restrained screams as she bucked against
Jeremy, his legs pulled up and used as leverage to thrust up into
her, the sight of the two of them so electrifying and grounding that
he could only watch.

Not
react.

As
they finished and hurried to pull their clothes back on, giggling as
lovers do, he paddled backward enough to hide. Lydia’s face was
animated and radiant, while Jeremy was joking and tender. Their
interactions were natural and loving. If he didn’t know how new
their relationship was, he’d have assumed they had been a couple
for a long time, more settled than they were.

Watching
them make love hadn’t upset him.

That
thought did, though. Jeremy was finding something with Lydia that
Mike had touched, but never had the opportunity to explore. And now…

What
now?

A
strong wave set Mike’s kayak up in a rhythmic pattern in the choppy
waters, giving him a choice: fight the waves, or steel his core and
go with the flow until the wave subsided. The Michael Bournham of the
past ten years was a fighter.

But
now?

Which
Mike was he?





Chapter Three

Lydia
watched her third consecutive episode of Whose Line Is It Anyway?
with her father on one side of her, snuggled into Jeremy’s side
under a quilt her great-grandma had made, her sides aching from
laughing so hard. The morning’s wild sex—twice in an hour—was a
glowing memory, and after two lattes made on her dad’s new machine,
they’d settled in to watch the show at Pete’s urging.

“This
one! This is the skit I think you two should lead for the talent
show,” he said, pointing to some interaction involving invented
superheroes, requiring the improv actor to continue a skit in the
character of ridiculous, made-up superheroes.

“Overcaffeinated
Man!” Lydia shouted.

“The
Stamplicking Kid,” Pete added.

“No
one licks stamps any more,” Jeremy said, perplexed. “They’re
all stickers.”

“He’s
got a point, Dad,” Lydia said in response to Pete’s sad face.

“Okay,
how about the Amish Buggy Whipmaker Kid?” Pete grunted.

“Captain
Barnraiser!” Jeremy took a Superman pose and stroked an imaginary
beard. That got her dad to laugh, and gave Lydia a second to pause
and take it all in.

Life
was good.

Mike.
Every time she felt comfortable with Jeremy, or pushed away the chaos
of the last month or two, his name popped into her head. It used to
be Matt, her subconscious still at work sorting the deception
out. Now, though, her brain seemed to have finally integrated that
Mike was Matt.

Mike.

Self-sabotage
was never fun. Just as she shifted into a world of acceptance, and
just as she and Jeremy were forging a new level of their
relationship, Mike had to come along and interrupt, inserting himself
where he wasn’t wanted.

Or
was he?

Wanted,
that is.

“Hello?”
Pete waved a hand in front of her face. “Earth to Oblivious Woman.”
He and Jeremy stared at her expectantly.

“How
about Wonder Woman?” Jeremy kissed the top of her head and she
stretched out, careful to keep her cold feet under the blanket. Damn,
the man was so tall. No part of her was left without a piece of him
to keep her warm.

Except
for her feet.

In
bed, naked, she could slip them between his thighs, always yielding
the expected yelp of surprise, then yielding so much more…

Rein
it in, Lydia. Dad’s perplexed look made her libido disappear.

“Awkward
Family Photos Man!” she blurted out.

“Good
one,” Pete muttered. “See? You two are good at this.”

“I
am not performing,” Lydia said flatly.

“Why
not?” Jeremy caught her eye, the question friendly and curious. He
actually cared. Really seemed to want to know. Her
relationship—whatever you called it—with Mike had been so
charged, so clipped and constrained by so many rules and distractions
that she’d never been given the opportunity to just hang out like
this. Getting to know Mike was an exercise in corporate politics, in
violating the norm, in making up rules and breaking them.

Jeremy?
With Jeremy it just flowed. He was a sport for coming here and being
awesome and tolerating all her family’s quirks.

So
far. 


It
hadn’t been quite twenty-four hours. Give it time. “Fish and
houseguests—both start to smell after three days,” her mother
always said. Which was odd for a woman who ran a campground, and
Lydia told her so.

“Paying
guests are different from houseguests, Lydia,” Sandy had sniffed.
“Besides, family isn’t the same. Family is always welcome. But
that doesn’t mean they don’t turn rotten after a while.”

Was
Jeremy morphing from houseguest to family before her eyes?

What
about her heart?

“I’ll
tell you why Lydia doesn’t want to perform,” Miles said, walking
into the Charles’ living room and plunking down in a leather
recliner. “It goes all the way back to, what—’95? ’96?”

“Shut
up,” she barked at him, the old, uncomfortable feeling at the
memory stirring inside her.

“Good
thing we didn’t have YouTube back then,” Miles added, his voice
with just enough edge to make her widen her eyes and give him a death
glare. Don’t you dare, that look said.

Don’t
you fucking dare.

Jeremy
cleared his throat and stood, peeling his awesome warmth off of her,
leaving her cold and, now, on guard with Miles and her dad. “Want a
drink? I’m getting more water, and…”

Both
men looked at him with neutral eyes.

“Anyone?”

“I’m
good,” the three said in unison. Jeremy nodded and walked out of
the room.

“He’s
nice,” Pete whispered.

“I’ll
rip your balls off,” Lydia started, eyes glued to Miles.

“Lydia!”
her dad barked.

“Miles
is threatening to tell my talent show story!” she whined, hearing
her nine-year-old self emerging.

“It’s
a cute story,” Pete said in a nostalgic voice, eyes softening,
chest starting to buck with muted laughter. Lydia hoped they’d see
reason and not say a word to Jeremy, who returned with a full glass
of water and inserted himself right back on the couch. Curling up
against him, she shot her dad and Miles daggers.

Don’t
you dare.

“I
want to hear about Lydia’s talent,” Jeremy said.

“You
know my talents,” she stage-whispered in his ear.

All
three men turned a lovely shade of pink, her dad looking a bit
sickly. Miles snickered, and Jeremy stared straight ahead, eyebrows
raised. 


“Until
you set the cat’s tail on fire, you were doing so well,” Pete
blurted out.

“Dad!”

“And
then it ran up that tree. You’re lucky Madge was here, because if
she hadn’t thrown that rock with such precision—”

“Madge?”
Jeremy asked.

“Grandma
has perfect aim,” Lydia said in a dead voice.

“—the
cat would never have fallen out. But then it ran for the outhouse and
fell in—”

“And
started the outhouse fire,” Miles added.

“Five
fire departments!” Pete exclaimed. “You don’t see that out here
in rural Maine! We had some trucks come from nearly two hours away.”

“Fire
was still burning when they got here,” Miles crowed. “We were
allowed to stay up all night that night. And that was the first time
I ever saw Mom get drunk.”

Lydia
buried her head under the blanket as Jeremy pivoted between the two
men, seeming to take it all in. Her old nickname “Lydia Chlamydia”
was not nearly as bad as this.

“We
learned not to store propane tanks that close to outhouses,” Pete
said.

“Yeah,
not when you have a kid who twirls flaming batons, Dad,” Miles
said.

“And
some of the fire departments now have the Lydia Protocol,” Pete
explained to Jeremy.

He
gave her a squeeze as she refused to come out from under the blanket.
“The Lydia Protocol?” Jeremy asked politely.

Miles’
voice shifted to that of an announcer, a grandiose sound that made
Lydia want to punch him in the neck. “Never assume that a fire
extinguisher and two buckets of water on stage is enough to mitigate
the possible fire that can result from letting a child twirl a
flaming baton.”

“You
were really good, honey,” Pete said, his face sympathetic, though
his eyes danced with mirth.

“I
hate you all,” she muttered.

“You’re
good at setting things on fire,” Jeremy said, poking his head under
the blanket.

“Including
a large volume of shit,” Miles chimed in.

“Maybe
I should set you on fire, then.”

And
with that, Miles took off, calling back over his shoulder as Lydia
poked her head out. “Hide the cat if Lydia’s in the talent show!”

“You
thinking of twirling again?” Sandy had walked into the room just as
Miles left. She carried a pile of receipts and a cup of coffee. Her
face was neutral. Decidedly too neutral.

“Only
if Miles in nearby and wearing a tail.”

Sandy
made a sour face. “He’s just teasing you.”

“You
all tease me.”

“I’d
tease you, too, with that story,” Jeremy said.

She
whacked his ribs. “Traitor!”

“It
was funny in a horrible kind of way. Except the entire campground
smelled like burning…feces,” Sandy said, halting herself from
using an expletive. “For a very long time. And the poor cat.” She
shook her head sadly.

“What
happened to the cat?” Jeremy asked. Lydia cringed.

“Well,”
Sandy said slowly, her eyes cutting between Lydia and Jeremy, “After
it fell in the outhouse and set the shit, er…feces on fire, it
scrambled out and ran to the ocean. My mom found it the next day,
bruised in the eye from the rock she’d thrown at it, tail burnt
down like a wizard’s wand, and the vet we took her to didn’t even
charge us for treating her. Said it was the best story he’d heard
in his thirty-year career.”

Jeremy
looked at Lydia, then Sandy.

“I
have a question.”

“What?”
Lydia whined.

“Was
the cat’s name Lucky?”

Both
women groaned. “Actually, yes,” Sandy said, laughing.

And
that was the moment when Lydia realized she’d fallen a little bit
in love with him.

More
than a little bit.



Mike
crouched down on a fallen log at the very end of a long trail on the
side across from the campground, waiting for something. 


He
didn’t know what.

A
ten mile hike, walking at the fastest clip he could push himself to
achieve, had only made his hamstrings scream, and left him sweaty and
dehydrated. The rotting log looked safe enough, and as it was on the
edge of the trail, he decided to sit and contemplate for a bit.

Driving
his body hard was old hat to him.

Driving
his mind to stop thinking about the implications of Lydia’s
homecoming was all too fresh and novel.

And
then there was Jeremy…

Once
Lydia and Jeremy saw him, the entire charade would be over. Outed
again. When the hell did he become some sort of man in
disguise, like a spy with really low stakes? Being part of Meet
the Hidden Boss had seemed so strategic, a tactic that was
supposed to pay off—and pay off big.

Instead,
it shattered his world and nearly destroyed Lydia’s. The only
person who had come out remotely ahead in this crazy game was Diane,
who was supposedly in talks with FX to have her own reality TV show.

Everyone
else was walking wounded.

Maybe
not Lydia, though. Her enjoyment with Jeremy was evident. She seemed
happy enough. Back home in the fold with her wonderful, nurturing
parents, getting to know Jeremy, getting over Mike…maybe that was
exactly how he should leave it.

Everything
in him screamed no.

Leaving
wasn’t in his nature. Walking away wasn’t what he did. The past
month or two of his life was the exception—not the rule. The rule
in Michael Bournham’s life was to pick a goal and achieve it.

Losing
Lydia had been soul crushing—not only because he’d lost someone
he’d come to love, but simply because he’d lost.

Michael
Bournham didn’t lose.

Michael
Bournham didn’t walk away.

Ironic,
though, that this was exactly what he’d done this morning, paddling
off as Jeremy and Lydia walked back to camp, carefully avoiding them
and her family as he’d grabbed a backpack for the long kayak and
hike through the uninhabited island. Being around no one except
himself was what he needed, to clear his mind and figure out what to
do next.

Ten
miles later, he had no more of a plan than when he’d started.

How
could he be left so confused by her? Nothing about Lydia made sense.
No strategy he normally used to navigate life worked with her. She
was confounding and mysterious, feisty and incorrigible, exciting and
passionate, and now he had none of that.

While
Jeremy had it all.

Weary
legs pushed him up, the slow walk home fueled by urgency that built
in him step by step. The big reveal had been taken completely out of
his hands when he had been Matt.

Now
he had a new reveal, and it would be done on his terms.

And
his terms alone.



Jeremy
checked his phone, alone in his cabin and without Lydia for a few
hours. Pete had invited him to come over to drink beer, shoot the
shit and pretend to repair stuff in his little work shed, but Jeremy
had demurred, citing a handful of work matters. His little MacBook
Air was all he needed to check investments, but what he really wanted
was time to try to track Mike down.

He’d
gone completely underground for weeks now, and aside from being told
by Mike’s mom that he was fine and in contact with her by phone
every week, Jeremy had no fucking clue what had happened.

Mike
didn’t do this. Disappearing off the face of the earth wasn’t his
thing.

That
was Jeremy’s thing, actually. Swapping places felt unreal.

As
he opened his email, answered a few urgent questions about some
micro-loan programs he’d invested in and checked his brokerage
accounts, he found a trend in Bitcoin that made him log in and
perform some trades. Virtual currency was an enigma that he wished he
understood better. Programmers who were hungrier and less financially
settled could take it and run with it. He had cash. That was his
contribution to the crypto-currency movement. And so far, with some
basic analytics and a few investment protocols tweaked by hunch and
good timing, he’d made a killing.

If
Mike were here he’d be surprised to see Jeremy looking at money.
Brokerage accounts. Trades and markets and financial issues that Mike
considered his province. The illusion that Jeremy fucked around all
day on the beach in Thailand was one that was remarkably easy to
maintain, and it served him well. If no one takes you seriously, then
when you do delve into serious matters you get one of the most
valuable treasures on earth at a very cheap price.

Privacy.

All
it costs you is your reputation.

A
fair trade.

Careful
investments over the past ten years had made him a very wealthy man.
With low expenses and travel tastes that happened to coincide with
cheap parts of the world, Jeremy didn’t spend nearly as much as he
earned, and when he reinvested it was in a mixture of index funds,
social programs and wild risks at the fringy edge of money—like
Bitcoin. 


Massive
risks could pay off if enough of your life was secure, allowing for a
kind of freedom that gave you permission to fail.

Too
bad his heart wasn’t as easy to manage as his bank balance.

Accounts
were up about 5.2 percent, a gain he was happy to see, and one that
was more than the average American family made in a year. This kind
of wealth gave him the ability to drop $50,000 on an autism charity,
to spend $25,000 to send a hundred women in Asia to boarding high
school, to give freely when the whim struck him.

Whim.
It had been his compass all these years, guiding him in directions
unknown, yet always leading him to a conclusion that seemed to make
sense in retrospect.

Was
Lydia just a whim?

“Hi!”
Speaking of her, Lydia bounded into the cabin, surprised by the
computer. “You’re…gaming? Surfing the web?”

He
shut the silver laptop quietly. “Something like that.” Funny how
she didn’t even think to mention business. 


“Anything
interesting?”

Nothing
more interesting than you. “Nope. What’s going on?”

“Dad
won’t stop about the damn talent show.”

“Maybe
you and I should try that marshmallow thing.”

“I’ll
be the thrower, not the catcher.”

“Hold
on, now…”

“Then
again,” she said in that throaty voice that gave his cock a zing,
“I’ve put worse things in my mouth.”

“You’re
comparing my cock to snot?”

She
shrugged. “You ever taste cum? It’s pretty close.” He stayed
silent as she became increasingly uncomfortable. “You’ve
never…tasted cum…have you?”

He
laughed. “No, Lydia. I’ve had some wild adventures, but
swallowing is one thing I haven’t done. Not on a man.”

“How
could you swallow on a woman?” she asked rhetorically.

He
answered as if it were a real question. “When a woman ejaculates.”

“Women…isn’t
that a myth?”

An
arched eyebrow was his reply.

“You
mean…” she stumbled, clearly rattled.

“I
consider this a challenge.” Pulling her into his arms, he sank into
her with a long, slow kiss. They took their time, hands roaming and
appreciating, tongues dancing, his mouth reveling in the warm
softness of her. Those curves were abundant and strong, breasts
swollen, with pert nipples at attention for his attention. Their
bodies were so primed by having time together, the luxury of
open-ended days an invitation to enjoy each other’s bodies as much
as they explored getting to know each other.

It
was divine.

She
pulled away, wiping her mouth with a look of regret he wanted to take
away with a few hours naked under the sheets. “Can’t. Not now.
Dad and Mom want to talk to us.”

Alarm
spread through him. “They do?”

“Jesus,
Jeremy, you look like I told you my dad found his shotgun and is
hunting you down.” Her laughter stung. She wasn’t far off.

“Oh.”



“I’m
sorry. You’ve only been here for two days. I should be more
sensitive. My family can be…overwhelming.”

“They’re
wonderful, actually,” he said with a deep sense of truth.

“Even
Miles?”

“Even
Miles. And besides, so far all he really does is make snarky comments
and drive around in that little red thing of his, helping people. He
hasn’t set a single bathroom on fire since I’ve been here,
either.”

Ooof.
She elbowed him in the gut as she marched out, laughing.

What
the hell did Pete and Sandy want to talk to him about? Following that
luscious ass down the stairs and on the path to the office, he caught
up to Lydia and grabbed a handful. A yelp was his reward.

“You’re
so grabby!”

“Quit
making me want to grab!”

“Do
I grab your crotch in public?”

“Not
nearly enough.” He halted. “Go ahead. You have my permission to
touch me whenever you like. You called me the North Pole yesterday.
Come sit on Santa’s lap anytime, my dear.”

She
rolled her eyes and resumed her walk. “Men.”

“I’ll
take that as a yes.” With that he goosed her again, and she
took off at a sprint toward the rec hall, hair flying in the wind.
Even his long legs couldn’t compensate easily for her speed, and he
found himself breathless when they bounded up the steps to find Pete
and Sandy resting on well-worn chairs around a lovely wood stove
nestled in the corner of the giant hall, the pool table empty behind
them.

Breathing
hard, he tried to get his bearings. Her parents seemed happy and
composed, so why the summons? Curling against the edge of a loveseat,
Lydia patted the seat next to her and he bent into it, knees high and
hands awkward. Why did he turn into a teenager around her mom?

Because
you care what she thinks.

“Don’t
look so glum,” Pete said to him, pointing to a small cooler next to
his chair. “Want a beer?”

“Sure.”
Jeremy reached in, found one, popped the top and took a swig. Sour
and sweet at once, it was dark and intense, like cherries on top of
coffee.

“What
is this?”

“It’s
called Westvleteren. Like it? People either have the palate for it or
they don’t. It’s not to everyone’s liking.”

Another
taste and Jeremy weighed it out. “I like it.”

Pete’s
smile widened. “I thought you might. Sour ales aren’t an acquired
taste. You know right away whether you’re in the club or not.”
Another smile, this one completely reaching his eyes.

“I
can’t stand that stuff,” Lydia said, crinkling her nose.

“Me
neither,” Sandy added.

“You
got the bad genes,” Pete muttered, making Jeremy choke.

“Don’t
make me waste the good stuff,” he hacked, coughing through
laughter. Sandy reached over to pound him on the back as Lydia shot
her dad an eye roll identical to the one she’d given Jeremy on the
way there.

“We
just wanted to take a few minutes before the craziness of the talent
show kicks in—”

“Two
days!” Sandy interjected, interrupting Pete. “In two days!” 


Pete
rested a calm hand on her knee. “—to ask how you’re doing and
to enjoy a drink with you two.” Pete reached into the cooler and
pulled out a lemon-flavored wine cooler, which Lydia grabbed with
glee.

“Thanks,
Dad!” 


Sandy
reached for a cup of tea on the end table next to her as Pete held
the neck of his beer forward, initiating a toast. The rest joined in.

“To
the talent show, and old traditions. And to new friends,” he added,
looking pointedly at Jeremy, then Lydia.

“To
no flaming cats!” Sandy added.

“MOM!”

Clink.
They toasted, and as Jeremy drank deeply, gulping down half the ale
in one fell swoop, he felt a warmth no alcohol or wood stove could
generate.

“We
have a new entrant in the talent show. Mike Davis wants to play
guitar,” Pete said.

“Mike
Davis?” Lydia asked. “Who’s that?”

“A
guest. Been here for nearly a month. Nice guy. Sticks to himself,
mostly, though he was more interactive when he first came.”

“Paid
for his cabin in cash,” Sandy said, as if this were remarkable.
“The entire month.”

Lydia
let out a low whistle, drinking more of her wine cooler. “You sure
he’s not running from something?”

“If
he were, why would he perform?” said a voice from behind them.
Miles walked in, grabbed a blueberry beer from the cooler and folded
his legs under him, sitting on the floor by Pete.

“Good
point,” she conceded.

“Speaking
of the talent show, one of the guests sent me a link to this YouTube
video,” Pete said.

Miles
and Lydia froze. Jeremy felt a creeping dread fill him. Pete
pointedly did not look at Lydia.

“YouTube?”
Lydia squeaked. Jeremy squeezed her hand, a silent show of support.

“It
was…interesting,” Sandy said, eyebrows high. “I’ve never seen
anything quite so explicit.”

Jeremy
could feel Lydia’s breathing stop.

“Explicit?”
he said calmly as Miles shot him an unreadable look.

“Have
you ever seen a woman do certain…things..with her…” Pete tried
to explain, looking to Sandy for help.

Oh,
holy hell. What was this about?



Lydia
could feel her heart exploding and imploding all at once. Mom and Dad
had seen the video. 


Mom
and Dad had seen the video.

This
was why she’d been asked to come here. And with Jeremy. Why with
Jeremy? Wouldn’t they want to leave him out of it? There was no
reason to think he was the guy in it—the news covered the fact that
it was Michael Bournham all too well.

And
why now? It had been a month. More than a month. Maybe it took that
long to get on their radar screens, because Mom and Dad weren’t
exactly hip to social media. She gave Miles a searching look, and he
mouthed, “Not me.”

She
believed him.

Then
who?

Sandy
pulled out her smart phone and handed it to Lydia. “You have to see
for yourself.”

No.
God, no. Of all the scenarios she’d imagined in which her parents
learned about the video, sitting together and watching it at the same
time had never played into her nightmares.

This
was just too much. Lydia sat there, completely frozen, until Sandy
took the phone back and watched Lydia with deep concern.

A
few taps and Sandy hit play.

On
a video that was, blessedly, not her and Mike.

It
was a video of a woman playing “God Bless America” on a kazoo.

Except
she didn’t use her mouth to play it.

Jeremy
and Miles watched the video with her, faces impassive, then shocked,
then intrigued, and—finally—the whole group rolled with laughter,
tears streaming down faces, Lydia’s belly shaking with joy a little
too hard, her chest swelling with giggles that poured out for a tiny
bit longer than they should have, sheer relief driving her.

Oh,
thank you, universe.

“Dad,
are you asking me to—um, to do—”

Jeremy’s
voice rose above the titters. “Can you do that? If so, please marry
me.”

Another
round of laughter.

“Can
you believe someone sent that to me and asked if she could perform
that skit in the show?” Pete said. “Your mother just about died.”

“Let
me guess. Was it Grandma? Because I could totally see Grandma wanting
to perform that.”

Pete’s
turn to roll his eyes. He drained his beer and said, “No, thank
God. If I had to watch Madge do that it would be an early grave for
me.”

Sandy
punched him in the arm but said nothing. Miles and Lydia exchanged a
look of relief, while Jeremy seemed to just take them all in. Lydia
wondered what he thought of them. 


And
whatever it was, she really hoped it involved staying.

Krysta
walked in and did a double take. “Where has everyone been?”

“Where
have we been?” Lydia said, gawking. “Where have you been?”

“Cooking!
Caleb came back and asked for help.” Her cheeks pinked, and Sandy
gave her a knowing look. “Do you have any idea the level of
preparation that goes into this talent show?”

“No.
None at all,” Lydia said dryly.

“Your
brother had me start chopping vegetables already. Ever work on three
bushels of tomatoes?” She held up hands that were bright red. “Even
with the best knives, finely sharpened, it’s a ton of work.”
Krysta was beaming in spite of the complaining words, and Lydia felt
good. Not just because of the wine cooler, which she drained as
Jeremy reached down to fish another for her.

Because
so many parts of her life were coming together in the right ways.

Mike.

Damn
it. Again?

Why
did he haunt her so? Just when she thought she could let go…he came
back in.

“Can
I talk to you for a sec, Lydia?” Krysta asked, nodding her head
toward the main office.

Reluctant
to unwind from the warmth of Jeremy, Lydia obliged. BFFs call—you
answer. The office was blessedly warm, which made it easier. Plus the
wine cooler was loosening her up.

“What’s
up?”

“There’s
this guy here at the campground, and he reminds me an awful lot of
Michael Bournham.”

“What?”

Krysta
held a red hand up, as if to quell the protest. “I know it sounds
weird, but hear me out. Caleb had me unloading tomatoes and this guy
walked by, wearing a backpack and a baseball cap. His hair was super
short, but that silver-gray Bournham’s known for.”

“Michael
Bournham—at a campground?” Lydia’s peals of disbelief filled
the room. “You have to be kidding me. He isn’t even the glamping
type. The guy’s idea of roughing it means going to a hotel without
his helicopter.”

Krysta
pressed her lips together and just stared at her. Oh, boy. She wasn’t
kidding. 


“You
seriously think he’s here? Why would he be here, Krysta? Lots of
men have short silver hair and go on hikes here. Hell, you can spit
and hit one.”

“Lots
of men don’t look like him.”

“You’re
telling me you seriously think Mike came here? That he’s ignoring
everyone’s messages and texts and confounding the press by hiding
at my parents’ campground under their noses?” Lydia’s voice
shifted to a low, skeptical hiss. “He’d have to be out of his
fucking mind to pull something like that.”

Krysta’s
eyes narrowed as she blinked rapidly. “I know, I know… It’s
nuts. It is. But my eyes saw what they saw.”

“What
did the guy do?”

“He
was just walking by at a fast clip.”

“Which
area was he in?”

“Passing
by the rec hall.”

A
lump in her throat formed as her heart began to beat a samba dance of
hope and disbelief. “Do you think…” she started, grasping at
words.

A
burst of laughter from the other room, led by Jeremy and her father,
interrupted her words. That lump grew.

Her
heart continued to hop all over the place.

A
concerned look from Krysta made her try again. “Do you think he
even cares?”

“Jeremy?”

Lydia
shook her head, eyes starting to fill with tears. “I know Jeremy
cares.” The two shared a sweet, deep look that Lydia could only
have with her best friend. 


“But
you can’t let go of Mike.”

Nod.

Krysta
shrugged. “I don’t know. And I’m not helping matters, am I?”

“You
saw what you saw.” Lydia used the pads of her fingers to wipe the
pooled tears out of her eyes, then sniffed. 


“I
hate this,” Krysta said, sighing as Caleb walked through the rec
hall to say something to Sandy. Whatever answer he needed, he got,
then he marched back out the front door without a glance at anyone
else.

“Hate
what?”

Trailing
Caleb’s exit, Krysta turned back to Lydia with shiny eyes of her
own.

“Unrequited
love.”

“You
think I love Mike?” Lydia barked, the sound meant to be
dismissive—but her words turned up at the end, more a question than
a dismissal.

“You
think I love Caleb?” Krysta asked, reproach dripping in her tone.

Silence.

“We’re
so fucked,” they said in unison.




Chapter
Four

Krysta
had come damn close to recognizing him earlier, and although he’d
been careful not to look up as he realized who she was, he could tell
from subtle, nonverbal cues that his appearance set her on high
alert. Using any form of a disguise hadn’t occurred to him, because
he’d planned to be long gone at the end of the month.

Never
in a billion years had he imagined Lydia would come back home, bring
Krysta and Jeremy and make this a nightmare.

Of
his own making.

When
you’re caught in a nightmare, hostage to your subconscious, the
only way out is to take over the dream through conscious techniques.
Mike had one option now:

Lead
his own nightmare. Hence his signing up for the talent show. He
hadn’t touched a guitar in, what—seven years? Longer? But a local
consignment shop had one in the window and he’d found himself
recalling chords with relative ease. Riffing dusted off his old
skills and he’d spent the last two days deciding he had to reveal
himself on his terms.

No
one else’s.

Writing
a song for Lydia, performing it on stage, taking ownership of what
he’d done and how he felt about her was a bold—and probably
stupid—move. But he only needed to hide for another day and a half.

After
that it was all out in the open. Everything would be revealed.

Sitting
at his fire pit, the cold night a form of penance, his thin coat
aided by four layers of shirts underneath, he let the small fire die
down, the coals barely casting enough light for his fingers to find
their places on the blonde-wood guitar. The first few notes of old
classic rock tunes and country rock floated from his fingers. How
easily what he enjoyed came to him.

Why
had he spent so many years driving himself to do what didn’t?

“Mike?”
Pete appeared, flashlight in hand, a friendly smile on his face.

“Too
loud? Is it quiet hours?” His voice rumbled in his throat, so
rarely used these days. The solitude made talking gratuitous.

“No,
actually, it’s beautiful. You’re good.”

“You’re
being far too kind. I suck.”

“Better
than me. Can’t play guitar to save my life. Or any instrument, for
that matter. The musician of the family was Luke…” Pete smiled
sadly. Mike knew the backstory on Luke now—the oldest, gone to
Iraq, now dead—but never asked details. Prying wasn’t his style.

He
certainly didn’t want too many questions thrown his way, so…

“Did
he play guitar?”

Pete
nodded. “And piano, drums—you name it. He loved it. So did
Claire.”

“Claire?”

“Our
daughter-in-law.” That was the first Mike had heard of a wife for
Luke. Hadn’t met her. Wondered what the backstory was, but
again…didn’t want to pry. 


Pete
sat down on a small log, knees cracking with effort. “Snap,
crackle, pop,” he joked. 


“We
all get old.”

“If
we’re lucky.”

Mike
winced. “Sorry. Wasn’t thinking.”

Pete
blew out a long breath. “No offense taken. Just being
philosophical.”

Mike
strummed a few chords of a Led Zeppelin song. Pete began to hum
along. “You playing that in the show?” 


Mike
shook his head. “No. Something new I composed.”

“I’d
love to hear it.”

Something
hard in Mike tightened further. “You will. At the show.”

Pete’s
phone buzzed. He stood to dig it out of his pocket and looked at the
screen, then thumbed toward the shed. “Gotta run. Look forward to
hearing it!”

“Got
to finish, but you’ll hear it.”

Pete
whipped through the dark woods faster than Mike would have expected.
He must know this place so well. Intimacy could be developed between
two people, but it hadn’t occurred to Mike that you could have
intimate knowledge of land. Of buildings. Of a shoreline or a
landscape, roots so deep they kept you in place.

Lydia
had left all this behind to work in corporate droneland.

To
work for him.

Why?
The campground was so idyllic that it unsettled him to think that she
needed to escape it. What kept her from coming back, and what drove
her here this time?

Why
here? Why now? Jeremy’s presence had something to do with it, but
he would have to live with so many unanswered questions.

A
blast of wind sent a small spark flying, landing on the front of his
guitar. A good, solid poke of the fire with his marshmallow stick
confirmed it was mostly out. Mike got up and headed into the cabin.
It was time to hit the sack. 


Flashes
of light, like lightsabers, blipped through the window. Kids roamed
the woods late at night all the time. Ignoring it was the best
approach, but this time the beams had voices.

“Here?
Really?”

He
froze in place, about to turn on the small lamp—the only light
source—in the cabin.

Lydia.

“Why
not?” A man’s voice, persuasive and cocky.

Jeremy.

Jesus
Christ. What were they doing right here? Timing was everything, and
if he hadn’t come inside…

“It’s
buttfucking cold!” he heard her exclaim, followed by Jeremy’s
mumbles, then hysterical laughter from a loopy Lydia.

Had
she been drinking? That made her more pliant, if memory served
correctly. As Matt he’d been so decent, so good the night he’d
taken her home and tucked her into bed. What he wouldn’t give to go
back in time and relish every inch of her skin, watch her face bloom
from desire to release, take in handfuls of that ass as he thrust
into her, making her—

“It’s
even colder than the other day!” she protested, though the sound of
her voice was muffled by a sudden silence that probably meant Jeremy
was kissing her.

The
absence of sound went on. And on. Each second stretched out before
the next in agony.

Trapped.
He was utterly trapped in this tiny little cabin with Lydia and
Jeremy about to make love right under his nose.

If
only…

“It
is buttfucking cold!” she protested.

“Then
tonight’s my lucky night!” Jeremy replied.

“Is
that something you’d like?” she whispered. Mike inhaled, slow and
deep. Easy boy. Stay in control. Ears perked, he listened for more.

“You’d
consider it?” Jeremy sounded like a man who’d just learned he won
the lottery. Which, sexually speaking, he had.

“Sure.
We just need a strap-on.”

“A
strap-on for—wait! No! Not that kind!”

Mike
snorted, then froze.

“We
have a warm cabin of our own!” she hissed. “Let’s go back
there!”

“Chicken.”

“If
it makes me a warm chicken, then duly noted!” 


The
sound of leaves and branches rustling, as if she were running, faded
out into the distance, off toward the nicer cabins. 


He’d
been holding his breath, and let it out with one big whoosh.

This
was stupid.

Michael
Bournham would have gone out there, declared his presence, and
claimed the woman he wanted—with or without Jeremy.

Michael
Bournham, though, would never have come here a month ago.

Whoever
he was, whatever the chaos of the past month had taught him, a
clarity was emerging, and this much was true:

This
year’s talent show shouldn’t be missed.



Four
wine coolers seemed like the perfect amount as Jeremy had fed them to
her, one by one, back in the nice, warm rec hall. Wandering back to
their cabin, holding Jeremy’s hand, she’d lost her way in the
woods, accidentally taking them over by the tiny, uninsulated cabins
that were what she called “the new wing.” Built six years ago,
they weren’t really on her radar, because they had been put in
while she was away at college. While she knew the woods well, this
area was tough in the dead of night, flashlights not very helpful
when she had alcohol and lust pumping through her veins at breakneck
speed.

She
wanted Jeremy.

Now.

His
pass at her, and the offer to fuck right here in the woods, was
tempting.

“It
is buttfucking cold!” she protested.

“Then
tonight’s my lucky night!” he’d hissed, hands like tentacles.
Everywhere. Everyfuckingwhere.

She
couldn’t stop laughing. They hadn’t gone there—yet. The thought
thrilled her, though. What if? No one she’d dated had truly
suggested anal sex, though plenty of guys joked about it. Joked as if
they weren’t really into it—and yet the joke meant something,
right?

This
was Jeremy. She could just ask.

“Is
that something you’d like?” she whispered, running her hand up
his thigh.

He
froze. “You’d consider it?”

“Sure.
We just need a strap-on.”

“A
strap-on for—wait! No! Not that kind!” he said, sounding
thoroughly confounded, though it didn’t stop him from sliding a
hand under her breast, teasing the nipple to pebble.

“We
have a warm cabin of our own!” she hissed. “Let’s go back
there!”

“Chicken.”

“If
it makes me a warm chicken, then duly noted!”


Dizzy with
anticipation, she took off, Jeremy chasing her as she sprinted
through the woods, loose and on track. Getting her bearings, she
found the right trail. Blood and lust and the thrill of the unknown
being a possibility in bed made her want to get naked, under the
sheets, and wet and wild.

Why
delay? She took the cabin’s stairs in twos, ripped the door open,
slammed it shut and was nude from the waist down when Jeremy barged
in, breathing hard, eyes popping when he caught sight of her breasts
as she pulled her shirt up over her head.

“You
are so wonderful,” she said as he stripped down, chest heaving with
gasps, the broad shoulders and lean swimmer’s build making her want
him even more, hands twitching to touch and touch and touch until she
could quell her need.

“And
you’re goddamn hot,” he said, suddenly picking her up, one arm
under her naked breast, the other catching the back of her knees as
Jeremy unceremoniously picked her up and tossed her on the
featherbed-covered mattress, his body on hers in seconds.

“We’ll
freeze!”

“Not
if we make enough heat,” he growled, but relented as she pulled the
down comforter down to the end of the bed and wiggled under it. The
heat of their bodies made a warm cocoon quickly, and as both
discarded their remaining clothes she found herself awash in his
skin, his mouth taking hers and then suckling one nipple, making her
wet and swollen.

“How
do you know exactly what to do to me, Jeremy?” she moaned, her
hands fast and eager, finding him hard and ready.

“Un-uh.
Not yet,” he said, pulling her hand off him. “Plenty of time for
that. What I want is time to focus on you.”

“By
all means,” she murmured, spreading her legs as he kissed her
thighs, his mouth measured and masterful. Sex with Jeremy was
becoming a given, an act she knew she could access when she asked, a
joining they both wanted and indulged in at will.

Twice
a day? Done. Sex outside? Great. A few drinks and a romp in bed?
Awesome. If this was what a relationship could be like, why in the
hell had she waited so long?

Oh.
Yeah. Because the right guy hadn’t come along.

Mike.

Damn
it! His name floated into her fuzzy head at the wrong time, a vision
of him behind her now-closed eyelids as Jeremy’s tongue took her to
new heights. Forcing thoughts of Mike out of her mind, she focused
instead of that lush mouth that gave and gave, his tongue flicking
her insistent red nub with a perfection that made her buck up against
his lips, twitching and writhing as he slid two fingers inside her
wetness. 


“Do
you really have a strap-on?” he asked, pausing a beat from his
relentless drive for her orgasm.

“Not
with me,” she answered, adding a fake sniffle to drive home her
disappointment. His laughter rumbled along her lower lips as he
resumed, carrying her higher and higher, two fingers inside her
thrusting in and out, then deep inside her, one finger pressing up
right in a spot that—combined with his tongue teasing her—made
her feel swollen and ready to burst.

With
his spare hand he reached up to find her taut nipple, pinching it so
hard she squealed, the tripled sensations of fingers in her, the pain
and his warm mouth all pushing her to a place she didn’t know she
could go, the climax roaring through her, her hips rhythmic and
thrusting up as Jeremy kept her pace, like a conductor of a flesh
symphony named Lydia.

Red
clouds plumed behind her eyes, a primal scream coming low in her
throat, and then she tipped over with a gush and a release, the bed
wet under her ass, the viscosity of his fingers inside her changing,
the feel of his tongue and lips against her clitoris altered as she
screamed with each thrust and pinch, her body soaring and bursting,
soaring and bursting, flooding hot and then receding, the waves
crashing over and over without end. This was unlike any orgasm she’d
had before, most of which were a series of massive explosions
followed by smaller aftershocks.

This
one Just. Kept. Going.

“I
can’t stop,” she gasped as he wrung each one from her with his
mouth and hands.

“Then
don’t,” he commanded, unrelenting. During sex there was always a
point where she could feel herself slipping into a place of
near-painful release, where the build-up of a new level of orgasm put
her on a precipice she couldn’t bring herself to fall into. Jeremy
wasn’t allowing her to stop, his push making her swoon with too
much, too soon, too—

“Oh!
Oh!” she moaned, this new round making her grab the comforter and
bring it to her mouth, biting hard to suppress a scream she feared
would bring the entire campground—hell, five fire departments—to
their cabin. Muffled cries of pleasure and lust poured from her,
unabated, as he wrung so much out of her, the rush of wetness greater
than anything she’d experienced.

And
then—

“What
the hell?” she sat straight up and scooched her ass back from him,
putting a halt to everything.

“Did
I…what?”

“You
wondered about female ejaculation,” Jeremy said, his words slow and
proud, his hand across his lips. Smoky, contemplative eyes met her,
with a cockiness that made her grin. “Now you know.”

“So
I—what did you—how did you…?”

Her
eyes took in his body as he stretched out beneath the comforter, the
dim light casting a shadow over his erection, the grooved muscles of
his abs leading down to his hips, his arms stretched up and now
folded under his head. As she reached to caress the broad lateral
chest muscles, she stopped short.

“Wet
spot! Holy wet spot!” It was huge!

“Occupational
hazard,” he joked.

Lydia’s
body went numb and jellied, her limbs losing muscle tone as she
flopped beside him, completely blissed out. “I can’t believe that
happened.”

“I
can. I just witnessed it.”

“You
just caused it.”

“No.”
He laughed, stroking her breast, making the pink pebble, her pussy
tightening with need as she found herself aroused again. “You
caused it. I just made conditions optimal.”

“Well
then,” she purred, sliding one leg against his cock, stroking it
with her thigh, “what can I make optimal for you?”

His
kiss was wet and tasted like her. “Do you still think it’s
buttfucking cold around here?”

Her
breath caught in her throat. Anal was uncharted territory. A brake
activated in her head, as if there were a NO TRESPASSING sign that
kicked in instinctively.

Yet
she could override it, right?

Her
destiny. Her life. Her choices.

“I…um…”



“No
pressure. Just a thought,” he said, kissing her again. “It’s
something I’d love to explore with you.”

Explore.
The word seemed less threatening than anal. Explore.
Willingness. Openness. Experimentation. Those words were so
tantalizing and intriguing.

She
could handle those words. And all that they could bring.

With
a languid, slow inhale, she infused herself with a sense of wonder as
she said, “Let’s take it as it comes.”

“Pun
intended?”

“Pun
very much intended.” Blinking hard, she looked up at him, her palm
over his heart, feeling its strong, steady march onward. “But this
is new for me.”

“Then
I’m honored,” he said quietly. “Let me expand pleasure for
you.” With that, he pulled her onto him and she paused, unsure.

“Climb
on me, Lydia, Put me in you.”

“I
thought—”

“We’ll
take this very, very slowly,” he said, sitting up to catch her
breast in his mouth, suckling at the nipple as he shifted his hips to
put the tip of him at her very wet opening. Easily slipping in, he
moved to center her, her hands on his shoulders as he explored her
nipple. One hand ran over the smooth expanse of her waist and around
to her back.

“Do
we have lube?” he said into her chest, nuzzling her.

She
stopped, unsure, running through a mental map of her possessions. Had
she brought any? “Yes!” she exclaimed. “Hang on.” She found
it tucked into the nightstand, next to the phone book her parents put
in each cabin. Phone book. Might as well include a phone with a cord
and a pencil to turn the rotary dial.

With
a cultivated skill, he took the bottle and, behind her back, did
something she couldn’t see, but then…she most certainly felt it.

Out
of sight.

Out
of her mind.

The
stroke of his finger against her puckered anus as she rode him sent
shocks through her body, making her clamp down on his hard cock.
“Oh,” she gasped as he circled her tight muscle, her body going
rigid with fear and anticipation. Would it hurt?

“Just
this. Nothing more,” he said. “And I’ll stop any time you say
so.”

Don’t
stop.

“It’s…keep
going,” she rasped, his finger slipping in, filling her and making
her tighten against the double penetration, her clitoris crying out
for attention.

“Touch
yourself,” he whispered, as if reading her mind, the finger
exploring her slowly, in ever-increasing circles that drove her
mindless.

Her
hand found her red nub, and with two strokes she felt the scream rise
within, starting at the very base of her sacrum and spreading out,
through her pussy and mons, over the clit and up past her breasts,
finally into her throat as she convulsed against him, her hips moving
in tight, controlled shifts, her hand fluttering against the slick
skin, body rigid and demanding, wanting more of everything.

“Jeremy,
I—I don’t—what?” Every part of her went hot and numb, slick
and fiery, a frantic energy overloading her senses. She sought out
his mouth for a kiss and found herself senseless. The tightness and
flood of warm keening flourished as he added a second finger, this
time pushing her to the edge of some vast, hot chasm within.

“Let
go, Lydia. Just drive it home,” he urged, his own hips beginning an
endless thrust into her, a hammering up to the center of her being as
the two fingers that stroked her ass filled her, making love more
completely than ever before.

Opening
her eyes, she found him staring at her with such expansiveness and
love that it caught her in a vortex of some new dimension, where all
she felt was everything. His eyes snapped shut, his neck went
tight, and a micro-shift in the way his body moved told her he was
about to come, too, and join her.

“Let
go, too…” she moaned, begging him to fill her with yet more. 


With
a thrust so strong she almost felt it in her throat, Jeremy came, his
orgasm violent and animalistic, one finger sliding in deeper to the
point of pain, though it was a kind of transgression that simply
heightened her own climax.

The
shudder of her body in full, as if shaking off an old skin, made her
tremble with the enormity of everything that their bodies did
together, her final orgasm squeezed and teased out of her until she
could handle no more, pulling off him and sliding to his side,
needing to be free of him, to separate and gain hold of some
semblance of reality after being tortured by the divine.

Panting
hard, Jeremy stared at the ceiling for a few minutes. Lydia was too
amazed to say a word. He stood and she heard the padding of feet, the
rush of water, and then the quick movements of a cold, naked man on a
fall Maine night as he climbed under the warm covers, damp hands
sliding between her thighs.

“You’re
cold!” She batted the hands away.

“You’re
observant.”

Reality
took her out of the magic cloud his touch had set her in, and while
she enjoyed being grounded, she felt a sense of disappointment that
she couldn’t live in a sensual wonderland forever.

As
both faded off to sleep, a single word invaded her thoughts.

Mike.





Chapter Five

“You’ve
never done anal? Seriously?” Krysta’s incredulity scraped at
Lydia’s last nerve. On their way to the rec hall for coffee, Krysta
had swooped in on Lydia at 8 a.m., stealing her away from what might
have been a lovely morning’s lovemaking session. Jeremy was still
in bed.

“No.
Apparently, I’m the last remaining woman under the age of thirty
who is an anal virgin. Sue me.”

“It’s
just…hell, even I’ve done anal! And you’re way more experienced
than I am!”

“Here
lies Lydia Charles, an Anal Spinster. Buried with her Bieber Butt
Plug and Mardi Gras Anal Beads. Rimmed in Peace.” Lydia held her
hands up like she was reading a gravestone. “You can write my
epitaph.”

“C’mon—I’m
just surprised.”

“Well,
stop being surprised. Now you know the truth.”

“So
did you and Jeremy…?”

“No,
but he played around a bit at the back door.”

They
both giggled. 


“What’s
so funny?” Miles intersected with their path, coming from his own
house.

Raucous
laughter was their reply.

“Now
you have to tell me what you were talking about!” 


“Fine.”
Lydia stopped and made sure to have his full attention, eyes locked.
“We were talking about anal sex.”

She
expected a bright red Miles to stammer and run away. Instead, he
shrugged and said, “Anal’s so…last decade. Everyone knows
ménage is the new anal.”

Ménage.

This
time two words invaded her thoughts in the space reaction was
supposed to fill.

Mike
and Jeremy.

“Ménage
is the new anal?” Krysta choked.

Caleb
was steps away from the group as Krysta uttered the words, coming
into view just as she said “anal.” He pulled his neck back and
came to a halt.

“I
miss all the good conversations,” he declared.

“Not
so sure this is a good one,” Miles grumbled. “We’re talking
about Lydia’s ass and what she puts in it.”

“We
were NOT talking about my ass!” she said.

Caleb
turned and looked directly at Krysta. “You were talking about
Krysta’s ass?”

Krysta
turned the color of the tomatoes she’d chopped yesterday. “Not my
ass!”

“Then
your ménage?” he said, leering.

“My
what? I don’t—” Miles and Caleb chuckled as they walked away,
heads together, the brothers conspirators.

“Those
two!” she huffed, turning to a bright red Krysta, who looked like
someone had dumped a cooler full of Gatorade on her.

“Does
Caleb think I have threesomes? And anal? What must he be thinking
about me?” she groaned.

“He
thinks you chop tomatoes well. Don’t read into anything. Besides,
you brought it on yourself, talking about my lack of anal sex.”

Of
all the moments for her father to appear.

“Lack
of…” Pete’s voice died down as if he were speaking in slow
motion, the blood draining from his face, suddenly awkward and
stammering.

Lydia
joined him.

Krysta
piped up and rescued them both. “That analysis was really good,
Lydia, and I think it will help when I go back to work.”

Pete
opened his mouth, an expression of dawning passing over him, welcomed
as a substitute for what he appeared to have thought Lydia said. “Ah,
analyzing a problem? I hope you get to the bottom of it.”

Oh,
Dad.

That
comment was Krysta’s undoing. She held one finger up in a gesture
of buying time, her mouth bobbing like a fish’s, and then turned on
her heel and fairly ran into the rec hall.

“Coward,”
Lydia muttered.

“Coffee?”
Pete held a paper cup with a lid. “It’s a latte. Just like you
like ’em.” She took the cup with gratitude.

“Thanks.”

“Where’s
Jeremy?”

“Sleeping.”

“Good
for him. He needs a nice, relaxing vacation from…” Pete’s brow
furrowed. “What does he do for a living again?”

Has
sex on the beach in Thailand and rescues his best friend’s lovers.
“He’s an investor. Lives off his money from the dot-com boom.”

“Nice!
So he doesn’t work.” Pete appeared to mull over that one. Lydia
frowned, willing herself to handle the next question.

“If
he doesn’t work, what does he do with himself all day?”

Good
question.

“I
don’t know, Dad. We’ve only been dating for a few weeks.”
Dating was the closest word she could think of in Pete’s
lexicon of terms to describe what she and Jeremy were doing. Fucking
wasn’t going to cut it.

But
that wasn’t true either. This was more…but what, exactly, was it?

Pete
directed their walk, taking her past the newer cabins in the back of
the property. A group of bicycle travelers had taken one over, two
tents outside around the fire pit, about twenty bikes lined up neatly
to one side. Her dad had a soft spot for groups like this and always
gave them a bargain.

“You
like him?”

“I
must.” She smiled into her coffee and took a sip.

“I
know you must. I guess that was rhetorical. He’s the first guy
you’ve ever brought home since you left.”

“Do
you like him?” The question hung in the air like fog. Lydia
slurped a sloppy sip and waited.

A
half-smile stretched her dad’s face, making him look more like
Miles than she’d ever noticed. “You know, I do. He was so nervous
when you first arrived, like he was afraid I’d hit him.”

“He
has a thing about meeting fathers.”

“What
guy doesn’t?”

“Fair
point.”

A
boy not much older than a kindergartner rode past on a little bike
with training wheels, his face lit up with the joy of new ridership.
Ding! Ding! He rang the bell on his handlebars and Pete gave
him a thumbs-up.

“You
recovering from Iceland?”

She
sighed. “I’m recovering from life, Dad.”

“You
can always come back here. Job’s yours if you want it.” He
avoided her eyes. 


“I
know.” And she did know. Always knew. A job of some kind in the
family business was hers for the taking, anytime. Same with a house.
Dad would give her the land and they’d build it as one of the
outbuildings with a shared mortgage. That was what all her brothers
did. Including Luke, though his widow, Claire, had left.

That
house stood empty. Lydia would never, ever live in it, though. No one
did. Her parents never rented it out, either. They didn’t treat it
like a shrine. Just like a ghost house.

Which,
in a way, it was.

“Dad.”
She stopped and took a long sip of her coffee. Not bad. Nothing like
the finer coffee shops in Boston, especially Barrington Roasters or
1369 in Cambridge, but passable for their part of Maine. “Thank
you.”

“For
what?” He finished off his coffee and smiled kindly at her, a
quizzical expression asking her deeper questions than his words
could.

“For
making sure I always know I can come home and be safe.”

“I’m
glad you know that.”

“That
kind of safety is rarer than you think.”

Alarm
spread across his face. “Did something more happen while you were
living in Iceland than you’re letting on about? Because if we
need—”

“No,
no,” she said quickly. “Nothing like that. Just some life lessons
that aren’t so pleasant. Being a fully-fledged human being is
turning out to be a lot harder than I thought.”

Palpable
relief changed the air between them back to a contemplative calm.
“Whew!” He put his hand over his heart. “You scared me for a
moment there.”

“I’m
sorry.”

Resuming
their walk, they meandered over to the shoreline. Pete found a kayak
out of place and dragged it next to its comrades, the yellow, scuffed
bottoms like giant bananas on the shell-covered beach making Lydia
think of a Fellini movie. Or something Sacha Baron-Cohen might make.

“You
are my enigma,” he said. His eyes searched her face. “The one who
always wanted to get away.”

“I
did.”

He
frowned. “Did what?”

“I
did want to get away.”

“Past
tense? Has something changed?”

“Don’t!”
she said, pointing at his face. “Don’t get too excited. You know
how contrarian I am.”

“Go
away! We don’t want you here!” he barked in jest.

“That’s
more like it, Daddy.” They found a spot of the edge of the stone
wall that lined the shore, made by ocean tides. 


“Haven’t
called me that since before you wore a bra.”

“Dad!”
She smacked his shoulder. “I’ve worn a bra since I was nine.”

“Then
you haven’t called me ‘Daddy’ in sixteen years.” His eyes on
the horizon, Pete stared in silence, Lydia joining him. When she was
a hormonal teen filled with raging craziness, some days he’d bring
her out here and insist they do nothing but stare at the ocean for
thirty minutes. On the worst days, he’d have to set a timer, and
she would stalk off the second it rang.

Secretly,
she loved that he took the time to just be a peaceful presence with
her. But she couldn’t tell him that back then.

As
the silence deepened, she relaxed into it, the scent of the ocean
filling her nose and lungs, cool and salty, the smell of home. Coffee
finished, she bounced her legs against the stones and just watched
the waves.

“You
know I love you, Lydia.” Pete’s voice came out gravelly, and when
she turned she caught a tear in the corner of one eye. He wiped it
away and looked at her with a trembling smile.

“I
love you too, Dad.” Pete wrapped his arm around her shoulders and
she pulled into the hug, his aftershave the same, her daddy
unchanging, secure and, like the ocean—home.



Jeremy
woke up alone. In a giant wet spot. And cold.

It
wasn’t the first time it had happened, but the last time had been
six years ago, in a Malaysian youth hostel, asleep on a wood pallet
on the floor, and he’d pissed himself in his sleep. 


This
time was decidedly better.

No
Lydia. Where had she gone? No note, no sound of rumbling around, no
gurgling of a coffee maker. Just the cold air, the wet sheets, and a
raging morning boner that called out for her.

Sigh.

This
whole sex-twice-a-day thing was all too easy to get used to. Now that
his dick had come to expect it, when it wasn’t happening he was at
attention—yes, sir! 


Grumbling,
he pulled the warm covers back and searched the ground for last
night’s clothes, throwing on a very rumpled set of pants and four
layers of shirts, shivering as he made himself a small pot of coffee,
throwing in extra water and grounds in hopes that Lydia would come
back soon and join him for a hot cup of joe and a hotter taste of
Jeremy.

That
was a threesome he’d enjoy.

Speaking
of threesomes, where the fuck was Mike? Booting up his computer, he
checked email quickly.

No
Mike.

He
checked his phone.

No
Mike.

He
almost called Mike’s mom back in Indiana, but paused. Hiding from
the world was Mike’s call. Once he and Lydia were done here and
back in Boston, though, he’d hunt the asshole down and find out
what the fuck he was up to, because disappearing on Lydia and the
world was bad enough.

Flaking
out on his best friend was inexcusable.

A
quick look at CNN showed him nothing about Mike, though there was a
small blurb featuring an unmistakeable picture of Diane, toothy and
tight. “Reality Show Confirmed For CEO’s Plaything.”

Holy
fuck.

Dodged
a major bullet with that one.

Lydia
still had no idea—and if Jeremy had his way, she never would—that
Jeremy had brought Diane into this to become a backhanded savior.
Mike, too. Sometimes secrets mattered. Once in a great while, it was
better to save a relationship through deception than truth.

As
much as it pained him to think that way, he had to live it.

And
live with the consequences.

Dressed,
caffeinated and social media-ed out, Jeremy opened the door and
strode with purpose to the rec hall, assuming he’d find Lydia
there.

No
Lydia, but Sandy was at the cash register and waved as he walked in.

“Latte?
I can make you one.”

“No,
thank you.” He patted his stomach like an old guy. “I had some
coffee back at the cabin.”

She
looked confused. “I just saw Lydia go down to the beach with Pete.”

He
grinned sheepishly. “I slept in. Slacker.”

Sandy
laughed. “Just enjoying your vacation.”

Vacation?
He always slept in. But let the woman think whatever she wanted. “I
think I’ll head down there.” Pete he’d gotten to know over the
past few days, but Sandy remained a bit of a mystery. Polite and
kind, she kept her distance, though he had no reason to think she
didn’t like him. Unlike Pete, though, while she was friendly and
effusive with her kids, there was a guardedness in her that made him
stay on his toes around her.

“Can
you grab that empty barrel and take it down for me? Someone dragged
it up by accident and if we don’t leave it down there the only
other trash can gets to overflowing,” she said, pointing to a blue
plastic barrel with a black plastic bag poking out around the top.

“Sure.”
He picked it up easily in one hand and began the journey, feeling her
eyes on him as he walked down the path to the main beach. What was it
about mothers? Fathers were easy. If they didn’t like you, they
said so. To your face.

Moms
were more insidious. Like his own had been.

A
few kids on bikes screeched to a halt as the dirt turned to sand,
dumping their bikes and running toward the water, careful not to
touch it. This was a beach in name only, as far as Jeremy was
concerned. The soft pink sands of Bermuda or the white sands in
Florida were what he would call a beach. 


This?
This was a tract of land that abutted the ocean. Land covered with
broken rock and cracked clam shells. It was ugly and bereft of
beauty, though you could stare out at the water and the horizon to
get a meditative fix. Beach? Pfft.

He
dropped the barrel where Sandy had asked and took careful steps on
the rocks, ankles strong in his boots. Out in the distance he saw
them, sitting on a nature-made rock piles, Pete’s arm around Lydia
in a sideways hug.

Hmmm.
Maybe he shouldn’t interrupt. That looked like a Norman Rockwell
moment, and the last thing the new guy wants to do is ruin one of
those. Dads eat that shit up once their kids are adults. Especially
the only girl in the family. If Pete wanted to grasp at fading
moments of Daddy’s Little Girl, putting a dent in that special
moment would be the kiss of death.

He
already had four of her brothers watching him carefully. Pete was an
important counterbalance, and Sandy was neutral. The woman was
inscrutable.

What
to do with himself now?

Bzzzz.
“Holy fucking shit!” he muttered, jumping high as his cock
began to hum.

Not
cock. Phone. Okay, his phone buzzed in his front pocket. He hadn’t
had a text in days, the feeling foreign. Sliding it open, he saw a
text from Mike.

I’m
alive, it read.

Even
Jesus only took three days to reappear, Mike, Jeremy wrote back,
pissed. Where you been?

Closer
than you think.

What
does that mean?

You’ll
see me soon. 


You
OK?

Fine.
How’s Lydia?

Sharp
inhale. Running frantic fingers through his overgrown hair, Jeremy
paused and waited before even thinking about putting his finger on
that screen. How’s Lydia? Well fucked. How’s Lydia? Still not
over you. How’s Lydia? About three days away from having me confess
my love.

How
do you think she is? was all he could type back.

You
taking care of her?

Only
one safe way to answer that: Yes.

One
minute. Two. Three. He stared at his phone, and just as he was about
to crack and write the next text, a single word appeared on his
screen:

Good.



“You
seen Jeremy?” Lydia walked into the store and asked her mother,
whose ass was poking up in the air as she bent down to clean the
lowest shelf of some antique pie holder that currently housed various
novelty candies.

“Nope,”
said her mom’s ass. “Not since he went down to the beach to find
you.”

Sandy’s
clipped tone bothered Lydia. A lot. Krysta walked in, looking
completely wiped. “What’s up with you?”

“Caleb.
He won’t stop riding me.”

Smirk.

“The
man’s appetite is voracious.”

That
got Sandy to stand up quickly and pay attention.

“And
I keep asking him to touch my melons, and when he does he says
they’re not good enough.”

“He
what?” Sandy gasped.

Krysta
stopped, took a deep breath, and let it out in a frustrated puff.
“I’ve spent the better part of three days in that kitchen doing
whatever he tells me, and all he ever has me do is work. Work, work,
work. He is a machine.”

“A
machine,” Lydia repeated, crossing her arms over her chest.

“He
won’t let up.”

“He
won’t,” Sandy added with sympathy.

“I
give him what he wants and twenty minutes later he wants more!”

“More,”
Sandy and Lydia said in unison.

“And
now he wants me to spend more time on his balls.”

Sandy
gagged as Lydia gave Krysta one of those looks. Krysta winked back.
Aha.

“His
balls?” Lydia could play along.

“He
says I need give them as much attention as his cock.”

“Wait,
wait, wait!” Sandy sputtered. “Krysta, I know we’re all adults
here, but this is just too much!”

“We
shouldn’t have barbecued chicken and a fresh fruit plate with melon
balls?” she asked Sandy sweetly.

Confusion
filled her mom’s features, making Lydia bite her lips to keep back
laughter. “Oh. That kind of…”

The
store phone rang. Sandy’s relief was tangible as she scampered over
to answer it. Lydia walked over to Krysta and elbowed her in the
boob.

“That
was mean!”

“Your
mom deserved it. She’s done nothing but try to matchmake. Caleb’s
oblivious. He just loves having me as a kitchen slave.” Krysta
groaned.

“Dobby
loves her master.” Lydia was enjoying this, even if she had her
doubts that Caleb could see the awesome woman under his nose. Her
best friend and her brother together? That would be…interesting.

Krysta
snorted. “If he gave me a sock I’d take it and run back to
Boston.”

“No,
you wouldn’t.”

Krysta
didn’t even try to argue. She knew when she was bested.

“Kitchen
slave isn’t the kind of submission I want to subject myself to, if
you know what I mean.”

“Please
do not talk about my baby brother like that!” Lydia shuddered.
Gross.

“We’re
all adults,” Krysta taunted.

“At
least you finally acknowledge your crush.”

“What
crush?”

“Ha
ha.”

Jeremy
waltzed past, staring at his phone, head bent over like a data
zombie. Lydia and Krysta traded raised eyebrows.

“What’s
that about?” Krysta asked.

“No
idea. But I’ll go find out.” Jeremy hadn’t pulled his phone out
since…well, ever here at the campground, so the sight of him
looking like a teenager at the mall, head down and engrossed in his
phone, was a bit disconcerting. His long legs took him down the main
road at a fast pace, forcing her to hoof it to catch up.

“What’s
going on? You testing your data plan?”

“What?”
he yelped, clearly startled by her, losing his grip on the phone and
throwing it in the air. She caught it with such grace it seemed
planned by a divine force.

“Saved!”

“Good
hands.”

“You
would know.” She flipped the phone over and looked at the screen,
then her blood turned cold.

Mike?

“You’re
texting with Mike?”

Snatching
the phone back, he swallowed hard and seemed to grope for words.

Hurt
took over her shock. “No explanations. You’re your own person and
can do whatever you please. I didn’t mean to invade your privacy by
looking at your phone,” she said in a robotic, flat voice. Turning
away, she walked as far as she could, blinded by the nine thousand
emotions passing through her like a flock of pissed-off hummingbirds.

“Hold
on, Lydia! It’s not what you think.”

“It’s
never what I think. It’s always worse.” 


“Here.”
He shoved the phone in her hand. “I wasn’t hiding anything from
you. Look through every text I’ve had for the past…whatever. I’m
an open book.”

That
made her stop. She pulled her neck back in disbelief and skepticism.
“You don’t have to appease me.”

“I
want to appease you.” He frowned and shook his head. “Besides,
appease is the wrong word. I was going to show you the texts.
Mike’s alive and fine. Terse, but fine.”

Scanning
the messages, she got what Jeremy meant. “Closer than you think.”
What did that mean. Was Krysta right? Was Mike actually here?

Her
turn to come clean. Just as she opened her mouth to tell Jeremy about
Krysta’s suspicions, Miles pulled up in his red golf cart, driving
so fast Lydia wasn’t sure he’d stop before hitting them. Miles
never sped. Never.

Something
was wrong.

Gravel
spat at them as Miles slammed on the brakes.

“I
need help. Get in.”

She
and Jeremy obeyed on instinct, Miles’ tone of voice giving no
wiggle room. “What happened?”

“It’s
Grandma. She had a heart attack.”




Chapter
Six

Lydia
had never seen Sandy so scared. Fear was not an emotion Lydia
attached to her mother. Concern—sure. Distress—rarely. Worry—of
course. But unadulterated fear carved a frightening sculpture into
Sandy’s features with a heavy hand that Lydia didn’t like.

Pete
was back at the campground along with Miles, doing what they could to
keep the talent show going. Dan and Adam were trapped in Dallas, some
giant hurricane-like storm closing down airports. They’d called and
confirmed they were safe and out of the storm’s path, but stuck in
FAA shutdown hell. With hundreds of guests arriving in the next
twenty-four hours, they couldn’t just cancel the talent show.
Various friends in the area began offering to be an extra set of
hands as word spread that Lydia and Sandy had left the campground.

Here
at the hospital in Boston, in the intensive care unit, Madge was
hooked up to so many tubes, monitors beeping at erratic intervals,
measuring processes that kept the heart of who she was alive in a
body that made Lydia weep when she saw it. Grandma didn’t get sick.
It was family lore. At eighty-four she was the Energizer Bunny. Madge
just kept going and going, from mouth to feet.

This
time, though, it was the in-between that wasn’t working right.

“A
patron at the restaurant where she works said she just grabbed the
cash register and told her to call 911. By the time the ambulance
arrived, she was unconscious. Another patron performed CPR for about
a minute before the ambulance crew took over. She’s very lucky the
restaurant is so close to the hospital. The blockage…” As the
doctor explained the details to Sandy, Lydia could only look at
Madge, taking in all the medical technology that covered her helpless
body, her eyes closed, a tube running in her mouth, breathing for
her.

If
Lydia could have given her heart to her grandmother, she would.

Grandma
couldn’t die. Crazy Madge was a living legend and Lydia had left
for Iceland assuming that Grandma would just be there when she got
back. Because Madge was a living legend, Lydia had always thought of
her as timeless. Immortal.

Another
illusion shattered.

Yet
another doctor rolled in, this one wearing scrubs and a deeply
concerned look on his face, carefully ushering an old man into the
room, speaking to him in a low, soothing tone of voice. 


“Ed!”
Sandy said, walking over and giving him a huge hug. Lydia took a
moment to realize it was her grandma’s boyfriend, Ed Derjian, and
the doctor with him must be his grandson, Alex. Madge had nattered on
and on about the wunderkind, and how Lydia should hook up with
him, but fate had never intervened.

Meeting
him under these circumstances was less than ideal. Besides, according
to Madge’s most recent report, the young doctor was snatched up by
a weird, hyper woman whose best friends were in some sort of
threesome arrangement.

Nothing
wrong with that.

“Alex
Derjian,” he said, introducing himself to Sandy, his arm strong and
peppered with dark hair, the smile restrained and sympathetic. The
wide, friendly face with kind chocolate eyes—like Ed’s—made her
do a double take. Whomever he was dating was lucky. Very lucky. 


He
turned back to Ed, who was now talking with Sandy in hushed tones,
Ed’s shoulders shaking slightly as Sandy patted his arm softly.
Whatever they were telling him just about broke Lydia’s heart.

“My
Madge,” Ed said, his voice shaking. Alex led him to her side and
Ed’s hand tentatively touched Madge’s, daunted by the tubes
running out of her, wide patches of tape covering the thick veins of
the back of her hand.

“She
looks so tiny. So frail,” he rasped. Tenderly touching three
fingers, he held them as the machine hissed and groaned, pumping air
into her grandma’s lungs.

“Madge
is sedated, Grandpa. She can’t talk or react, but you can say
whatever you want and some part of her will know you’re here and
that you love her,” Alex said.

That
did it. Sandy’s eyes filled with tears as she gripped Lydia’s
hand, and Lydia’s throat swelled with emotion.

“She’ll
pull out of this, right, Alex? My Madge is so strong.” Ed’s plea
made Lydia’s chest tighten, and she saw Alex react with as measured
and professional a response as he could, while trying to balance his
own emotions. 


Sandy’s
shoulders shook with great sobs that would soon turn to a keening,
Lydia feared, setting the room into chaos. Turning her mother toward
the door, she and Alex shared a surprisingly intimate look, one of
comfort and knowing, one she would remember years later. It was
exactly what she needed, his eyes shifting from hers to Sandy, then
nodding, a confirmation that she was doing the right thing, an
acknowledgment that this was so, so hard, and a recognition of her
own humanity.

Somehow
he conveyed all that in just one look.

“She
can’t die,” Sandy whispered fiercely. “Not before Karen gets
here.”

Lydia’s
aunt Karen lived in Wisconsin, a professor of biology at a small
college. Sandy was the eldest of the two sisters and Karen came back
every few years. 


“When
is she arriving, Mom?”

“Sometime
tonight. She said she was arranging coverage for her classes and
going straight to Chicago to catch a direct flight.” Lydia made a
mental note to make sure someone picked Karen up. 


Her
mom’s only sibling, Karen was a force of nature. Sandy and Pete had
taken the brood to Wisconsin only once, a crazy two-week trip that
Lydia remembered fondly for the day-long adventure in Niagara Falls.
Luke had nearly fallen over into the spray and they’d all gotten
food poisoning from some cheap diner Pete had insisted on trying. The
road trip was known as “The Puke Vacation,” and Aunt Karen had
been the one to travel to them after that.

“Is
it that bad? What did the doctor say?”

“The
cardiologist says that she has an eighty-five percent blockage in one
artery, and they’re looking at the others to see how pervasive the
damage is. Right now, they think she went no more than ninety seconds
to two minutes without oxygen, but until they lessen the sedation and
get her breathing on her own, we just don’t know.” Sandy’s last
word came out as a sob.

Seeing
her mother like this was killing Lydia. Killing her. Standing in the
hallway, she wrapped her arms around Sandy and just held her, letting
her mom sob in her arms. Jeremy rounded the corner in front of her
and gave them both a look of such sympathy and compassion that she
felt her own tears come again. To see someone so big, so imposing,
have his face crumple like that…

Without
hesitation he marched over to them both and added a third set of arms
to the hug, taking deep breaths and just being there with them. For
the next two minutes they stood in place and felt what they needed to
feel as the world continued on without them.

Which
was exactly what Lydia needed right now.



“What’s
going on?” Mike asked, approaching Pete and Miles as they struggled
with a tent pole. Tomorrow the talent show would begin, an all-day
extravaganza culminating in the big show under the tent, and as
throngs of men he didn’t know poured in to set up the stage and the
enormous circus tent, the atmosphere was decidedly less celebratory
than the previous day.

“My
mother-in-law had a heart attack,” Pete said, now looking up as he
and Miles tried to move the heavy cylinder into place. As he jumped
in, Mike’s extra strength made the difference, the three men
grappling with the pole until it was centered and secured.

Madge?
He nearly blurted her name out, then realized what a faux pas that
would be. He had no reason to know her name under the current
circumstances. “I’m so sorry,” was all he could offer.

“Thank
you. She’s a tough old bat, and I sure as hell hope she pulls
through. I’ll go to Boston on Friday, but in the meantime, Lydia
and Sandy are there with her.”

“Lydia?”

Miles
gave him a very narrow look. “My sister.”

“Mike
wouldn’t know her,” Pete said in a calm, hollow voice. “She
just got here a few days ago with her new boyfriend.”

Gut
punch. Her new boyfriend.

“She
went to Boston with Sandy?”

Both
nodded.

“That’s
good. Sandy will need the support.” And so will Lydia.

“Her
boyfriend, Jeremy, drove them. I didn’t want either of my girls
driving. Not when they’re this emotional.”

“Is
the prognosis good?”

Their
faces went from grim to horrid. “We don’t know,” Miles said, a
hangdog expression making him look darker than usual. “We’re
waiting to hear.”

“She’s
in CICU and she’s eighty-four. Madge is a fighter, but…” Pete
let out a ragged breath. “The show must go on,” he said, cracking
a shaky, morbid grin.

“How
can I help?” Mike asked.

Pete
sized him up. “You already have, man. Let’s just keep going.”



Jeremy
felt like a completely useless bag of flesh in situations like this.
All he could think to do was to fetch coffee and give sympathetic
looks. Hugs for Lydia, too. Lydia’s grandmother was Madge—the
Madge from Jeddy’s—and a pang of reminiscence from his college
days kicked in. When did she get so…old?

Running
a hand through his hair in frustration at his own lack of power to do
something, he remembered the grays he’d seen in there recently.
You’re getting old, too.

The
thought used to terrify him, and likely drove all the sand-hopping
adventures he’d indulged in this decade. Old. Who wanted to get
old? Your body began to break down, your mind dulled, you ended up
unable to eat anything that required chewing and in the end you
watched reruns of Matlock and Murder, She Wrote on TV
after Wheel of Fortune was over.

No
thanks.

Madge
was different. Lydia and Sandy seemed to handle their worry with two
speeds: funny stories about Madge, or quiet sobbing. He could handle
the former better than the latter.

“Remember
when Grandma called us from jail? She got arrested at that sex club,
the one where the lion got loose. They thought she was a dominatrix.”

Sandy
stayed silent, cheeks turning pink. Uh-oh, Jeremy thought, the
discomfort level in the waiting room shooting up to a screaming
level.

“Mom?”
Lydia hissed, eyes wide and intrigued. “You always said she was
just goofing around at Halloween and that she was there to protest
the abuse of the animals.”

“You
were too young to explain it to,” Sandy muttered.

Jeremy
stifled a laugh. “She sounds like quite the character.”

“You
don’t know the half of it,” the two women said simultaneously,
then chuckled.

The
young doctor who was Madge’s boyfriend’s grandson—Adam?
Ansel?—came over, his eyes sad and down turned. Oh, shit.

All
three stood, and as the doctor scanned their faces, his expression
shifted and he put his palms out. “Oh, no—no worries. I don’t
have new information. I’m not even on the case.”

Sandy
blew out a sigh of relief and Jeremy saw Lydia’s eyes change from
alarmed to warm, a look passing between her and the doctor that made
his throat tighten. What was this?

“Alex,”
she said fondly, and he reached out to touch Lydia’s arm, a
friendly touch of acknowledgment that made Jeremy want to go back in
time and feed him to that lion in the sex club.

Where
was this coming from?

“Hi,
Lydia.” Alex turned to Jeremy and offered a hand, which Jeremy
accepted, his grip like steel. Alex returned it in full, dark eyes
suddenly on guard. They were at eye level to each other, though
Jeremy was about an inch taller, both of them looming over Sandy and
Lydia.

“How
is your grandfather?” Lydia asked, genuinely concerned. Jeremy
couldn’t help himself, taking a step closer to her and putting his
arm around her. It felt like an eighth-grade move, a primal instinct
and a display of possession that was laughable.

But
he really couldn’t control it.

Lydia
leaned into him, her cheek against his shoulder, and he relaxed,
tension draining out of him as Alex focused on her question. 


“He’s
confused. Keeps asking what happened to Madge. He has Alzheimer’s,
though it’s under reasonable control with medication. Madge is his
rock.”

“And
he is hers. She talks about him all the time,” Sandy interjected,
placing her hand on Alex’s forearm. “I’m sorry I haven’t been
in the city more lately. We really should have met before this.”

A
forty-something woman tapped lightly on the doorway to the waiting
room, interrupting the four of them. “Hello?” Wearing flowing
clothing that looked like something between an Indian sarong and a
high-end Newbury Street outfit, she had a natural beauty to her, a
woman who aged with grace, with twinkling eyes and a sophistication
that wasn’t pretentious or showy.

And
her eyes were all on Sandy and Alex.

“I’m
Meribeth Derjian. Ed’s daughter,” she said, aiming for Sandy.
Relief filled Sandy’s eyes as she took Meribeth’s hand, then
pulled her into an embrace.

“I
have wanted to meet you for so long!” Sandy said, her voice muffled
in the woman’s shoulder. Stepping back, she looked at Meribeth,
then at Alex. “I see some resemblance…”

“Not
much,” Alex said through a smile.

“But
you look exactly like a young Ed,” Sandy insisted.

“He
really does,” Meribeth said, now looking at Lydia and Jeremy. “Are
these your kids?”

Jeremy
choked, the sound a sputter that was so socially awkward that a pain
formed between his eyes, making him pinch the bridge of his nose.
Could he add to the enormity of this awful occasion any more?

Lydia
snickered. “I’m Sandy’s daughter, but this isn’t her son. If
it were, our relationship would be illegal.”

Alex’s
eyebrows shot up, but he said nothing. 


Meribeth
stepped forward to shake Lydia’s hand. “So you’re the famous
Lydia. Madge’s roommate. Dad and Madge talked about you. Madge is
so proud of your career accomplishments.” Meribeth flashed her son
a look that said the same. Who wouldn’t want a handsome, successful
doctor for a son?

His
own parents, for one. They’d pushed, but computer science had
trumped medical school, much to their chagrin.

“And
I’m Jeremy. Jeremy Forster. Nice to meet you, circumstances
excepted.” As their palms touched he caught a whiff of perfume that
made him think of a bakery and spices from a foreign land. Her
necklace was a complicated strand of gold and gemstones, with
dangling earrings color-coordinated with flecks of earth tones in her
clothing. He could watch her for hours, like a work of art in human
form.

And
she was motherly, to boot. Nothing like his own mom, who had thought
the height of fashion was Christmas lights with a battery pack on her
seasonal sweatshirt. Being a late-in-life baby meant having a mom who
had gone completely gray by the time he graduated high school and who
began collecting Social Security before he graduated college.

Alex’s
mother was the polar opposite.

“Nice
to meet you as well, Jeremy, though you’re right.” She frowned
and made careful eye contact with each of them, a studied,
compassionate series of movements. Her sad eyes were riveting.
“What’s Madge’s prognosis?” Her eyes settled on Alex.

“Wait
and see,” he muttered, shrugging.

Meribeth
rolled her eyes. “We’re at one of the best cardiac facilities in
the world and that’s the most medical science has to offer?”
There was no bite to her words. Just resignation. Her sigh punctuated
it.

The
four of them sat, while Jeremy’s legs turned to tree trunks. I
have to get out of here.

“Anyone
want coffee?” he asked in a forced, neutral voice.

Three
yeses. Thank God.

“I’ll
come with you,” Lydia said. An equivocation bounced inside him,
rippling like a chime intoned at an off angle, making the
reverberations a source of unease. Did he want company?

No
choice. She stood and they walked out, her dry hand catching his, the
fingers interlacing.

Take
that, Dr. Perfect.

“Nice
guy,” she said under her breath as they walked down the hallway,
the scent of antiseptic overwhelming, the glare of the fluorescent
lights taking him back to his own mother’s hospitalization.

Her
last one.

His
hands broke out in a sweat.

“You
seemed to think so,” he said in a flat voice, too overcome by
competing emotions to measure out his response. His heart sped up and
her hand felt like a dry noodle in his slippery palm as she turned to
him slowly, brow creased, eyes confused.

“What
does that mean?”

Her
tone should have been prickly and pissed, but instead it was
perplexed and, he noticed, a bit hurt. Ah, fuck. Open mouth, insert
foot. 


He
wasn’t the jealous type. Ever. Live and let live. Move on if a
woman wanted someone else. Let people be with whomever they wanted to
be with. Those were his mottoes. Hell, he’d watched Mike with Dana,
and with the women back in Thailand that one time, and not felt even
the tiniest tinge of envy or possessiveness. In fact, what he’d
felt most was pure lust.

Right
now?

He
didn’t know what the hell he felt.

“I’m
sorry.” The words came out clipped and rushed as he pulled his hand
away and wiped it on his jeans. Lydia’s vulnerability lulled him
and made him feel like even more of an asshole. Being open was the
only way to handle this, wasn’t it? Just be truthful. 


“I
don’t know why I’m like this,” he added. Yes, you do.

“It’s
okay,” she said in a voice that told him it wasn’t. It really
wasn’t.

“Lydia.”
Bending over, he put his hands on her shoulders. As she tipped her
face up to his he could see her struggle, how her eyes were just a
little too shiny, the red rims of her lower lids raw from crying, how
she thought she was just going on an errand to get coffee and now
they were…arguing? Over a doctor they’d just met?

Closing
his eyes, he took a deep breath and decided to leap. “The last time
I was in a hospital was the day my mom died.” There. It was out.
The flash of ICU, of his mother’s ventilator, of being the only
person in the room who had to make the agonizing choice to remove her
from the machines as ten thousand eyes, all dressed in scrubs and
white coats seemed to stare him down with a mixture of pity and
practicality, his mother’s life in his hands.

At
least when his dad had died, those decisions had been his mother’s
to make.

“Oh,
God.” The whoosh of her breath, the way tears pooled in her eyes,
how the prickliness between them dissolved as if it had never been
there, gave him a rush of emotion he couldn’t name. Telling someone
anything about his inner life—someone other than Mike, that is—had
been taboo for so many years.

And
now it wasn’t.

She
wrapped her arms around him as she stretched on tiptoes. “I didn’t
know. You’ve never told me anything about your family.”

“It
hasn’t come up.” Warmth. Softness. Lush body with loving embrace.
Lydia’s presence and her willingness to reach out didn’t just
comfort him. It aroused him in a sensual manner that felt so
appropriate, yet connected with a deeper layer he couldn’t name.
Breathing in her neck, the light scent of her soap mixed with the
desperate fear she’d carried on her skin for all these hours, he
wanted to strip her naked, climb under the sheets and bury himself in
her, finding solace where no one else could wrench him away from
being lost in her.

Because
if you have to feel lost anyhow, it might as well be with a gorgeous,
creamy, divine woman in bed, right?

The
expected hard-on descended on him slowly, but with a lingering effect
Lydia soon noticed. She took a step back and grinned a half smile.
“Even now?”

His
kiss came out of nowhere, his body finding her mouth without thought.
Dry lips soon turned wet as he was tender, then eager, then
insistent, her lips parting for his tongue, his neck aching as he
bent down to touch as much of her as was polite in public, wanting
her with such desperation he vaguely wondered if he could just take
her off into one of those doctor on-call rooms that people on
television shows were always locking and using for afternoon delight.

Or
a stairwell?

Elevator?

Expecting
her to pull away, instead she melted into it, needing comfort,
too—and he remembered Mike’s apartment. Before he’d left town,
Mike had given him carte blanche to use the place. Not as if Jeremy
hadn’t, plenty of times. He’d given up his own apartment years
ago, instead settling for a patchwork of places on the rare stretches
he found himself in the city.

Could
he suggest it? Should he?

Lydia
pulled back at just the right moment, breathless and flushed. “This
feels really dirty,” she said.

If
that was supposed to make him feel bad, he must have some really
screwy wiring, because all it did was make him want her more.

Sandy’s
appearance at that exact moment pushed every boundary of how much he
could keep it together. “Get lost on the way to finding coffee?”
she said in a cheerful voice. Expecting sarcasm, Jeremy was disarmed
by her genuine joking.

Meribeth
was right behind her. No Alex, thank goodness.

“Um,
sort of,” Lydia murmured, running a hand through her hair. They
hadn’t even made it to the elevator.

The
two older women exchanged a glance. Meribeth looped her arm through
Sandy’s, the women sharing a meaningful look. “We’re going to
grab a coffee nearby and talk. You don’t need to get us anything.”
And with that, they walked away, heads together and giggles coming
after ten paces.

It
felt like permission.

It
should have felt like a reproach.

“That
was awkward,” Lydia mumbled.

“You
think that was awkward?” he sputtered, finally finding his
voice. “How about the fact that we just plumbed each other’s
faces for the past God-knows-how-long while the janitor went past us
on a vomit mission?”

“You
are such a romantic.” But she reached for his hips, fingertips
playing with the band of his jeans, his zipper feeling like a
chastity belt. A small groan of anticipation vibrated in the back of
his throat like a gong.

“Am
I a pervert for wanting sex right now? My grandma’s down the hall
and she might be dying, and all I want is…” She sighed, leaving
the thought unsaid, those magic nails scratching lightly against the
small of his back as he struggled not to take her right there, in the
hallway, next to a cart marked Colostomy supplies.

“You,”
he said, completing the thought. Pulling back, he grabbed her hand,
and five sets of stairs later they were on their way to the car.

To
Mike’s place.



The
drive home felt so fake. Fall in Maine had a luminous quality, as if
Thomas Kinkade had gone into Photoshop and turned the leaves
into a mockery of what nature really could produce.

It
was real, of course, but it felt like pretend. Nothing in his own
reality was as breathtakingly gorgeous as this.

Except
for Lydia.

Pete
had assured him that everything was under control as the talent show
wound down, and Mike had a slow awakening to what he knew needed to
come next. 


Leaving.

Performing
his act in the show had been great fun, his song well received. The
intended audience wasn’t there, though, so the reception was
bittersweet. The chorus of his slow melody looped through his mind as
he drove:





Come
with me behind the mask

Join
me in the shadows

Let
the darkness wash over us

As
our inner light sets us free





They
say we can’t do this

The
rules won’t allow it

But
all I want from life is

Authenticity





It
felt so...teenager-ish, but people in the crowd had held up their
smartphones and lighters, swaying with the tune on the third
go-around of the chorus. Mike had felt as if he were singing to the
universe, that the worlds stretched beyond Lydia and into some
communal part of himself, and now...

Now
he was just in his own way if he stayed.

He
was too close to the edge staying at the campground. Lydia and Jeremy
would come back, and when that happened, the pain he would cause
Lydia would be overwhelming. His disguise, his deception, the video,
the job in Iceland—and now, for her to learn he had been living at
her parents’ campground for the past month by casually bumping into
him?

No
way.

Fleeing
back to the city was the only rational answer. Finding his own
authenticity was more important than forcing anything on her.

When
he’d told Pete he’d be moving on a few days early, Pete had
started to offer a prorated refund, but Mike waved him off. According
to his latest financial reports, he was more than fine. Forever. He’d
never need to work another day in his life.

The
drive to the city wasn’t a reclaiming, though. It was a reckoning,
and he didn’t know what he planned for himself. Check his mail, get
the apartment in shape, regroup and maybe—just maybe—see if he
could help in any way, however small, with Lydia’s grandmother.
Connections through charities gave him the opportunity to pick up a
phone and get a top specialist there if need be. Money could also
help with so many issues that average folks, like Pete and Sandy,
might struggle with.

If
he could be of help, he would.

Cruising
through the tolls in New Hampshire, then driving down the thin strip
of the coast, he marveled at the giant sailboats that dotted the
inlet. Those wouldn’t be out on the water for long, with New
England’s storms soon thrashing the shoreline. Then again, a few
mild winters had made the legend of nor’easters seem to lose some
punch. Global warming? Climate change? Who knew. All it meant to him
was a brief interference with going to and from business meetings and
trips to make deals. For the past ten years he felt as if he hadn’t
done much in nature other than fitness runs and the occasional
outdoor charity event.

A
month at the Charles’ campground had changed all that.

The
sterile apartment he was headed to would be a distant memory soon.
His plan was to pack everything up, ditch the lease and start anew.
But first, there was lingering business to take care of.

Lydia.

And,
to a lesser extent, Jeremy. Sending his best friend on a mission had
succeeded—a bit too wildly, he confessed to himself, the memory of
watching their bodies from the sea kayak now so jarring that he
gripped the steering wheel with a death force. Jealousy wasn’t the
word for it—he never felt that when it came to being with a woman
with Jeremy.

The
correct name for what he felt was regret. 


And
pain.

Jeremy
was the man Lydia wanted now. He’d found his way into her body and,
perhaps, into her heart. But the trick with Jeremy was that he was
like a puppy, easily distracted by shiny new things.

What
would happen when the shine wore off Lydia?

The
thought made his gut ache and his fingers twitch, because for as much
as Jeremy was enjoying her—lavishing her with attention and
lust-filled trysts in the crisp Maine woods—Mike knew exactly what
came next.

Jeremy
would leave.

Aside
from Dana, that was exactly what Jeremy had done with every woman
he’d ever dated. A few weeks, a month or two at most, and he was
gone, his interest fed and sated, his desire thwarted by some
immature sense of what it meant to love and be loved. Mike wasn’t a
psychoanalyst and, frankly, he had no desire whatsoever to try to
figure out that part of Jeremy’s brain.

But.

What
if this was like Dana? Jeremy had been so heartbroken it had shocked
Mike, vibrating to his core, making him question what he thought he
knew about his friend. The three had shared everything—time, money,
a bed—for nearly a year, and when she’d balked at the question of
permanence Jeremy had tentatively suggested, her leaving crushed him.

Tryst
after tryst and drunken lovers on various beaches worldwide had
seemed to help Jeremy heal, but the lingering sadness made Mike
wonder…was Jeremy as immature as he’d assumed? Was the cavalier,
goofy man-child image just that?

A
facade?

As
disingenuous as Matt Jones had been?

Lost
in thought, he barely noticed the Massachusetts border, eyes glossing
over the cheap liquor store that New Hampshire hawked (no sales
tax!). Mike slid through the tolls, on his way to clean up a past he
no longer identified with. The apartment now was a transaction to
manage: pack, cancel the lease, move and forge ahead.

There
was no emotional reality there.



“Nice
place,” Lydia said with a low whistle. Sleek gray and all windows,
it looked like a playboy’s apartment. “This is yours?” Whoever
lived here was the type to have a closet full of Armani. Not someone
dressed like Jeremy, in faded jeans, an MIT hoodie and Skechers.

“No.
A friend’s.”

“Wealthy
friend.”

His
breath was hot against her cheek, his body so fast she didn’t know
that someone that big and tall could move like a ninja. A sex
ninja, the thought making her giggle as his fingers circled her
waist, pressing her against his obvious erection.

“I
love it when women giggle as I come on to them.”

“Then
you must love it a lot.”

With
that, his arm went under her knees and he scooped her up, her nose
banging into his neck, her body feeling awkward in his arms. Men
didn’t pick her up like this. Too heavy and solid; on the few
occasions someone had tried, they’d tipped over, falling into a
heap.

Jeremy
lifted her like she was a child.

“How
can you—” Step by graceful step, the sentence couldn’t be
completed before he plopped her on the bed, not even breathing hard.

Well,
not from exertion, at least.

Flexing
his biceps, he said drily, “Beer. It does a body good.” Then he
patted his nonexistent belly.

She
laughed. “And coffee. Don’t forget coffee.”

“I
want to talk about other things I can put in my mouth,” he murmured
as he lifted the hem of her turtleneck and found her breasts. Popping
one out of the bra, he took the nipple in his mouth so deftly that
she squeaked, the rush of warm wetness making blood rush low,
engorging her clit. Lost in the sensation, she barely felt him reach
around and unclasp her bra, then slowly savor her other nipple,
fingers tweaking and twirling against the puckered skin of the other.

She
moaned, enjoying the feel of a real bed under her, the silence of a
hermetically sealed apartment, the quiet a balm and so different from
the past days in the woods. Each breath was an aural caress, the rasp
of cloth against skin like a poem, his mouth a sonnet. Grandma’s
crisis, the missed talent show, her abandoned friends and family at
the campground, the mess with Mike—it all faded off, like atoms
separating and entropy achieved, as Jeremy’s hands and mouth took
her out of her thoughts.

The
slip of the cotton neck of her shirt over her head and the fling of
her bra off the bedside made her sit up, wanting Jeremy’s bare skin
against hers. His hoodie flew across the room onto a chair, and they
panted on the bedspread, half naked and wild with need.

“I
want to be in you. Bury myself in you. Lydia,” he whispered,
cradling her jaw, those silly eyes serious and focused only on her,
layers of emotion that she wanted years to study coming out in this
moment. “You make me feel. Really feel. I don’t—no one has ever
touched me like this.”

She
knew he didn’t mean with her fingers.

Breath
still, she took in his words, letting them wash over her, the
pounding push of arousal through her veins tempered—then driven—by
what he said.

“I
need you,” he said, his body over hers as he crawled to her, the
long stretch of him, abs touching, the feel of his chest hair against
her nipple, the soft sweetness of his neck making her unfurl and
uncoil.

The
words he hadn’t said pounded through her, relentless and quivering.

It
wasn’t time yet.

Yet.

But
that day was coming.

Rolling
him to the side, her fingers flew to his waistband, unsnapping his
jeans and unceremoniously pushing the pants down. With a few kicks
they were off, and she did the same, then he hooked his fingers on
each side of the cloth of her panties and brushed them down to her
ankles, like a wizard’s touch, spinning magic inside her belly and
the folds of her vulva, clit swollen with need, her release less
important than the long, slow, deliciously obedient savoring they
were about to do to—and with—each other.

This
was no heated rush.

Jeremy
joined her in being nude, stripped bare on this stranger’s bed, the
holiness of silence turning the room into a sanctuary, away from all
the craziness that life had delivered this past month. Just two
months ago she’d been a different Lydia, that person so foreign to
her as the push of his tongue against her teeth made her wet, his
hand at her ribs, the other pressed into her navel, fingertips
teasing and stroking her curves as he held back, not touching where
she wanted him most, but instead turning his journey of her body into
a rambling tour.

The
stale air was warmed by their breath, the room a comfortable
temperature, the cotton of the bedspread the kind of spun gold that
only a very wealthy person could afford. Not the well-worn flannel
she was accustomed to, or the crisp cotton sheets Madge had sworn by
(and passed on to her).

Jeremy’s
hands continued loving her, his mouth dragging along her neck and
chest, leaving goosebumps and an unabashed sense of enjoyment at just
being touched. Distracted for a moment by the unfamiliar
surroundings, she took a moment to orient herself, looking down at
him as his mouth rested on one taut nipple, his eyes closed, his face
all-consumed by her.

Them.

The
joking, interfering man who’d appeared in Iceland weeks ago was now
her lover, and a damn fine one at that. So unlike Mike, whose raw
intensity fairly radiated out of him like an energy source, as if he
were nuclear fusion itself, Jeremy’s entire being was more languid
and fluid, his ability to relax and just hang out a treasured
quality, because how many people could do that? In a world of stress
and rush and worry and haste, Jeremy’s decidedly calm, mellow
self—which was currently licking her navel as one hand traveled
along her inner thigh—ignited something in her that simmered
instead of bubbling over.

The
two men would have made a perfect complement to each other, and her
mind wandered to her dream about Mike. Ah, to have both. At once. Was
that a betrayal? With Jeremy at her service and her legs rubbing
against his rigid cock, his hands gripping her breasts, the salty
scent of him mingled with coffee and his spicy soap, she didn’t
care. Blood rushed once more through her as he changed course, and
soon, commanding hands parted her thighs and he gave her what she
needed most, right here, right now.

Release
from her thoughts. 


The
orgasm would be secondary, an afterthought, she surmised, mind racing
with too many intrusions as his tongue sank deep into her folds,
palms rasping against her full ass, sliding between her and the
comforter to hike up her hips. The angle improved and he sighed, a
sound of a man finding his way to pleasure.

Heat
pulsed through her as he took her in, so free with his own body and
reveling in touching, tasting, teasing and cleaving with hers. This
was what she had thought sex should be, the welding of mind, body,
and soul, and as his words—I need you—flashed through her
mind, she wondered if next she would hear the words she’d not been
told in a very long time.

I
love you.

Mike’s
face replaced the vision, invading without provocation just as
Jeremy’s tongue touched her clitoris with a whisper that made all
her stray strands of thoughts whip into a centered core, like ribbons
on a Maypole that suddenly wove around the post, leaving nothing left
to be tossed in the wind. 


“Oh,”
she groaned, the sound spurring him on, his unfailing rhythm and
motion, the slow circle of his tongue a practiced movement designed
to bring her to cries of joy. And he would.

She
needed him, too.

Widening
her legs, she reached down to open her lips to him, giving better
access to what he sought with his tongue, his fingers now slick with
her juices and using her own body’s proof of desire to elicit more.
One, then two, fingers slipped in her, her muscled walls clinging to
him for dear life. Fire poured through her now, her hips bucking
against his mouth with controlled strokes, Jeremy meeting her every
move.

Each
ragged breath only added to the cloud of intensity hovering over her,
body dissipating into a mist of lust as she felt herself begin the
journey to climax. An unexpected—and unarticulated—craving for
his finger to play with her in new, recently explored territory made
a bolt of flame fly through her, his mouth stroking her to ecstasy,
fingers riding her and playing her from within, the alluring sense of
being consumed utterly by this man—his sole focus—enough alone to
make her cry out with release.

And
then—he read her mind, one finger teasing the tight muscle of her
ass, slick with her own juices, his finger playing her perfectly.
“Oh!” she gasped, shocked by how right it felt, how naughty and
dirty and oh so wicked.

Perfect.

Frenzied
and even wetter, she made a strangled sound as his mouth released her
clit, the cool absence of his lips on her like some form of
punishment. “Okay?” he asked, checking in.

“More
than okay,” she gasped.

“Good,”
he murmured in a deep voice that made her want to ride his mouth for
the next century. The finger that explored her ass turned her breath
from a gasp to a series of hitched cries, the feeling pushing her
completely to overflowing, her body weeping with joy and struggling
to let go of the monumental build-up inside her. Quaking, her limbs
shivered, her clit pushing against his determined tongue, his motions
matching hers like a hunter unwilling to let go of prey. 


“Jeremy!”
she called out, his name the only word she could remember as his
cheek scratched against her inner thigh, his lips suckled her clit,
and his tongue went on, still knowing it was too much, his fingers
now taking over the work of giving her as much as he could within the
constraints of overwhelm.

“Oh
my God!” she screamed, aware that they were alone in an apartment
where no one could hear them, and if anyone could it was no one she
cared about. The campground, the hostels in Iceland—neither had
afforded this range of abandon, and she let loose with a force that
allowed her to scream, to let herself unleash completely, through her
body, her fingers that gripped the bedspread as if it were a tether,
and to call out until her throat was shredded, until her entire being
had exploded with a pulse of rock-hard muscle and soft, mewling
whimpering that made her go limp.

And
then he was gone.

Barely
able to focus, clouds of multicolored plumes behind her open eyes,
she watched Jeremy’s bare ass as he walked into the attached
bathroom. The rush of the sink, the rummaging in a cabinet. His
return gave her a look at his cocky face, dark with desire, and
playful. The look of a man who knew exactly what he was about to do.

To
you.

In
his hands he held a condom and a bottle of lube.

“Both
unopened,” he said, as if prematurely allaying her fears.

Her
entire body, from nipples to ankles, from breastbone to earlobe,
throbbed with the waning of the earthquake he’d triggered in her. A
cold wash of something animal made her shiver as he put the items on
the nightstand and got back in bed next to her, sidling up, his arm
over his head, thick pecs stretching his chest out like a muscle orgy
that needed one more in there.

Her
finger.

Tracing
the outline of his nipple, she smiled without teeth, letting the
pulse at her neck regulate, feeling the tingling in her lips and clit
fade into a blurred warmth. 


He
inhaled sharply as she nudged her hip against his rigid cock, which
stood like an attentive soldier, awaiting orders. “Is that for what
I think it’s for?” she said shyly, surprised by how the topic of
anal play made her feel like a nervous teen. Why? He’d shown
himself open to it, and even Krysta said she’d done it, which was
like learning that your grandma knew how to use your new smart phone
features better than you did.

His
eyes narrowed with a sharpness that told her he’d picked up on her
nervousness. “It’s for whatever you want.”

Broadening
her palm, she remembered her grandmother, sick in bed, the hiss of
the ventilator keeping her alive. The contrast between that image and
of Jeremy’s vibrant, young body stretched out before her, naked and
willing, in command and ready to test her boundaries, made her want
this even more. You have to live while there’s still life in you,
and what could be a greater affirmation of life than making love and
exploring pleasure in all its forms?

In
other words, her conscience chimed in: You know you want to try
it, so just do it.

“I
want you to pop my anal cherry.”

He
winced, then laughed, the booming sound carrying through the empty
apartment. “And you say I’m the unromantic one?”

With
a face so red she was sure it matched her clit, she forced herself to
meet his eyes. “I’m…I don’t have a language for this,
Jeremy.”

Suddenly
serious, he took a deep breath and claimed her hip with his big hand.
“You don’t have to—”

“I
want to. I’m curious. I’m tongue-tied and stumbling like an
eighth grader hoping for her first kiss.”

“We’ve
sort of gone beyond that,” he said, pointedly looking at their
naked bodies.

She
smacked him on the shoulder and then tweaked his nipple. Hard. “You
know what I mean.”

“I’d
be honored to be your backdoor boyfriend.”

“Oh,
God.” The laughter made her breasts jiggle and he ogled her,
catching one with the full of his hand and just staring at the flesh
as it bounced.

“I
could watch this all day on an infinite loop,” he said.

“That’s
because you’re a man.”

“Thank
you for noticing, again.” With that, his mouth matched hers
hungrily, making her head spin. Preliminaries aside, they both knew
what they wanted, and Lydia found her body in a state of heightened
arousal, the thrill of the forbidden and unknown setting her on edge.

A
good edge, one that made her skin pinprick and tingle as Jeremy let
one hand slide over her ample ass, his fingers slick with lube, one
finding her and sliding slowly around the entrance, the zing of nerve
endings, untouched and unknown, so fine, she held her breath, unable
to do anything but feel.

“Why
do you think people do this? Straight people, I mean,” she babbled,
the words coming out in a rush of anxiety. Over-talking wasn’t one
of her traits, but it came out under extreme stress. Especially
during sex. “Women don’t need this. It’s just—”

A
demanding mouth against hers, tongue pressing in and circling through
the soft flesh of her cheeks, riding between her teeth and lips,
exploring with a firm steadiness that matched his finger at her ass.
Make that two fingers now...

“Lydia.
Stop.”

“Stop
what?” Nervous laughter. “I just meant that it seems silly,
doesn’t it?”

“You’re
overthinking.”

“I
am not!” But he was right. Chatter overtook her. “I’m just
wondering about an important sexuality issue that—”

Another
kiss, this one making her head spin. And then:

“Stop
intellectualizing. Just feel everything. Let me help you feel. Let me
make you scream my name like you did before. I want to be in you this
time, pushing my name out of you, making you think of pleasure every
time you say ‘Jeremy.’”

And
just like that, the chatter stopped.

Positioning
her on all fours, Jeremy took two pillows and put them under her,
near her head. “You can tell me to stop any time,” he said.

“Don’t
stop.”

Both
of his hands were on her hips as she heard him behind her, the
unfamiliarity of sex without being face to face both titillating and
unnerving. His knees pressed into hers from behind, hands on her
hips, and then the warm slick of lube around her ass. Her pussy
clamped tight in response, sending a new wave of wetness through her.

Dear
God, what would this feel like?

She
was about to find out.

A
wall of muscle blanketed her back as Jeremy’s chest and torso
brushed against her shoulder blades and back. Kissing her earlobe, he
whispered, “You’re in control. Always.”

Anticipation
made her swell even more, blood engorging her, making her want what
was about to happen with exquisite clarity. Exploring something so
vulnerable, so raw and taboo with Jeremy felt so right. No judgment
for wanting this. No “right” way to proceed. No forced
expectation. She was Lydia and he was Jeremy and they were naked and
seeing what felt good.

Maybe
it really was that simple.

The
tearing sound of the condom, then the sound of a bottle popping open,
then closed, made her begin to tighten and relax in a pattern, as if
her heartbeat had settled into her nether regions. The presence of
his cock at the entrance of her anus made her shiver and close her
eyes. A deep breath. A sigh, nipples tightening. The rasp of his
groan as he seemed to stroke himself, his finger spreading lube
around her liberally.

A
gentle tug combined with his other hand at her clit. A visceral pulse
inward made her cry out, then a relaxing that allowed him to enter
her, even for a second, before her body pushed him back out
involuntarily.

Slow,
wet circles on her clit and the erratic heat of his breath on her
back made her want this more, mind focused only on what he could give
her body with the careful push of himself into her, the breach of her
thick muscle a marathon of lube, time and love. 


As
his fingers changed tempo on her swollen red nub, she found herself
riding them, wanting the release, her throat closing as her ass
pressed back into him, the shudder of climax allowing him to push in,
the fullness mingling with the shattered release of her pent-up fire
and making her so full, so complete, she could feel it in her ribs,
her throat, all throughout her hips and legs, as if Jeremy himself
had crawled inside her and inhabited her very soul.

Barely
in her, he held steady, giving her body time to accommodate him, her
breath suspended between pain and pleasure, his fingers now just
resting lightly against her hot folds, her breathing labored as waves
she couldn’t control made her create friction inside her, his entry
forced by her body’s involuntary movement. 


The
hand moved, now sliding her long hair back from the curtain it formed
around her face, the indentation of her teeth in her lower lip easily
felt as she opened her mouth and ran her tongue around her lips,
coming back to earth to find her body altered in unfathomable ways.
Still in her, Jeremy’s slow breaths behind her, the heat of his
pelvis against her ass, made her want to take him in all the way.

To
be as close as two people can possibly be.

“How’s
this?” he asked.

“More,”
was all she could answer, and he obliged, the movement so small she
might have missed it had she not been so new, so—dare she think
it?—virginal in this respect. The pain intensified but lessened as
he waited, his hand out of her hair and now sliding, without a goal,
up and down her inner thighs, as if calming a spooked animal.

Which,
in a way, she was.

This
path they forged together felt more real than any lovemaking she’d
ever experienced, even that night with Mike in the office. Unleashed
and unrestrained, Jeremy and Lydia were pushing against rigid
expectations and finding what they wanted on their own terms.

And
then—one more thrust, so small yet looming so large, and she cried
out. This time, it was her own hand that found her clit, wanting the
explosion that let him enter deeper, claiming her own orgasm so she
could exert, as Jeremy had said—

Control.

Encouraging
him to go further, she slipped two fingers into her dripping self,
finding the easy juices a welcome relief. You would think that there
would be no more release left to unfurl, and yet there it was, at the
ready as Lydia brought herself to well-practiced pleasure, knowing
the exact formula to bring about a rock-hard clit, and understanding
what her body needed to go the distance with Jeremy. Nudging back
against his cock, she let him enter another quarter-inch.

Pain.

A
loosening as her pussy walls contracted in opposite rhythm with her
fingers, and then she let him push in more.

“Oh,
Lydia, this is amazing.” A kiss on her rib. “You’re amazing.”

Fevered
with her own fireball within, she heard his voice at a distance, the
growing urgency inside her robbing her of words. Jeremy slipped back
an inch or two, and then, with an agonizing pace, began to enter,
then slide back, enter, then back, the glide making her so full that
tremors overtook her, threatening to make her fall into a million
tiny pieces and never reintegrate.

And
then he called out her name with a different sound, the gritted teeth
and muscled tautness she knew when facing him something she could
only guess when she was turned away, his hands grabbing her hips with
a force that would leave marks the next day, as if fated mates had
met and left a sign of their mark. 


Her
name sounded just right against his lips as his guttural cry matched
her hoarse scream, the mixture of her fingers stroking her to climax,
his cock in her ass, and the knowledge that they’d partaken of the
taboo fruit all making the being she called “Lydia” supernova
into a tiny part of the larger consciousness that made up life, the
universe and love.

As
he slumped over her, Jeremy’s chest rose and fell with decreasing
intervals, her own face smooshed into the pile of pillows he’d
generously placed before her, clearly anticipating this possible
moment. Her breath filled her nose and face as it warmed the pillow,
her ass aching and raw, Jeremy wilting inside her. Though there was
no sound, as he pulled himself out of her it felt like a pop!,
the difference between his being in her and out so great it left a
hollow sense, one that ached and burned, a branding she claimed with
pride.

This
time, when he left for the bathroom, she didn’t watch, her face
still pushed against the expensive cotton pillowcase, her ass in the
air, her body frozen in child’s pose.

This
was all she wanted. Bliss.

Forever.

With
a groan of exertion, not complaint, she righted herself, splaying out
on the bed nude and slippery, covered in juice and lube and satiety.
Completely relaxed, she rested with her arms out, legs at a V,
staring straight up at the ceiling, experiencing only the inhale of a
full-belly breath, the push of air out of her lungs, through her
throat, over her tongue and between her lips. Hypnotic, really, like
the rhythm of lovemaking without the heat and lust.

A
rush of water again in the bathroom made her smile. At some point,
she needed to get up and shower. Reaching over the edge of the bed,
she pawed for her pants, found them and checked her phone. No
messages.

Whew.

A
tiny blip of shame shot through her. Fucking Jeremy in his friend’s
apartment while Madge was in ICU seemed so…crass. Yet Sandy would
be back by now, and a quick shower and Lydia’s return was what
mattered now. The doctors had shooed them out to give everyone a
rest, so it wasn’t as if she’d abandoned her grandma. She just….

“That
was unreal,” Jeremy whispered against her neck as he cuddled up to
her, completely unselfconscious about her body, which was now a wet
roadmap of Naughtyland.

A
kiss on the lips she meant as a quick note of affection turned wild
again, filling her with heat. So soon? Breathless, she pulled away
and laughed. “That was all too real.” Shyness seeped in,
surprising her. “Thank you.”

“For
what?” He pulled back, a questioning look on his face.

“For
being so open. For going places I’ve never gone with any man
before.”

He
nipped at her neck, arms encircling her, her ass nudging up against
his half-erect self. “Then thank you. For trusting me.”

If
she’d been back at the cabin, or in her old room at her apartment,
or anywhere but this quiet stranger’s apartment, where nothing was
hers, and she was accountable to no one, she would have missed the
imperceptible shift that took place in the silence after his words. A
very large boulder in the foundation they were building in this
relationship just clicked into place, a perfect cornerstone for…

Whatever
this was becoming.

“What
time can we go back for visiting hours?” he mumbled, yawning.

She
checked her phone. “Two hours.”

“Your
mom won’t mind if we’re not back until then?”

Lydia
shook her head, stifling her own yawn. His was contagious. “She’ll
just text if she needs me.”

And
they descended into sleep naked and entwined, comfortable exactly as
they were.



Walking
down the hallway of his building felt so odd that he might as well
have been visiting a residencial in a small South American
city, or checking in to a youth hostel in Germany. The lack of sound
troubled him, setting him on high alert. A month in the woods made a
man aware of everything from the buzz of insects to the crackle of
dry leaves under a fox’s paws. 


Here
in the city, the sounds were different—horns blaring and
construction crews creating the latest skyscraper. Mike didn’t hear
voices here so much as the mumbled rumbling of crowds, like the
chatter of starlings in the trees, moving in groups so thick they
were nearly a solid mass.

His
larger suitcase was still in the car trunk, and he carried a small
backpack into the apartment, the key jiggling in the lock, the scent
of an abandoned space hitting him. It smelled like time, like fear,
like escape. Wanting to rid himself of the scent, he swiftly opened
all the windows, accepting the bracing chill as penance for letting
himself avoid the emotional landscape that the aroma of his own
apartment brought.

If
lonely had a scent, that was it.

Living
room airing out, he paused, exhausted. The daily allotment of coffee
was not yet consumed, and he strode into the kitchen, rummaging in
the cupboards for little cups he inserted into his machine, to make a
quick, hot cup of joe. Deed accomplished, he found a nice, cold spot
on the couch right across from an open window and let the cold air
smack him in the face, like a chiding mother, light but with intent.

Mother.
He hadn’t called his in days, and he thought of Madge, who wasn’t
much older. Mike could imagine Sandy’s agony; from what little
interaction he’d had with the family, and a bit more with Lydia, he
knew damn well how important the old bat was to all of them.

And
to two or three generations of Bostonians who had experienced so many
memories at Jeddy’s.

Lydia’s
pain took over his mind, a keen sense of her struggle permeating him.
As the coffee cooled, he began to let himself recalibrate. The woods
had been good for decompression, for a refuge from an old life that
made no sense.

The
city was where he could craft a new life.

One
that he hoped might—just might—have a touch of Lydia in it.

The
distant sound of rushing water made his ears perk up and turn toward
the bedroom. Paper-thin walls. The neighbors must be—

Mumbles.
A woman’s laugh. His neck tensed and he shot to his feet, the
coffee piping hot in his hand, threatening to slosh over the mug’s
edge. Catching it in time, he lowered it to the coffee table, thighs
tight and ready to move with catlike precision.

Who
the hell was here?

On
alert, he reached for a small onyx statue, strong enough to break a
skull if need be, and strode to the bedroom door with his blood
pounding through his veins like an armory full of men being deployed.

No
warning. He swung the door open, statue raised high, and shouted,
“Who the fuck is in my house?”

Two
sets of very familiar eyes met his.

And
then one very familiar set of breasts and hips, and an ass that
looked like something out of a Caravaggio original, filled his brain
with a zooming want that converted his adrenaline to lust.

“What
the hell are you doing, Mike?” Jeremy shouted, his own voice low
and threatening, body moving to cover Lydia’s nude form, the
gesture protective and loving, igniting appreciation and thanks from
Mike’s beleaguered nervous system. Mike set the statue down
carefully on his dresser, willing his heart to stop pounding like an
Irish dancer wearing clogs made of titanium.

He
should have been enraged. But he never felt what he was supposed to
feel when it involved Jeremy.

And
definitely when it involved Lydia.

Her
eyes were wide with surprise, the whites showing millimeters beyond
her eyelid, then narrowing. Breathing hard, she wrangled her neck
from where Jeremy had pinned her with his body in case Mike had
tried—though he never would—to hurt her.

The
trio stared at one another in disbelief.

And
then, in a voice so sultry, so cynical, that luscious mouth he
remembered so fiercely taking said to him, “What? No camera crew,
Mike? You’re slipping.”




Chapter
Seven

This
was way worse than setting the cat on fire. Between that, and “Lydia
Chlamydia,” she had a way of measuring humiliating, horrifying
situations. Set the cat on fire, be compared to a cervical infection,
be videotaped in the heat of passion—these were benchmarks on the
continuum of HOLY SHIT MY LIFE IS FUCKED UP.

So
being walked in on, naked, after raunchy sex by the man who haunted
her dreams was, now, another notch on a belt she wished she didn’t
own.

The
Lydia Fucked Up Yet Again belt.

“A
what?” Those
sapphire eyes flashed in confusion, then simmered in anger, nostrils
flared, his fury focused entirely on her. Naked and completely on
display, she fought the instinct to cover up. Jeremy was trying to be
be a bedspread in human form, but it wasn’t working.

Besides,
Mike had seen it all.

And
she’d been more vulnerable than naked with him, so why did this
little formality matter?

Because
you just fucked his best friend in the man’s bed, a voice that
sounded annoyingly like Krysta’s reminded her.

Oh.
Yeah. That.

“Can
you blame her?” Jeremy asked, his tone neutral, as if he were
chatting about the latest episode of Sons of Anarchy or a new
crêpe at Jeddy’s. “You
do tend to bring a camera crew along for those moments when she’s
naked.”

Lydia’s
sharp inhale was the only sound in the room.

Mike
and Jeremy locked eyes.

Electricity
swarmed in the air, the atoms circling faster, a steady, thrumming
charge growing stronger. She didn’t feel tension, nor anger. This
was no grudge match.

This
was a good old-fashioned contest of unintended rivals.

But
what was the prize? Mike’s distraction with the naked man resting
beside her gave her a chance to look Mike over, her eyes taking him
in. Deeply worn jeans, the kind that cupped a man’s muscled ass in
all the right places, topped with a lightweight Henley, the top two
buttons open, covered with an insulated flannel shirt. Work boots.
Hell, he might have stepped right off the campground, she
thought.

The
thought made her snort.

Both
men turned to her with identical expressions: eyebrows raised, eyes
piercing. The contrast between Jeremy’s warm brown eyes and darker,
thicker eyebrows with Mike’s ice-blue gaze, his light brow arched,
and short, spiked hair a stark difference from his style as Matt.

Heat
poured through her as she met Mike’s look, his features softening
with each second of contact—however limited—between them. A
longing in his expression, so nuanced she couldn’t quite believe it
was there, matched the selfsame feeling that spiraled through her.

And
then Jeremy shifted, reeling her back in, making her look down at
their bared skin and bark out a harsh laugh.

“Can
you blame me?” she said, catching Mike’s eye again, now turning
to snake the bottom sheet out from under the bedspread, wrapping it
about her like a toga. Her hair caught in the spun sheet between her
shoulder blade and two warm, big hands pulled it out, letting it
sweep back against her like a palm frond. 


Turning
around, she looked into eyes as intense as Mike’s, but without the
longing. “Thank you,” she said to Jeremy. Wanting to kiss him,
but holding back, the air still charged, she tried to ignore the
flailing wings of anxiety that flapped helplessly against her
ribcage, her skin on fire with every look Mike gave her, so
exceptionally aware of every movement in the room—each breath,
every shift—she seemed to be walking and breathing through corn
syrup.

“I
blame myself,” Mike finally said, the words jagged and reproachful.
He spoke just as she reached the bathroom doorway, and his words made
her clutch the threshold for support. Without looking back—for if
she did she would surely turn to a pillar of Lydia-flavored salt—she
entered the bathroom, shut the door quietly and collapsed on the
toilet seat.

“Here,
Jeremy? Really?” she heard Mike hiss, imagining his clenched jaw,
teeth so tightly ground together they could break a steel rod.

“You
were gone,” Jeremy answered in a tone of voice Lydia didn’t know
he was capable of. It made her nipples tighten and her neck
straighten. Jeremy didn’t do anger.

Apparently,
she had a lot to learn about Jeremy.

“And
you had fun.” Against her better judgment, she slid herself
across the bathroom floor and put her ear to the door, needing to
know what they were saying. 


“You
told me to go after her and take care of her,” Jeremy said. She
heard the swish of cloth, and assumed he was dressing. Take care
of her? What did that mean? 


“I
didn’t tell you to fuck her in my own bed.”

Was
this jealousy? Her ears didn’t know how to interpret their
conversation. Shouldn’t one of them be punching the other by now?
Men who fought over women were supposed to yell and fight and do
macho shit that made everything worse in the end, right?

They
sounded like Niles and Frasier arguing over which one got the better
seat in an opera box.

Silence.



And
then: “You’re right. That was low.” Jeremy sounded sheepish.
“But to be fair, I use your apartment all the time, and there’s
only one bed, and those texts you sent were cryptic. I figured you’d
joined some Ashram in India and were learning to become a
Breatharian.”

“A
what?”

“To
live on air.”

A
snort. “Where do you come up with this shit?”

“One
of the girls in India told me about it.”

One
of the girls. Their conversation had descended into guarded
banter, and Jeremy’s words hovered in her ear like a gnat on a
humid day. One of the girls. Was that what she was to him,
too? Someday, would he describe her as “one of the girls in
Boston”? Her ass pulsed, cheeks red, and her lips felt parched.
What they’d just done together had been amazing. He wasn’t just
using her for cheap thrills, was he? 


Take
care of her.

Guys
who wanted just a good fuck didn’t go to her parents’ campground
with her. Drive her and her mom to the hospital for her grandma’s
health crisis. Didn’t…

Didn’t
what?

How
well did she really know Jeremy?

“I
told you I was closer than you think.”

Jeremy
made a sound she couldn’t interpret. “No shit. Get an eyeful?”

Whatever
Mike’s nonverbal response was, it made Jeremy’s next words come
out with a tension she felt in the base of her spine. 


And
then mumbled words between the two of them that were so quiet she
wished she had hyperacusis.

Damn
normal hearing.

As
she shifted, one ass cheek peeled off the cold tile with a snick,
and she took a second to look down. Naked, sticky and with a case of
bed head, she wondered how soon her mom would text.

Shower.
She needed to look presentable for the hospital, even as the two men
who plagued her threesome dreams conversed about her just feet away.

And
then there was Mike. Standing, she leaned in to turn the shower on,
the cold jets spraying her bare breasts as she pulled the shower
doors back. What the hell? Looking up, she understood why.

Six
different jets in the tiled shower, all pointed toward the center.

Steam
drifted over the door as she slid it back, waiting for the water to
calibrate, and a glance in the mirror showed her that her concerns
about her appearance were valid. Dark circles under her eyes made her
look “rode hard and put back wet”, but it wasn’t
exhaustion—those circles were traced with worry and with the
feeling of being overwhelmed and well fucked. As her ass throbbed
with the memory of having Jeremy stroke her from the inside, riding
her with a gentle, persistent touch that made her break boundaries
left, right and upside down, she felt her heart stop in her throat.

Would
Mike have made love to her like that? She was absolutely exhausted
and yet…a part of her remained unsatisfied. This shower should have
been for two (three?), a chance to soak in the heat and to
enjoy the sudsy, wet warmth of washing with Jeremy (and Mike?).
Stepping into the shower, the hot needles of water made her tip her
head back and let her long hair graze against her ass, the hair soon
soaked, hands making quick work of shampooing and soaping up, then
rinsing. 


Imagining
Jeremy’s hands on hers, a hot, steamy shower, more than enough room
in here for…three.

Her
fantasy. Her choice. 


A
sick dread settled in the space between her navel and her hipbones, a
nauseating churning as she played through the last ten minutes in her
mind. Mike. This was Mike’s apartment. Jeremy had brought her here,
knowing it was Mike’s, yet he’d said nothing. Not one word.

Was
this a set-up? Had the men colluded to make this happen? No.
Impossible. Jeremy would never…

How
well do you really know Jeremy?

Part
of her felt so violated. Invaded. Exposed. Of all the times for Mike
to re-enter her life, did it have to be right now, literally minutes
after she’d chosen to expose herself to a man on a new level, to be
more intimate and nuanced?

Bzzzz.

Of
all the times for her mom to text. Lydia clambered out of the shower
and opened her phone, dripping onto the floor and not caring.

Mom’s
rallying. Come back.

Joy
bloomed inside Lydia’s chest, replacing the questioning and
second-guessing about Jeremy. She texted back:

THANK
GOD! We’ll be there soon.

The
phone rang seconds after Lydia hit “Send,” startling her. Quick
reflexes saved it from taking a swim in the toilet.

“Lydia?”

“Mom,
that is awesome! What’s going on? Is Grandma awake?”

“No,
but the doctors say she’s far more stable, and now they can do the
procedure they weren’t sure about.”

A
huge sigh of relief. “Oh, Mom.” Choking up, Lydia couldn’t
complete the sentence.

“Is
that water I hear? Where are you? It’s not raining. Meribeth and I
just got back and the skies are clear,” Sandy said, her voice
curious.

“I’m
just taking a shower,” she blurted before she realized the
implications of that.

“A
shower?” 


“Jeremy
has a friend with an apartment nearby, and…uh…” Caught! Lydia
had a million words she wanted to say in her defense, but settled on
keeping her mouth shut before it got her into any more trouble.

Sandy
made a sound that was half laugh, half disbelief.

“Mom,
I…I’m sorry,” was all Lydia could manage.

“Oh,
honey, I understand.” If the next words out of her mouth were
“young love,” Lydia would eat the bar of soap staring at her.

Sandy
continued. “Death makes people reach for whatever makes them feel
most alive.”

“Yes!”
Relief washed over her. Being caught by Mike was bad enough. Being
found out by her mom…

“If
your father were here we’d be fucking like bunnies right now.”

“No!”
Horror swept over her, the word a scream that poured out of her
unexpectedly. “I did not need to hear that! Mooooom!”

Hysterical
laughter was her response.

“It
makes you feel alive. You know, we conceived you after my Uncle
Howard died—”

“Ew!
Don’t need to hear this! Grandma’s not dying!”

“There
was this dark coat room at the funeral home—”

“Stick
to texting from now on, Mom, and I love you.”

Click.

Bang
bang bang.

“You
okay?” both men shouted in unison.

“You
screamed,” Mike added.

Lydia
held her face in her hands, wet hair looping over her neck, trying to
brain-bleach images of Mom and Dad going at it like…

Her
and Jeremy. Or her and Mike.

Or
her and Jeremy and Mike…

“Fine!
I’m fine!” she screeched back, climbing back into the shower. A
three-minute quickie rinse and she was back out, towel drying her
hair, realizing she had no clothes.

“Can
someone get my clothes?”

Mumbles
and a few sighs, then shuffling sounds. Jeremy opened the door and
stepped in, closing it behind him.

“You
okay?” Concern creased his brow, and he looked back behind him at
the closed door, nervous and a bit shaken.

“Never
let me go into the coat room at a funeral home.”



“A
funeral home?” Jeremy could feel his voice go up half an octave.
“Oh, God, did Madge just die?” Here he was worried about
what Mike would think and—deep in the bowels of his worthless
heart—that Lydia was about to ditch him and go off into the sunset
with perfect Mike, and in the midst of everything her grandmother had
just kicked the bucket.

Shallow
Jeremy. Nothing new to see here.

“She
what?” Horror covered Lydia’s face as she dropped her panties,
leg in midair over the elastic hole. 


“You
said funeral home…” 


Lydia
slapped a hand over her heart, her breast red with flushing. “That
was a joke!” Smack. Her open palm hit his chest hard, enough
to leave a red mark.

“Why
would you joke about funerals at a time like this?”

“Blame
my mother.”

“Why
would Sandy joke about funerals at a time like—”

Smack.
She batted him on the shoulder again, and he yelped, reaching up to
touch the spot. It didn’t hurt, but it surprised the hell out of
him.

Angry
tears filled her eyes. “Would you stop with the judgment?”

Judgment?
“What?” He looked around the room helplessly, as if someone could
save him, but it was for naught. Trapped by an unreasonable woman,
all he could think to do was to offer chocolate and wine.

Neither
of which he had.

“Lydia,
honey, I don’t know what I did wrong here.” Admitting defeat was
all he could do short of a box of Godivas and a bottle of Pinot
Grigio.

“I
can’t—I can’t—” She sobbed, curling into herself, her face
tight with tears, crumpled in emotional pain so strong it had to come
out through her skin. Helpless, he stood and watched her, marveling
at her beauty and her vulnerability. So few people were willing—or
even able—to show their raw, true self when emotions surfaced that
he was drawn just to watch her, observing something rare in the woman
he was falling in love with.

Where
did that thought come from?

He
wrapped her into his arms, and she sobbed against his chest, her wet
hair staining his sweatshirt. He didn’t care. Was beyond caring,
given the way the last twenty-four hours had gone. This time
yesterday they’d been playing at the campground. Now they were
hiding in Mike’s bathroom after experiencing the most mind-blowing
sexual experience of his life. 


Lydia
had been open, explorative, sensual and grounded, their shared
experience into uncharted territory, for her, a new level of sexual
commitment.

To
what?

“We
need to go. Grandma’s doing better and I need to see her.” 


Jeremy
looked down at her, cocooned in his arms, and he willed Mike away. Go
away, he thought. Just leave.

Because
if she has to pick, she’ll pick you.

A
few shaky hiccups and then she released him, the withdrawal of her
soft body from his arms like a rebuke. Nothing he had done was wrong,
and no words were out of place. The simple, slippery sensation of
having been bad, in a schoolboy way, wouldn’t subside. At some
point everything between the two of them had slipped by a millimeter,
a nanosecond, their rhythms out of sync just enough to leave him
constantly breathless, ever impatient, unsure and in agony.

And
then there was Mike.

The
words bulged at the base of his throat, a large, swelling ball that
gagged him. Are you okay? he wanted to ask. How does it
feel to see Mike? 


What
he really wanted to ask, though, had an answer he likely did not want
to hear.

And
so he said nothing, retreating quietly to let her get dressed, his
last view of her naked back so beautiful that his heart joined his
throat, nearly swelling shut.

“She
okay?” Mike’s voice was tight, eyes razor sharp with concern, but
not worry. All Jeremy could do was nod.

Both
expelled enormous sighs filled with frustration and impatience, their
breath mingling in the air like a triggered forcefield, as if an
unknown, ambiguous alarm system had just shifted to a heightened
level, but they didn’t know what the measurements were or how it
was calibrated. Too many unknowns for Jeremy made him itchy and ready
to take off, to leave behind the anxiety that not knowing always
brought.

“Where
the hell have you been?” Jeremy’s words squeezed between his
teeth, oozing through as his jaw clenched. The bite in his words
seemed to make Mike go to attention, his back suddenly straightening,
eyes piercing Jeremy’s, no emotion in them other than pure
observation.

Which
was emotional in its own way. Having Mike’s complete attention was
never easy.

Fucking
the woman he wanted....

“Around.”

“I
don’t want to have the same damn circular conversation, Mike, so
let’s cut the Abbott and Costello Who’s On First crap, and
how about you tell me what happened. You broke her damn heart and now
you show up after we’ve made love—”

“In
my bed—”

“All
right!” he growled back, feeling the words bounce like gravel
against the back of his throat. “I ruined your bed! I’ll buy you
a new one and hire some spiritualist to sage the room so the icky
memory of me and Lydia having sex in here doesn’t sully your future
relationships with”—he waved his hand—“whoever you’re
with.”

“You
know who I want to be with, Jeremy.”

The
tug of war between them was strictly verbal, but that last sentence
made his heart move three inches closer to Mike.

All
his adult life, Jeremy had lived by one basic motto: tell the truth.
At no point in any step of this mess had he lied (the lie of omission
about Diane aside…), and, in fact, being emotionally honest
generally got him the outcome he was aiming for. Except with Dana, of
course.

That
had led to a disaster.

Which
was it? Trust his instincts and just flay himself before Mike, or
keep hiding and fearing and freaking out on the inside over the very
real, palpable worry that what he felt for Lydia wasn’t actually
returned?

Grinding
his teeth, he felt a rush of adrenaline pump through him as Mike
stared him down. The guy had this uncanny ability to do that without
flinching. Not a single muscle on his face would move, and you felt
as if Gandalf himself—in younger, trimmer, more macho form—were
commanding you from on high. Jeremy could see through it, normally,
but not right now. Right now, Mike’s gaze did exactly what it was
supposed to do.

It
made him blink.

“I
want to be with her, too.” The words hovered between them, simple
words that he could have said about five or six other women they’d
both found attractive over the years. Easy words to say to Mike,
because this was Mike, for fuck’s sake. They shared a bond. They
shared women. They shared cabs and basketball games and liters of
beer and—

Could
they share Lydia?

Fierce
and protective, his hands flexed, his heart beat a strong, steady
drum that resonated in his gut, and as the seconds ticked by with
Mike just staring, without movement, Jeremy regained control of
himself. The shtick wouldn’t work—ever—because Jeremy knew as
Mike remained immobile and unyielding, that this was the man’s
downfall.

The
billionaire CEO alpha-male macho bullshit would never, in a million
years, work on Lydia.

But
it had.

That
fucking voice intruded his thoughts just as Mike opened his mouth to
say something. “I want—” and then he stopped, his throat
clicking from hitting the brakes so hard.

The
bathroom door opened and there stood Lydia, eyes hard and shut down,
unable to look at Mike, barely glancing at Jeremy. She looked so tiny
and defiant, made smaller by fear and overwhelm—the same issues
that made his heart race and his mind splinter.

But
her grandmother’s tenuous recovery, seeing Mike for the first time
since he’d disappeared…those were taking a toll on her in ways
even he couldn’t diminish.

Even
if he desperately wanted to take some of the anguish off her soft,
strong shoulders.

Stopping
himself from doing anything—looking at Mike or Lydia, taking a
step, making any sort of move—he took a few seconds to just
breathe. Think. Process. Half an hour ago he’d been in that bed,
the one in his peripheral vision now, sheets rumpled and covered in
their scent and excitement. Thirty minutes ago he’d been in her,
she’d moaned his name, they’d made love and gone to new places
together, trusting and revealing themselves in a relationship that
meant more to him than anything.

Anything.

Of
course he was reeling. And Lydia had the compounding of her
grandmother, and of Mike, on top of it all.

“Can
we go?” Lydia asked no one in particular, forcing Jeremy to look at
Mike, who just shrugged, faltering.

“Of
course,” Jeremy said, taking a step closer and instinctively
reaching a hand out to touch her back, then withdrawing it. Mike shot
him a look that said, C’mon.

Jeremy
flipped him the bird.

“We’ll
talk,” Mike mouthed.

Jeremy
nodded, thinking he should at least shake the guy’s hand, or that
Lydia should—

“Mike?”
she said, her voice turning up at the end, so quiet it was nearly a
whisper.

“Yes?”
Mike’s tone was clipped but pleasant.

“We’ll
talk.”

Mike’s
eyebrows shot up as Lydia walked across the living room, opened the
front door and slipped out, clearly assuming Jeremy was behind her. 


Scrambling
to catch up, he turned back to see a stunned Mike staring at the
doorway, his celebrity features grittier, more normalized, as if he’d
recently become an average Joe and not Michael Bournham, playboy CEO.

Maybe
he was an average guy after all—just like Jeremy.

Just
when he thought all was clear, bruising fingers bit into his bicep,
jarring him. Mike had moved with breakneck speed across the room,
like a vampire in a cheesy B horror flick. Those eyes bored into
Jeremy, the bright blue a series of gradated hues, all coming
together to give the appearance of a cohesive mass, but really just
fissured, tiny pieces that made up a mosaic masquerading as a whole.

“This
isn’t a competition,” Mike said, fingertips biting into the ropy
ridge of Jeremy’s now-taut biceps.

“Everything’s
become a competition with you,” Jeremy said as evenly as possible.

Mike
cocked one eyebrow. “Because of Dana? Because she wanted just me,
and not both of us?”

“She
wanted just you.”

Mike’s
grip lessened. “And you’re worried that’s true with Lydia.”
It wasn’t a question.

“I’m
worried about Lydia right now.” He shook the hand off him,
hating the way his blood pounded in his chest and hands, feeling
every bit like he did after punching Siggi.

After.
Not before.

“Her
grandmother’s in the hospital and she just saw you for the first
time since…well…”

Mike
tilted his head, studying Jeremy. “You’ve fallen hard, haven’t
you?”

Silence.

“Just
physically, or…?”

“Both.”
Jeremy’s turn to give clipped answers. It made him feel like a
character in a Bond film.

Mike’s
long, slow draw of breath seemed like a white flag. Truce?

“Good.”

“Good?”

“Jeremy?”
Lydia’s voice floated down the hall. Abandoning Mike, Jeremy strode
out to the hall and down to Lydia, leaving Mike hanging.



Cliffhangers
suck.

That
was what Mike deserved, though, and he knew it.

And
even a few days ago, he would have accepted Lydia’s desires and her
departure with respect, thinking that holding himself back and doing
what she asked was the right thing to do, under the circumstances.
Even yesterday, he would have restrained himself and thought through,
carefully, the options in front of him as he navigated this
completely new terrain of being back in her life, however
tangentially.

An
hour ago, still, his approach to her would have been more refined and
sophisticated, his willingness to comply with her wishes a difficult
challenge, but one he would meet head-on and with determination.

Right
now, though, that all went out the window as the vision of Lydia
pounded through his eyes, his blood racing through his veins as if it
were meeting some deadline that had been invented on the spot, the
dull roar of his own pent-up need now becoming a loud thrashing in
his ears as he stormed through his own open doorway and then ran,
sprinting down the hall, the breath in his lungs pushing in and out
like a heartbeat.

As
if the rhythm would somehow get him closer to her if he could just
get everything lined up.

Just
so.

Too
late! The damn elevator doors clicked shut with a half-inch to spare
before he heard the ding! of the bell. Stairs.

Winding
his way down, holding back from an ankle-snapping as he rushed to the
ground floor, he was transported back in time to two other sets of
stairs he’d fled down—the fire alarm, and the night they’d been
caught on camera. 


That
night, that night, that night. The
words chanted in his head as if planted there by someone else, the
exertion from pumping his legs down and using fine muscles to
coordinate surely enough to drive out his racing thoughts.

No
such luck.

This
was not how his first meeting with Lydia was supposed to work.
Finding her in bed, naked, with his best friend wasn’t in his top
ten scenarios under which they would have their reunion.

Not
even in the top thousand.

And
yet that fine body, so sumptuous in repose, spread across his bed
sheets as if she owned the core of his personal space. Her tightly
controlled reaction, which was too perfect. Too sarcastic.

Too
much.

He’d
hurt her so deeply, he knew. She’d frozen him out and he’d sought
refuge in the one place that was supposed to be her sanctuary. More
secrets. Too many lies.

He
needed to come clean.

Now.

Right
now.

Goddamn
it. God. Damn. It. Whatever holiness he cherished in the world
resided in that woman who, now, descended his building with Jeremy,
the man he’d sent after her to protect, to listen, to—

And
yes, to obey his directive.

“I
want you to go to Iceland. I want you to find out how she’s doing.
And I want you to discover why I don’t think I can live without
her.” He had said those words
a month ago.

Jeremy
had obeyed, all right.

A
little too well.

The
thought slammed into his throat, driving the wind out of him, forcing
him to grab on to the metal handrails and pause for a second, the
room spinning with dizziness and kinetic motion, his eyeballs
swimming. Why the rush? A phone call, a text, an appearance later,
when Madge wasn’t in such precarious shape, was what Lydia wanted.

What
she said she wanted.

Darting
forward, he hit the ground floor and slammed the door open with such
force it ricocheted off the outer wall and almost knocked him on his
ass, but his arms countered with enough power to give him time to
pivot through. The twin ding! of the elevator doors was music
to his thumping ears as Lydia and Jeremy appeared before him, inch by
agonizing inch as the doors opened and both took steps forward, deep
in conversation, only noticing him when he rushed forward and swept
Lydia into his arms, planting an overly athletic kiss on her cheek.

And
then her mouth took his.




Chapter
Eight

I
hate you. The fire in her belly shot to three-foot flames of
desire and relief, fury and need, as Mike’s buss on the cheek just
wasn’t enough, her mouth seeking his to be claimed. How did this
happen? She hated him. Despised him. He’d ruined her life and lied
to her, made her a fool and deceived her in matters of the flesh, her
career, her entire identity…

And
yet the need was so palpable she had to touch him. Had to.

There
was no choice.

The
touch of him, his hands roaming her back, hungry and wanting only
her, his lips pressing against hers with a taste so achingly
familiar, and his scent, spicy with a citrusy musk. A keening inside
her that had let loose when she’d left for Iceland started to mend,
the tiniest outreach of healing beginning deep inside her where
healing had no right to be.

He’d
betrayed her so deeply.

But
worse, she’d betrayed herself.

Or,
at least, the self she thought she’d been.

Why
was this so right? How could his commanding hands and insistent
tongue be tracing her teeth and triggering a wellspring of passion
and unrequited emotion? The man she’d wanted didn’t exist. The
man she’d needed was someone entirely different. The man touching
and teasing and caressing her was the one she craved.

And
yet none of those men was the one who had made her start to feel
whole again.

“Ahem,”
said a voice, that kind of fake throat-clearing that people do when
they’re too socially awkward to tell you you’re being an asshole.
Or too polite.

Jeremy.

Oh,
God—Jeremy! Wedging her hands between her own breasts and
Mike’s sculpted chest, his skin so hot underneath the cotton of his
shirts, her wrists burned as she pushed as hard as she could, their
lips tearing apart, his footing strong even as she shoved with all
her might, and her own back swayed with the torque of her push.

“No!”
she gasped, catching herself, seeing Jeremy standing there, arms
crossed over his chest, face a mask of barely suppressed rage.

“That’s
not what your mouth just said, Lydia,” Mike said, completely
ignoring Jeremy, who put a palm over his mouth and moved his fingers
over the scruff of his unshaven face, tongue firmly inserted between
his cheek and gum.

“But
that’s what she just said,” Jeremy added forcefully,
taking an aggressive step forward. He looked like he did the night he
had punched Siggi: on alert, uncertain, but ready to act.

“I
meant—it’s fine.” She sighed, taking the lead by inserting
herself between them. “It’s not…I don’t know what this all
is. The two of you confuse me deeply.”

“We
have that effect on women sometimes,” Jeremy said, sharing a look
with Mike.

“What
the fuck does that mean?” she asked.

Bzzz.

Of
all the times. Really? Snatching her phone from her front pocket, she
checked the screen. Mom.

Get
over here. She’s improving dramatically.

And
that was it. Sandy’s terseness had an unspoken message: Stop
fucking around. Literally.


Oh,
Mom. If only you knew.

Jeremy
held his hands up in a gentlemanly gesture toward Mike, as if
deferring. “Why don’t you explain, Mike, given your need to
converse with Lydia. Just use your tongue to talk this time.”

“Can
we do this on the way to the car?” Impatience settled in where
arousal had just fled. Pinching the bridge of her nose, Lydia had to
push aside everything—her wonder at seeing Mike, how good he
looked, how different he looked, the fact that he’d interrupted her
and Jeremy after having sex, the fact that her mom now knew she and
Jeremy had slipped off for sex—sex, sex, sex.

When
had she become this Lydia?

And
which Lydia was she, really?

Two
sets of eyes looked expectantly at her, the pressure of being the
decision maker the straw that broke the camel’s back. 


“I
do not have time for this. My grandmother is in the hospital, my
mother’s texting me, you walked in on us having sex,” she said,
preternatural calm taking over, her body infused with a surreal
numbness as she looked at Mike, her eyes telescoping with focus, his
features so sharp he might as well have been pixelated by a computer
animator. “And having you waltz back into my life after so many
layers of dysfunction and shock is so arrogant, so breathtakingly
pretentious that I don’t even know where to start.”

“I’d
say the arrogance and pretension started when you decided to turn my
personal bedroom into a no-tell motel,” Mike snapped back.

“I
had no idea this was your apartment.” Anger she could handle. Keep
it up, Mike. 


They
simmered in silence, the squeal of a car’s tires on the parking
garage’s concrete cutting through the moment as they stood in front
of her little red car, the same car she’d been in the day they’d
first met in the parking lot at her old job.

His
old company.

Their
old life.

Breathing
hard, all she could do was pause. Not think, not plan, not
strategize—just pause. The rush of a breeze through the stale air,
the scent of oil and gas fumes, the muss of her own appearance and
the lingering sensation of fullness and sexual satiety mingled with a
new arousal because—after all—this was Mike.

The
Michael Bournham.

And
damn if she didn’t still want him.

I
hate you.

He
reached out to touch her shoulder with an assertiveness that bordered
on possession. No fleeting graze, his palm rested firmly on her neck,
fingers brushing against her collarbone, making her imagine his lips
there, kissing a trail down to her breast…

How
could one touch trigger so much? What kind of woman stood between two
men like this and wanted both?

Without
a word, Jeremy climbed into the driver’s seat and started the car,
jolting Lydia from her trance. “I said we’d talk,” she said,
clearing her throat, willing away the roar of heat in her body.

“Tonight?
Tomorrow?” It wasn’t really a question.

“Let
me see how my grandmother is doing, but if she’s fine, then yes.”
Her hand on the door handle, she paused. “The sooner we get this
over with, the better.”

Climbing
in, she took a deep breath, closing her eyes so that as Jeremy pulled
the car out of its spot and drove slowly down the ramp, she wouldn’t
have to see Mike fade away.



The
problem with having his best friend find him naked with Lydia wasn’t
that Mike had discovered them in flagrante delicto, nor was
the problem that Lydia had kissed Mike with all the passion of a
woman who finds herself about to touch a lover she’d thought long
lost to her.

That
was enough to make his dick detach and run off to throw itself into a
boiling volcano.

No—the
problem was, he thought as he guided the car slowly out of the
parking garage and down the streets of Boston to the hospital, that
none of the three of them were actually communicating.

How
can you when someone’s tongue is shoved down your throat?

Or
dick up your—

“Can
we stop for coffee?” Lydia asked, forthright and neutral, as if
none of the past hour’s events had happened at all.

“There’s
a coffee place in the hospital,” he said, trying to keep the
tension out of his voice. If not for driving, he’d be a bundle of
nervous energy, tapping his foot, fidgeting uncontrollably, body
needing to get out what his mind and heart couldn’t process.
Watching Lydia kiss Mike as if she were embracing and loving a ghost
made Jeremy’s soul seize up. Jealousy had never been an issue with
him and Mike, but this…

Was
different.

In
a perfect world, the three of them would sit down at a lovely
restaurant, or dine in at Mike’s place, and have a rational,
mature, introspective conversation about the events of the past two
months. In his imaginary world, Mike would lay out his emotional
landscape, Jeremy would explain his feelings and Lydia would join in,
layered and nuanced, revealing and appreciated. The three would talk
late into the night, sometimes shy, other times brash—always
truthful and honest.

In
the end, they would come to some life-altering realization about love
and life and sensuality and what they wanted, an undefined (and,
perhaps, undefinable) relationship on the horizon, with a shared
future that held promise.

Shared.

That
was the key here, the part neither he nor Mike would openly discuss.

Yet.

And
then? Then they would fuck like Spring Break college students from a
conservative Christian bible college with a one-time hall pass.

Feeling
a bit like Bill Murray in Groundhog Day, he parked in the
hospital’s lot and guided Lydia to the espresso bar and bakery in
the lobby. Two double lattes later and her caffeine needs were sated.

But
not her need for so much more.

He
wasn’t enough, was he? All the doubts and insecurities from Dana
flooded through him, as hot and rich and dangerous as the steamy
frothed milk that scalded his tongue. Pain made the internal turmoil
somehow easier to withstand, the words held back by temperature and
temperament, his roiling chaos within unable to be unleashed right
now, because what would it serve? How would it help to delve deeply
into the incredibly complicated mess of the three of them right now,
as they entered the elevator and listened to Muzak that made him want
to slit his own throat? Really? Who turned Aerosmith’s Walk This
Way into some new-agey electronified version of aural
waterboarding?

Stepping
off the elevator, they made their way in silence to Madge’s room,
finding Sandy inside, smiling with abandon.

Madge’s
eyes were closed, but the ventilator was gone, the maddening hiss of
machinery designed to prolong life now turned off with a simple push
of a button, the woman looking less fragile and more like someone who
was simply recovering, taking the time and attention she needed to
see what came next.

“Mom!”
Lydia’s hug was a little too tight, the wide eyes on Sandy making
her mother shoot him a questioning look. He just shrugged, instantly
transported back twenty years, feeling like a geeky kid again.

Would
that ever go away?

“Lydia,”
Madge croaked, dry, wrinkled lips forming the sound. The word Lydia
rolled off the tongue, requiring very little lip movement, and he
pondered that for about three-tenths of a second before moving back
so Lydia could go to Madge’s side, her hand coming to rest on his
arm briefly, a quick recognition that he was there, that she cared,
that they were still connected.

His
deep sigh of relief was mistaken by Sandy as aimed at Madge. “I
know! Mom’s recovery is amazing. Not out of the woods yet,” she
added, as if hedging her bets against a God who might take optimism
as a challenge to create more medical mischief.

“But
better than yesterday,” he said, looking at Lydia hugging her
grandmother, his own frantic moth of uncertainty that nested in his
chest now going calm, the look of love that stretched between the
members of this family—all-encompassing and all too real—replacing
his sense of unease with a bigger feeling of wanting to join in.

Jeremy
tended to avoid clubs. All clubs. Groups and organizations and
anything social that involved obligation. Expectations. Needs. 


But
here…this was something different.

“Caleb
at the restaurant?” Madge asked, her voice like wet wasps nests.

“Yes,
and he’s doing fine,” Sandy said as she plucked at the layers of
cotton blankets covering Madge’s thick, muscular legs. For an
eighty-something old broad, she was in great shape. Too bad his
mother hadn’t been the same.

“He
knows about the order from the—” Thick, hacking coughs took over
Madge’s words, her face twisting in pain. A great whooping sound,
followed by a shuddering gasp, made Jeremy freeze in place and look
at Lydia to gauge her reaction. Their eyes met, and all he could do
was try to telepathically transmit support.

The
doctor, an older guy with a bald head and flat gray eyes, marched in
at that moment. “Good coughs! You want to clear all the gunk out of
those lungs.”

“Is
‘gunk’ a medical term?” Madge asked slowly.

That
made the guy crack a smile as he avoided eye contact with everyone
and flipped her metal chart open. “Yes, yes it is. ‘Gunk’ and
‘crap’ are two of the finest words I learned in med school. Very
descriptive and to the point.”

They
all chuckled politely, then went silent for half a minute before the
doctor nodded for Sandy to go into the hallway with him, leaving
Jeremy and Lydia alone with Madge.

“Where’s
Ed?” Madge asked.

“He’s
been here twice, Grandma, and we’ll get him back again. I think
Meribeth took him home to rest.”

“She
was here?” Madge waved toward a pitcher on the nightstand and Lydia
filled it, adding a straw, her movements so gentle and careful as she
held the straw to Madge’s lips, helping her drink, that Jeremy
found himself falling even more for her. That kindness and devotion
didn’t spring up from nowhere. It was a part of Lydia, a truth to
her core that emanated out into everything she did and was, and he
loved her for it.

Loved
her.

Draining
his latte, he threw the cup in the trash and walked out of the room
to give the two women some privacy, and to catch his breath. The
emotionality of the past few hours was taking its toll.

So
was the uncertainty.

Bzzzz.
He knew the text would be Mike. 


And,
checking his screen, he was right.

Coffee?
Mike had texted.

The
taste of the double latte still filled his mouth.

How
about a drink? he wrote
back.

Even
better.



The
dive bar reeked of soured alcohol and men’s cologne, a bizarre mix
that reminded Mike of his college party days. Somehow, Jeremy had
extracted himself from the nightmare of Madge’s ICU stay, and he
sat across from his friend, both nursing pints of Guinness, Mike
wondering how the fuck this was all supposed to get untangled, yet
sure of one thing:

He
only wanted Lydia more now.

A
poster stapled at an odd angle on the post next to their table
advertised some local rock band called Random Acts of Crazy. Mike had
never heard of them, and when he pointed to the sign, Jeremy just
shrugged. Neither had, to be blunt, been part of the Boston college
party scene. Ever. Whatever pleasures people found in sweaty,
overcrowded, stinky bars stuffed with hot young women and desperate
guys trying to get laid, he…wait.

Maybe
he had missed something. 


“How
did you bow out of staying at the hospital?” he asked his friend,
who looked so quiet and pensive he wasn’t sure this really was
Jeremy sitting there, drawing circles on the glass’s condensation.

“I
just asked.”

“The
truth worked?”

“Shouldn’t
it always?” That was a pointed barb. Time to sling an arrow back.

“Even
when it comes to Diane?”

Jeremy’s
head snapped up, his eyes full of guarded fear that drained quickly,
replaced by a half-smile and a head shake. “You figured it out?”

“Didn’t
take much. Diane blabbed pretty quickly, especially when a producer
offered her the moon if she could get me on camera for a future
episode of her series.”

“Fuck.”
The word came out of Jeremy in a long groan. He drank half his beer
in a series of steady gulps, then put the glass down and added, “I
thought she’d keep her mouth shut.”

“Can’t
keep her legs shut. Why would her mouth be any different?” 


“Did
she end up getting what she wanted?”

“Her
show? Yeah. The producer for Meet the Hidden Boss gave her a
thirteen-episode shot.” Mike rattled off a description of the cable
series as a nearby jukebox fired up, his words buried until the music
quieted down, when Mike added, “I’m sure she fucked him, too.”

“I
appear to be the only man she didn’t sleep with,” Jeremy said.

“You’re
not missing anything,” Mike snapped back.

Mike
let that hang in the air, a few easy retorts flying fast and
furiously through his mind. Let it settle, he told himself.
Jeremy’s not an adversary.

Quite
the opposite.

Then
why did this feel like a competition? Like they were going to head to
head in a game Mike didn’t grasp? None of the women they’d ever
shared had triggered this kind of response in either of them. So when
the stakes were lower, they’d been cooperative.

Was
that it? The stakes were just too high this time?

Lydia
was in a league of her own.

The
question was: were either of them in there with her? Or both?

“Can
we get to the point?” Jeremy signaled for another round of beers,
emptying his with ferocious speed. “We both want her. We both want
to have her want us. Us. Not you alone, not me alone. But if she’ll
only pick one, I want it to be me.”

“Me
too.”

“You
want her to pick me?”

Silence.
All Mike needed to do was stare him down in answer.

But
Jeremy stared right back.

“This
isn’t some deal you get to negotiate at the head of the big fucking
executive’s table, Mike. You can’t maneuver and persuade and
cajole and outplan. Her emotions matter. Who she is matters.”
Jeremy nodded politely when the waitress brought the second beers,
Mike taking a moment to chug his down, the splash of thick Guinness
against his throat so rich it was like drinking unsweetened chocolate
mixed with iron, which tasted far better than it sounded.

“You
think I don’t know that?” Mike growled.

“You
act like you don’t.”

Mike’s
temper rose. “What the fuck am I supposed to do now, Jeremy? She
doesn’t believe that any of the video was unplanned. She can’t
let herself believe—even for a moment—that I really did lose
myself in that time with her, and I forgot about the cameras.
Unchecked passion isn’t exactly my forte.”

Jeremy
frowned. Mike continued.

“I
lost myself in her and found, for those shining minutes, the real me.
Not the Michael Bournham I’d spent ten years creating, but good old
Mike. The tinkerer. The thinker. The doer. Not the dealmaker or the
playboy or the image creator, schemer of mergers of major companies
and destroyer of anyone who created obstacles.

“She
gave me a sense of authenticity that I didn’t know existed. And
then—poof!—I sabotaged it before we’d even gotten started.”
Mike banged his fist on the table. “You know how much I beat myself
up for that? How every day I wake up in frustration not having her
next to me, not being able to tell her how I feel, not seeing those
eyes, not kissing those lips, not admiring that ass, not…not…not.”
His voice began to shake with pure rage. “So don’t tell me I’m
unaware of how she feels. It’s all I’ve thought about since the
moment I met her, two years ago.”

The
words bounced between them. “Two years?” Jeremy asked, clearly
puzzled.

Mike
waved his hand dismissively. “We met at a corporate thing.”

Jeremy’s
eyebrows went up. “You carried a torch the entire time?”

“I
carried a fucking bonfire.”

Appearing
to mull that over, Jeremy drank more of his beer and took a deep
breath. “She isn’t just something you want to win.” The
statement came out flat, without affect.

“No.”

“You
really love her.” 


A
bolt of energy infused his limbs, making his hands and feet tingle.
“Yes,” he answered simply.

“Me
too.”

“Have
you said that to her?”

Jeremy
snorted. “I can barely admit it to myself.”

Mike
joined him, chuckling. “We’re a pair, aren’t we? Sitting here
arguing over a woman whose feelings we don’t even know.”

“I
know she still wants you.” 


Jeremy’s
words made the blood pump faster to Mike’s heart. Why did that make
his abs ache? “And you…she clearly has something going on with
you that’s working.”

“Until
today, I thought so.”

“I
ruined it?”

Jeremy
tipped his glass at him in a gesture of a toast: “To walking in on
your best friend after he’s just had anal with the woman a billion
people watched you have sex with.”

“Anal?”
Lydia was more adventurous than he’d given her credit for. His cock
came to life just thinking about it.

‘Maybe
I shouldn’t have shared that,” Jeremy said, instantly troubled
with a deepening frown. “Pretend I never said that.”

“That’s
a hell of a thing to forget.”

They
laughed, tension lifting, both drinking until their second beers were
gone. A floating, diffuse feeling took over, making him
simultaneously more determined than ever to have Lydia, and caring
less about competition with Jeremy.

“How
do we proceed?” he asked.

“You’re
the one who’s always barking orders. You tell me.”

“Let’s
get the secrets out on the table. You first.”

“Me?”
Jeremy pointed to his chest. “You figured out my only secret.
Diane.” He paused. “How about you?”

Do
or die. Shit or get off the pot, right? Bad metaphor. “You want to
know where I’ve been for nearly a month?”

Jeremy
shrugged. “Sure.”

“Living
at the Escape Shores Campground.”

A
fine mist of dark beer sprayed Mike in the face as Jeremy reacted,
instinct far stronger than manners. Hacking through a series of
painful coughs as the beer tinged and ripped into his windpipe, he
waved his hands and sputtered an ineffective Sorry.

As
he gathered his bearings, Jeremy’s eyes bugged out of his head and
he ran a shaky hand through his hair, which the waitress mistook for
an order of another round.

“No,
I—ah, what the hell. A third won’t kill us.” He peered at Mike
with a new respect in his eyes. “In fact, I have a feeling we’ll
need that third one.”

Mike
nodded. “Just don’t spray me with it.”

Jeremy
banged his chest, willing his throat to stop spasming. “So you
spill.”

Mike
did.




Chapter
Nine

“You
had buttsex with a guy and less than an hour later you were
tongue-fucking another one in front of Mr. Buttsex? Lydia! You’re
like something out of a sex-positive Reid Mihalko video!” 


Krysta’s
voice carried a tone that Lydia couldn’t pinpoint, as if she were
impressed and revolted at the same time, like watching a Farrelly
Brothers movie and being mortified that you were laughing.

“Ms.
Judgmental, aren’t we? You’re the one who had anal sex long
before I did!”

Krysta
blushed.

“Krysta…”
Lydia drew out her name, hackles up.

“I
just said that to seem trendy. I’ve never done”—she pointed to
her ass—“that.”

“What?”
Lydia shrieked.

“You’re
the one who took it to the Tucker Max level.” She gave Lydia the
evil eye. “At the rate you’re going, you’ll have your own
original Netflix sitcom in a few months.”

“Because
I had anal sex?”

That
last sentence came out of her mouth just a tad too loud, her words
carrying across the restaurant at a moment when there was a lull in
every conversation in the place, and when the kitchen appeared to
have gone on silent mode. “Anal sex” felt like it echoed a
thousand times, growing progressively louder until folks at the post
office three blocks away could hear it.

“There
are some things a brother just does not need to know,” Caleb
mumbled as he delivered a hot plate of coconut shrimp to them. Two
women sitting at a booth a few spots down the aisle gave her a look,
one a curvy blonde about to dig into what appeared to be her second
sundae, the other like a petite version of Ellen Page crossed with a
Boston terrier. Both looked away quickly and chowed down, which was
the only appropriate thing to do at Jeddy’s when Caleb was the head
chef.

“Could
you say ‘anal sex’ a little louder? I don’t think they caught
it on the PA system down at Gillette Stadium,” Krysta said, sharing
a smirk with Lydia’s brother. 


“You’re
the one who told me all about pegging your last boyfriend,” Lydia
said, batting her eyelashes at Krysta as she shoved a piping-hot
shrimp in her mouth, burning the soft skin behind her teeth. Penance.
Sweet penance.

That
made Caleb skedaddle.

“You
are such a jerk. You know I never pegged anyone!” Krysta stole
three of the remaining four shrimps, defiance in her eyes. Lydia
could almost taste victory.

She
needed the dessert menu for that.

“Would
you if you could?”

“What?
Peg someone?” Krysta shuddered.

“Why
not? If you could fake take it up the ass, you could fake peg my
brother, right?”

“Conversations
with you are like talking to Dan Savage on acid while being licked by
Miley Cyrus.”

“That
would actually be kind of cool.”

“You
are hopeless.” Krysta’s words came through a mouthful of shrimp
dripping in a marmalade garlic aioli.

“Says
the woman who lied about her brown starfish.”

Wiping
her mouth with her napkin while snorting, Krysta shook her head,
hard, and avoided eye contact. Finally, she choked out, “If you’re
going to lie about something…”

Lydia
pretended to be offended, hand clutching imaginary pearls. “I never
lie about anal. DP, yes, but not anal.”

“DP?”
Krysta looked genuinely perplexed.

Waiting
a beat as Caleb’s moving form caught her peripheral attention, she
counted in her head. Three…two…one…

“Here’s
your pretzel-crust pumpkin cheesecake with Madagascar vanilla caramel
sauce,” he announced.

“We
didn’t order that,” Krysta said shyly.

“I
know,” he said, leaning against the back of her side of the booth,
body language shifting from professional to interested. “It’s a
new menu item. Knowing Lydia, you’d be ordering dessert anyhow. I
figured I’d jump the gun.”

The
two shared lovely smiles.

Lydia
ignored him and said to Krysta, “It’s when you have one penis in
your vagina and one up your ass at the same time.”

Caleb
made sounds like a moose being choked to death by an anaconda. He
could have done voice-over for nature shows—he was that good. And
her baby brother turned fifty shades of pink.

“Why
are you—what are you talking about—don’t answer that—” The
what the fuck? look he gave Krysta was the stroke of victory.

And
she hadn’t even needed the dessert menu after all.

“You
may have two guys slobbering all over you,” her friend hissed,
stealing the cheesecake, “but I barely have one. Half of one.”
Stabbing the piece’s peak, she dipped it in the cruet of caramel
sauce and shoved it in her mouth. “So you better—oh my GOD!”
Her eyes rolled as if she were having an orgasm.

Or
three.

“How
does he do that? How does he make food that is better than sex?”
she groaned, making Lydia ignore her protective arm around the plate
and spear a piece, too.

“Better
than anal sex?” she asked through a mouthful of pure delight.

“I
wouldn’t know.”

Lydia
chewed and pretended to think it over, tipping her head to and fro,
making Krysta raise her eyebrows as she chewed, giving her a weirdly
ancient look, as if she were given a glimpse fifty years into the
future. Krysta wouldn’t age well, sadly. 


“Dead
even,” she said with a flourish, as she reached for her tall sundae
spoon and prepared to wash away her anal sin with a few large scoops
of gustatory lasciviousness that didn’t involve a bucket of lube.

Or
a man.

Or
two…

Her
brother’s voice interrupted them. “Glad to hear my cooking is
equivalent to having someone’s dick up your ass. I’ll use that in
my proposal for a cooking show on HGTV. ‘About the same as anal
sex.’ I can imagine the billboards.” Caleb’s bitter words flew
out in a string of jabber as he cleared the booth next to them.

Krysta
somehow glared at her while having a foodgasm at the same time. It
took remarkable skill. 


“I’ll
bet Rachel Ray doesn’t have to listen to her clientele natter on
about anal sex,” Caleb muttered as he hoisted a bus bin full of
dishes up against his hip, storming back behind the kitchen doors. 


Both
of them had the decency to wait for Caleb to leave before laughing.
Lydia filled a spoon with a chocolate-peppermint combo that took all
her thoughts away, mouth completely engaged in the duel for sweet and
salty in her mouth. Were those chocolate-covered salted caramels?

And
those little bits on top—bacon? Real bacon?

Now
she felt a twinge of guilt for needling Caleb. Especially if it meant
he might withhold new culinary delights from her.

Okay,
only because he might withhold new culinary delights. He had
crazy chef moments. Caleb hadn’t earned the nickname “No Soup for
You” without good reason.

“I
hope you’re enjoying that,” Krysta said, licking her fingers and
picking up her own spoon.

“I
am.”

“Good.
Because you’ll be eating Oreos and Little Debbie Snack Cakes for
the next two months now. He’s pissed.”

“Pissed
because I talked about my back door?” Lydia laughed, stuffing more
ice cream in her mouth. A flash of memory—of Jeremy in bed in the
cabin, under the down comforter—hit her.

Then
there was that kiss with Mike in his building.

And
now there was tonight.

“You’re
seeing him tonight,” Krysta said, as if reading her mind.

“Yes.”
Neither of them needed to say Mike’s name.

“And?”

“And
what?” Lydia’s stomach felt full, but she pushed on, because when
you still had more food in front of you and it tasted so divine, a
little thing like an exploding organ couldn’t get in your way. 


Her
curves had become a bit more rounded these days, happiness always
making her gain a few pounds, that brittle anxiety and drive that had
dominated so much of her post-college life now a distant memory.

Besides,
the calories were all Caleb’s fault.

“And
who are you going to pick?”

Why
do I have to pick just one? The words stayed tightly coiled in
her mouth, even the tiniest twitch of unfurling forbidden and not
permitted. This was her best friend. She should be able to say
anything to Krysta, right? So why couldn’t she tell her about the
threesome dreams, about her increasingly deep relationship with
Jeremy, how her subconscious yearned for Mike even as her conscious
self felt so betrayed?

That
kiss.

That
damn kiss.

“Why
do I have to pick one?” she joked, looking at Krysta from under her
lashes, head tipped down, eyes rolling up, hooded and tentative.

Krysta’s
surprised laugh carried throughout the restaurant. “You want them
both?”

“Duh.”

“How
would that work? Alternate days? Most guys want to be number one, you
know.” Her eyes flicked over to Caleb as he set a garnish on a
plate that made Lydia’s stomach feel ten times bigger. Horseradish
and fig reduced sauce smothering some kind of beef, with julienne
root vegetables and roasted cauliflower. The impulse to wrestle the
plate from her brother and devour it was almost too great.

Caleb
walked past unharmed, the food delivered a few tables away, Lydia’s
spoon clinking against the bottom of her empty sundae glass.

Krysta’s
half-eaten pumpkin cheesecake beckoned.

“Caleb!”
Lydia called out. 


He
stopped and turned. “Yeah?”

“Can
we get some whipped cream?” 


“What
for?” he asked suspiciously, staring hard at her.

“For
my threesome later tonight,” she intoned. “Seriously? For the
cheesecake!”

“You
already had a cruet,” he said bluntly, shooting Krysta an
accusatory look.

Lydia
searched the full table and found the empty white dish. “You ate it
all?” 


Krysta
looked guilty, then gave Caleb an appreciative look. “It was that
good.”

His
chest puffed with pride. “Thank you.”

“So,
whipped cream?” Lydia’s voice was impatient, the tone one that
only an older sister could get away with using on a younger brother.

“No
whipped cream for you!” he announced, like something out of a
Seinfeld episode.

“Told
you,” Krysta muttered, holding her fork over the last half of the
piece of cheesecake and pausing, rubbing her belly.

“You
done?”

Krysta
made a pouty face. “I don’t want to be done, because it all
tastes so good, but my stomach is about to split open and an alien
baby will crawl out, crying for relief.”

“Then
give me that,” Lydia said, snatching the cheesecake away. Angrily
attacking it, she polished the slice off—sans whipped cream—and
leaned back against the back of the booth, so sated she wanted
nothing more than to go home and sleep off her food coma.

Home.

Where,
exactly, was home?

“Mom
called.” Caleb’s voice startled her, but not enough to stop the
fork from going into her mouth. “Grandma’s still doing well. The
surgery was a success and there’s no reason to come to the hospital
until tomorrow morning. Grandma’s got Mom and Ed there to keep her
company.”

“You
mean keep her under control,” Lydia said, but she was smiling as
she said it through a mouthful. Lydia had spent the night with
Krysta. Her mother and Aunt Karen, who had come in early that
morning, were at Madge’s place with Caleb and Jeremy was staying
with Mike. The fractured nature of their dispersal rankled her, but
she couldn’t put a finger on why. Having space from Jeremy had been
a relief, actually.

Knowing
he was with Mike, though…that only fueled more, and increasingly
intense, threesome dreams. And tonight she had agreed to meet Mike at
a trendy tapas bar in Waltham.

Jeremy
had checked in every hour by text.

His
absence saddened her. There was no overt rift, and they hadn’t
broken up—whatever that meant in the context of a
brand-spanking-new relationship that still didn’t have enough
seasoning to be labeled. Girlfriend? Boyfriend? Fuckmonkey? Friends
with benefits?

Girlfriend
was what she called herself in her head.

But
what about him? They’d had no chance to sit down and really talk in
the whirlwind of Madge’s medical emergency, and it showed. In the
next few hours her father would sweep into town and take over with
Sandy, giving Lydia more time, but tonight was reserved for Mike.

Some
things just couldn’t be put off.

This
one needed to be faced.

“Whatever,”
Caleb said, sliding the check on the table. Krysta picked it up and
read it, smirking, turning the sheet of paper over so Lydia could
see.

Long
before Caleb had turned to cooking, he’d been a very good sketch
artist.

The
anal sex picture defied verbal description, but looked like something
4chan would host.

Happily.

“Been
reading a little too much tentacle erotica lately, baby brother?”

He
snickered and tipped his head down, giving her the stink eye. “You
could write some.”

“You
suck,” she said, laughing, unable to pull her eyes off the
disgusting picture.

“No,
but I’m often the recipient of suckage,” he joked.

“TMI!”
she said loudly, drawing attention. “I don’t need to know about
your sex life.”

He
made a clicking sound with his tongue. “Hypocrite.”

“Damn
right.”



If
he could have gotten away with just texting her, he would have, but
Jeremy knew enough about life to understand that you don’t tell
your…whatever Lydia was—girlfriend? Lover?—to go ahead and
sleep with another man if she wanted to, and to do so via text.

Some
things still needed the personal touch.

Spending
the previous night at Mike’s, on his couch, felt like a bizarre
transgression, as if he were the unwelcome college student whose
parents had taken his bedroom and turned it into a sewing room. Not
true, of course, and he’d stayed at Mike’s plenty of times, but
after spending so many nights with Lydia, warm and pliant and soft
and round, next to him, the sound of her breathing his own
lullaby—that made last night profoundly worse.

Meeting
her couldn’t involve having her come over to Mike’s—been there,
done that, still carried the trauma, as Mike had practically
fumigated his bed, even going so far as to spray the bare mattress
with enough Febreze to deodorize a Manson crime scene. Instead, he
found himself meeting her at the hospital, walking the now-familiar
path up to CICU, and finding Madge gone.

In
her place was an emaciated twenty-something man with no hair.

“Um,”
he said to a passing nurse, “Madge…” Shit. What was her last
name?

“Madeline
Kearnsey?”

Madeline?

“Um.”
He paused. “the old woman in here?”

“The
one with the filthy mouth?”

“Yes,”
he said, a little too loud, relieved.

“She
had her surgery and was transferred.” The nurse read her room
number off a chart. Jeremy set off in search of Madge.

But,
really, he sought Lydia.

What
he found was a veritable party, Madge sitting up and talking, looking
a thousand times better than even the day before. 


Lydia
and Sandy looked up to find him in the doorway. “Jeremy!” Lydia
jumped up and hugged him, melting into his form as he bent over,
burying his face in her vanilla-scented softness. Now he could
breathe.

Now
he could really exhale.

Whatever
part of him wanted to be with her now had to acknowledge that
he needed to be with her, too, a subtle—but
significant—distinction. Even an overnight was too much.

How
could he ever travel again without her?

How
in the hell could he sleep one more night away?

“You
still schtupping my granddaughter?” Madge’s gravelly voice asked
him. Sandy whacked Madge’s leg softly and a woman who must be the
famous Aunt Karen just rolled her eyes. Tall and regal, she looked
like a biology professor, with nerdy glasses and an overly competent
appearance he’d found academics cultivated as if breeding the
attitude in a petri dish.

“I’m
Karen,” she said, reaching across a small chair filled with coats
to shake his hand.

“Jeremy,”
he said as Lydia squeezed his arm and smiled at her aunt.

“Mom!
That’s rude,” Karen said to Madge. She and Sandy shared an
inscrutable look, but if it had words it would say Can you believe
her?

“What?
It’s the truth. Just checking. Healthy sex lives are important.”

“Even
at funerals,” Lydia muttered, catching a sharp look from Sandy.

“Yes,
I’m still schtupping your granddaughter whenever she lets me,” he
answered cheerfully, pulling up a chair and twisting it backwards,
straddling it. “How’s your sex life, Madge?”

She
motioned to the tubes and machines as Sandy giggled. “Could be
better. I need Ed in here, and our videos.”

“Videos?”
Lydia squeaked, and then reached over to place a gentle finger over
Madge’s lips. “Pretend I never asked that, Grandma.”

As
if on cue, Ed and his grandson appeared, followed by Meribeth. Jeremy
found himself tongue-tied again in the presence of Alex’s mother,
her outfit of choice today a simple pair of jeans and a green,
scoop-neck shirt that made her seem ten years younger than she was.
Why did he react to her like this? He couldn’t tell you what Sandy
wore on a given day, and yet he catalogued Meribeth.

Youth.
She was so young, and Alex wasn’t much younger than he was.
Something about the juxtaposition of his own elderly mother and
Alex’s youthful one. A psychologist would have a field day with
him.

In
more ways than one.

Or
three…

“Eddie!”
Madge gasped. Taking their cue, Sandy, Karen and Lydia slipped out of
the room with Alex and Meribeth. The moms started to talk, and Alex
gave them a half-wave, a chart under his arm.

That
left Jeremy alone with Lydia.

Thank
God.

And
about time.

“So
what do we do now?” she asked, standing on tiptoes for a kiss, the
touch less intimate and more questioning. This was the first time her
lips touched his since that kiss with Mike yesterday, and a million
thoughts blazed through his mind, all of them vanilla-scented.

As
his hand sank into her shiny waves of hair, sliding up to the back of
her neck, he adored her heat, the little sigh that came from her, how
she tilted her neck and moved with just enough effort to get more of
him to touch her. Would a woman with no interest in being with him in
the future act like this? He didn’t think so.

And
yet what he was about to tell her could shatter everything.

He
had no choice.

If
he said nothing, this could destroy him.

At
least saying something, and being true to who he was and what he
wanted, could leave him with an intact self. Ten years of backpacking
all over the world had been nothing but an escape, a way to keep the
wolves at bay.

Home
now, he had to make sure it really was his resting place, where he
could build a life.

The
way he needed.

If
you love something, let it go. If it comes back, it was yours. And if
it sleeps with your best friend, maybe it can be yours, too.

“Earth
to Jeremy! Want to go and eat at Jeddy’s? Caleb’s there. The new
marmalade garlic aioli made Krysta have a foodgasm.”

Jeddy’s?
Under her brother’s watchful eye? No fucking way.

“How
about someplace else? The coffee shop we walked past on the way here?
Not the one in the lobby,” he hastily added. Too many eyes.

She
made a skeptical face but shrugged. “Okay. I like to try new
things.”

He
was about to hold her to that statement. 


Weaving
her fingers in his, she clasped his hand and they took off, waving to
the mothers, who looked up to wave back, walking quietly to the
elevators, riding down. The ding as it reached the lobby
reminded Jeremy of yesterday. He half expected to see Mike standing
there, Lydia throwing herself in his arms, Mike fucking Lydia on the
multicolored rug in front of doctors and visitors.

That
was an image.

So
was Lydia right now, swinging his hand in hers and happier than he’d
seen her in days.

“Hey,
you two! Familiar faces!” Pete appeared, carrying a box of
something from Jeddy’s, looking like he’d just escaped from a
lumberjack camp in Maine plaid, wearing jeans and brown work boots.

“Daddy!”
Lydia squealed, letting go Jeremy’s hand and launching herself into
her father’s arms, almost knocking him over. Jeremy couldn’t help
but smile.

Maybe,
someday, he’d have a daughter like that.

For
once, the thought didn’t make him slog down three shots to drive
away the unreality of imagining his own progeny.

“Hi,
sweetie! Hi, Jeremy,” Pete greeted them, hugging his daughter back.
“How’s Madge?”

“Jeremy
just had a lovely conversation with her about her sex life.”

Pete
laughed.

“And
ours,” Jeremy joked.

Pete
stopped laughing.

Ooookay.
Some jokes cut a little too close.


“She
looks so much better,” Jeremy added, lowering his voice, trying to
sound intense and serious. Not like some guy fucking Pete’s
daughter.

Which,
um, he was.

A
tic formed inside, a series of impulsive words that he fought to keep
under control. Sometimes his subconscious sabotaged him and he’d
blurt out the first thing that came to mind, making him the object of
admiring laughter and, occasionally, derisive judgment.

What
Jeremy’s mind wanted him to blurt out was “My friend and I want a
permanent threesome with Lydia,” the words corroding, rusting,
oxidizing and grinding into him, relentless and perseverant to the
point of pain. Biting his tongue, he drew blood, all the while
maintaining a pleasant expression on his face.

Don’t
say it. Don’t say it. Don’t say it.


When
he found himself in the company of normal, steady, mature people, the
impulse was always strongest. Deep inside, he doubted he was anything
like these people—and his brain set out to prove it. 


“Jeremy,
you okay? You look kind of pale,” Pete said, genuinely worried. He
let an elevator go up, motioning for the people ahead of him to go
on, staying behind.


“Fine.”
Reduced to one-word answers, Jeremy knew he didn’t have much longer
for that. The compulsion to out himself was so strong. Too strong.
Like a porno version of the Jedi mind trick.

“You
don’t look fine.” Damn it. Reasonable, caring people were the
worst. Just let him suffer in peace and get out of this.

“Just
hungry,” Jeremy barked out. To have your daughter ride me.

Pete
looked relieved, though his brow remained creased. “Go on and get
something. We don’t need any more sick people in our life!”

I’m
the sickest person you know.

They
both waved as Pete mercifully left to get on an elevator, and then
the walk through to sunlight and air was like being reborn.

Whoosh.
His long exhale made Lydia look at him in bemusement. “Was my dad
right? You do look kind of sick.” Staggering in the sun, he walked
to a small park bench and sat down, head between his knees.

“Jeremy?”
She began rubbing between his shoulder blades.

“I
think that sleeping with one person is overrated.”

The
hand froze.


“Come
again?”


“Monogamy,
you know, is a social construct—”


“Oh,
God, Jeremy, what the fuck are you talking about?” She looked like
she was about to have a heart attack. That, or rip his dick off and
beat him with it.


“I’m
trying to explain how I feel about—”

“You’re
dumping me? Right now, as we get ready to walk into my grandma’s
hospital room and my family is in crisis? And after everything we’ve
been through these past two days? After we...you know...”

“No!
No! Not dumping! Not dumping you!” he protested, voice so
loud people started looking at them.

“Dude,
that’s low,” a guy his age muttered as he walked past carrying a
balloon bouquet.

“He’s
right!” Lydia hissed.

“What
part of not dumping you did you not understand?”

“The
part where you pulled the anthropological asshole argument.”

“The
what?”

“Oh,
please. This is what assholes do, Jeremy. They claim that monogamy is
unnatural and that’s why they need the freedom to dip their penis
in every vagina that walks by.”

“That
is not what I’m saying!”

“And
that’s part of the cliché, too. What are you saying?”

“I’m—”

“Oh,”
she mocked him, “let me guess, because if you’re following the
anthropological asshole blueprint, you’re about to tell me you want
a threesome, and how men aren’t built for being with just one
woman.”

“You’re
halfway right.”

Stunned
silence.

“You
want me to sleep with you and Mike?” As she uttered the words and
made them real, his tension when he thought of Mike dissolved, like a
nightmare monster that disappeared when you awoke. Strong and fierce
in the subconscious, the light of day makes it innocuous—even
destroyed. He didn’t want Mike to be destroyed.

He
wanted his own fear to be gone.

Speaking
the truth, now, vanquished it. All that was left was Lydia’s
reaction and the forward path.

That
held no fear, but it could hold considerable sadness and grief,
depending on what unfolded before him.

“Um...yes,
but we’re not quite there yet.”

“It’s
like you’re speaking Aramaic here, Jeremy, with a Jersey Shore
accent.”

“I
want you to feel free to sleep with Mike if you want to.”

More
stunned silence. And then:


“You,”
she said, poking him with one pointed finger on his rib, “want me
to sleep with Mike?”

“Yes.”

“I
don’t understand.”

“I
can’t blame you.”

“Are
you…is this you…breaking up with me?” A harsh laugh. “Do we
even have something to break? I don’t even know what this”—she
waved her hands between them—“is.”

He
grabbed those flailing hands and brought them to his lips, kissing
the trembling fingers. “No. I am not breaking up with you. How many
times do I have to say that? You’re my…girlfriend?” He asked
the question with raised eyebrows, and when she didn’t respond,
just sharing eyes filled with incredulity, he continued. 


“Mike
and I have been best friends for years. Many years. I’ve know
plenty of the women he’s slept with, and you’re the one he fell
for the hardest.”

Lydia’s
neck flew back in shock. “He did?”

“And
I can’t blame him, because you’ve done the same to me, Lydia.
I’ve never cared for any woman as much as I care for you.”

Her
mouth shaped into a tiny O, her breath coming out in pants, her
eyebrows frowning, then stretching high, a series of nonverbal
signals that meant everything and nothing to him. 



“And
you show that,” she said, fingers playing with the soft skin of her
throat, “by asking me to sleep with…with someone else?” What
should have been outrage was a softer tone of certainty. She seemed
to be trying to make sense of what he was saying, and not just react
to it.

So
far, so good.

“Mike
and I have a friendship that transcends most.”

“Bromance?”

“Yuck.
No. I hate that word.” But it came damn close, and that was what
rattled him. Add in sharing a woman and it was actually pretty apt.

“Then
what do you call it when one woman sleeps with two best friends?”

“Every
guy’s dream?”

“Every
woman’s dream,” she hissed, the words low and slow, her body
involuntarily pulling back from him. Body language said, No!

Her
words, though, were neutral enough for him to push. Unbelievable that
she hadn’t spat in his face.

Mike
could deal with that part. Jeremy was just the messenger of a concept
he needed Lydia to get through her beautiful head: It’s okay.

It’s
okay to want someone else, too, as long as it’s really love.

It’s
okay to be with them both, because love can multiply. It only
subtracts when jealousy is allowed to bloom.

It’s
okay because we both want you.

And,
most of all:

You’re
okay. Better than okay. Always and forever, because you’re Lydia.

If
he were the kind of man who could be eloquent and say what he thought
with a swift turn of phrase and words that made women wet with
desire, he’d have said all that, and more. However, he was Jeremy,
which meant his short-circuiting, ever-impulsive brain merely blurted
out:


“Then
give Mike a second chance.”

Narrowing
her eyes, she studied him, biting her lower lip, clearly unable to
believe that he was sincere. “Why? Why would any guy hand
their…girlfriend…off to another man just—because?”

“Because
I don’t process feelings the way most guys do.”

“Oh,
give me a break.” Eye roll. “That’s some bullshit crap men use
to justify cheating on women. More cliché.”

“I
have no desire to cheat on you. If I did, I’d be asking for the
same privilege. I don’t want that. And trust me,” he laughed, the
sound scraping against his throat, “there is nothing cliché about
this situation.”

Now
she looked at him like a giant shark from Sharknado had just
eaten his head clean off. “Let me get this straight, because what
you’re saying is something that I—a woman with a graduate degree
in gender and sexuality—have never heard a man say, in print or
verbally. You are giving me permission to go and sleep with Mike, but
you only want to sleep with me.”

He
nodded his head against a brick wall. Metaphorically.

“This
is like a fucked up version of Sister Wives.” Her laughter
had a tinge of the hysterical. “Sister husbands!”

“Nothing
sister about this, Lydia.”

“Why?”
The word was a plea, not a question. She pulled the hem of her shirt
down and stared at her hands, which rested between her knees. 


“Why
what?”

“Why
do you and Mike want this?”

“I
can’t speak for Mike.”

“So
you’re doing this for you? For what?” The flush of her
cheeks, her steady—though emotional—words and the way she kept
reasoning through this gave him hope.

“I’m
doing this because it’s what I want.” The certainty
of that kind of knowing felt rock solid now. Talking to her had been
the right thing after all. Even if she walked away, he’d been true
to his heart.

“And
if I don’t sleep with Mike?” Yesterday he would have been happy
to hear that question. Today it triggered nothing. Just a question,
like any other, in an emotionally tough conversation with your
partner. Not loaded, not threatening.

“Then
that’s your choice.” And with that, his entire back released with
relief, muscles he didn’t know he’d been clenching all relaxing,
the slow uncurling of self like a flower in bloom.

Or
a Venus flytrap done with its lunch.


“Why?”

Again
with the why? “Why not?”

She
cleared her throat. “Because ten thousand years of gender history
says this doesn’t exist.” Taking a few beats, she added,
“Polyamory is the closest.”

“Not
quite. It’s just one woman and me and Mike.”

“No
other relationships?”

He
shook his head slowly. A light grew in her eyes.

“You’ve
done this before!”

Nod.

“Did
you two set me up? Is that why you came to Iceland?” Launching
herself to her feet, she glowered down at him. “Was this some sort
of sexual game to you two? Are you fucking kidding me?”

“No!”
The word thundered out of him as he, too, shot to his feet, body in a
full state of fight-or-flight fear. 


Fight
for her.

“Absolutely
not, and let me assure you that was never, ever an element
here.” His voice scared a flock of starlings out of a small bush
next to them, the chatter reflecting his own mind’s chaos that she
triggered with the accusation. His chest rose and fell with emotion.

Hers,
too. “How am I supposed to believe you?”

That
made the words grind to a halt. He stared at her, mouth frozen,
unable to speak. How could she know? All she could do was trust him.
And Mike.

Was
that impossible?

“Good
question,” he said with a sigh. Fighting for her took a different
tack now. Lydia wouldn’t respond to any of the normal trappings of
conversation. How could he expect her to? He’d just thrown a giant
emotional and sexual curveball her way.

“I’m
so glad to be validated.” Her acerbic words sliced his heart in
two.

“Your
emotions are valid no matter what,” he said quietly. His turn to
stare at his hands. The separation between them might as well have
been an ocean and not the three inches of wooden bench.

She
closed her eyes and tipped her head to the sky, hands clenched in
fists on her thighs. “Did this really all have to happen now?’

“It
was going to happen eventually.”

“How
do you know?”

Taking
a chance, he reached for her soft, strong jaw, appreciating the angle
of her face, her cheek turning as she faced him. She didn’t flinch.

Cupping
the back of her head, he didn’t try to kiss her. Oh, he wanted to,
but this wasn’t the time. Besides, she wasn’t his to touch.

She
was her own woman, with her own ideas, and right now, she clearly
didn’t know what to think of him. Or Mike.

“It
would happen eventually because you’re a very special woman, Lydia.
I’ve never met anyone so loving, compassionate, sharp and exciting.
Being with you is like living in a parallel world, where all the
crazy-making of society gets put on hold. You’re a pause button in
a world that moves at double speed. And my heart wants to beat your
rhythm. Only your rhythm.”

Eyes
wide and chest rising and falling, Lydia just started at him,
immobile. Say it all now, he pushed himself, because this
may be your last chance.

“When
I am with you I am whole. Whole. I’ve spent ten years trying to
find the other pieces of myself. I’ve spent time in jails in places
where English was nineteen levels away, and eaten parts of animals I
didn’t know the human stomach could digest.”

“You’re
so romantic,” she said in a robot’s voice, then bit her lips to
keep the words back.

“I
may not be eloquent,” he said, smiling with ten thousand emotions
at once, “but my soul and heart are—and they have fallen for you
entirely.” The words he wanted to say, though, didn’t roll out.

I
love you couldn’t be spoken yet, because if she rejected him,
he would carry the pain of revelation for longer than he would the
regret of never saying it.

Jeremy
hated himself for knowing that.

Yet
he honored it.

“What
does asking me to sleep with Mike have to do with any of this?
Couldn’t we just be together…just you and me?” she asked.

“Is
that what you want? Only me?” His heart should have soared but,
instead, it remained tethered, like a balloon that can only climb so
high, never released to see how far it can go.

The
long pause that extended into eternity after his question stretched
that tether line so tight it felt like a garotte.

“No,”
she said finally.

“Do
you want Mike?” He knew it was a rhetorical question, but he still
had to ask.

“Yes.”
She didn’t even hesitate. That surprised him. A touch of the
conventional did remain inside him, after all. 


“Then
have him.”

“And
you?”

“You
can have me, too.”

“I
don’t understand.” Her upper lip curled up in a confused
half-frown, half-smile that made him want to kiss it away.

“Relationships
between humans don’t have to be binary. We’re not programming
code.”

“You’re
asking me to believe that the sky is green.”

“Sometimes
it can be. There’s this meteorological phenomenon called—” And
then she was kissing him, her hip pressed into his, palm caressing
his shoulder, lips urgent and knowing, searching and seeking.

Unable
to interpret, he could just feel. Really feel who she was and who
they might become.

But
he had to let her go and explore what she needed to learn with Mike
before they could really know anything. 


Truly
know themselves.

It
should have been so much harder than it was. Letting her kiss him was
so easy. Letting her go to Mike tonight would be, too.

The
hard part would be seeing her after, in understanding where her heart
wanted to go.

She
pulled away, eyes unfocused, and asked, “What do you want from me?”

“Right
now?” He glanced down at his erection.

That
made her chuckle as she followed his look. “No, not that. I
mean…what do you envision our future to be?”

Our
future. The weight of those words used to be a lead balloon,
uttered from every woman’s mouth except Dana’s—when Dana had
asked, it felt like the tether had been cut.

“You
mean, what do I want?”

“Yes.”

“I
want…love.” There. He’d said it. The world remained intact.

“But
this unconventional…thing you’re talking about. What does love
look like within it?”

“Love
doesn’t have to look any different than it looks in any other
relationship.”

“What
about jealousy?”

“Does
it need to be there?”

She
gave him an incredulous look.“It’s always there when you have two
men and one woman.”

Ah!
She’d said it. Those words surprised him, given how simply she
spoke them—no wincing, no aversion of eyes. Dana’s entire body
had withdrawn, gone small, and while she’d gamely be up for
anything when it was all about sex, when push came to shove she’d
chosen Mike, and that had been the end of it all.

Because
what Dana hadn’t understood was that Mike wanted what Jeremy
wanted, too.

The
question was: did Lydia?

“Jealousy
doesn’t have to be anywhere it isn’t welcomed.”

“You
make it sound like a vampire.”

He
pondered that for a moment. “Isn’t it? All jealousy does is suck
the emotional life out of you. It makes you crazy with fear. Perfect
love means no fear. Only a deep knowing, a groundedness that comes
from wanting the most for each other.”

She
frowned. “That’s the best definition of love I’ve ever heard.”

“And
sex. Lots of sex,” he added hurriedly.

She
punched him in the arm and stood, reaching her hand down to him, the
sun framing her face like an angel. “I need a triple latte after
all that.”

“That’s
right. Like we need more mental stimulation right now.” But he
joined her and they walked in tandem, awkward laughter carrying off
them in waves as the reverberations of choosing to be open echoed
within him, joining together so many disparate parts that he didn’t
know could come together to be whole.



As
ten minutes rolled into fifteen, Mike wondered if Lydia was standing
him up. Maybe it served him right. To do so would have a certain
level of fairness to it, for never arriving was a form of
disappearance, and to tip the scales to an even level she certainly
had some rights.

Of
all the nights to do it, though, this one would be the most
difficult, for Mike felt like a live wire, capable of destroying
anything that he touched if not dealt with by someone who knew how to
handle his rawness.

The
double shot of whiskey burned in his throat, and the simple cotton
dress shirt under his wool jacket dug into his shoulders. Unable to
make himself comfortable, he let his frenetic energy take over,
succumbing to the reality of who—and how—he was in moments like
this.

Tense.
Eager. Aware.

And
the plate of goat-cheese-stuffed figs with grated parmesan and a
reduced balsamic glaze didn’t help. He should have waited to order,
but the server simply brought the plate with his drink, adding a wink
and “Compliments of the chef” with the delivery.

Ah.
He’d been recognized. And so he had gone ahead and ordered anyway. 


In
his old life, even appearing at a restaurant could generate buzz and
sales for a place, skyrocketing its profile and helping send
restaurant owners into a frothing frenzy, thank-you cards and
specialty dishes sent to his office by the truckload. For as much as
his old life haunted him, this was one perk he didn’t mind.

Free
food.

Biting
into one of the tantalizing figs, he had to hand it to the chef—this
was good. Amazing. Incredible.

And
then he choked.

Lydia
marched in, shoulders back, her gait one of purpose. A tight cotton
v-neck, slacks that seemed tailored for those glorious hips, and hair
pulled back in a ponytail at the nape of her neck, the ends curled,
all rounded out with a light touch of makeup and silver hoop
earrings.

So
put together. So casual chic.

He
wanted to rip her clothes off and take her right there.

Suppressing
those baser natures, he stood and swallowed hard, nearly tearing up
as the food made him wince. 


“Mike.”
She managed to make his own name sound like a rebuke.

“Lydia.”
Considerably more sensual in his pronunciation of hers, he let the
lovely three syllables slide over his tongue like an Irish cream.
Pulling out the chair opposite him, she ignored the chivalrous
gesture and sat, scooching in to the table with an inelegance that
bordered on crass.

So
that was how it was going to be.

If
she had been indifferent, he’d have turned off and tuned out,
knowing when it was time to throw in the towel. This? Her behavior
spoke of a broken heart and an angry mind.

Both
of those could be managed, revived, resurrected and reshaped.

Lydia
gave him something to work with, and for that he was grateful. The
absence of emotion would have ended this in seconds.

The
presence of so much was what fueled his hope.

More
than hope—his determination.

The
server interrupted, and Lydia ordered a pitcher of sangria.
“Thirsty?” he asked. Or did she intend to share it? Offering him
some would be the tiniest bit of a peace offering.

“I’ll
need all the alcohol I can get to make it through this meeting,”
she intoned dryly, making his ribs ache, his back stand up
straighter.

Among
other body parts.

“Did
you come here to spend this dinner insulting me, or to talk about the
past?”

“Who
says a girl can’t do both?”

Or
have both. The line of her dark hair against her jaw gave her
a pure essence, the look of a tightly wound librarian or a nun
recently sprung free of her vows. Those alluring eyes, and lips, red
and swollen, as if she’d been kissed a few too many times in
private, emerging to the crowds to find equilibrium, revealing a bit
more sensuality than was acceptable.

The
light sweater she wore hugged each rounded mound of flesh in all the
right ways, making her seem more substantial, so earthly and earthy,
a woman with a centered core and a grace that charmed him, her
confidence not at all fake. Anger may fuel that self-esteem right
now, but under the fury was a very real, very adult Lydia,

The
one he, like Jeremy, was falling for.

“Both.”
His chuckle wasn’t bitter—in fact, it was quiet, a secret shared
by lovers. “Of course you can have both.”

Her
blush signaled something, though he was too captivated by the
back-and-forth between them to understand what meaning it might hold.

The
sangria delivered, she poured a glass and drank half before letting
her eyes float around the room, taking it all in. “Nice place.”

“Yelp
recommended it.”

That
made her laugh and finally show a smile with teeth. “Relying on
social media to find restaurants? How low the great Michael Bournham
has sunk.” She drank more, then twirled the heavy glass stem
between her fingers. “Now you’re going to tell me you spent the
last month living in a Super 8 Motel.”

Not
quite.

But…close.

Telling
her the truth—the whole truth, and nothing but—was his purpose
tonight. Exposing himself entirely, like a woman naked and in labor,
caring only to get through the journey and to reap the rewards of the
birth itself, Mike wanted to show her the real, pregnant self under
the surface so that when he was birthed—the new Michael Bournham—it
would come as less of a surprise.

But
just as nature can’t predict when babies arrive, Mike hadn’t been
able to tightly control his own journey down a very different birth
canal.

“No.
But I’ve been living somewhere very interesting.”

“Better
be, considering you made everyone from Perez Hilton to Anderson
Cooper speculate on your whereabouts.” More sangria. She emptied
the glass and studied the reflection of the candles on the table in
the drops of liquid remaining. Filling the glass once more, she took
smaller sips this time.

“Do
you really want to know where I’ve been?” Stop it, Mike,
he berated himself. He was being a tease; there was no strategic
reason for drawing this out. The truth, though, would hurt and
confuse her, more than any rivalry between him and Jeremy. Mike had
gone into her family compound and inserted himself into the cradle of
her family, and when he owned up to his stunt, she wouldn’t
understand.

Not
at first.

Not
ever, said his inner skeptic.

More
sangria down that lovely throat, her neck bobbing as she swallowed,
making him yearn for her. “If I ask where you’ve been, will I get
a straight answer? Does it matter where you’ve been?” She sounded
hurt. “What matters more is that you left in the first place.”

“Actually,
you left.” The words were out before he could think them
through, a blinding light filling his senses. So much at stake
here—not money, not deals, not influence.

His
own fucking heart.

“I
left,” she huffed, “because you arranged for a sham job for me in
Iceland.”

“Not
a sham.”

“Not
a sham,” she taunted. “Tell that to Siggi. His grope wasn’t
exactly part of the Bournham Industries HR manual.”

Possessiveness
stripped him of rational thought. “Who’s Siggi?”

“A
coworker who put the basics together and figured out I was the woman
in the video.”

Groan.
“Fuck.”

“That’s
what he wanted!” She drank another glass, cheeks pinking, showing
the alcohol’s effect. “Turns out when you’re caught on camera
fucking Michael Bournham, even people who live in the middle of
nowhere know you.”

“And
he….did he hurt you?”

“Only
when Jeremy punched him and I was pinned under the body.”

Frowning,
Mike reached for his glass and found it empty. Lydia grabbed the
pitcher and poured a shot glass’s worth of sangria in it, which he
drank without thinking.

“Pinned?”
And punched? Jeremy wasn’t the type to use his fists. His
mouth? Sure. The guy could use that as a weapon with pinpoint
precision. But a physical fight? What the hell had really happened in
Iceland? Disappearing was turning out to have been a huge mistake.

Possibly
insurmountable.

She
made a puffing sound with her lips. “You sent Jeremy to protect me.
Which he did. You sent him in your stead.” She shook her head and
her posture loosened as she leaned across the table. “I know you
sent him to watch out for me, but you had to know he’d come on to
me, too. Jeremy was at a nightclub with me when Siggi tried to coerce
me into sex.”

“And
he thought you were interested because…”

“Because
I’m the corporate whore on the payroll for any employee’s
pleasure, Mike. Didn’t you get the memo? Oh, that’s right….you
wrote that fucking memo.”

The
Lydia who said those words wasn’t angry; in fact, she said what she
said with a monotone that worried him more than overt rage would
have. Tight control was needed to defer so much pain.

He
knew that all too well.

“That
was never my intention.”

“Then
what was your intention?”

“I
tried to explain before the story broke.”

“And
you failed. Miserably.”

“I
own it.”

“Good.
At least you’re not casting blame on anyone but yourself.”

“I
never did.”

“No,
you just left all the pieces for someone to pick up.” A quick
signal with her wrist and the server delivered a second pitcher.
Liquid courage.

The
sound of his own breath through his nose and mouth felt like
sandpaper, the touch of his fingertips against the cotton tablecloth
like frostbite. Lydia wasn’t bitter, but she was loosening up, and
for someone so tightly wound that meant he was about to have a
snowball’s chance in hell at learning her true feelings.

She
didn’t look tightly wound with Jeremy, said that ever-present
fucking asshole voice that had appeared the second he found them in
his bed.

As
she drained the sangria and chugged it down like iced tea, her eyes
were angry and passionate, giving him the kind of look only a woman
with a shared past could give a man.

“Why
did you invite me here?”

“I
heard the food was good.”

Smirk.
“If you want more than five minutes with me, you’d better drop
the act, Mike.” The last word seemed to trouble her. “Or Matt. Or
Michael Bournham. Or whoever you’re masquerading as these days.”

Double
ouch. When he told her what he’d done at Escape Shores, she’d
blast him out of her life forever.

So
be it. Enough lies. Time for a flood of truth that might wash his
sins away.

Or
drown him.

The
way she leaned across the table, how her lips worried a little
umbrella that stabbed the orange garnish in the new pitcher, how her
tongue licked and teased—her actions weren’t as angry as her
words.

That,
too, was a tell.

Mike
was all too good at reading tells. Like a high-end poker player, he
could size up a person’s emotional state with a few glances and
enough time. Collect data by just sitting next to someone and you can
profile them, inventorying their internal emotional state and how it
will affect their actions.

Right
now, Lydia’s body said want.

And
so did her mouth.

When
the words matched up, he’d be in heaven.

Too
bad he had to go through hell to get there.

“I
have a question for you, Mike.” Razor-sharp eyes, untouched by the
alcohol, bored into his. 


“Yes?”

Curling
two fingers, she beckoned him to come closer. Ah, the scent of
vanilla and musk, something sweet and dangerous. Rock hard in under a
minute, he now ached with the need to be in her, buried and
enveloped, making her his.

Leaning
across the table, he opened his mouth to catch more oxygen,
temperature rising. How hot could Lydia make a damned room?

“Tell
me,” she whispered.

“Tell
you what?”

“Tell
me why Jeremy thinks it’s fine for me to sleep with you.” Those
two hooked fingers rotated slowly and pressed against his open mouth,
silencing whatever instinctive reaction he had, the cool chill of her
skin against his ajar lips driving all reason from him.

“And
not the party line. Tell me why I should violate every rule
convention dictates and do this.”

“I—”
Her fingers still pressed into his lips, his cock pushed against the
fine cotton of his slacks, blood shoved through his body like a
waterfall, and if the universe had split in half with a rift in
dimensions that revealed every second of his life to this very point
to be born of the imagination of a strange, dull writer on a distant
planet, he’d have accepted that on blind faith.

If
only to stay in her orbit.

“Shhhh.”
Her lips spread out like a rose petal as she made the sound. “That’s
not an offer,”

He
found his voice. “Not an offer?

“No.”
The swell of her breasts beckoned to him. He closed his eyes,
inhaling her scent slowly, letting it infuse and direct him, as if a
potion she made from her essence.

“Then
tell me why you shouldn’t.”



This
had gotten out of control. Fast.

Rather,
she had lost her bearings. A pitcher of sangria may have been the
gun, but her own wanton need was the bullet. And Mike could pull the
trigger any moment he wished, if only he knew it.

Maybe
he did.

Please
let him.

The
war of thoughts and fears and confusion and need—blinding, driving
need—made her mind and heart a battlefield. Her body, though…where
did it fit in the metaphor? She had full agency to use it at will, on
her own terms, and without judgment or regret when it came to these
two men.

Was
she a weapon?

Of
mass destruction?

Mike’s
challenge hung in the air between them, her face inches from his,
palm resting on his face, his lips ready to take her fingers in his
mouth and show her what he could do to her. She would let him, if he
dared. Thin restraint, weakened by a few drinks, was no match for the
craving inside her, but she also knew that sex would never quench it.

What
she truly needed was closure.

Beyond
that?

Love.

The
first time she’d met him, at that insipid orientation back during
her first days at Bournham Industries, she’d been drawn to him.
Trying to climb the corporate ladder had subliminally involved a
swooning desire to climb him. Add in meeting Matt Jones and
the love-hate tension that might as well have made her belly tighten
from its taut pull, and you had one Lydia Charles in love with a man
who very much existed, who was so real she could still taste
yesterday’s kiss…

And
she had the open permission—nay, encouragement—to make love with
him in every hedonistic, primal way possible, from her boyfriend. Her
Jeremy.

Her
something.

What
they proposed, though…

“What?”
she asked, addled and caught in her own flash of thoughts. Her finger
now pulled back and drew a slow, wet circle around the rim of her
glass, like the early stroke of a clit in foreplay.

“Tell
me why you shouldn’t sleep with me.”

“Different
question.”

“Same
premise.”

“I
object!” she called out, slamming her open palm on the table,
feeling the slow burn of that unnamed, molten-lava heat that
threatened to turn every movement, every word, every thought into one
long inhale of Mike, and exhale of restraint.

“We’re
not in a courtroom.”

“Then
why do I feel like I’m on trial?” she rasped. “It’s my life
we’re talking about, Mike. You seem so willing to forget that.”

“I’ve
forgotten nothing.” His eyes meant it, raking over her with a
precision she should have found maddening but, instead, couldn’t
turn away from, inviting him to look, to catalogue, to admire and
want.

Had
she misjudged him? Perhaps the horror of the camera had made her
blind to something that her heart wanted so desperately to believe:
that the Michael Bournham really did want her. Rejecting the
notion had been a protective measure, designed to blunt the damage,
like breaking the windows of a burning home in order to escape,
priorities triaged into life vs. death.

Her
heart had died a little the day she watched her body move against his
on video, the jokes and quips from newscasters detailing her—her
passion, her naked need, her wholly unveiled heart beating without
the case of her chest, all resting in Michael Bournham’s hands.

And
he’d thrown it aside like a piece of offal.

Brutal,
the imagery she’d shoved to the forefront of her mind, forcing
herself to face all the cruelties that his withdrawal of interest
could mean. The implications of being used and turned into a piece of
meat were quite easy to mull over, examine and dissect, analyze and
absorb.

But
being the object of his ongoing desire? Considering that was too
great a risk for her carefully constructed reality that protected her
from scenes exactly like this.

Too
raw.

Too
open.

Too
real.

Too
Lydia.

With
Jeremy she could slowly open the door to that self, one inch at a
time, entirely on her own terms and with the buy-in of his respect
for her no.

With
Mike?

She
didn’t have a no.

And
above all that he had done to her, the scars he’d left, the wounds
he reopened before her, those eyes hungry for so much more than her
sex, she suspected that he, too, was overwhelmed by the enormity of
what connected them to each other.

He
had to say it first.

She
couldn’t survive being shattered again.

The
ball was in his court, and so far, he hadn’t hit a serve she cared
to return.

The
server appeared with five small plates, each holding a different kind
of food. Appetite dashed, all she wanted was more alcohol and time to
sort through her feelings.

“You
ordered?”

“I
hope you like it.”

Not
giving an inch, was he? As the server described the dishes—more
chevre-stuffed figs, tiny samosas, enchiladas with a delightful
chipotle aioli—she found herself wondering how Caleb was doing at
Jeddy’s, and made a note to herself to compare the food and give
Caleb some tips.

Right
after she stopped thinking about Mike’s face between her thighs.

When
would that be? she wondered as she stuffed an extraordinary
samosa in her mouth, flavor bursting all over her tongue and cheeks,
as if her taste buds weren’t enough to capture every savory bit.

Never.
It would be never.

Mike
took one, too, and the shared look of appreciation made her see him
in a new light. Nervous. He was more rattled than he was letting on.
That made him seem more human. Fallible. Ordinary and approachable.

All
she wanted was to understand him, and for him to know her, and
somehow—maybe—to forge a few shaky steps toward more knowing.

That
was all.

Might
as well ask for the moon.

“Amazing,”
he said, reaching for an enchilada. Following his cue, she took one
and bit into it. Chicken and cheese and some kind of salsa verde
blended with the chipotle aioli.

“My
grandmother would love this place.”

“How
is she?”

The
normality of the conversation—a man and a woman admiring food,
talking about family—made each beat make more sense. 


“Recovering.
They did a surgical procedure to help with some blockages around her
heart, and pretty soon she and Ed will be back to their corsets and
chains.”

The
choke of surprise Mike emitted made her giggle. “Excuse me?” 


That’s
right. Mike had no idea about Madge’s…proclivities. And her
openness about it. Jeremy knew, though. Hours of conversation and
jokes and the slow reveal—already interrupted—gave him a better
panoramic view of her.

Mike
only had the telescopic lens.

And
the video camera, of course.

Leaning
on the table, chin in palm, she smiled sweetly at him and said, “My
grandma knows herself very well, and that self is a fiery sexpot
octogenarian.”

He
nodded, wiping his mouth and taking a big swig of the double shot the
server had silently replaced. “Good genes. Hope you inherited
them.”

Her
turn to laugh. “I can only hope to be half the woman my grandmother
is.”

“You’re
already more than enough.” His hand covered the back of hers. The
room suddenly grew warm and still, everything in balance, her skin
absorbing his heat with a pleasure she couldn’t deny. Mike—the
very real Mike—was holding her hand at a table at a tapas bar in
Waltham, and his eyes were kind and wanting, contemplative and
pensive, but entirely on her.

“Enough
for two?” she joked. Wincing, she let herself slowly lower her
defenses. Might as well, right? If there’s ever a time to be open
and honest, it should be when you’re sitting across from the guy
who indirectly made sure a billion people saw your gyrating ass and
heard your sex voice, after just being encouraged by your boyfriend
to fuck him.

Or
something like that.

Her
head hurt from the confusion. The drink? She needed another, reaching
with her uncovered hand to pour a full glass, sipping it slowly while
stealing looks at a very steady, very intense Mike, who stared right
back.

With
a smile.

Transformative.
No other word applied, and no other word should apply. Truly—how
could the man change so easily, and yet still retain the steel core
inside him? He was a rock. Staying calm through all of this. Only now
did it occur to her how much he had dealt with these past months.
Really hit her—the emotional hit he’d taken had been equal to
hers.

Greater,
in some respects.

“How
are you?” she said quietly, making his grin broaden, his cheeks
rugged and full, the effect her words had on him evident in sparkling
eyes that seemed to say, Thank you for showing up. Finally.

“Never
been better,” he said slowly, not at all intoning the familiar
pabulum most of us exchange in daily life as we pretend to care.
“I’ve truly never,” he added, squeezing her hand, sending a
tingling through her, “been better.”

“What
have you been doing this whole time?”

He
looked away and released her hand. She grabbed his, making him tilt
his head and smile again, this time without teeth, just a warm look
of compassion that made her think that there was so much more to him.

To
them.

In
whatever form that took.

Jeremy.
He should have been the elephant in the room, and yet she’d barely
thought of him for the past few minutes, and Mike clearly had
thoughts only for her. The build of something greater than both of
them—all three of them—began inside her, a foundation she would
need to use as a surface that would support the weight of
nonconformity.

It
better be strong enough.

Because
she wasn’t quite sure she was.

And
then—

“I’ve
spent the last month renting a lovely cabin at this really beautiful
little wonderland,” he said, his thumb slowly caressing the soft
web of her hand, hypnotic and enticing.

“Really?
Where?” Before the words were out she knew.

Knew.

And
he knew she knew.

“Oh,
God,” she gasped, snatching her hand away and using it to cover her
horror. Or to hold in the pain. She wasn’t sure which was more
true.

Probably
both.

“You
infiltrated Camp Charles?” He started to smile, but buddy, she
wasn’t joking around. “Camp Charles” was what they’d called
their home in the off season, when it was just the eight of them and
specially invited guests, relatives coming for holidays and weekends,
when Mom and Dad could just be themselves and not spend their days
like a spider monkey with an espresso pot, helping campers with
anything and everything.

“I
guess I did.”

“Either
you did or you didn’t.”

“‘Infiltrated’
is rather harsh.”

“So
is stalking me like a crazy motherfucker after getting me out of the
country.”

“Not
one part of that sentence makes sense.”

“Neither
do you!”

“Fair
enough.”

“Don’t
patronize me!”

“I’m
agreeing with you.”

“I
can’t tell the difference with you.”

“That’s
not my fault.”

“It
sure as hell isn’t mine!” Breathe, Lydia, breathe. The
words flowed through her like an in breath, then an out breath,
pushing her pain out, her sense in. 


Nope.
Didn’t work.

Were
they talking in circles, or was that the wine? Lydia couldn’t tell
anymore, though she suspected she was deluding herself by trying to
attribute even one sentence of this conversation to the alcohol.
Coherent, strong and clear, Mike’s words were exactly what they
seemed to be, on the surface or underneath.

There
were no layers now. It was all right here. He wanted her. Jeremy
wanted her.

They
wanted her.

First
things first.

“Make
the argument for lying about your identity, renting a cabin and
living like some kind of spy among my people.”

“You
make it sound so anthropological.”

An
arched eyebrow was all she could muster. And then she muttered,
“Anthropological assholes abound.”

“Good
point. Miles is a bit like something out of Gorillas in the Mist.”

“That’s
not what I meant.”

A
self-satisfied chuckle from him made her heart rate soar, and not out
of passion. Insufferable. Full of himself, so, so, so—

God
damned hot.

“I’ll
talk, but you have to listen. And none of that.” One finger pointed
to her face.

“None
of what?”

“Those
looks you give me.”

“What
looks?”

“Just
like that. You’re doing it now.”

“Doing
what?”

“Judging
me.”

Leaning
back in her chair, she rolled her neck and gave him a cocky
half-smile. “Look, buddy, you can make plenty of requests of me.
You can even issue orders—”

That
made him raise his eyebrow.

“—but
you cannot dictate how I react to something you say. None of this
works like that. I get to feel what I feel and I get to express that
however I want. And I’m wearing my big-girl panties tonight, which
means I can handle the consequences of that.”

“I’m
sad you’re wearing any panties at all.”

Whatever
words were on the tip of her tongue, ready to joust with, came to a
sharp halt at that. 


“I—”

“I’ll
tell you my story,” he said, reaching for her knee and patting it
with an infuriatingly condescending gesture that she wished would
turn into a sly slide up her thigh. But didn’t.

“You
have to shut up and listen.”

Biting
her lips, she did as told.

“After
I realized we were caught on camera, something in me that had just
come to life was instantly frozen, as if I’d found nirvana and then
glanced at Medusa’s eyes.”

That
was one hell of an image.

“Getting
you out from under the camera’s eye at the office was my top
priority in those moments. I went into damage control. Normally, when
I kick into that mode I’m a robot. It’s all about initiatives and
targets and goals. Dissembling and becoming an emotional basket case
because of you wasn’t in my programming.”

Mike
paused and chucked back the rest of his drink. “We went to that
Asian restaurant, and the entire time my brain was a million miles
away, scheming and strategizing to suppress the video, pay off the
producer—do whatever it took to contain and control.

“But,”
he added quietly, rubbing his chin, “what I didn’t realize was
that containment and control doesn’t work when it comes to my
feelings about you.”

Blink.
All she could do was blink and absorb as the rest of the restaurant
disappeared.

“I
made love with you at your apartment not because I was using you, or
for a quick lay, or a good fuck.” His eyes twinkled with a slight
smile and she could read his mind, because it had been a good
fuck.

A
great fuck.

“Go
on.” She leaned across the table and let her hand rest within an
inch of his.

“That
night was the best goodbye I could muster. Except you had no idea,
and I was torn inside, so conflicted and utterly destroyed, knowing I
had hurt you and you—you had no idea. Not yet. And the colossal
reach of that damn video was going to blow you out of the water and
make your world explode.”

“It
nearly did. Thank God for Diane,” she muttered.

His
brow lowered with a thought she couldn’t discern, and he started to
say something, then shook his head imperceptibly. “Yes. Diane’s
entrance was…serendipitous.”

“A
genius couldn’t have planned that,” she said.

“I
wouldn’t go that far.” His voice was tight and different, so she
shut up. No interruptions. She gave him a look of encouragement, and
touched the back of his hand. Instantly, he turned his palm over and
clasped hers.

“Nothing
I did with Jonah—the producer—mattered. Some intern must have
gotten the clip and made it go viral. I had no power.” He made a
noise of disgust. “Michael Bournham without power.” His eyelashes
fluttered against his lower lids, then those baby blues centered on
her. “You’re my Kryptonite.”

Laughter
bubbled up from her and he squeezed her hand. “You’re equating
being a CEO with Superman?”

“In
this culture?” A dark chuckle joined hers. “Practically.”

Reaching
over, she playfully touched the center of his chest. A sharp inhale
of lust was his response. “Where’s your suit?”

“I’ll
undress and you can find whatever you’re looking for.”

Could
it really be this easy? Pushing aside the past two months, pretending
he hadn’t virtually set her heart on fire in front of one seventh
of the world’s population, turning a blind eye to her time with
Jeremy and the emotional intensity that had brought—all so they
could just have a fantastic time in bed and she could audition for
the part of their…threesome?

What
had just been comfortable and amusing suddenly became grim, squeezing
all of the air out of the room. How could she banter and tease and
give weight to the surface while kicking her own injured heart down,
pushed subterranean so she could…what?

What
the hell did she really want?

An
unwelcome sense of shame rose up in her, short-circuiting everything
good about seeing Mike, all the pleasure associated with just being
in his presence and connecting once again.

She
needed to get out.

“So
that’s what this is about? Come back to the source for a little
more ass?” She looked behind her back. “Or a lot?”

Shock
registered on his face. “What are you talking about?” He didn’t
protest. Didn’t take on her shift. 


“All
you want is some pussy, Mike. Only this time off camera.”

“I
want you.”

“Point
made.”

“What
point do you think I’m making? You’re warping everything I’m
saying.”

Fuck
this noise. Sometimes you just needed to run away.

Worked
for Mike, right?

Didn’t
work for you in Iceland.
Sabotage and undermine—that was all it ever did.

Fuck
you, voice in my head.

It
stopped.

Grabbing
her purse, she stood, wobbly on feet that felt a bit distant from the
rest of her body, bones at odd angles and heart threadbare and worn.
“If arguing is what you wanted out of the evening, then I’m
leaving.”

“Sit.”



“I’m
not a dog.”

“Sit,
please.”

“No.”
And with that, Lydia reclaimed the only remaining shred of anything
that resembled normalcy.

Her
own damn will.

Stronger
than Mike or Jeremy realized, she turned to it when there wasn’t
much left of her. The court of last resort. Plan B. The Hail Mary
pass.

Storming
out of the tapas bar, she marveled at how warm and comfortable most
of her body was. Loose and happy, aside from being treated like a
fucking badminton birdie between two rackets called Mike and Jeremy,
the evening was going swimmingly well.

So
much anger.

So
much pain.

So
much want.

More
than that…so much desire. Taking deep breaths, letting the chilly
fall air spike her lungs with pinpricks of ice, she let herself
breathe, just taking everything in and letting so much more go.

Mike’s
warm hand encircled her arm, and as much as she wanted to push him
away and stomp off, she couldn’t.

She
simply couldn’t.

Call
it weak, or wanting, or crass, or—whatever judgmental word you want
to pick out of a hat, Lydia’s bottom line was turning out to be so
much more cogent than she wanted it to be.

Because
the complications were all figments of her over-worried mind, the one
that couldn’t let itself see what was startlingly obvious now, as
she kept her head turned away from him, but didn’t move to shrug
off his hand:

She
wanted what they offered.

Both.

Having
Jeremy and Mike would solve as many problems as it would cause,
wouldn’t it? People didn’t do this—one woman, two men? She
could barely manage her own sexuality and its multifaceted approach
within a strict orientation paradigm. Two men? Two sets of needs,
two…well, two of everything?

“I
don’t think I can do this.” Her words came out as puffs of truth.
Because she didn’t think she could do it. Not really. Wanting
something never automatically meant you could actually do it.

“Can’t?
Won’t?” Calm eyes studied hers. “And do you mean us? Or
something more?”

“I
mean all of this.”

“Why
do you have to tackle all of this in one fell swoop? You can eat an
elephant, but it has to be one bite at a time.”

“You’re
comparing me, you and Jeremy to a pachyderm?”

“I’m
experiencing significant cliché failure tonight.”

“Is
that like erectile dysfunction?”

“What?”

“Neither
one gets the rise you expect.”

The
groan that came out of him cut through her gravid seriousness, making
her tilt her head up and laugh to the moon. Mike just shook his head
and watched her while she enjoyed being watched, reveling in having
him so close, so near, after so many weeks of not knowing what he
really felt.

“Let’s
walk. Can we have a truce?”

“Only
if you surrender.”

“Fine.
Give me your panties.”

“Why?”

“White
flag and all that.”

“Mine
are black tonight.”

“Don’t
tell me that,” he growled, the hand on her arm sliding up to her
elbow, then migrating to her ribcage, the motion spontaneous, his
eyes darkening with a smolder she felt in herself.

The
kiss was inevitable.

When
they were done, she pulled back and asked, “How far is your
apartment?”

Lydia
couldn’t believe she’d just said that. The mystery and competing
self-interests weighed heavily on her, pushing the air out of her
lungs as her fingers and toes tingled with anticipation. It would be
so easy to say no. A moral code from a part of her that had
been so sure, so solid, just days ago screamed out rules that she
must follow. Deceptively simple rules.

Like: don’t
sleep with Mike.

Like:
you’re with Jeremy now.

Like: Mike
will hurt you.

Like: two
men? Tsk tsk.

Ignoring
that moral code with so little time to process where her own inner
divining rod really was pointing felt reckless and Mike wordlessly
led her to his car, the silence crackling between them with
expectation and yearning. Crazy. Irresponsible and so light and airy,
as if sex were just a toy, the men her playthings. Some friends in
college could do that—sleep
around—but
Lydia never could. Even the phrase sleep around carried its
own anchor, sinking into an underworld of muck and mess that felt
sordid.

The drive
to his place involved no words.

Jeremy had,
however, absolved her of the nastiness, the murk and the fetid fear
about all she was doing, holding Mike’s hand as he led her to the
elevator doors for his building, the two sharing a smile where they’d
just kissed two days ago. Heat poured through her as she remembered
the broken elevator encounter at work, and the ding! Of the machine
reaching Mike’s floor might well have been Pavlov’s bell, except
it didn’t elicit drooling, but wetness from a very different part
of the body as he led her into his apartment. 


These men.
These damn, handsome, intense, vibrant men. Volleying her heart, her
lust, her interest between the two of them like an object to pass
back and forth, waiting to find its set point, watching for the toss
to end. No malice, no cruelty, no games—this
was a very real, very raw slice of emotional life that she felt
honored to be introduced into, and resentful to be so exposed.

Because by
telling her that she could, without jealousy, explore what she really
felt, Jeremy had given her both her greatest gift and her biggest
obstacle.

The ability
to choose without expectations.

It made her
want to say fuck you and I love you all at once.

And right
now, she would do exactly that with Mike, except instead of words,
she would use her body. 


The
apartment was, now, familiar to her, and a chiding internal voice
pleasantly pointed out that she was about to sleep with two separate
men within forty-eight hours of each other on the same bed.

That had to
be some kind of record, right? Inured now to her own defiance of
every norm she’d carefully sculpted over the years, the fact that
she’d just been so intricately intimate with Jeremy in the same bed
Mike led her to made the transgression all the more...appropriate?

After all,
Jeremy had encouraged this. Approved of it. Even...nurtured it.

Who was she
to turn away from having her lover ask her to explore her very core?
As Mike’s hands rose to cup her jaw and his mouth descended on
hers, she had only one regret.

That Jeremy
wasn’t here, too.

Imagining
this moment so many times, even in her dreams, what she hadn’t
accounted for was the steady familiarity and wholehearted grace of
their joined touch. His lips brushed hers like old lovers coming
home, his hands warming her hips and waist as they slid along her
body. In all the intrusive moments when images of Mike filled her,
she had assumed the level of passion would make her heart fairly
burst from her chest, but now?

No.

What filled
her, instead, was the rush of an ancient understanding between them,
archivists sifting through clothing now discarded, hands cataloguing
bodies neither had been given enough time to learn. Their touch was
slow, their tongues exploring each other not with a fevered pace but
with the privilege of certainty.

Being
undressed by Michael Bournham carried a panache with it, and while
none of her clothes were bespoke, she was about to be naked. The
thought made one half of her mouth rise up in a wry smile as they
kissed, and he broke the connection, peering at her.

The room
seemed warmer than it had any right to be, the bed neatly made and
smelling strongly of a fresh scent, like bedsheets washed in too much
detergent. No matter—what
she wanted to inhale was Mike’s musk and spice and scent of sex,
the essence of him as she tasted and teased for the duration of
whatever they were commencing.

A pang of
guilt caught her belly off-guard, Jeremy invading her thoughts, but
as she reminded herself that her coupling with Mike was done with his
full agreement she relaxed, then frowned, pushing away what she knew
she was supposed to feel, and letting herself experience what
was truly in her heart.

Conflict
would only be present if she let jealousy enter, and Jeremy’s
explanation made sense. She added a corollary: love could expand to
include more than one person if she let herself find what was true to
her. Not to her family, or society, or the media—but to her and
only her.

“I have
missed you so desperately,” Mike whispered, pulling his taut,
compact frame hard against her softness. “You can’t imagine,”
he added, mouth on her neck, nipping as the sound of his breath felt
like a prayer.

“Trust
me,” she whispered, “I can imagine. I see you in my dreams.”
Her hands slid over his bare ass, reveling in the feel of him under
her palms. The movement pushed his erection into her belly and she
moved her hips to the left, making him groan.

Those eyes.

“Your
dreams? You haunt my thoughts. Every waking moment, Lydia. I can’t
get you out of my head, and getting you into my bed is better than
nothing, but I can’t take anything less than everything. I need
you. I’ve spent ten years crafting a life where what I want
supersedes what I need. You’ve upended all of that. You. Only you.”

With a
piercing look that let her see into his soul, his words poured out,
hands on her nude shoulders, his warm breath tickling the tops of her
breasts as he spoke with a hoarseness that scraped at the wall around
her heart. Those words. Those eyes. This man...how she wanted to
believe him.

Needed to
believe him.

“Why me?”
Insecurity would have made her ask that weeks ago. Not now. The
question stood as a test—not
a plea.

How he
responded would seal their fate.

“Why
you?” His breath sounded like a train in the distance, the inhale
sharp and full of kinetic energy, the exhale growing quieter with
time. “I don’t know,” he said, the outer edges of his eyes
turning upward with a bewildered smile. “If I knew the answer, I
wouldn’t be here like this.”

“What do
you mean?”

A sweet
kiss on her cheek, then her other cheek, then her collarbone was his
answer. Both nude, their bellies brushed against each other, her
thigh caressing his thick cock, his bicep grazing her breast. The
questions weren’t formalities, though making love was—at
this point—quite
the given.

These words
were meant for the after.

“I mean
that I don’t live in a world of I don’t knows. Michael Bournham
doesn’t not know. Hell, Mike Bournham, for that matter, doesn’t
live in that kind of uncertainty. No part of my life prepared me for
needing someone the way I need you. You are as vital to me as air and
water. Hurting you was like opening up a vein.”

His voice
choked with emotion and her own eyes filled. Stroking his cheek made
him look up, startling her as she saw the sheer, unencumbered emotion
reflecting back at her. “My own ambition got in the way of being
with you, Lydia, and if I can’t find my way back into your heart,
then I’ll never forgive myself. That’s why I went to the
campground—because I couldn’t bear to think that I’d broken
whatever bond I needed with you so badly that I’d lost you forever.
Was it stupid? Yes. Was it wrong? No.”

Another
sweet kiss, this one on her lips.

“Because
I fell in love with you so long ago that my need is just years of
restraint finally giving way.”

The push
came from her own restraint taking physical form as the force of her
hands thrusting against his chest made him fall with grace to his own
bed, pulling her down with him. Quickly, she was on him, on the bed,
all mouth and hands and lust and desire, her own need to touch him so
fierce she couldn’t have held herself back if her life depended on
it. Hungry and intense, their mouths and hands worked to make up for
lost time, the sense that there was plenty of time vanquished, as if
some unseen hand moved the clock forward.

Mike made
her feel as if this were both the first and the thousandth time she’d
been touched, his hands so sure, his gaze confident and unyielding.
As he took one nipple in his mouth she ran her hands up his back and
sighed, his name chanting through her head, no longer the intrusive
gadfly it had been these weeks but, now, the word was a lover’s
promise.

Like their
encounter in the elevator, in the supply closet, in his office and at
her apartment—each hot and treasured—the sultry heat of his
presence made the commonplace lovemaking she’d spent with all but
Jeremy seem like a bland waste of time.

All but
Jeremy.

Mike’s
hands pushed at the small of her back, guiding her forward, his wet
lips on her other breast, breaking her thoughts. Enjoy this, she told
herself, and just when she feared the thoughts would spiral in an
endlessly repeating pattern her body pulled her back in, aided by the
divinely seeking Mr. Bournham, whose tongue willed her blood to
furiously find the places that needed release.

Most of
all, her heart.

“I can’t
believe you’re really here,” she murmured, leaning over him, her
lips barely touching his ear. His tongue tweaked her rosebud nipple
and pulled off as he flipped her over, fluid and athletic. The
grooved lines of his muscled arms and chest called out to her,
beckoning, her hands unable to stop touching him. Lifting her knee
just so, she stroked his thick, veined rod with the top of her
kneecap until his powerful hand stopped her, pinning her leg cold.

“I’ll
make you believe I’m here.”

And, with
that, he did, her body a live wire, infused with the wet rush of
wanting him in her, craving the feel of him over her and joining
their bodies and hearts with the simple act of giving each other what
they needed most:

Connection.

If
seduction had been part of what she wanted, and if earlier in the
night she’d sought his absolution, that all faded as Lydia thrust
her hips up toward him, wrapping her legs around those carved hips,
her flesh begging for him to find her arousal and meet it with his
own.

One
measured hand shifted away from them as Mike reached for a condom
that materialized out of nowhere and he dispensed with the
formalities. Aching to have him fill her, she locked eyes with him.

“I’m
trusting you,” she whispered. Pain shot through his expression, the
look of a man torn by his own regret, and she took one finger and
traced the planes of his cheekbones, studying him.

“And I’m
proving myself to you,” he replied as he entered her, the mix of
words and fire so exquisite she held her breath, not wanting any
sensation to supersede this. Just this.

Only this.

Closing her
eyes, the vulnerability she hid from the world was unveiled here, her
hands memorizing the sharp edges of his body, how he was all sinew,
bone and muscle making love to her, a sliver of moonlight giving the
room a gentle glow.

“Oh,”
she moaned, the easy rise of her release beginning, so soon—too
soon, almost. Almost. Making love with Mike had been the focus of so
many thoughts, feelings and dreams that she wanted to make this last
forever.

You can,
she thought. Just keep saying yes.

Jeremy
floated through her mind, an image of the three of them together
entering her consciousness and yet she had no reaction. The thought
simply was, a pleasing question her subconscious was asking as Mike’s
body loomed over her, his thrusts gliding her to ecstasy. Kissing
him, she met his rhythm, their timing so intuitively in sync you
would think that they’d choreographed what now swept her away.

“I missed
you, too,” she called out as his pelvis curled, changing the
quality of their joining, and a sudden climax flushed through her.
Wordless sounds sang from her throat as she met him with each push,
his arms on either side of her, neck tight, his hips moving faster to
bring them both to a twinned pleasure she savored.

As free and
uninhibited and open as she could want, she shed her expectations and
let her body and heart sing, the tingling and explosions making her
claw his back, drive him deeper into her, and his own groans told her
they were together.

Together.

Breathing
labored with joy, she enveloped Mike, crossing her ankles around his
ass, spreading her arms out and wrapping him tight in a Lydia cocoon.
His mouth stretched to a smile she could feel on her shoulder as he
cleared his throat and said:

“Thank
you.”

Tears,
unexpected and poignant, filled her eyes. One slipped down her
cheekbone and into her ear, trickling down to Mike. 


“Are you
crying?” he said in a hoarse voice, the closest sound he seemed
capable of making that sounded like panic in his tone. “Did I hurt
you?” He peeled off her in an instant, palm touching her as if
taking inventory. “My God, Lydia, I—”

“No, no,”
she reassured him. “Not tears of pain.”

“Of what,
then?”

“Hope.”

The
tenderness in those bright eyes filled her with visions of a future
she’d long buried, her own hope that someone—anyone—would
ever match what she wanted a faded dream.

And the
idea that two...well, that was just crazy talk.

Right?

Mike used
one finger to remove her tears and then kissed each cheek as she
closed her eyes, too overcome to think or speak. So many words and
ideas and thoughts needed to be said, but as he wrapped her in his
arms and pulled the sheets over them, she let herself be truly
vulnerable, silently asking for what she needed most with him.

To just be.



Unaccustomed
to awakening in a warm apartment in his own bed, Mike found himself
staring at his ceiling in confusion for a moment. No raw wood beams.
And the air was warm. Cozy. Comfortable.

Lydia.
Turning to the side, his eyes confirmed what instinct had told him:

Empty.

A
small, ripped piece of paper from the back of an envelope she must
have scavenged from somewhere in the apartment was a poor replacement
for that divine woman.

The
words read:





Thank
you.

I
don’t know what happens next.

But
we have what just happened.

And
if nothing else, it is enough.

<3





One
breath. Two breaths. Three…four…five and he let himself blink.

Enough.

Enough
was for people who convince themselves that wanting more is greedy.
Enough was for people afraid of their own power. Enough
was what people said to console themselves. Enough was what
you told yourself you could live with because more was
inconceivable. Impossible. Irrational.

Mike
didn’t want enough.

Mike
wouldn’t settle for enough.

And
as he padded to the shower he resolved to go out and find her,
because what he would accept was more.

And
nothing but.




Chapter
Ten

“You
two aren’t here to talk about your sex lives again, are you?”
Caleb complained.

“Only
if you don’t get our food out here fast enough.”

He
ran like the wind while Lydia and Krysta cackled, his short-cut sandy
blonde hair glistening in the light that slipped between the window
blinds. “But you are, right?” Krysta asked when they settled
down.

“Huh?”

“Going
to talk about your sex life.”

“You
first.”

“That
would be a short conversation. Me, my vibrator, Brad Pitt—”

“He’s
old!”

“He’s
hot.”

Lydia
shuddered. “Old! Fifty!”

“My
sex fantasy, my men.”

“Old
fantasy,” Lydia grumbled as she stood and served them both waters,
grabbed two mugs and filled a carafe with coffee from the Bunn pot
across from them.

“It’s
not like I’m getting some threesome action.”

Caleb’s
timely appearance made Lydia laugh. His fallen face only added to the
moment, blue eyes reflecting disbelief. Slamming down two plates of
pie—raspberry mint and key lime—he walked away, muttering, “Anal.
Threesomes. The Charles family legacy, folks.”

“He’s
just jealous,” Lydia said, waving a fork she’d already plucked,
poking the green lime goodness.

“Of
your men?”

“Of
sex, period. Caleb hasn’t been laid since before Miley grew boobs.”

Spit.
A spray of water landed all over Krysta’s piece of pie. “LYDIA!”
she shouted.

“Not
tasting that one, I guess,” she said in a prickly voice.

Looking
down, Krysta made a face. “Sorry. No sharing.”

“I
like sharing.”

“We
know,” Krysta said under her breath.

Kick.

“OW!”
Bending down, Krysta rubbed her ankle. “Why’d you kick me?”

“Because
I’m mean.” She stuffed three bites of the lime pie in her mouth
without thinking, then slowed down. This was too good. Couldn’t
waste it.

“You
kick me again and I’ll…” Krysta was all bark, no bite.

“You’ll
stare longingly at Caleb? Oh, how could I possibly deal with it.”

Reaching
across the table, Krysta stole her pie.

“Hey!”

In
one impressive move, her friend shoved the last two-thirds of the
piece into her mouth, whole, giving her chipmunk cheeks and the
inability to chew.

“I
love a woman who can savor the gourmet,” Caleb said dryly from
behind the counter, now refilling the coffee pot.

Alarm
filled Krysta’s eyes. “Mmmmf! Mnn Mnnn. Eh duh.”

Lydia
put her index finger on Krysta’s lips. “Don’t even try.”

“Grandma’s
coming home today,” Caleb said to Lydia. Madge’s recovery had
been extraordinary and swift. “And Mom just took Aunt Karen to the
airport.” A deep vibration of guilt spread through Lydia. Damn!
She’d forgotten to offer, so caught up in her night with Mike.
Hadn’t even said good-bye to her aunt.

“You
coming over?” Caleb asked. He was staying with Madge for the next
few months to make sure she was okay. That was what the family
understood; Madge had been told he needed to stay to help develop the
menu at Jeddy’s. Everyone kept the charade going.

Including
Madge.

“I
told you I was. I have to make sure you haven’t destroyed my room.”

“Not
like you’re ever moving back in,” he said slyly. “Doesn’t
Jeremy have his own place?”

Krysta
said nothing. Lydia took a delicate bite of cake and just shrugged.
The less said, the better.

“Anyhow,
you going to the hospital to help move her?”

“Mom
and Dad are there, right?”

He
nodded, a satisfied smile spreading across his face as he watched
Krysta dig in to her own piece of pie, her shoulders dropping and
eyes widening with pleasure. “Right. Two o’clock. I’ll make
sure I’m at the apartment and meet you guys there.”

The
key lime pie tasted sour as she let his question about Jeremy ping in
her head. Jeremy. Last night she’d fallen asleep in Mike’s arms
and it only now hit her that Jeremy stayed with Mike when he was in
town. He had no place of his own.

What
had happened to Jeremy?

Yanking
her phone out of her purse, she checked messages.

Nada.

So
she typed one:

Hey,
where are you? I miss you.

True.

And
she waited. And waited. And…nothing.

“Who
you texting? Or should I ask, which of your guys?”

“Jeremy.”

“Everything
okay?” Krysta picked up on her concern. 


“I
spent the night at Mike’s last night.”

Krysta
leaned forward like a conspirator. “And?”

“And
that’s where Jeremy normally stays when he’s in town. I…I can’t
believe I didn’t think about it. But where did he stay?”

“Poor
Jeremy, huddled under a ragged coat off Exit 18 on the Pike.
Directing traffic for coins. Selling roses.” The sarcasm could have
been used as a sauce for one of Caleb’s meals. It was poured on
that thick.

“Krysta.”



“Well?
You’re overreacting. Worst case, he crashed in a hotel. The guy can
drop $50,000 on an autism benefit. I’m sure he can handle a few
hundred for one night in a hotel. I’m surprised he didn’t crash
at Mike’s, though.”

“Why
would he?”

Krysta
made a choking sound. “Brown chicken brown cow.”

“Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.”
What the fuck?

“You
ain’t no Mary fucking Poppins here.”

“What’s
the brown chicken crap?”

“Say
it fast.” Lydia did.

Caleb’s
burst of laughter from behind the counter and Krysta’s snicker made
her wonder what she was missing.

“What
does a brown chicken and a brown cow have to do with Jeremy
appearing?” she hissed.

Krysta
couldn’t stop laughing. “Nothing.” She lowered her voice. “It’s
like the music in a porno. ‘Brown chicken brown cow.’”

“Not
funny.”

“It
is if you get it.”

“Still
not funny.”

“What
other cultural reference do I have for a threesome?”

She
had a point. “You think Jeremy is just going to magically show up
at Mike’s and I’ll be all, like, ‘Oh, two guys! My sex dream
has come true. Someone get the lube’?”

A
shrug was her reply.

“You—what?
Where is this coming from?”

“I’m
the one who should be asking that. Ever since ‘Matt Jones’
appeared at work, you’ve become some woman who distantly resembles
my old friend. Where, Lydia, is this coming from? We used to talk
about Starbucks and Scandal and how Grey’s Anatomy
sucks these days and finding the right two guys. Now we talk about
reality TV and viral videos and Iceland and finding the right two
guys. Only instead of one of them being for me, they’re both
for you!”

The
rush of Krysta’s rebuke humbled her. “I didn’t know you felt
that way,” she said in a small voice.

“I
didn’t either.”

An
awkward silence settled in.

“I
don’t like being like this,” Lydia said after a long pause.

“I
don’t either.” Krysta reached across the table and clasped
Lydia’s hand. The motion was the same that she and Mike had shared
last night, but oh, so different.

“Friends?”
Lydia asked.

“Never
weren’t.”

“Then
let me lay this out: Jeremy and Mike want me—for real, no jokes—to
be in a threesome with them.”

Jaw
hanging, Krysta squeezed her hands. “You get all the nice things.
No fair.”

“A
minute ago you said you didn’t like the way I’ve been and all my
crises, and now you tell me I get all the nice things? Which is it?”

“Both.
I can say both. And so can you.”

“How
can you say that?”

“Who
wouldn’t want one night with two incredibly hot guys? Lydia, that’s
the dream, right?”

“Not
a dream.”

“Then
what is it?”

“Not
a one-time thing.”

“Huh?”

“They
want to create something I’ve never heard of.”

“What’s
that? They want you to dress up like Robin Thicke and twerk them?”

Caleb
appeared just then with more coffee and a disgusted look on his face.
“I give up. I’m never serving you two again. From now on, you get
everything yourselves.”

“Sorry
we brought up your favorite fantasy!” Lydia called after him,
receiving a middle finger as an answer.

“Such
a loving family,” Krysta intoned.

“We
try. Mom and Dad are so proud.”

“Speaking
of Mom and Dad…” The clock Krysta looked at said Lydia had twenty
more minutes before she had to leave.

“Are
you going for it?”

“Dating
two guys?’

“Whatevering
two guys.”

“Would
you? If you were in my shoes?”

Krysta
gave it some thought, then poured herself a cup of coffee, fixing it
just right. “I would give it a try, I guess.” Her half-shrugged
shoulder and weak wording made Lydia doubt her.

“Maybe
kinda sorta? It’s a genie you unleash and you can’t stuff back in
the bottle.”

“Or
other places.”

“Ewwww.”

“Sorry.
The jokes write themselves.”

“Speaking
of jokes, let’s talk about your imaginary relationship with Caleb.”

Krysta’s
mouth puckered with disapproval. “Let’s not.”

“You
can dish it out, but—”

“Quit
deflecting.”

“Fine.”
Lydia frowned and poured herself some coffee. “I just—I don’t
know where to start.”

Sympathy
lined her friend’s face. “I keep making jokes, but you really are
in one hell of a bind, aren’t you.”

“Let’s
not add BDSM to this.”

“Ha
ha.”

“I
feel like I’ve never really gotten beyond that woman in my car in
the parking lot, finding out that what I had worked so hard for was
swept out from under me when ‘Matt Jones’ was given the social
media job,” she said, her voice soft and breathy. “That day all
those years of work just disappeared. And there he was, so hot and
adorable and strong and sensitive—the perfect package, you know?
They don’t exactly grow in a cubicle farm.”

“Tell
me about it,” Krysta agreed.

“The
big project I pitched to Dave, Matt—Mike—finding me in the
closet, our elevator moment…” Her voice trailed off.

“You
feel like you’re not the same Lydia? Of course you are.”

Sipping
half the cup in one long, contemplative move, Lydia finished and set
her coffee cup down, noting how full the restaurant had become. 


“It’s
not that I shouldn’t be me. The feeling is more about being stuck.
Reactive. My default is to react to life instead of taking action.”

Shaking
her head, Krysta took a look around as well. A crowd had poured in
and Caleb looked like a jackrabbit with a coffee pot in hand. Lydia
knew she should get up and help, but this was too important.

“You
might see me that way. And I might even be that way. But
that’s not how I feel, you know?”

Krysta
nodded. “I get it.”

“Here
I am again, reacting to what Jeremy said, responding to Mike’s
initiative, fumbling through my reactions to them without being the
one who sets the tone. I’m tired of always changing my frequency to
be in tune with someone else’s vibration. From now on, I want to be
the vibration.”

“Then
do it.”

“How?”
Saying it was easy. But taking the steps she needed to be at the
vanguard of her own life seemed like being told she needed to learn a
language, but not knowing its name.

“Start
by figuring out what your gut tells you.”

Just
then, her stomach gurgled.

“Okay,
it’s telling me I ate too much.” The two shared a smile only old
friends can exchange.

“What
do you want? Ignore what Jeremy and Mike want. Ignore what the
world says you should want. Push aside convention and expectations.
Lydia, what do you want?”

Silence.

“And
once you decide that,” Krysta said, her eyes tracking Caleb, “you
need to go after it with fierce love. Because that’s the only way
any of us should live.”



Jeremy
hadn’t planned to spend his afternoon with the man who had just
made love to Lydia, doing twenty-pound barbell diagonal lunges, but
the effort and concentration required for the free-weight room at
Mike’s apartment building’s gym was a welcome change from the
emotionally overwrought state that everyone seemed to be in.

Present
company included.

Mike
was bench pressing, waving off any spotting, able to lift his weight
easily and punishing himself by adding a twenty-kilogram weight on
either side of the bar. 


No
thanks. Jeremy rather enjoyed having fascia connecting his ribs. If
he tried to lift his own weight plus forty kilos he’d be a walking
hemorrhage.

“How—was—the—hotel?”
Mike puffed.

“Fine.”
When he’d realized that he would be homeless for the night, Jeremy
had checked into Parker Omni house, ordered three lobsters, a
cheesecake and an entire bottle of vodka, and spent the night
watching really bad porn at prices so inflated they were on the
pay-per-view equivalent of Viagra.

Nothing
helped.

“Nice
place. Been there a few times, but always on business. You okay
paying for it?”

What the
fuck? “I’m fine.”

Mike racked
the bar and stood, moving on to do backwards lunges with forties.
“You doing all right financially?”

This felt a
bit private. Mike had never asked him about his money. Was this some
kind of dick-waving contest?

If so, once
Jeremy unzipped and pulled his out, Mike’s eyes were going to bug
out.

“Fine.”

“You can
always work with my financial advisor, you know. You don’t have to
blow through it all.”

Was that
what he assumed? Fuck it. 


Time to be
the tripod.



“All
those years while I was traveling around the world, having fun,
hanging out, doing whatever I wanted…” Jeremy paused and looked
at Mike with a guarded set of eyes.

“Yeah.”
Where is he going with this? Mike
wondered. 


“I
wasn’t just drinking and sleeping around and getting caught, thrown
in jail, and all that.”

“Okay.”
Mike really wondered where Jeremy was going with all this. He
racked the weights and grabbed his water bottle, chugging but keeping
eye contact.

“It
started when I had this opportunity while I was in Fiji to help this
non-profit organization out.” Jeremy seemed really reluctant to say
whatever he was saying, so Mike relaxed his arms, uncrossed them and
tried to be as casual as he could be to hear the guy out. Whatever
was coming was going to be a doozy. Mike wondered what international
agency it involved. MI5? CIA? Interpol?

“So
these micro-loan programs that are out there, you know, give somebody
in India $300 to start a company.”

“Yeah,
sure. They’re like, uh…like little…it’s almost like investing
in little mini start-ups.” Why was he babbling on about social
programs? Mike had asked about his finances, not his liberal-driven
guilt projects.

“Right,
right,” Jeremy said, nodding his head vigorously. “I had this
opportunity and threw $10,000 into the first one.” He racked his
weights and joined Mike in refilling his sports bottle at the water
cooler.

Mike
just nodded and made a motion to Jeremy to get to the point. “And
that went well, no problems. A handful of defaults, but the agency
distributes the loans and they process everything and I, you know,
get a small, uh—not quite a dividend check, but a repayment check
every month, and I went to Sri Lanka and did the same thing. So, for
the past ten years, whenever I go to a new place, I find out about
these micro-loan programs and I invest ten, twenty grand, sometimes
more and just see where it goes.” Sometimes a lot more.

Jeremy’s
eyes bored into his. Mike frowned. “So, you’re a good steward.
You donate money—”

“No,
I don’t donate money,” Jeremy interrupted. “I invest,
and over the course of ten years I’ve invested millions.”

He
nodded slowly. They both nodded slowly at each other. Jeremy’s eyes
sank into a kind of strange panic that did not fit with his
personality at all. 


And
then, Mike understood. “Oh, God—Jeremy, you lost it all, didn’t
you? Holy shit, man! When we walked out of the company thirteen years
ago we were both worth millions and now you’ve just blown it?” A
sense of self-righteous outrage bubbled up in Mike. “You have just
been…so fucking irresponsible. You’ve spent all these years just
screwing anything that you could get your hands on and drinking—”

“Mike.”
Jeremy held up one palm. “It’s the opposite. It’s. The.
Opposite.”

Mike
stopped himself in his spiral of indignation. “What do you mean
it’s the opposite?”

“My
investments have all paid off.” 


Mike
cocked his head, his lips parted. He took a deep sigh, sizing up
Jeremy, who now had a look of confidence in his face that belied what
had been written all over him just seconds ago. Sweat poured over
their foreheads and both took a moment to wipe with the hems of their
shirts, the room suddenly warmer than it should be.

“What
do you mean they’ve paid off?”

“Let’s
just say that two of us are standing here in this room and one of us
is a billionaire.” Jeremy’s lips twitched with amusement.

Huh?

“You’re
the billionaire.”

“I’m
the billionaire.” Jeremy pointed to himself. “That’s me.
Billionaire Jeremy.”

The
air whooshed out of Mike’s lungs and the room seemed a bit too real
for a couple of seconds. He looked up—and oh, how he hated looking
up at Jeremy—and pointed his finger inches from his nose. “You’re
a billionaire?”

“According
to my accountant, who I just met with the other day, all the
investments total nearly a billion and a half. My net worth is 1.5
billion.”

“You’re
worth 1.5 billion?” Mike started to laugh. That was close to his
target figure if everything had gone through as planned with the
board. If he hadn’t met Lydia. If he hadn’t screwed up. If he
hadn’t—the implications of years of self-discipline, denial,
strategy, of ambition came crashing on him and he searched for a
seat, finding a cheap stool. It was as welcome as the most
comfortable Herman Miller chair. His hamstrings screamed as he
lowered himself in place, as if every muscle in his body were in pain
right now, a reflection of his mind. 


“You’re
a billionaire,” he said again.

“Yes.”

“So
I’ve spent…” He held up his hand as Jeremy tried to speak.
“Hang on. Let me get this out. Let me get this straight. I’ve
spent the past thirteen years working my ever-loving-ass off, buying
my dad out, growing this company—well, it isn’t mine
anymore—growing that company, building an empire so that I could
have an extraordinary payoff, and then all that risk would be worth
it. And I blew it. I totally blew it.”

Jeremy’s
face oozed sympathy. Mike wanted to peel it off and fling it into a
pit of wolves.

“And
meanwhile, you are out being a worldwide Van Wilder, Mr.
Party-Animal-Crazy-Dude. But you’re investing in little, socially
progressive funding opportunities for, like…cake makers in Borneo,
or empanada cookers in Bolivia.”

“That’s
one of the projects, actually,” Jeremy said, holding his index
finger up, ready to go into more detail.

“I…I
got it. I got it,” Mike said. “For thirteen years you’ve been
having fun,” he said, the last word coming out as a growl.
“And through that fun you’ve accomplished everything that I
wanted.”

“You
say that like it’s a bad thing,” Jeremy said. “I did what I
wanted. My investments are mine—risks I chose carefully, after
weighing out the potential downfall and the possible reward. I didn’t
just invest in the microloans. I have a balanced portfolio for
safety, but I loaded a lot into these investments. You’re not the
only man capable of taking calculated chances.”

“Of
course I’m not.” Mike simmered, a stew of anger, outrage,
incredulity and shame bubbling inside. Jeremy was a billionaire?

And
Mike wasn’t.

“I
suppose congratulations are in order.” The words came out with more
bitterness than Mike intended. Taking in a few breaths, he tried
again. “I really do mean that.”

Jeremy’s
wry smile showed he understood. “You can’t believe I did it.”

Sincerity
made Mike blunt. “You bet your ass I can’t believe it. Party Boy
makes the better financial choices and ends up a billionaire.
Hard-nosed CEO risks it all and ends up the butt of a million viral
social media jokes and the future object of an entire campground’s
hatred.” 


“I
can see how that could make you bitter.”

“Your
sympathy is duly noted.” Mike took a long drink. “And fuck you,”
he added for good measure.

“I
deserve that.” Jeremy seemed smug. When did Jeremy become smug?
Mike could get away with being smug because he was—had been—a
major player. Jeremy couldn’t deal his way out of a paper bag.

Yet
who was the billionaire now?

“How
did this happen?”

“Is
that a philosophical question or do you want a blueprint?”

“I
want to know how I ended up being your bitch and the woman we both
love disappeared.”

Jeremy
frowned. “She didn’t disappear. She’s at the hospital with her
grandma.”

“If
she isn’t in my bed, warming her side, she’s ‘disappeared.’”

“Your
side?”

“My
third.”

“Much
better.”

Mike
lowered his voice. “Not the place for this conversation.” A
massive grunt and then the slam of four hundred pounds of iron
against a padded floor punctuated Mike’s point.

“Definitely
not the place. You know a much better location for this talk?”

In
unison they said: “The hospital.”




Chapter
Eleven

Lydia,
Caleb and Miles all crowded around Madge as if she were a china doll.



“Quit
treating me like I’m breakable!” she shouted, batting Miles’
hovering hands as she stood up from sitting on the bed.

“But
you are, Grandma,” she said in a singsongy voice.

“Who
turned you into Captain Kangaroo?”

“Captain
Who?”

“Never
mind.”

Lydia’s
parents were on their way, and then the whole gang, minus Adam and
Dan, would accompany Madge to her apartment and get her settled. With
Dan and Adam back at the campground after a harrowing travel schedule
that had flown them in to Albany and had them rent a car to drive
home, Sandy, Pete and Miles had been free to come in and help.
Despite her grievous indignation that five people would be required
to transport one woman, Madge’s wish to be left alone to take the T
home was cheerfully ignored.

Knock
knock. Two warm brown eyes met Lydia’s when she looked up,
attached to a wide-shouldered, well-toned man’s body under a
tucked-in blue Oxford shirt and jeans. Alex. And then—

“Eddie!
Thank God you’re here. Get me out of this loony bin.” Madge
walked with a spry step, with an over-exaggerated sense of energy.
“These people think I’m sick. Take me home and make love to me.”

Everyone
avoided everyone’s eyes.

Mwah!
Ed planted a relatively chaste kiss on Madge’s lips and Alex
squirmed, those powerful arms covered with long sleeves, Lydia’s
mind wandering to what he—

Damn
it, Lydia. You don’t need three men.

The
thought made her chuckle, which made Alex give her a look of
curiosity, which made her insides warm up, which made her bat at the
flames, because if Jeremy and Mike weren’t enough right now, then
she was a true freak.

Already
a half-freak, she didn’t need the full monty.

Again
with the bad metaphors…

“Hey.”
Jeremy’s face appeared from behind Alex, and then—

No.

Hell
no.

Mike?

“What
are you doing here?” she hissed.

Alex’s
face changed to alarm. “I brought my grandpa—”

“Not
you.” Head down, eyes tipped up with a schoolmarm’s
righteousness, she plowed through the crowd at the threshold, leaving
a very confused Alex to step inside, accidentally blocking her. The
two performed an impressive do-si-do before she was in the hallway
and went all crazy-eyes on Mike.

“Get
out of here! My family knows you, right? You asshole! The last thing
I need right now with Grandma’s health on the edge is for you to
cause a scene.”

Alex
stayed in the door way but seemed to be focused on Ed. 


“You’re
making a scene,” Mike said evenly. “We came here to see you and
check in.”

“You
ignore my texts,” she said to Jeremy, then turned to Mike, “and
think you can invade here?”

“Ignore
your texts?” Jeremy fished around in his pocket and pulled out his
phone. “Shit. Battery’s dead.” The look he gave her was one of
sincere contrition, with just enough self-horror to make her almost
laugh.

Almost.

“If
my parents show up, what are they going to think?”

“What’s
going on—Mike?” Miles walked into the hall, nudging past Alex at
the door, his face going from inquisitive to deeply suspicious. His
eyes carefully catalogued the scene, resting first on Lydia, combing
over Jeremy’s face, and then scrutinizing Mike so meticulously he
might have been Benedict Cumberbatch with a bad case of OCD.

What
felt like minutes ticked by. Even Alex turned slightly backward, as
if sensing the shift in the interactions in the hall.

“Mike.
Michael.” Miles said the names slowly. “Not Davis. Bournham. Oh,
Jesus,” he muttered. “Mom thought it was a little weird that you
paid for the month’s rental in cash.”

“Cash?”
Lydia said, giving Mike a look of disdain. “You’re the guy Mom
was trying to hook me up with?”

“What’s
wrong with cash?” he asked.

“Drug
dealers pay for big purchases with cash,” Jeremy said a bit
sheepishly. “You tip people off when you do that.” He frowned and
turned to Lydia. “What do you mean, your mom tried to hook you up
with Mike. But you were with me...”

Lydia
didn’t get a chance to answer.

“But
not naïve people like Pete and Sandy,” Miles hissed. Lydia watched
Miles’ temper go from a 1 to a 7 all too fast. She knew he had no
respect for convention and would blow up in this hallway if she
didn’t modulate this mess, and do it with as much tact and grace as
possible.

Before
Pete and Sandy arrived.

She
did not need this. Not now. Not ever, but definitely not right now,
with Grandma barely recovered, her own location in flux, having slept
with two wonderful men in the same week, and not knowing what her
future—hell, what the next day—would bring.

Add
in Miles losing it on a hospital wing where he was as likely to be
kicked out as tranquilized, and she was done.

Done.

As
Mike and Miles squared off, their words exchanged in a great haze of
white noise, Jeremy ignored them and watched her. Pulling her aside,
he quietly asked, “Are you okay?”

“Do
I look okay?” Her answer felt like it was being sent through jelly.

“No.”

“How
many women would be okay after being asked to join a threesome?”

Her
voice wasn’t loud enough for the bickering men to hear her, but in
the edges of her vision she realized Alex had reacted. 


“There
must be some trend I’m missing,” he muttered, looking back for a
split second at her and Jeremy, and then taking two steps in the room
and closing the door.

“Out!”
she demanded, pointing at Mike. “You have to leave before Mom and
Dad get here. Today is about my grandmother getting home and
recovering, not about my family putting two and two together.”

Miles
stopped mid-sentence, finger in Mike’s face. “You tell him,
Lydia. Get this dick out of here.”

“I’m
sleeping with that dick, so you keep your mouth shut, too, Miles.”
His mouth went to an O of surprise that she found quite liberating.

“I
thought,” he choked out, pointing at Jeremy, “that you were
sleeping with him!”

“I
am.”

“Both
at the same time?” The door to Madge’s room opened and Alex
happened to step out as those words were uttered.

“Not
yet,” she said through gritted teeth.

“What
do you mean, ‘yet’?” Miles yelped. Alex slunk away, mumbling
about some woman named Josie and her dating service. Weird guy. Lydia
was suddenly glad Grandma had never set them up.

She
was getting sick of all men at this rate.

Mike
stopped the silly argument with Miles and reached for her hand, which
she let go limp. All her energy was draining out of her, every drop
needed for Grandma, and now she was wasting herself on people who
were fighting over details that meant nothing to her.

“Lydia,
we need to talk,” Mike said.

“No,
Mike, I need to help my grandmother. You want to talk? Come find me
in a few days at the campground.”

“The
campground?” Miles and Jeremy said simultaneously, then looked at
each other with a move that seemed a little too scripted.

“Yes,
the campground. I want you”—she pointed to Mike—“and you,
Jeremy, to go. You want me? Come and talk to me in a few days after
I’ve cleared my head. I can’t even see straight, much less think
straight, because you two have been so blah blah blah about
what you want.”

Breathing
hard, she poked Mike’s chest. Miles smiled, a diabolical look. “Go
away, Miles,” she said, eyes on Mike. Something in her voice made
her brother halt, the grin peeling off.

“Fine.
But if you come to the campground, Mike—”

“When,”
Mike said.

“If,
then you damn well better be prepared to deal with my parents. We
don’t take kindly to being invaded.”

Lydia
gawked at him. “Could you sound more like something out of Duck
Dynasty? ‘Don’t take kindly’? No one in Maine says that.”
Her voice dripped with scorn.

Flustered
and defeated, Miles just looked down at her and glared. “You’re
so busted once Mom and Dad figure out who he really is.”

And
he was right.

She
didn’t care.

“Get
out of here.” Mike and Jeremy exchanged a look, Miles went into
Madge’s room and Lydia planted her hands on her hips. “Just go.
Please. If you want me to hear you out you have to listen to me, too.
Give me what I want.”

“What
do you want?” Jeremy asked, a kind and seeking tone in his voice.

“Space.”
And with that, she followed Miles, the click of the door behind her a
sweet, sweet sound.



Mike
looked at Jeremy and found his best friend staring at the door Lydia
had just closed, as forlorn as a puppy whose master has left for bed.

Pathetic.

Except
he felt the same way. The two turned and started the slow slog to
Mike’s car in the parking garage, Mike parsing out what, exactly,
he’d done wrong. Coming here had been a gamble, yes, but he’d
assumed he could stay hidden, at least until they’d figured
everything out with Lydia and could talk about how to explain the
truth to Lydia’s parents.

There
wasn’t a good truth, though. He’d been deceptive, and had no
right to their trust. His own naïveté hit him square between the
eyes as he and Jeremy found the car and climbed in.

The
Charles’ weren’t the gullible ones.

He’d
been deceiving himself the most.

Every
nerve, each muscle fiber and neuron, strained against his
ever-thinning impulse control to spin around of find her, claim her,
convince her, just—

Her.

Respect
dictated that he do what she had asked, and all he could do was show
her that he was capable of honoring her wishes. Overall, that seemed
to be what Lydia needed most.

And
what was so very hard to give. 


“We
blew that one, didn’t we,” Jeremy grumbled as Mike climbed in and
started his car.

“What’s
this ‘we’ shit?”

“You
hid at their family’s campground, lying about your identity, and
you think you didn’t screw this up big time?”

Shaking
his head as he pulled up to the garage’s exit point, he put his
ticket and credit card in the slot. “I don’t know,” he said
absent-mindedly.

“Mr.
Unequivocally Certain is giving the ‘I don’t know’ bullshit
excuse now?”

“If
I don’t know something, I’m man enough to admit it.”

“Then
you’re a new man, because that wasn’t true two months ago.”

The
drive to his apartment was painfully silent.



What
the hell am I going to do with myself for a few days? Jeremy
wondered. There wasn’t enough lobster, cheesecake, vodka and Lexi
Belle movies on the planet to waste that kind of time.

Mike
was grim. The drive was torture. He knew their friendship was
fine—they’d weathered worse, though generally that involved
Jeremy’s problems, not Mike and Jeremy’s shared problem.

Or,
so far, not-shared problem.

A
tiny voice keened inside, rocking in the corner of his subconscious,
terrified that Lydia would reject them both and this was the end. Not
facing that was why this was so hard. Sometimes our own mind is the
boogeyman. Nightmares come from within.

Fueled
and fed by worry and insecurity.

“You
want to order Thai?” Mike asked, voice tight but not cold.

“Sure.”

A
curt nod, a quick phone call, and then Mike went to his bedroom,
turning back before he went in. “You handle the take-out guy?”

Jeremy
patted his pockets, finding his wallet. “No problem.”

“I’d
imagine a billionaire wouldn’t have a problem covering some satay
and noodles.”

Great.
This would be the meme for the next few days? Rubbing his money in
his face? 


Where
was the lobster and the pay-per-view button?

“I
can manage.” Mike’s voice held that commanding tone that Jeremy
hated. Bullshit dominant crap never made him defer, and you’d think
Mike would have figured that out by now, but he couldn’t help
himself. Too much at stake.

“Apparently.”

Pushing
all the macho passive-aggressive crap aside, Jeremy took a good look
at his friend. Two days back in the city and he was tense. Both of
them were. What had Mike learned about himself this past month? How
were they able to morph into wanting Lydia and knowing that so
easily? 


“Let’s
cut through the bullshit. Are you going to be all right?”

Mike
almost continued through his doorway. Jeremy saw the hesitation, his
eyes taking in how parts of Mike’s back tensed, his shoulders
relaxing, a weird hybrid of emotional expression through skin and
muscle.

“I
don’t know who I am anymore, Jeremy. How can I tell you what I’m
feeling?”

“You
sound like Lydia.”

That
stopped him. “How do you know?”

Shrug.
“She talks to me.”

Mike
looked at him with a ragged expression of raw need. “I’m glad she
talks to one of us like that.”

And
then he really did shut the door.

It
would have hurt less if he’d slammed it, but instead Jeremy was
left to wait for the delivery guy in the echoing silence after a
single click, like a bullet sliding into a chamber.




Chapter
Twelve

The
nerve. What kind of person hides out at her parents’ campground for
a month in disguise, and then shows up at the hospital like that? 


A
guy with balls of steel.

Or
Michael Bournham.

Why
did her heart have to do the jitterbug when she saw both Jeremy and
Mike there, together? As if figuring out what she wanted after last
night weren’t enough. Walking out of Mike’s apartment that
morning had been heart-wrenching. She’d nearly changed her mind,
wanting nothing more than to crawl back under the covers with him and
talk.

Talk?

More
than talk. But the words he’d spoken to her made life bloom,
opening to possibilities she found breathtakingly beautiful. He
wanted her. Needed her. And, maybe, loved her.

And
she loved him right back.

Jeremy,
too.

The
drive back to her grandma’s apartment gave her the blessed time to
think this through, Jeremy off with Mike and the whole family
convening at Madge’s place. As she made the familiar turn off
Cambridge Street she was grateful her parking sticker hadn’t
expired. Doubly grateful snow hadn’t fallen yet, making parking a
game of street Tetris.

As
she eased into a spot, glad for a tiny car, she climbed out and found
her mom, dad, Caleb, Miles, Ed, and Alex all clustered around Dad’s
car, with the distinct sound of a disgusted Madge yammering at them
all.

“Get
away. All of you. I don’t need eight hands to help me climb out of
a sedan. If I’m going to have eight hands on me, they’d better be
attached to men wearing butt floss and dollar bills tucked in places
not meant for sunlight.”

“Mom,”
Sandy groaned.

“All
of you need to leave me here with Eddie and Lydia. She’ll take good
care me.”

Lydia
took that as her invitation to dive in and rescue Grandma. “She’s
right.”

“But
you don’t live here any more,” Caleb argued. “I do. All that
lilac crap is gone from the room now.”

“Let
me guess,” she shot back. “Now it looks like the Red Sox threw up
in there. With a touch of Dr. Who.”

“I
haven’t had a room like that since I was seventeen,” he argued,
but she could tell she’d hit a soft spot.

“Five
bucks says if I go in there I’ll find a TARDIS on something.”

He
pursed his lips and turned away, marching into the apartment. “I’ll
make a pot of coffee,” he called back to the group.

“Decaf!”
Sandy shouted, then turned to Madge. “You can’t have caffeine for
a while,” she explained. “Doctor’s orders.”

“The
doctor can go fuck himself.”

“I’m
not that well hung,” Alex said to her, deadpan.

The
entire group froze in place, Pete’s mouth agog.

“What?”
Alex asked, clearly embarrassed. “Everyone else can make jokes but
I can’t?”

“You
have the biggest joke of all, dear,” Madge said, patting his cheek.

Puzzled,
he frowned and asked, “What’s that?”

“That
girlfriend of yours.”

Lydia
snorted. 


Madge
turned to her with raised eyebrows. “As if yours is better? Now
you’ve got two of them hunting you down. The one with the glowing
green eyes and the geeky Viking.”

Alex
smirked.

“And
your girlfriend knows all about threesomes,” she added, pointing to
Lydia, then Alex. “Maybe you should introduce them to each other.”

Sandy,
Pete, and Miles stared pointedly at Alex, who protested. “My
girlfriend knows nothing...no...we’re not...not that there’s
anything wrong with that, but we’re not in a threesome.”

Knowing
she could get bitten, hard, by Grandma, she rescued Alex—and
herself—nonetheless, patting Madge’s shoulder and looking
pointedly at her mom and dad. “I think Grandma’s medicine is
having a cognitive effect,” she said softly, twirling a finger
around her own ear.

Pete
leaped at the chance to believe that, his face flooding with
relief.

“Right.
So Josie works at that threesome dating service for shits and
giggles,” Madge said.

Lydia
caught Pete’s eye and mouthed, “Crazy!”


“Let’s
get you a glass of water and your slippers,” Sandy said, shaking
her head slowly and exchanging bemused looks with her husband.


“I
want all of you to leave me and Ed and Lydia alone,” Madge insisted
as she stood next to the car and began walking to her apartment with
determined, if slow, steps. It pained Lydia to see her moving
turtle-like, through her back was ramrod straight, eyes alert, aware,
and very pissed.

Sandy
sighed. “We will, Mom. We hear you. Let’s just get you in bed and
resting and then—”

Madge
made a rude noise. “I’m only going to bed with Ed. And it won’t
involve resting.” Wink.

Alex
cringed as he walked with the group. Ed seemed not to have heard, his
attention caught up in watching a little boy riding a bicycle across
the street, streamers pouring from the handlebars, the boy a blur.

“I
remember teaching you how to rid a bike, Alex, when you were about
his age,” he said softly, enraptured by the scene. Lydia admired
his gentle wistfulness, and wondered if that was how Pete felt about
her. Because Ed’s expression was a mixture of pride and sadness. 


“You
did, Grandpa,” he answered as they reached the main door. Lydia
caught his eye and the doctor smiled, then took out his phone.

“We
can take it from here if you have to work,” she said. “Besides,
if you aren’t one of the anointed, Grandma might start throwing
things to make you leave.”

Alex
laughed and stuffed his phone back in his pocket. “Thanks. I do
have to be somewhere, and it seems like Madge has more than enough
company.”

“Is
Ed okay to be left alone? His Alzheimer’s, I know—”

“Oh!
No, he’s fine,” Alex interrupted. “It’s not that advanced.
He’ll be a big help to her.”

“In
more ways than one,” she said under her breath.

“I
try not to think about that,” he said in a choked voice. They
shared a sickly smile

“Lydia!”
Madge called out. “Come help me beat these weirdos off with a
stick.”

Alex
waved as he trotted off to his car. “Have fun!” he called back.

“Ha!”
she shouted, then marched into her apartment.

Er,
her old apartment.

Sandy,
Pete and Miles were standing in an awkward formation in the kitchen
as Madge sat on the couch, her tie-dyed quilt over her, with Ed
sitting next to her, holding her hand.

“Go
to Jeddy’s and get a cup of coffee,” she barked.

Miles
rolled his eyes. “You’d think we were torturing her instead of
helping her.”

“This
is Grandma,” Lydia said slowly. “You expected something
different?”

“Quit
talking about me like I’m not here!” Madge snapped.

“You
know,” Miles said with a fake brightness that made Lydia’s hair
on the back of her neck stand up. “I think Grandma’s got a
point.” Bending mightily to give her a quick kiss on the cheek, and
extending his hand to shake Ed’s, Miles walked out without a word.

Pete
shrugged at Sandy, who sighed deeply and said, “Fine. If that’s
what Mom wants.”

“It
is!”

Sandy
looked at Lydia with pleading eyes. “Take care of her?”

“Of
course.” A round of hugs and kisses galore and the front door
clicked shut.

“Thank
fucking God they’re all gone!” Madge declared.

“I
heard that!” Sandy’s muffled voice came through from behind the
thick door.

“You
were supposed to! See you next weekend, and I love you!” Madge
practically screamed.

“We’re
the Brady Bunch. In Bizarro world,” Lydia snorted.

Ed
just smiled and looked like he was happy to be here. Lydia thought he
was, likely, the sanest one there.

Madge
looked at Lydia with narrowed eyes. “Eddie,” she said without
breaking her look, “would you make me a nice cup of coffee and some
cookies?”

He
patted her knee and flashed Lydia a thousand watt smile. “Of course
I will.” As he walked into the kitchen he touched Lydia’s elbow
and whispered, “You don’t have to stay long,” followed by a
flirty wink.

Oh,
dear.

She
was the cockblocker.

Madge
patted the empty seat next to her and scowled. “Sit.”

Lydia
sat.

“Spill.”

Lydia
spilled, pouring out the entire story as fast as she could.
Remarkably fast, as she heard Ed rifling through the refrigerator and
cupboards in search of fulfilling his task.

“...so
I have two men who both want me, and want me at the same time,
Grandma.” Boy, was that sentence all sorts of wrong.

“The
guy from the video is back and you slept with him?”

Nod.

“And
the slacker manchild from Iceland—”

“Not
a slacker!”

“—you
slept with him. Now they both want you. Together. Threesome and all
that.” Her grandma didn’t bat an eyelash. She might as well have
been talking with a calm Krysta. How Madge managed to maintain such
equanimity in the face of sexual extremes gave Lydia pause. Her
grandma made it seem so normal. Not the threesome part, but the
emotional grappling. The subject happened to be unconventional, but
the emotional process just was.

“Advice?”
Lydia asked.

“Do
I look like Dan Savage?’

“Hell,
no. He’s waaaaay cuter.”

Madge
hacked out a laugh. “If I have any advice to give, Lydia, it’s
don’t have a heart attack. I taste metal and it burns when I pee.
Who knows what those people did to me. Aliens might have probed my
ass.”

“That
was just me copping a feel!” called out a lovely baritone voice
from the kitchen.

Madge
laughed at Lydia’s crumpled face. “Just because we’re old
doesn’t mean we don’t get turned on,” she said kindly.

“Do
you have to talk about it so much?”

“Do
you talk about sex with Krysta all the time?”

“Fair
enough.” 


“Do
whatever your clit tells you to do.”

“GRANDMA!”

“Oh,
did I say ‘clit’? I meant heart. Whatever your heart tells you to
do.”

“The
last time I did that, I got on camera and a billion people saw my
ass.”

“I
said ‘heart’ this time, not ‘clit’.”

Lydia
chortled. “I think I followed both that time.”

“Try
just the heart for a change.”

Ed
entered the living room with two cups of coffee and a plate of
cookies. Subtle cue for her to leave and let love flourish in
whatever way Madge and Ed wanted it to take form.











Three
days of not seeing Lydia. Three nights of sleeping on Mike’s couch.
Three long stretches of time to fill. Not enough coffee, gym time,
Netflix or portfolio management to fill the hours.

Jeremy
needed Lydia. Not time.

Mike
had flown back to Indiana for a visit with his mom, an act that
Jeremy couldn’t emulate. His dad had died about a year before his
mom, leaving him completely alone. Two aunts and an uncle stayed in
contact, and for big family holidays he always had somewhere to go,
but that had wound down to an annual appearance somewhere at
Christmas. That was it. And, as time passed, he’d become the
eccentric cousin/nephew no one really understood.

Which
was fine with him.

Because
it was true.

Alone
was fine when it was his choice, but this wasn’t what he would have
selected for himself. Lydia’s absence made him ache. Not just his
southern brain, either. All of him. Every fiber wanted to be with
her, even as his rational mind knew that giving her space was more
important than slaking his thirst for her.

All
that needed to be said had been said by both him and Mike. Leaving
space and time for Lydia to figure this out for herself meant dealing
with uncertainty.

Which
sucked.

Sucked
bad.

Bzzz.
A text from Mike:

Took
an earlier flight. Want to take a drive up the coast with me?

Jeremy
looked around the apartment, all grey and black and sleek, so
different from how he would decorate a place.

First,
he’d start with a cabin with exposed beams...

Yes,
he texted back.

Meet
me outside—driving up and already packed, so let’s just go.

What
if she wants more space?


Pause.
Jeremy jumped up and grabbed a couple shirts, some pants, boxer
briefs and—with a heaping dose of optimism—threw in Mike’s
unopened twelve pack of condoms and some lube.

Then
we turn around.


Reading
the reply as he stormed out of the apartment and down the hall, bag
banging against his hip, he didn’t know whether to laugh or wince.


How
about both?



Mike
tapped his toe against the accelerator, other foot firmly on the
brake, completely pumped with adrenaline and the constant motion of
being in action.

Finally.

Three
days back home had given him space and time that was different from
his stretch at the campground. Spending time with his mother,
visiting old haunts, and just regrouping—checking
in with the man he’d been long before creating his public persona,
and deciding how the next phase of his life needed to unfold had
given him a sense of purpose.

And
urgency.

Flow.

Jeremy
practically tackled the car door and flung himself in the passenger’s
seat, to the extent that a six and a half foot form could. Breathing
hard, he twisted into a pretzel to dump a gym bag in the backseat,
whipped around for his seat belt, clicked in and turned to Mike with
eyes as excited as Mike’s.

“Go.”

As
he guided the rented Audi out of the garage, he said dryly, “Whatever
happened to waiting until Lydia calls us?”

“Pffft.
You were right.”

“Say
that again.”

“You
were right,” Jeremy said louder.

“Again.”

“You.
Were. Ri—oh, fuck off,” he added, laughing.

“Just
like to hear that.”

Jeremy
looked around the car’s interior. “What about your Tesla?”

“The
driving range is too limited on the battery.”

“First
world problems.”

“.0000001
percent world problems. But then again, you’re the
billionaire.”

“Don’t
you forget it.”

Mike’s
jaw ground down. “Don’t worry. I never will.”

Aside
from a quick delay at a donut shop for a pit stop, some sugar fuel
and a few nasty coffees, they didn’t waver in their determination
to get to the campground, making it there just as the lights to the
registration desk went dim. In the darkness, Mike could appreciate
the place on a different level, the campground lights marring the
perfect ink with sparkles that made up the night sky.

“Lydia
in the same cabin you guys shared?” Mike asked.

Jeremy
gave him a funny look. “How would I know?”

Oh.
Yeah.

“Then
where should we look?”

“We?
You are about to completely reveal yourself to Pete and Sandy—who
will shit bricks big enough to feed to lobsters older than you—and
we’re surprising Lydia. I don’t think this is a we
mission.” 


“This
is a we mission.” 


“If
you want to push her away, embarrass her in front of her parents, and
destroy whatever shred of a chance we have at making this actually
work out, keep it up. Your need for control certainly hasn’t
changed.”

“I
own my actions. It’s time to step up.” More than time. He needed
to be open and reveal all, then handle the fallout. Secrets weren’t
cutting it any more. Let the people in his life sort themselves out
by telling the truth. It was the ultimate filter.

Too
bad it took so long for Mike to figure that out.

“Maybe
for you. Maybe you need to reveal your deception, but step back a
minute before you step up.” His heart was slamming and his
breathing a bit labored as the full reality hit him. Urgency faded as
Jeremy’s words sank in.

“Then
how? How do we do this?” he asked, his voice angrier than he
wanted, hands gripping the wheel. The blood pumped so hard through
him he could see the veins on his wrists throbbing.

“Let
me find her first, and then we’ll find a way for you to come into
the picture.”

“No!”
Mike slammed his palm against the steering wheel just as a set of
headlights came up behind them.

“Move
the car,” Jeremy ordered as Mike took the initiative and pulled up
and into a parking spot by the registration desk. The car behind them
turned off toward the a cluster of tents.

“Mike,
be reasonable. Let’s do this in layers.”

“Layers.”

“Layers.
One step at a time. I’ll find her—”

“We’ll
find her.”

“What
about Pete and Sandy?”

“I
don’t care any more!” Mike shouted, exasperated. “I’ll take
the hit! They’ll learn I’m Mike Bournham and not Mike Davis.
They’ll find out I lied. I’ll apologize and then can we just
fucking move on and quit living in suspended animation? My life feels
like I’m caught spinning my wheels and I’d rather be in pain and
moving forward than in pain and stuck in one place!”


The look on Jeremy’s
face was a mix of awe, confusion, and admiration. “Okay then,” he
said slowly, reaching for the car door handle. “Let’s do it your
way. You lead.”

“Why
the change?”

“Because
you have more to lose than I realized, but it sounds like you’re
losing every minute we don’t do this. So why not just get it over
with.”

Just
as Mike was about to respond:

Tap
tap tap.

In
the dark, the hooded character, wearing a dark sweatshirt, wasn’t
recognizable. Mike lowered the window and a very familiar voice said:

“Hi.
Could you please move your car?”




Chapter
Thirteen

What
the hell were they doing here? Standing outside in the dark, wearing
just a hoodie and sweatpants, her feet shoved in slip-ons as she’d
run out to see what the late-arriving “guests” might need, Lydia
shivered as much from the cold as from anticipation. Her night was
supposed to involve an intimate encounter with her tongue.

And
a pint of Triple Caramel Chunk ice cream.

These
two men were far more delicious.

“I
assume you aren’t here to rent a cabin,” she said as the two just
grinned at her, Jeremy like a golden retriever who hasn’t seen its
owner for a few hours but acts like it’s been years, and Mike with
a half-grin that made butterflies appear in her stomach.

“You
have one of your own?” Mike said in a low voice.

“Yes,
I do.” Oh, hell no. She wasn’t ready. Not. Ready. At. All.
Besides, she hadn’t shaved in days. Sleeping with her would be the
equivalent of a facial, her stubble an exfoliant better than sea salt
scrubs.

The
idea of one of their cheeks against her legs...

Or
both.

“But
you two can sleep in there.” She thumbed toward the outhouse.

“Only
if you’re not planning to twirl any batons,” Jeremy said with a
smirk.

Silence.
She let the joke hang in the air, completely paralyzed.

“Well?”
Mike asked, hand on the car door handle now, popping the metal door
open. 


A
halting step back and her body zoomed with adrenaline. “Well,
what?”

“Well,”
Jeremy said as he unfolded himself from the car. “How about a cup
of coffee? You in the same cabin?”

“Yes.
Your phones broken?”

“Phones?”
Jeremy stopped short and stared at her. God, she’d missed him. His
hair was wild and loose, face eager, hands at his sides and a thick
ski jacket covered him, navy and form fitting. He looked like a
snowboarder, had the feel of a man accustomed to using his body with
skill, and she held back from launching herself into his arms.

Took
a lot of self control.

And
then Mike got out of his car.

Holy
hell. She covered up the rush of arousal and her mind’s naughty
thoughts as she looked at both.

“Yes,
your phones. You could have called.”

Mike
stared evenly at her. “If we’d done that, you’d have said no.”

“I
have a right to say no.”

“You
have a right to say whatever you want.”

“And
to feel whatever you feel,” Jeremy added, coming closer. If she
took one step she could touch them both.

“Lydia?
Honey?” Her dad’s voice crackled in the inky night, making her
jump. Jeremy’s face filled with panic with receded quickly,
replaced with a determination that almost made her gasp. This was a
reckoning, not between her and Mike and Jeremy, but between the Lydia
she wanted to be and the people who loved her.

It
was time to show the world who she really was.

But
it was Mike’s turn, first.

“Pete,”
Mike said amiably, walking to him and extending a hand. Her dad shook
it, a confused look on his face as his eyes caught hers, then
Jeremy’s, and finally settled on Mike’s.

“Mike?
You back?”

Mike
gave Lydia a look of affection. Oh, he clearly wasn’t holding
anything back. The butterflies in her stomach turned into Mothra.
This was why they were here.

To
come clean.

Two
worlds were about to collide, Lydia at the intersection. She would
come out of this crushed, or freed.

Or
crushed and freed.

Suspicion
filled Pete’s eyes as he stepped back from the handshake and
planted his hands on his hips. Dressed in jeans and three layers on
top, plus a ski jacket, he was far better equipped for the cold night
than Lydia, who began to chatter uncontrollably.

“For
God’s sake, Lydia, get inside and warm up by the stove.” Her
dad’s voice was commanding and rougher than usual. Involuntarily
she responded, hopping back to the rec hall where they’d just been,
dreading finding her mother and having to explain this.

For
the past three days all she’d done was contemplate this. Whatever
this was, it was her—what
she wanted and who she wanted to be. Countless phone calls and text
sessions with Krysta solidified her understanding that the struggle
inside her wasn’t real. Deep down, there was no conflict. She
wanted both men.

The
torment came from the clash between what society expected and what
her heart knew.

And
now that conflict was staring her in the face as she huddled under a
blanket by the wood stove, Sandy’s curious eyes shattering Lydia’s
soul.

What
came next would change her entire family forever.

Forever.

Leaving
home had been hard. Losing Luke to war had been torturous. The
Charles family had weathered many struggles, but this one was Lydia’s
alone to live, yet the ripple effect of losing her parents’ love
made the fear inside so much stronger than she’d ever felt in her
life.

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

The
ghost of shame, she almost blurted out. The pit of her stomach burned
with anxiety.

“No,
Mom, it’s just—”

Sandy’s
eyes looked over her shoulder, widening in surprise. “Jeremy!”
she said, standing to give him a hug.

And
then her mom came to a dead halt.

“Mike.”
The word carried so many implications, the clipped sound of the k
filling Lydia with a sense of foreboding more concentrated than her
fear. That tone meant something, but she couldn’t yet tease it out.

Mom
didn’t talk like that.

That
severely reinforced her fear. Fear alone, though, couldn’t stop her
from facing this head on.

Pete
walked in behind the men, and gave Sandy an inscrutable look. Lydia’s
panic both bloomed and receded, leaving her exhausted and in alert,
the mixture of feelings like so many parts of her life these days.

Divergent.

“Mike,”
Pete said in a confirming voice, his tone lowering at the end of the
single syllable.

“Now
that we all know my name,” Mike said, steady and strong in a way
that made Lydia feel more grounded, “how about we warm up and
talk.”

“It’s
about time,” Sandy said, her eyes challenging. Mike just narrowed
his and gave a sad smile, but never looked down.

Jeremy
lounged at the doorway, leaning as though propping up the building.
Lydia gave him the most imperceptible of nods and he joined her, Mike
moving as well until the three sat on the couch, facing the fire,
Lydia bookended by her two men.

Her
two men.

Sandy
took a chair next to the fire and Pete sat on the floor next to her,
his arm casually draped across her knees. Both looked so tense. Her
parents couldn’t stop looking at Mike. Surreal. A part of her
wished they’d focus on her, because she knew how to handle their
emotional attention when she was at the epicenter, even if it was
negative.

Having
them zero in on someone she cared for pulled her in too many
directions, as if she were being drawn and quartered psychologically.

“About
time?” Mike asked as Lydia reached over and took his hand. The look
that passed between Pete and Sandy gave Lydia chills, because this
time she realized: they knew.

“Miles
told you, didn’t he?” Her voice was cold, like Sandy’s.

“Miles?”
Her dad didn’t even try to play dumb. “No.”

“Then
you know,” Mike said, trying to engage Pete, who looked at him with
a hardness in his eyes that made Lydia want to cry.

“About
the video? Yes.”

“Daddy,
why didn’t you say something?” Lydia jumped to her feet, too
pumped and overwhelmed to try to stay warm under the blanket, her
hands and feet bricks of ice, her heart melting. “You knew?” She
turned to Sandy, who just nodded.

“Yes,”
Pete said simply.

“And
you knew who I was. Who I am,” Mike added, his words rolling slowly
from his tongue as he processed everything in real time. Jeremy
looked up from his seat at Lydia and she gave a small shrug. I’m
as lost as you are. The way he
looked at her told her he was in this with her, and that she wasn’t
imagining the tension, the confusion, or the tightrope sense that a
giant spiderweb of unresolved secrets
was about to be untangled.


If
not destroyed.


“That
you’re really Michael Bournham? Yes.” Stunned to hear her mother
say it, Lydia tried to meet her eyes but diverted at the last second,
her throat closing and ears filled with the rush of blood pounding
through her. She knew? Dad knew? How?


“How
did you—”


“Lydia,”
Sandy said in the same tone she’d used earlier when saying Mike’s
name. “We’re not stupid. You like to think we’re naïve when it
comes to technology, but when a video like that becomes news, you
can’t miss it. It was everywhere. I was looking for a good crab
cake recipe and bam—there was my daughter, caught on tape.”


Her
acerbic tone made Mike wince.


“That’s
some major viral penetration,” Jeremy muttered. Lydia smacked his
shoulder and he widened his eyes as everyone looked at him.


“Nothing.
Go on,” he choked out.


“You
never said a word the entire time I was here,” Mike said, joining
Lydia, on his feet and yet loose, in command of himself and fully
braced, it seemed, for however this all unfolded.


“We
thought the cash payment was strange. And the super-short hair. But
c’mon, Mike,” Pete chided, “you’re Michael Bournham. It took
about one minute for a camper to recognize you and ask me, and then
it clicked.”


“When
I checked in, did you know that it was Lydia in the video?”


Pete’s
jaw tightened. “No.”


“You
figured it out later?”


“When
Lydia called to tell us about Iceland, we thought something was up.
And you were here about two, three days,” Sandy said, searching
Pete for confirmation. He nodded.


“You
didn’t say anything.” His tone was open. It wasn’t an
accusation. Curiosity infused his expression.


“Not
our issue to bring up. We figured you were here for a reason.”


“But
you didn’t bring it up with me!’ Lydia gasped, angry tears
flowing now, her face hot and red with incredulity. “You let me
move to Iceland and come back and bring Jeremy and...and you said
nothing! Nothing!” All the hiding, the covert talking with
Krysta, the threats to Miles, the promises extracted from Grandma—all
of it had been in vain? She’d wasted s–o much time and energy
hiding the truth from her mom and dad that it had never occurred to
her that they knew the truth.


And
had said nothing.


The
rush of relief that she should have felt at having the secrets out of
the way never came, because in its stead there was a new sensation, a
creeping fury that seeped in. All the energy she’d invested in
juggling so many hidden aspects of who she was turned out to have
been a giant emotional suck. 



“Lydia,”
Sandy sighed, standing and walking to her, taking her hands. Mom’s
warm palms felt like flames against Lydia’s ice-cold fingers. “We
have tried so hard to respect your need for independence. Unlike your
brothers, you always wanted to be given more latitude when it came to
living a life outside of the campground. Finding the right balance
between making sure you we welcomed and loved while giving you space
hasn’t been easy.”


Pete
snorted. “We fuck it up all the time.” 



“Pete!”


“I
think we can say the word ‘fuck’ in front of them at a time like
this, dear.”


“You
can say ‘fuck’ any time,” Lydia added, giving Jeremy a fierce
look, because she realized the words That’s what she said
were about to come out of his mouth.


He
just snickered and covered his mouth with his hand, trying and
failing miserably to look casual.


An
intrusive silence descended over the room, the snaps and clicks of
the fire the only noise for a few beats as the group tried to sort
out what to do next.


Mike
took control. “Pete,” he said, catching her dad’s eye, “and
Sandy,” he added, doing the same. “I never came here to deceive
you. I realize I did, and I’m sorry.” He cleared his throat, his
face somber, and Lydia saw the splash of freckles on his cheeks, so
boyish, even as the skin under his eyes carried a seriousness.


“When
the camera caught us on tape I realized my error, and I did whatever
I could to protect Lydia.”


Pete’s
look went beyond skepticism and bordered on homicidal. When did her
dad become so...badass? She saw so much of Miles in him in that
moment, and caught a glimpse of the young man he must have been when
her mom met him.


Of
course he was angry. She was his little girl, and Mike had humiliated
her—globally—sent her off to Iceland, moved to the campground and
lied to them, and now here he was trying to atone and—


And
it would all be fine.


A
glow filled her, a sense—even as she cataloged her dad’s fury and
her mom’s indignation—that by choosing her own authenticity, she
would be fine. Even if her parents rejected her choices, they would
never reject her.


Which
made standing up for what she really wanted all the more important.


“If
you call sending her off to Iceland with a fake job ‘protecting’
her—” Pete started.


“Fake?”
Lydia screeched. “not fake!”


Mike
gave an equivocating look. “It wasn’t fake, but it was a new
position created to assist with...” A half-sigh, half-grunt came
from the back of his throat as he closed his eyes and seemed to
gather his thoughts. “To help Lydia escape media scrutiny.”


Sandy
made a sound of disgust. Lydia looked back and forth between her
parents with a look of disgust.


“You’re
judging him? Why not me? I’m the one who fucked her boss on
camera.”


“Lydia!”
Sandy objected.


“I
said it’s fine to say the word ‘fuck,’ Mom.”


“That
word is the least of my worries.” Pain seared through Lydia as
Sandy’s tear-filled eyes caught hers.


“Mom,”
Lydia said softly. “I—why didn’t you and Dad tell me you knew?”
A bitter laugh coughed out of her. “If I’d known you knew, it
would have been...well, different.”


“Honey,
you came back here licking your wounds and it was so clear that you
needed a safe place.” Troubled eyes landed on Mike, then back to
Lydia. “A sanctuary. Camp Charles is always here for you. I wasn’t
going to pry, and I didn’t want to scare you off. So Dad and I
decided the best thing to do was—nothing.”


“You
didn’t do nothing,” Mike said in a quiet, even voice. “You
welcomed me here, too.”


Pete
jumped in. “Your case was different. We didn’t know what the fuck
to think when you showed up.”


“Pete!”


“Sorry,
hon. But we didn’t. Then we realized it was better to have you
here, where we could learn more about you, than off doing God knows
what elsewhere. So we lost a daughter and gained a playboy.”


“Former
playboy.”


Pete
snickered. Mike joined him. Sandy just shook her head with a smile on
her face. Lydia watched the whole scene in shock. Jeremy picked at a
cuticle.


“You
two knew who I was and said nothing so you could keep me under your
watch. Meanwhile, Lydia went off to Iceland and I sent Jeremy so he
could keep Lydia under his watch. The only person here not being
watched was Jeremy,” Mike opined.


“And
I’m the one most in need of observation.”


Lydia
sat back down on the couch and put a comforting hand on his knee.
Tension was dissipating. Her fear was lessening its grip. The air had
changed in subtle ways, and her dad was less badass. That had to
count for something, right?


“What
I don’t understand, Mike, is why you’re here? Lydia’s with
Jeremy now.” Pete’s eyes narrowed, but when Sandy whacked his
shoulder and gave him a meaningful look, he pulled back, a flurry of
emotions crossing his face in seconds.


And
the fear came roaring back.


“I
don’t think we need to pry,” Sandy added, standing quickly,
reaching for Pete’s hand. “Whatever Lydia and Mike and Jeremy
need to work out is really up to them.”


Her
dad went pale, realizing he’d intruded on a very personal part of
her life. And then it hit her—she didn’t have to reveal a damn
thing. Only when she was ready—if she was ever ready—would she
need to share the very private truth of what she and Mike and Jeremy
were.


If
they ever were.


Being
true to herself didn’t mean declaring it, loud and proud, to the
world. It meant being the best Lydia she could be.


And
if, sometimes, that meant keeping something within her own emotional
sanctuary, then that was fine, too. Courage didn’t mean revealing
every scrap of herself to the world. Aligning her inner life with her
outer life didn’t have to be all-or-nothing. There could be shades
of grey.


And
more than fifty, to boot.


“Thanks,
Mom.” Lydia reached out to squeeze her shoulder and instead found
herself in a bear hug, her mother’s arms around her.


“We
would never love you any less, Lydia,” Sandy whispered. “Everyone
has troubles, and if you’d have come to us, we’d have listened
with love. That doesn’t mean we don’t have opinions.”


Lydia
laughed through tears.


“But,”
Sandy continued, “those opinions don’t get in the way of making
sure you know that who you are is as important as what you do.”


Pete
gave her a quick hug and said, “Ditto,” giving her a peck on the
cheek. 



Mike
turned to her parents and said, “Again, I’m sorry.”


Sandy
just shook her head. “I don’t understand half of what’s
happened in the past month, but I do know what a man looks like when
he cares deeply for a woman.” She reached for Pete’s hand and
squeezed. “I’ve seen it every day of my life for the past three
decades.”


“And
now I see it in both of you,” she added, giving both Mike and
Jeremy looks that made Lydia see that she’d thought this would be
the hard part.


As
Pete and Sandy made their leave, she stood in the quiet rec hall, the
click of the outer door leaving her, Jeremy and Mike alone, finally,
to figure out what authenticity really looked like when lived second
by second, breath by breath, thought by thought.




Chapter
Fourteen


“That
went well.” Jeremy made his way to a small fridge and opened it,
fishing three amber bottles out, hoping to find something to cut
through the helpless feeling that thrummed through him. “I need a
drink,” he continued, holding the other two out. Truer words were
never spoken. “Want one?”


Lydia
and Mike both took them out of his hands and the three drank in
silence, the fire crackling like neurons dying.


“If
that went well,” Mike said slowly, “I’d hate to see what
‘poorly’ would have looked like.” The two shared a look and
Jeremy felt a veil of horror lifting. They’d lived through it. Pete
and Sandy now knew about Mike and yet...


Had
they figured out the part about Lydia and Jeremy and
Mike?


For
that matter—had Lydia?


Too
many questions remained. 


Must
drink more.


“No
one lost a body part, Pete didn’t discharge a shotgun, and no one
got arrested,” Jeremy answered.


“Nice
standards.”


“They
work when I’m in Asia.” His own words made him pause. When I’m
in Asia. One look at Lydia, whose rosy lips hugged the top of the
bottle in a manner that made him hard, her delicate neck sliding with
each swallow of beer, and he realized there wouldn’t be any more
whens.


Unless
she was with him.


The
beer didn’t make a dent in his mood as he finished it, so he got a
second. Making a mental note to himself to buy a few six packs to
replace what they drank, he saw the logical assumption there.


That
he and Mike would wake up here in the morning.


And
preferably not in the outhouse.


Lydia
had remained remarkably centered through the whole discussion. At
times, he’d thought she would fly off the handle, but
no—articulate, bold, and yet guarded, she comported herself with a
steady grace, reinforcing his feelings for her.


Mike,
too, had behaved admirably, clear and apologetic without being weak
or obsequious.


Jeremy
had performed well, too, in his role as a bump on a log.
Because—seriously? What was he supposed to do other than show up
and just listen? He hadn’t been hiding in a cabin in disguise, nor
had he lied to parental figures.


This
was, probably, the one time in his life where he had transgressed the
least of anyone in a group.


Too
bad it felt...weird.


All
of them were shaken, and as he made his way through the second beer
he began to loosen, back relaxing and his mind able to unclench. Mike
stayed calm, unruffled, while Lydia stared wistfully at the fire, now
sitting on the couch again and quite peaceful.


Were
they all gearing up for round two? Jeremy hadn’t known what to
expect when they’d talked to Sandy and Pete. Mike’s revelation
had to happen, but to learn that they knew about the video all along
was startling.


More
than that—Lydia’s silence about his and Mike’s proposition,
about the true nature of their relationship as a triad, worried him.
Unwillingness to be open about it was prudent in some ways, but was
it also a clue into her answer for them both?


“Can
I have another one?” she asked in a small voice, face turned up to
him, a shaky smile playing on her lips. He nearly fell over himself
to hand her his, but instead grabbed another bottle from the fridge
and popped the top for her, handling it to her with a look that said
Talk to me.


“Thanks,”
was all he got. Mike raised his eyebrows and sort of shook his head,
a question Jeremy couldn’t answer.


When
she got to the bottom of the bottle she turned to him with a relaxed,
aware look, then gave the same shaky smile to Mike and said, with
great authority, “Let’s go back to my cabin and talk.”




Talk?
Mike had just had enough talking, thanks. Ready to explode and
confused as all hell, he wanted to talk right now about as much as he
wanted to French kiss Jonah Moore.


Man
enough to be brutally honest and apologize to the Charles’, what he
hadn’t expected was that they knew. Knew. Knew about the
video, knew it was Lydia, knew he was Michael Bournham the entire
time he’d been here. Now he felt deceived, in a twisted way.
Always the strategist, this was one surprise that he’d never
anticipated. The finely-honed radar that prepared him for nearly
every contingency had failed him.


Miserably.


Reeling
from complex layers of information that would take months to
emotionally sift through, he found his body frustrated, his spirit
dizzy, his heart hopeful and his cock hard as fuck.


Every
time his eyes rested on Lydia, it only rose more. Being through the
big challenge of coming clean left room inside him for the teeming
emotions that couldn’t fit neatly into little boxes.


Though
she had a box he wanted to fit something in...


As
they reached the main door, Lydia pulled a barn coat off a hook and
shuffled her arms in, buttoning the front with precision. Her
common-sense approach to everything, from corporate life to
campground living, gelled with his own beliefs. The playboy persona
he’d cultivated meant nothing to him now. He’d rather split wood
with Pete, kayak for hours alone, play with alternative currencies
and stocks, or read the latest Hugh Howey novel.


And,
of course, be with Lydia and Jeremy.


The
three made their way in serial, Lydia in the lead, the two men
stumbling along unfamiliar dirt paths in the dark. Though he’d
spent the better part of a month living here, he’d not spent much
time in Lydia’s little corner, and found himself wondering how many
years you needed to invest in one place to make your way in the dark
with sure feet and a steady stride.


“I
can’t believe they knew,” he said, right behind Lydia.


“Unbelievable,”
she called back in a fake whisper.


“You
had no idea?”


“None.
I feel like a complete idiot.” The nearly-full moon shone down on
her bare head, making the crown glow as moonbeams reflected off the
soft shine of her lustrous hair. He reached for her elbow and she
halted, turning.


“You’re
no idiot.” Her coated arm was cold in his palm, but he could
practically feel her heat as their eyes locked.


“And
you’re no Michael Bournham,” she answered, yanking her arm away
and jogging the final hundred yards to her cabin.


What
the fuck did that mean? He ran after her, but her knowledge of the
terrain trumped his, leaving him with sore ankles and a slightly
bruised ego as he reached her cabin door far behind her, Jeremy right
behind him.


“You
pissed her off.” It wasn’t a question.


“She
told me I’m no Michael Bournham after I told her—oh, fuck it. Not
explaining,” he barked, entering the one-room cabin with a rush.


The
three were ensconced in the tiny space as Jeremy shut the door. Lydia
fed a few small, well-dried pieces of oak into the impossibly-tiny
wood stove that gave the cabin some warmth.


“This
isn’t the same cabin,” Jeremy said absent-mindedly, looking
around. His jaw tightened as Mike thought about that: Jeremy and
Lydia had days together here at the campground that he hadn’t
shared.


Because
he was busy being an idiot and Michael Bournham. In disguise.


He
couldn’t disguise his feelings, though, as Lydia marched over to
him, tore the coat off like it was burning her, and flung it on the
bed.


“I
tell you how I feel and you negate it.”


“What?”


“When
I tell him how I feel,” she said, pointing to Jeremy, “he
validates me. When I tell you how I feel, you deny it. Or hide from
it. Or invalidate it. In my imaginary world, Michael Bournham doesn’t
do that. He’s smart and witty and debonair and treats me like an
equal. He doesn’t tell me I’m not an idiot.”


“Uhhh,”
Jeremy stuttered.


“Shut
up,” Mike snapped.


“I
will not shut up!” Lydia retorted.


“Not
you. Him.”


“Why
should I shut up?” Jeremy was across the room and facing Mike, a
head taller and looking down, down on him, in one of those moments
when time suspends and you get whatever you take.


And
then Mike got it.


“Because
Lydia’s just picking a fight with us to postpone the inevitable.”
Raking a hand through his hair, he looked up and gave Jeremy a half
roll of eyes that then zeroed in on Lydia.


“She
did it again,” Jeremy groaned. Working together felt good.
Familiar. Not ganging up on Lydia, but not being rivals, either. The
whole point of coming here was to talk.


Talk.


Even
though he wanted action more than words, he needed the right words
more than a fight.


“The
man has a point,” Jeremy said to Lydia, not breaking the look with
Mike.


“Shut
up,” she said.


“Why
is everyone telling me to shut up?” Jeremy protested.


Lydia
flopped down on her bed and pressed her back against the mattress,
face pressed into a wince. Mike wanted to smooth the lines from
around her eyes, to help relax her brow, to do whatever it took to
make her feel safe and wanted and adored.


“Because
it’s too scary to listen and be listened to,” she said in a long,
drawn out breath, her words airy yet firm.


Mike
looked at Jeremy askance, both of their faces serious. She had a
point.


“How
about we start one sentence at a time and take it from there?”
Jeremy asked.


Like
sex, Mike thought. You start with a touch that turns into a
caress, steeped in meaning and longing. Then the gentlest of kisses,
where passion can make the difference between a whisper and a roar.


What
happens next, stroke by lick by thrust by confession, is up to you.
But it all starts with that moment when you make yourself vulnerable.
Take a chance. Reveal your desires.


And
be naked.




Listen!
she wanted to shout. Listen to me. Slow the world down and make my
heart stop screaming.


Clit,
too.


Here
they both were, four eyes on her, watching her every move, tracking
each breath she took, reading her sighs and glances and fidgets as if
she were a language they were decoding.


And
yet she felt so unheard.


Whose
fault was that? The chiding voice cut through her looping
thoughts and made her go perfectly still. Maybe you’re just letting
yourself feel unlistened to.


Closing
her eyes, she sighed and said, “Here’s my first sentence: I want
you both.” Her eyes flew open and she forced herself to find the
courage to look up at them.


A
small smile stretched one side of Jeremy’s mouth as he leaned
against the tiny kitchen table, just feet away. It made her heart
expand. 



“That’s
good,” Mike said. Ever in control, his face was hard to read,
though he seemed pleased. Damn well better be.


“That’s
great,” Jeremy jumped in.


So
far, so good. The world hasn’t ended. She sat there, blinking hard,
wondering what to say next as her body roared with desire, racing
with want. Feeling uncomfortably disconnected from them both, yet so
full of promise, their proximity driving her mad. She wanted to take
Jeremy’s hand, for Mike to undress her, for the three to get under
the covers of the very bed she rested on and make love all night,
however that took form. The thready pulse and flush she felt on her
cheeks and chest were a testimony to how much her body tried to
override her own head games.


And
did Mike’s ass have to be so damn fine? Or Jeremy’s body,
stretched out next to her, those long legs strong and possessive in
bed, make her drool? Her body took her mind to erotic places even as
her heart needed to untangle so many emotions, a process that needed
more words. Or did it?


Was
she just inventing obstacles? This was getting out of hand, but
before she could make the leap, they had unfinished business to
manage.


“Your
turn,” she said, chickening out. If she’d opened her mouth and
admitted all those thoughts that had just streamed through her mind,
she would have done better. But she wasn’t thinking linearly right
now. Hormonally, yes. Emotionally—definitely. Rationally? Hell no.


One
sentence at a time, right? They could have some of the
sentences.


“Lydia,”
Mike said, sitting next to her on the bed, the pressure of his body
making her roll slightly toward him, her thighs rubbing together and
making the ache for intimacy turn into a searing pain.


“Lydia,
I hear you.” He brushed the hair off her forehead and she closed
her eyes, willing herself to be present and aware and to just
experience his touch and words. “I hear every word. I’ve wanted
you for years. Needed you for months. Lusted after you, imagined a
future with you, torn myself apart fighting what I know is true.”


Her
eyelids opened and she saw Jeremy walk over and sit on her other
side, his hand resting on her knee. Ah, the heat of both of them was
so relaxing, even as she surged with lust.


“We
both feel it,” Jeremy added, looking to Mike for confirmation.
Watching them communicate with some secret code should have put her
on edge but, instead, it made her feel like she was part of their
club. Invited and accepted, and now...


The
initiation would be so divine.


“Why
fight anything?” she asked, her eyes grave and bold, meeting
Mike’s. Respect glittered back in his hard look, a dark wanting
making his eyes turn to blue steel.


“I’m
accustomed to fighting for something—not against it.” His answer
made her shiver, because that was the most cogent explanation of her
struggle she’d felt yet.


“And
I don’t fight at all,” Jeremy murmured, now laying back on the
bed with her, staring up at the beams. His hand found hers,
interlacing their fingers, his thumb stroking the soft flesh between
her thumb and index finger. It made a moan build in the back of her
throat.


“But,”
he added, “for you, I’ll stop fleeing.”


“Fleeing?”


A
shift on the bed and he was on his side, head propped on one elbow as
he took her in with those deep brown eyes. “I’ve spent more than
ten years drifting from place to place, searching for some life that
would make me feel whole. Thailand, Russia, Costa Rica, South
Africa—you name it, I tried it, thinking I’d find the real Jeremy
somewhere else. It turns out the secret place isn’t a place.”


His
finger touched the tip of her nose. “It’s a person.” Then his
eyes drifted up to Mike. “Persons.”


And
with that, Lydia made the first move, courage and hope pushing her
forward to kiss Jeremy, the touch of her lips on his the taste of
freedom 



Mike’s
hands were on her shoulders, caressing as her tongue slipped between
Jeremy’s lips, his arm sliding up her torso to find the heat of her
breasts, the flush unimaginable, his palm like fire against her skin.
So many hands...


Crossing
over made her body melt, knowing that what had been chosen could not
be unchosen, and she wouldn’t anyway—this felt so right, as
Mike’s muscled chest warmed her from behind, Jeremy cupping her
breast and her own arms wrapping around him to deepen the kiss.


Breaking
away, she smiled at him as he touched her cheek, then turned away,
his arms still under her shirt, to kiss Mike, the taste and feel of
his mouth so different yet so welcome. Jeremy’s casual,
anything-goes openness contrasted with Mike’s white-hot intensity,
the two in perfect balance as their bodies moved in triplicate,
trying to find how to calibrate to this new norm.


Norm.
Would this ever be normal? And how was it that already it felt more
“normal” than her regular life, Mike’s hands on either side of
her face, fingers buried in her hair, his lips sucking on her lower
lip, tongue grazing her teeth, body taut with long-restrained desire.
Even their night last week had clearly not been enough. The man was
so wound with pure lust aimed at her.


Jeremy’s
hand stayed under her shirt and joined the other to release her bra
clip, a tiny sigh turning into an aching sound of arousal as his
thumbs found her nipples, quick strokes making her hard and hot. His
hands on her, Mike’s fingers lolling at the base of her neck, his
tongue taking and giving...she lost her mind.


Lost.
Her. Mind.


The
woman who met Mike in the parking lot two months ago, pissed and
furious and righteously feminist, stewing in her little car reading a
naughty book for research, was now being disrobed by the same man and
his best friend. In a cabin at her parents’ campground.


The
very place she’d spent so long trying to escape.


But
escape had a new meaning now as Jeremy pulled her shirt and bra off
with a drawn out movement that showed he enjoyed watching the
unveiling of her skin, Mike now watching, too, as she was revealed to
them. Any shyness had long faded away, her body on display along with
every emotion.


She
reached for Mike and her palms found his abs, lightly sprinkled with
hair and his skin so hot she needed to touch it all, to blend their
heat. Pulling his shirt over his head, she admired those broad
shoulders, and then turned to Jeremy with a full smile that urged him
to undress, too.


He
didn’t need to be asked twice, peeling off his Irish cable sweater
and the silk turtleneck underneath, soon leaving her with two muscled
chests on either side of her, both ready for her hands, her mouth—


Her.


“You
are so beautiful,” Mike said, pressing her into him, nipples teased
by the brush against his chest, her mouth taken by his. Hands slipped
her sweatpants over her hips, then thumbs hooked into the sides of
her panties as Jeremy did the honors, revealing her in full.


They
were hard angles, she creamy curves. Both were tall and broad, while
she was short and soft. The hard bulges in their pants told her
exactly how much they wanted her, and a sudden urge gripped her to
bare them both, instantly. 



The
languid path this encounter was taking had felt right in the
beginning, but now that all had been breached she just needed fire
and slick, heat and wet, mouths and tongues and fingers and skin
against skin as she slaked a thirst for something she’d not
realized was so critical to her very survival.


The
rest of the clothing made its way to the floor, and they moved as one
being, sliding under the covers as the cabin warmed so fast from the
wood stove that she felt cozy and excited, alive and aloft, her body
brimming with possibility. Her fingers tingled as they buried
themselves in Jeremy’s chest, the pulsing anticipation making her
wet and swollen, the craving for fingers and tongue on her robbing
her of her voice.


Completely
enveloped by hard man and nothing but, her hand sought out the hard
muscle of Jeremy’s ass, finding curved athleticism, twinned with
the same on Mike’s body as she marveled at her two hands caressing
the toned bodies of two utterly different men—both nude in her bed,
both hungry for her, four palms now stroking her breasts, one wedging
between her thighs, a well-targeted thumb edging up through her pussy
to pull wetness to her needy clit.


“Oh,”
she gasped, amazed to realize she had no idea whose thumb that
was—and not caring. The red cloud that bloomed behind her eyes as
her mouth opened became a vortex of sensual pleasure as Mike’s
mouth claimed her nipple, sucking and nipping just as Jeremy went
under the covers, parting her legs with hands that lingered at just
the right places, and then...


The
soft scratch of his stubble made her quiver, her breath hitch, his
tongue landing on her clit at the exact moment Mike sucked on her, as
if choreographed.


She
came right then, without pretense or forethought, layers of muscle
clenching as blood rushed everywhere, without pattern or warning, her
body releasing in shock what had been hovering, repressed and needing
to be unleashed. 



No
cameras, no sorrow, now what ifs, no wondering—this was Lydia in
bed with the men she wanted to be with and as she climaxed, Jeremy
and Mike followed her until she begged them to stop, too sensitive to
continue the wracking orgasms and, frankly, wanting more.


More.
What did more mean with two men at the same time? Laughter
bubbled up in her as she sat up, completely naked, the covers draped
haphazardly over her legs, Jeremy and Mike watching her with bemused
looks.


Jeremy
turned to Mike and said, “She laughs a lot in bed. Get used to it.”


Mike
gave Jeremy’s naked body a quick once over. “Maybe there’s a
reason she’s giggling.”


“Hey!”
Jeremy shouted, throwing a pillow at Mike. It bounced off his
shoulder and onto the floor, making Lydia laugh harder.


What
had been intense and overwhelming suddenly became fun and playful,
exactly what she needed in the hot little cabin where the rest of her
life had just started.


One
orgasm at a time.


“Seriously—this
is amazing,” she said, volleying between them with her eyes. “I
feel like every second is an hour. It’s surreal. I’m supposed to
feel like a freak and instead, it’s like life out there is the
freak show.” She pointed at the door.


“Why
does anything have to have a label?” Jeremy asked, tracing a circle
on her naked hip, then a line from her ribs down.


“What
do you mean?” 



Mike
stayed silent as she questioned Jeremy, just taking their words in,
eyes calculated and relaxed, but with a predator’s focus.


“Why
‘freak’ or ‘freak show’? How about we just be ourselves and
follow what seems right within our own framework, and let the rest of
the world do the same?”


That
triggered a reaction from Mike. “Because that’s the fastest way
to get eaten alive.”


Jeremy
gave Lydia a very naughty look. “Worked for Lydia.”


She
gave a throaty laugh as his hand moved up, under her breast, teasing
the soft skin of her areolae.


“You
know I didn’t mean it that way,” Mike countered, his own hand now
under the covers, finding her leg, the rough callouses on the palm
jarring. He’d mentioned kayaking—had the month here taken those
soft, manicured hands from the pampered executive’s life and made
them more appropriate for life in Maine? Had he changed that much in
so little time? A shaky breath slipped from her as they leaned her
back and she reached for Jeremy’s erection, her hand clenching the
base and stroking up once, making him rasp.


“Lydia,”
he uttered, her name like a password, her hand pulling him up to her
as she wanted more.


More.


“Do
we have to deconstruct this?” All the years of talking and thinking
drained out of her as Jeremy’s enjoyment of her breast took hold. A
primal urge set in, making her want their fullness, needing to have
them drive into her and commune on some level that labeled her,
actually.


Labeled
her theirs.


Those
delightful, throbbing cocks both begged for attention, and Lydia
found Mike’s with her spare hand, instilled with a sense of power.
Her hands could bring them to ecstasy, just as they’d both elicited
release from her with their mouths, pulled by a greater love than she
could imagine, even if it remained unspoken. She could feel it.


But
Mike had other ideas, moving to his knees as Lydia guided Jeremy to
her mouth, the sharp intake of gratitude in Jeremy’s inhale making
her smile as she encircled him with her wet warmth, her tongue
teasing him to a rigid tension that she suspected would soon turn to
release.


Suspected?


Knew.


Mike,
meanwhile, reached down for his pants, finding a condom and rolling
the sheath on. Even with her eyes closed she knew what he was doing,
turned on by the visceral awareness of his response at what she did
to Jeremy. For him.


With
them.


The
pounding of blood through her body, the thrumming of her clit, the
swell of lust and the taste of Jeremy as she licked and sucked until
his thighs tightened—she lost herself in it until Mike’s hands
found her clit, making her leap up, hips grinding up.


“Not
yet, my sweet,” he purred. “God, your body is amazing.”


Jeremy
slid out of her mouth and looked down, eyes ravenous like Mike’s.
She knew she was more lush than most women, and her insecurities had
been few compared to fuller-figured friends, but she still had them.


Never
more. The image of these two men relishing her, ravishing her with
their eyes like this would be burned in her mind forever, paired with
the feel of their hands, mouths, hearts and souls—


This
is what it meant to be treasured.


A
kiss. She needed a kiss, and reached behind Mike’s neck to pull him
down to her, the wall of muscle coming into her sphere of influence
and pressing against her, their bellies flush with each other, his
cock against the groove of her hip, folded into her sweet curves,
twitching as their tongues danced.


And
then...


“What
do you want?” Mike asked in a husky, deep voice. “Really want?”


“I
want you. And,” she reached for Jeremy’s hand. “You.”


“You
can have us both,” Mike assured her. “But how?”


Oh,
boy. She wished she’d had more than two beers suddenly.


“We’ll
take this second by second,” Jeremy said. “Whatever you want is
what we want.”


“And,”
Mike interrupted, “this is just the first of many such times. We
have—” His voice choked with emotion as he took her hand, Jeremy
squeezing the other.


“We
have our entire lives to figure out the details,” Jeremy whispered,
his eyes shining with emotion.


Entire
lives? The first of many? A profound sense of calm poured over her,
love filling every cell, as she took it all in.


And
then she just wanted them both. Now.


Reaching
up to kiss Mike, she let go of Jeremy’s hand, Mike’s body primed
to take her now, her own wetness and inner ache needing to be filled
and driven into. Sensing this, he straddled her, then slowly entered
as if coming home. The feel of him in her should have completed her,
but instead she felt only halfway sated.


“Jeremy,”
she whispered as Mike thrust into her once more. Any other man would
have pulled out in anger, but Mike only slowed down, making her
muscles clamp down, her breasts slick with a thin layer of sweat as
the cabin heated up with so much more than warmth from the fire in
the wood stove.


“Yes?”
he answered, lightly stroking her cheek.


“I
want...” Swallowing hard, Mike slowly moving in and out, she felt a
surge of the surreal, her breasts tingling with friction from Mike’s
measured pumping, his body flexed and hovering, restrain wearing thin
on his face as his lips parted. This all felt so good.


What
else could feel even better?


A
flash of anal play with Jeremy and she tightened, feeling silly and
self-conscious. How could she suggest it? Did she really want that?
Was it too much, too soon? And how did you do that? Lydia could feel
the threat of the anxiety of thought overpowering her as Mike
stopped.


A
kiss, wet and dominant, swept the thoughts away, his hips twisting
just so to touch a spot inside her that made her gasp, as if he’d
found that one sweet point where pussy, clit, breast and release all
synced perfectly.


“You’re
curious,” Jeremy said as Mike jarred her loose by pulling out,
leaving her exposed and chilled by the absence of his heat. He and
Mike shared a searching look as Jeremy leaned down, taking her head
in both hands and looking at her, truly seeing her, the love in his
eye putting her at rest as she thrummed to have more with both.


The
ultimate touch.


“I
am,” she admitted as both men gave her looks that were so
accepting, so generous and unburdened, expansive and real.


“I
told you to tell us what you want,” Mike growled in her ear,
nipping it. 



“Sometimes
I don’t know what that is until it’s offered to me,” she
whispered.


“Consider
it done.” With that, Jeremy brought out the lube and another
condom, his cock standing tall and ready, her body voracious.


“How
do we...?” she asked, but Mike already anticipated her question,
his gorgeous body pulling her to the edge of the bed.


“It’s
nice and hot in here. Perfect,” he said, “like you.” 



She
couldn’t stand it. Not one more second of not having him—or
Jeremy—in her. Straddling his perfect-cut hips, she filled herself
with his cock, tipping her head up and stretching her neck and chest
high, savoring the feel. Mike pulled her head down for a kiss and
scooted her to the very end of the bed.


And
then...the unmistakeable feel of lube all over her ass, Jeremy’s
fingers playing with the safe tight spot he’d initiated just a
short time ago. The sensation was no less fraught with that heady mix
of pleasure and trepidation, and this time? Two inside her?


She
nearly fainted from the excitement.


And
a touch of fear.


“You
can change your mind any time,” Mike said, under her and smiling
up, more relaxed than she’d ever seen him. His grin was disarming,
the look of a man who knew himself well, not the uptight, overly
ambitious man she’d thought he was. Both were attractive, but this
Mike, the one inside her, naked and sharing so much of his inner
state, was the one she loved most.


Love.


Kisses
dotted her shoulders, the back of her neck, a long line down her
spine, little hummingbirds that made her tighten, which made Mike
groan with delight, the purr in the back of his throat like a big
game lion flaunting its prowess.


And
then, the unmistakeable feel of Jeremy’s tip pushing ever so
carefully at her puckered ring, the forbidden now divine as they
worked toward the impossible. Her pelvis felt as if she would split
in two as her whole body billowed with an unforgettable enormity. 



“Too
much,” she whispered, words trying to make sense of what she felt.
Halting, Jeremy began to pull out, but then she begged, “No, don’t
stop. Just...slower.”


God,
she was so fucking turned on she couldn’t stand it, encased by both
men, so desired they both needed to be in her simultaneously, Lydia
the fulcrum upon which their hearts all balanced.


Nothing
could stop what they’d started now, Mike’s fingers pulling her
nipples into tight pebbles, his finger trailing down to reach between
them and find her slick, torturing her clit with a studied graze that
made her begin to pulse, muscles rhythmic now and, she knew, close to
an explosive orgasm.


Jeremy
inched further, the motion making her shake—not from danger but
from the exaltation of plenitude in finding herself by giving over to
the need to be herself.


Shattered
and astounded, her mind, heart, and body mixed together between these
two men and as Jeremy rocked into her, incremental yet so dauntlessly
scorching, loving and gentle while taming his own needs just enough
to reach that point where all three could come together and—


She
tipped.


Tilted,
pitched, the word mattered not as she supernova-ed into a world where
time halted, her breath paused, great colors detonating behind eyes
closed because she couldn’t take more input, more sensation, more
sensorial detail than she experienced with Mike and Jeremy in her,
their bodies rocking as friction made its path to pure nirvana.


Reduced
to uttering moans and cries in a language made for sex only, she
shuddered and writhed, grasping Mike’s shoulders and leaving long,
red, angry welts that would remain for the next two days, yielding
secret smiles between the three that spoke of shared intimacy.


Fingernails
scraped along his chest as she needed tangible connection to hold
herself in place, afraid she would float off into nothingness from
the unadulterated revelry of being completely taken by these two men.


Mike’s
hoarse cry and tight body told her he, too, was coming, and then
Jeremy’s movement took on a looser, less controlled feel, at times
entering her with just enough pain to make her gasp, yet the
sensation increased her pleasure as he receded, the incongruity
disquieting.


Surely
she could be heard as far as the ocean, her throat open in what she
thought was a universal melody of kinship with all who climaxed in
love, but later, when her throat was raw, Mike and Jeremy would
soothe her and whisper that she’d spoken in words and sounds that
had made perfect sense to them, but that could not be identified by
another outside this circle of three.


“I
love you!” Jeremy called out, his fingers biting into her waist,
his hot breath on her ear, repeating the words just as she throbbed,
her own mouth working to return his vow.


“I
love you, too, Lydia,” Mike rasped under her, tears filling her as
her body expanded to become one with Mike, with Jeremy, and with
everything.


Finally,
her words returned, Jeremy slumping over her, Mike’s panting
breaths telling her he was coming down now, and that she, too, could
recede and return to being just Lydia and no longer a blend of all
that was divine.


It
felt like a great hollow emptying when Jeremy pulled out of her,
leaving her to rest her head on Mike’s chest, the thump thump thump
of his heartbeat helping her to keep time with the ancient spirit of
what they’d just done, bringing her back to this time, this place,
this now.


As
Jeremy dispensed with the condom and she heard the rush of water from
the tiny half bath behind the wood stove, she knew that she needed to
move, her hips aching, body in as much need of rest as her mind.
Arching up, she let Mike fall out of her and crawled to the top of
the bed, sliding under the covers and greeting the bed like a fourth
partner.


Mike
stood and he and Jeremy traded places as she heard water once more
just as Jeremy joined her in bed and wrapped her in his arms. Within
seconds, Mike followed, and soon she felt the pump of blood in her
pelvis, a residual reminder of all she had just taken in.


The
heat of the cabin made the covers a nice-to-have, rather than the
necessary protection from the cold, and two hot bodies sandwiching
her didn’t hurt, either. Their cries of love rang in her ears, and
now she had language again.


Words
that were familiar.


“I
love you both, too,” she whispered softly, kisses planted on her
head, her cheeks, and then one tender kiss from each on her lips.


Exhausted
but with more to say, she looked at Jeremy. “You’ll stay? No more
running around the world searching for something you have now? Here?”


He
nodded and smiled. “I’ve acquired a taste for blueberry beer.
You’re not getting rid of me.”


She
laughed, the sound like peals from a bell. “And you?” She turned
to Mike. “No more playboy ‘bespoke or be naked’ crap? No more
cameras?”


His
silence freaked her out, but she saw the shift in his eyes, a turning
toward that part of him that wanted life—and not just the trappings
of life—to be better. “The only cameras we’ll have are the ones
we want for our own play.”


She
batted at his hip lightly in protest, the three chuckling. For a
brief moment, she wondered what an outsider would think, walking in.
Lydia’s long brown hair, mussed and tangled, stretched across
Jeremy’s arms. Mike’s silver, short hair framing those blue eyes,
sharp like an eagle’s, his arms around her on the other side.
Jeremy, long and corded with lean muscle.


And
then she didn’t care what anyone thought, because she didn’t have
to stew in her Red Car of Pain anymore when someone took her parking
spot.


Because
her parking spot was right here, at Escape Shores.


“I
need to talk to my dad tomorrow,” she said, trying unsuccessfully
to stifle a yawn.


Jeremy
stiffened and she shook her head.


“Why?”
Mike asked.


“It’s
about building that house...”

THE END
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COULD
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“Hot,
luscious piece of ass who can suck a golf ball through forty feet of
garden hose seeks rippling-ab’d firefighter who has a tongue that
thrums like a hummingbird and enjoys painting my toenails and eating
Ben & Jerry’s out of the carton while watching Mad Men.”

Laura
Michaels stared at the online dating site’s registration screen and
frowned. That’s what she really wanted to write. Here was the
truth:


“Needy,
insecure, overweight twenty-six year old Business Analyst with three
cats, a corporate job with pension and no debt seeks Mr. Impossible
for way more than friendship and lots of ice cream. I’m desperate
for some physical affection and oral sex with a guy who doesn’t
view it as some sort of favor he’s granting me, and then expects to
be praised like he cleaned my toilet. One night stands are better
than nothing as long as you brush your teeth. So call me, maybe!”

So when hot
firefighter Dylan Stanwyck responds and asks her out, it’s just too
good to be true. When she searches him online and learns he offers
himself up for date nights in bachelor charity auctions, she wonders
if she’s on the right planet.

Because
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OR
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Trawling
through the online dating profiles isn’t Dylan’s idea of fun, but
it’s been more than eighteen months since their lover, Jill, died,
and Dylan and his unconventional partner, ski instructor Mike Pine,
need to find a new love. While their threesome situation is more
complicated than a contract from Fifty Shades of Grey,
at least one aspect is simple: Laura Michaels, the cute, soft blond
from the online dating site, seems like a good fit for at least a
first date. Soft curves, gorgeous hair, eyes that light him up from
the computer alone, and a profile that makes her seem smart and
interesting—he has no problems asking her out.

The problem
is letting her in.

Dylan and
his not-quite partner have more secrets than their unconventional
romantic relationships, and this latest snafu is a mixed blessing,
for both became billionaires overnight after the third in their
threesome, Jill, died. With her estate finally settled and Dylan and
Mike the recipient of an annual income that gives them enough to buy
entire towns in the Midwest, the two were left reeling. Months after
the lawyer explained their new-found fortune, Dylan still works his
regular shifts at the station while Mike remains on the slopes as a
ski instructor, but with a caveat; now he owns the entire resort.

But if they
tell Laura everything, they risk losing a chance at a new bond.

Two
problems may have one lush, ample solution as Laura meets her first
billionaire on her date with Dylan, but with a stunning twist at the
end...
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