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It all started with a game of Truth or Dare…

It’s bad enough I got arrested for prostitution on Christmas Eve. Alleged prostitution, mind you. I didn’t do it. Of course I didn’t. The cops say I offered up a certain sex act for a $5 gasoline gift card, but honey? 

My sex acts are worth way, way more.

So when I tried to explain what happened to the person who came and bailed me out of jail, she wasn’t exactly impressed.

Because it was my boyfriend’s mother.

Now, I got two boyfriends, so Murphy’s Law said it had to be the mother I hate the most. And she hates me right back. Even more now that I lost her son.

That’s right. Where in the hell are Joe and Trevor? It’s Christmas Eve, and I keep getting pictures on social media showing Joe and Trevor all oiled up in g-strings that look like candy canes, dancing with a bunch of well-coiffed older women.

I, on the other hand, am wearing Santa pants, flip flops, and smell like jail cell pee.

That game of Truth or Dare turns out to be way more dangerous than anyone expected.

And our savior? It ain’t the baby Jesus. Not the three wise men. No little drummer boy. Not even the donkey that carried the Virgin Mary on its back while she howled for an epidural.

Nope. Can you guess?

That’s right.

Mavis the Chicken.

Can she help us out of this clustercluck?

* * *

Merry Random Christmas is the eighth book in the New York Times bestselling Random series. Join the gang on Christmas Eve as Darla is unfairly arrested, Trevor and Joe are forced to become strippers, and candy canes appear in places where sugar is a bad, bad idea in this crazy, rollicking romp.
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Merry Random Christmas




Chapter One

Darla

“It all started with a game of Truth or Dare,” I said with a heavy sigh as I stared into the eyes of Joanne Ross through the jail cell bars. Joanne is my boyfriend’s mother. I’m sure there are plenty of fates worse than having your boyfriend’s mama dig you out of jail on Christmas Eve, but right then, I couldn’t think of any. 

“I don’t want to know.”

No, lady, I thought. You don’t. You really don’t. 

“Where’s Joe?” I asked, wondering why he sent his mom to do his dirty work.

“I have no idea.” She looked at me like I was a cockroach and she wished she had a seven-pound can of Raid to kill me with. 

By dropping it on my head.

Not that she could lift a seven-pound can of anything. That was more than this bitty little woman weighed. She was the size of a teacup Chihuahua and about as annoying.

“Then why are you here?” I asked. Groaned. Complained. Whatever. 

“Because I’m a masochist.”

“I didn’t ask you about your bedroom antics with Gene and Herb,” I snapped back. “I asked why you’re here and Joe’s not.”

She recoiled.

Good.

The only way to take on an attacking snake is to put them on the defensive.

“You know, Darla, I realize you didn’t learn proper manners back in Iowa—“

“Ohio.” Jesus. Do these people in Massachusetts not know their geography? 

She waved her hand dismissively, the perfect French manicure like a work of art. “Whatever. It’s all corn in flyover country. Anyhow, I know you weren’t taught proper manners back in Ohio,” Joanne Ross said with a sniff.

A sniff that made me realize the only thing keeping me from a homicide charge was those jail cell bars.

“I got plenty of manners. Buckets of them. I got more manners in my pinkie finger than you got in your—”

She snorted. “Case in point.”

I narrowed my eyes and said nothing. Saying nothing is not part of my nature. In fact, the words cluttered at the base of my throat like people in my hometown of Peters, Ohio rushing the nearest Wal-Mart on Black Friday.

But I held them back. Studied her.

And then I realized why she was here.

“You monitor Joe’s phone, don’t you? That’s the only way you’d know where I am.”

Now, I expected lots of responses out of Joe’s mom. She could have denied it. She could have been offended. She could have admitted it. She could have pretended she didn’t hear me.

I sure as fuck didn’t expect her to ask me, “Were you really blowing Santa Claus behind the vegan restaurant for a $5 gas card?”

If I’da known she was gonna say that, I’da stepped back from those jail cell bars.

’Cause when my hand reached out and grabbed the pearl necklace around her throat and twisted so tight she started to sound like a balloon poodle with a puncture in it, I realized my mistake.

I’m pretty sure she realized hers, too.

Two cops rushed to her aid, pulling her back. The pearls snapped and scattered, the sound like rat’s claws on the concrete floor, skittering to and fro.

Ask me how I knew that sound.

Yeah. A few hours in this jail and I was more than ready to go home.

“We’ll add assault to the charges,” one of the cops growled. Officer Kuli. He was bald, with a ridge of fat in his forehead that made him look like something out of a Star Trek episode, like a hybrid Klingon-Human. Sweat covered his neck and face, and half his mouth pulled up in a permanent sneer, cold, dark eyes perfectly fine with putting me in a women’s prison forever. 

“No,” Joanne snapped, straightening herself. She looked me right in the eye. “No additional charges. We need to get her out. Now.”

Blood pumped through me harder than Joe’s jizz after we’d been sexting for three days from a distance then finally been able to fuck like bunnies. It raced through me like this was a competition.

Why was Joanne here? Why was she being nice? 

Yeah. This was nice by her standards. You really don’t want to see Joanne Ross’s version of mean. 

Kuli the Kop opened his mouth to question her, but he shut it damn fast when she made eye contact with him. Looking into the Soul of Hell will do that.

Catcalls and offers of various sex acts (one of which involved a chicken and a popsicle) greeted me as the cop followed us out. Depending what Joanne had in store for me, the popsicle thing might be a better option. 

Ten minutes later I was outside, woefully under-dressed in my white silk long-johns, oversized Santa pants, and cheap flip-flops the cops gave me to wear.

She looked me up and down, then sighed. “Where are your clothes?”

“These are it.”

She pulled her manicured fingers up to her mouth, parting the perfectly-lipsticked lips. Joanne tapped on her front teeth with the ends of her nails, then declared:

“We need to talk.” 

With that, she turned on one heel and stomped down the street, determined. For a tiny little woman, she could walk. She took two steps for every one of mine.

“If we need to talk, why are you running away from me?”

Her silence scared me. Joanne Ross was the kind of woman who had seventeen versions of “seethe,” none of them good. I supposed I should have thanked her for bailing me out. Manners would, in fact, dictate I do just that. With a mind that felt like a shattered candy cane and blood that felt like sludge, I wasn’t exactly thinking straight. 

“Why are you dressed like something out of a Key West Christmas Pride parade?” she asked.

I opened my mouth to argue, but then I looked down.

Huh.

She had a point.

“And what’s this about a game of Truth or Dare landing you in jail?” She gave me a hard glare. “And technically, that wasn’t jail. You would be in Billlerica if they’d processed you. Luckily, you were just in an overcrowded holding cell, so quit calling it ‘jail.’” 

She sounded like that teacher on those old Charlie Brown cartoons. Whatever.

“You said you didn’t want to know.”

“I do now,” she snapped. She had a way with words. Like getting barbed wire caught in your short and curlies, being interrogated by her was painful and made your eyes water.

I sighed. “Joe started it. Mama won me a bunch of sweepstakes prizes and I think these companies ship stuff out fast at the end of the year for some godawful reason—”

“Probably to get the marketing deductions before the end of the reporting quarter,” she said, cutting me off.

“Huh?”

“Never mind,” she said with a curt shake of the head. “Go on. Sweepstakes? Your mother is a professional sweepstakes marketing coordinator?”

My turn to look at her funny. “What?” Marketing coordinator and Mama go together about as well as Darla and celibate. 

“Why else would your mother send you so many sweepstakes prizes?”

“Because she wins them,” I said slowly. We were talking at cross purposes. Hell, every time I spoke with Joanne Ross it was like talking underwater. In Croatian. With baby sharks in the tank.

And the full expectation that I would understand every word out of her mouth.

“Anyhow,” I said pointedly, “Joe watched me pull out the Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer nipple clamps Mama won from a—”

“Excuse me?” Too bad I broke Joanne’s pearls back at the jail cell, because she’d be clutching them so hard right now she’s garrote herself. 

Which would pretty much solve half my problems.

My temper was already at a slow boil. Her constant interruptions made my lid start to warble. “If you’d quit interrupting me, I could explain.”

“If your words made any sense, I’d stop interrupting you.”

“Jesus, lady, the egg didn’t fall far from the chicken’s asshole, did it?”

She threw up her hands, her expensive purse dangling from her wrist like a loose handcuff. “If you spoke like a normal person, Darla, maybe I—”

“Don’t you make fun of my Ohio accent!” I thundered.

“What in the hell does your accent have to do with eggs and chicken assholes?”

We were both breathing hard, either from the rush of adrenaline that spurted like a professional squirter porn actress through our veins, or from the cold, December air that chilled the nearly-vacant Cambridge streets. 

“What are you talking about?” we said simultaneously.

“My mama enters sweepstakes,” I said, staring her down, giving her a death glare. “She sends me the winnings. She won a set of Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer nipple clamps.”

Joanne shuddered. Her mouth opened and closed a few times, and then she winced, finally asking, “I know I’ll regret this, but my curiosity is getting the best of me. Do they light up?”

I pulled the neck of my shirt out and looked down. “Good question,” I said, reaching down for one of my boobs. “Let me check.”

“NO!” Her hand went right over mine, pressing my palm into my ample breast. “Please. I don’t require proof.” She looked like I had just informed her she had a leech stuck to her lower lip. 

I smiled nice and wide. “You sure?”

“Positive.” I could feel the vibration from her throat as she swallowed hard. Slowly, she pulled back her hand, looking away. “But I still don’t understand how a Truth or Dare game led to jail.”

“When you’re playing it with Joe, it ain’t exactly hard to piece together.”

“What does that mean?” she demanded. 

“Joe likes to up the ante. Keep things interesting.”

Her eyebrows met. Whoa. Eighth wonder of the world. Someone created flexible Botox. Joanne shot me a look like I was expected to explain.

“I was giving away a bunch of candy-cane flavored sleeping bags my mama won in a contest and—”

“Flavored sleeping bags?”

“Yes, ma’am. You suck on the piping, which is filled with candy canes.”

She frowned. “Wouldn’t that just attract every insect imaginable?”

I nodded. “Yep.”

“What marketing genius came up with that hot mess?” 

At least she and I agreed on something. “I’m guessing that’s why the camping equipment manufacturer was giving away twelve thousand of them in a contest, and why my mama won a hundred and forty-four of them.”

“You gave away more than a hundred candy-filled sleeping bags on the streets of Cambridge tonight?” Her eyebrow couldn’t arch more if it was made from a pipe cleaner. 

“No. Joe and Trevor gave some away, too. We had a contest to see who could find the most people dressed as Santa on the streets of Somerville and Cambridge and hand them out. It kinda unraveled from there.” 

Joanne took in my attire. Dirty Santa pants. Flip flops. Stained silk shirt. 

“Speaking of which, where are they?” I asked. 

Her palm was my only greeting. “Wait. I am asking the questions here.”

Oh, God. She sounded exactly like Joe when he was going into cross-examination mode. And not the good kind, where we dressed up as a lawyer and his bad, bad client, or the doctor who needed to examine—

“You were booked on prostitution charges, Darla. How do you plan to plead?”

“Not guilty! For the record, I would never blow a homeless dude who licks his chicken’s outer feathers clean each night.”

“Everyone says they’re not guilty.”  

“And I don’t even own a car, so why would I need a gas card?”

Her eyes didn’t so much as narrow as they telescoped. Joe took after her quite a bit. I could see where he got that granite face that imparted no emotion during times of stress. “You do have a good point about the gas card,” she said with a sniff.

“I do not randomly suck off men on the street for gas cards I don’t need.”

“That’s not what the cops allege.” Her eyes glittered like blow pops in the hands of college students on Molly. She was enjoying every minute of this. 

So why’d she spring me from jail?

“Look, I’ll tell you the whole story, including the part about the Vietnam war vet with no legs and the guy riding the capybara, saddle and all. But first, you gotta tell me—where in the hell are Joe and Trevor?”

She frowned.

“I thought you were joking. You really don’t know where he is?” Notice how she singularized that? He. She only cared about Joe. I was worried about both my men. 

“Last time I saw Joe, he was carrying a bag of candy cane thong underwear and handing them out to the Salvation Army bell ringers for the pure joy of watching their faces when they realized what he gave them,” I said. “And throwing glowing nipple clamps in the red pots.” 

My eyes felt like wet blow pops, too, as her face morphed, responding to my words to the extent that the Botox let her express emotion. Which meant she twitched.  

Exactly once.

“He what? My Joey wouldn’t...” Her voice faded out as she went from instinctive outrage to logical contemplation. “Actually, he would do something like that.”

“Right.”

“And Trevor?” 

Oh, finally she cared enough about him? The woman was evolving.

“He was carrying a chicken around, dressed as Santa.”

“Which one was dressed as Santa?”

“What do you mean, which one?”

“Trevor, or the chicken?”

“Who in the fuck would dress a chicken up as Santa Claus, Joanne?” 

“Don’t look at me like that! It’s a perfectly reasonable question to ask. You’re the one talking about Santa Chickens!” She stopped walking and now faced me, hands on her hips, looking up at me like I was the fucking Green Giant and she was Tinkerbell. Joanne Ross was as tiny as I was big. You would think my size would intimidate her. 

It didn’t.

“Trevor. Trevor was dressed as Santa.”

“Thank you for clarifying.” She breathed a sigh of relief, then looked at me in horror. “Please tell me there are no gerbils involved in this situation. Joey’s arms have finally healed.”

I had the decency to blush as the topic of me, Trevor, Joe, sex, and the gerbil came up. It’s not what you think.

Okay, maybe it is. No one actually had sex with the gerbil. Or with the chicken that clung to Joe’s back like it was a finger-lickin’-good cape.

I swear. No cross-species nooky.

“The orthopedist cleared him for our family holiday ski trip. We’ve spent a fortune on cleaning up his Internet reputation. All those videos of your...escapade with the chicken and the gerbil are finally on page two when you Google his name. And then there was the settlement we made to the pastor with the name Joseph Herbert Ross, and...”

Family holiday ski trip? 

First I heard of it. I opened my mouth to ask where they were going, then shut it. Fast.

’Cause I wasn’t part of their family. I blinked hard to fight back the sudden assault of tears against the rims of my eyes. Words hurt. Names feel like little rocks thrown at your heart. But Joanne Ross had wounded me with a simple, tossed-off phrase that hadn’t been wielded against me with any intention. 

Family holiday ski trip.

I really wasn’t part of their family.

I was just the alleged prostitute Joanne Ross came and had dug out of jail because she was monitoring her twenty-five-year-old son’s texts.

Speaking of whom: where in the fuck was Joe?

My chest started humming. I reached into my shirt and—

“No! Darla, please! I don’t need to see anything red and glowing.”

I slid my phone out from between my beastly breasts. I waggled it in front of her. “Phone. Don’t worry. And besides, I haven’t been wearing the nipple clamps that long. I’m sure my nips are still just pink.” 

“I meant the red-nosed—oh, God,” she muttered as I checked my texts and ignored her.

No text. Hmm. Notifications said I had a new Instagram picture from Joe. I opened it. 

“What the fuckity fucking fuck fuck is that?” I screamed.

It was a picture of Joe, wearing a candy-cane patterned g-string. His fine skin glistened in dim light, and he was surrounded by women about Joanne’s age, all touching my man. Mine.

Mine.

“Why are you growling?” Joanne asked, grabbing my phone out of my hand before I could stop her. Her eyes darted to the picture and if I coulda recorded her face in that moment, I woulda, because her eyes bugged out like someone squeezed her so hard they shot out on rubber bands.

“Is that Edie Chadron touching my son?” she screeched. “And why is Joey wearing a g-string and covered in money?”

“Money?” I snatched the phone back. Joe’s wrists had finally healed and he was playing bass again, but our next gig wasn’t scheduled until after the turn of the year, in Las Vegas. Tyler, aka Frown, had been filling in for Joe as our substitute bass player, but he and his girlfriend, Maggie, had their own side gigs going. At this precise moment, I didn’t give a shit about them, but the bottom line was that money was a little tight until the next gig, and if this is what made Joe resort to turning his cock into a joystick for old, rich women to ride on Christmas Eve, then I was about to start crying.

“I cannot believe that Edie Chadron, the chairwoman of the second-wave feminist organization she co-founded with my mother, is sticking her fingers all over my son’s buttocks!” Joanne fumed. “What in the hell is Edie thinking?” 

“I don’t know what half of that meant,” I said, scrutinizing the picture. By my eyeballing, Joe was wearing at least five hundred bucks in glossy money stuck all over his hips, g-string, ass and back.

Then I read the caption on the Instagram photo: 

Here Comes Santa Claus

“Ho ho fucking ho,” I hissed, texting Joe. The effort was silly. He hadn’t answered anyone else’s texts.

Texting Trevor was a worthless practice, too.

I tried Liam, using tact and grace with a text that read: WHY IS JOE WEARING A G-STRING AND COVERED IN MONEY?

I texted the same thing to Sam, because the germ of an idea began to grow in my mind.

And once you plant a seed in the fertile soil of my imagination, step back.

“Sam and Liam were strippers,” I muttered to myself, starting to pace on the sidewalk. “Now Joe’s in a g-string with a bunch of old women in that picture he sent from his account.”

“Hey!” Joanne barked. “They’re not old!” The skin under her eyes shot up in outrage, but her forehead stayed in place.

“Any of those women got a Snapchat account?”

“What’s Snapchat?”

I shook my head. “They’re old.”

“Is Snapchat like that Twitter thing?” she asked, frowning. Or, at least, I think she frowned. “Are you implying that because we’re not all up to date on the latest social media craze, we’re old?”

“You use your phone to talk to people, Joanne?”

“Yes.”

“Yer old.”

She opened her mouth to protest. I covered it with my palm. She shrank back.

“Anyhow, quit interrupting me. I’m thinking.”

“You’re quite the multi-tasker, aren’t you?” she said with a derisive snort.

I gave her the stink eye. “You ask a woman in a threesome relationship that question, Joanne, you might need to brace yourself for the answer.”

She paled.

“Look, you can stand here and gawk at your own son’s mighty fine hindquarters covered in money and—” I squinted at my screen. Then I shoved it in her face. “Is that a lipstick imprint on his ass?” 

Joanne pushed the phone out of her face and made a sound like a frustrated moose.

“But,” I continued, looking up into the night sky, the rest of my thought buried by an increasingly disturbing sense that something was very wrong. 

Cambridge lights crowded out the stars. I didn’t care. If the North Star was good enough to guide The Three Wise Men on Christmas Eve to find Jesus, and Mary, Joseph and baby Jesus had animals to huddle around them and keep them warm, then it was good enough to guide me to find my stripping, naked-ass boyfriends who were currently being kept warm by the overly enthusiastic huddling of an entirely different kind of mammal.

Genus: cougarious fornicatious. 

“But,” I said again, staring at Joe’s ass on my phone and realizing I wasn’t stuttering, I was just naming what I saw. “I, for one, am going to find my goddamned boyfriends and make them explain what in the hell they’re up to.” 




Chapter Two

Joe

“Oh, baby, you got one hell of a nice candy cane for me to lick,” the woman said, rubbing up against my oiled thighs, her hand searching for my sweet stick. She slipped a twenty in with the other bills that hung from that tiny piece of ropy fabric like palm leaf fronds. My g-string was an X-rated wallet. I was wearing more cash than I made from a single band performance most nights, and I’d only been stripping for fifteen minutes. 

That’s right.

Stripping.

Trevor caught my eye and gave me a look like a character in a Saw movie right before he was about to be eviscerated by set of electric hedge trimmers. Three women rubbed their hands over him like they were buffing a car hood. 

Fives and tens hung off his g-string, one twenty dollar bill plastered flat against his right buttock, curving to the concavity of his glutes as he moved and bent, legs muscles following the gyration of his hips as he danced.

Or, at least, tried to dance.

He really sucked.

None of the women cared. At the end of the night, we’d count up our tips and if he made more money than me, I’d be ripshit pissed. I’m way hotter. 

What the fuck? Why was I even thinking about that? I was a Penn law student on sabbatical between my second and third year of law school as my band made its big national tour breakthrough, and here I was worrying about whether I made more money as a stripper than my best friend? 

Yeah. That pretty much summed up my Christmas Eve.

“I’m going to kill Sam and Liam,” he called out to me. I gave him a thumbs’ up. A woman’s well-lipsticked mouth covered my thumb instantly, her teeth grazing the pad, her tongue sucking like she was twirling a candy cane. 

The sensation went straight to the root of my shaft, making it twitch.

No.

Cardinal rule of stripping, groaned at me and Trevor by a very sick Sam and Liam right before we agreed to this stupid, obscene, fucked-up job: never get a hard on. The women think it’s an engraved invitation.

I had to think to shrink.

Think. Imagine...my mom walking Mavis on a leash.

Ah. Sweet flaccidity. Limp as an overcooked Ramen noodle. 

“Why would you blame Sam and Liam for this?” I asked Trevor as I danced closer to him. The throng of ten or so women clinging to me moved like we were a pillar holding up the world. “It’s your fault they got food poisoning this afternoon,” I said through gritted teeth.

“How the fuck was I supposed to know the eel at that sushi place was bad? I don’t eat eel,” Trevor growled back. His growl turned upward two octaves as someone decided to reach down and give his jingle bells a little squeeze.

“You convinced us to try that place,” I said with a wince at the memory. “We warned you a restaurant called ‘Sushi Salvage’ was nothing but trouble.”

“It’s cheap. Sam and Liam are on a budget and we haven’t gotten our advance yet for—” His tone was defensive. We were both talking through fake smiles plastered on our faces. Most of the women were so drunk we could have recited the Gettysburg Address and they’d have cheered for us.

“The Yelp reviews were horrible.”

“Yelp is biased and you never can trust those reviews—” He yelped as someone added a stroke of his candy cane to the light bounce of his jingle bells.

We were dancing to some ‘80s song by Billy Idol. It wound down, followed by Nine Inch Nails’ Closer. 

Oh, shit. 

Trevor and I shared a look of twinned horror as a hundred women at this party all screamed out the main line from the song. You know. Of course you know it. You’ve seen “Magic Mike XXL,” right?

Every fucking woman at this party looked at us like we were Joe Manganiello and they were an extra in the film.

My jingle bells started tingling as the groping increased, the song pounding loud and hard, the technobeat impossible to not respond to.

Chickens in diapers. I had to think about chickens wearing diapers to—

Limp.

Whew.

As I gyrated and pretended I was a stripper in a movie, I watched Trevor leap in the air like the floor was electrified, dodging fingers and hands. We were the only entertainment at this Christmas Eve party. A long time ago, Sam and Liam had said yes to this singular gig. The money was spectacular, and their girlfriends had agreed it was fine. 

Then Trevor convinced us to go to Sushi Puke-o-rama and Sam and Liam happen to love eel. 

Bad eel, it turns out.

They’d been barfing their guts out a few hours ago, and the woman who ran the stripping entertainment company couldn’t find substitutes.

Trevor, in his infinite guilt, had offered us up as tribute.

You think tribute is hyperbole? This is The Hunger Games, all right. These women are starving for our flesh. Look at that cougar over there, her palms clenching Trevor’s ass like she’s auditioning his cheeks for a porn movie.

The surprised look on his face makes me think she slipped him a little something while doing her eval.

And I don’t mean a twenty in his g-string.

Flash! 

A blinding white light made my brain hurt for a microsecond, then someone pinched my right nipple. Hard. So hard I gasped, then felt ten thousands hands crawl up and down my body, palms lubed up with the oil Sam and Liam had insisted we use. 

Peppermint scented, in honor of the holiday.

Ho ho ho. A hundred of them, all looking at us like they wanted to touch Santa’s sac.

I left off the K for a reason.

I looked down, the song’s lyrics infused in me, and saw the crown of a blonde head, unruly curls falling over her shoulders.

Darla?

I reached down, driven by pure instinct, and tipped the woman’s chin up to meet my eyes.

No. Not Darla. A woman somewhere between my age and my mother’s, wearing heavy eye makeup and glitter across her eyelids, eyes brown and swimming with the unfocused look of someone who’d had more than a few drinks. She took my gesture as an invitation and slid her hands up the backs of my calves, trapping me in place.

A cold line of dread started at the base of my cock and traveled up my spine, settling into my teeth, making me ache for freedom.

This was a bad, bad idea.

Fuck Trevor and his discount sushi.

The blonde’s hands circled around and up between my knees, her actions gaining the attention of the other women.

Flash! 

Another picture taken. None of these cougars knew anything about social media, right? I didn’t have to worry about these pics on YouTube or Instagram or Snapchat. They might post it on Facebook, but who cared? No one under forty was on Facebook anymore.

I was safe.

“You owe me big time for this,” I snapped as Trevor floated by, a woman in his arms, ten more doing a conga line behind him. A conga line to the song “Closer.” 

I stilled, freezing in place, and not because the blonde at my knees had her nose in my crotch like she was doing her best golden retriever imitation.

I just stared at Trevor and blinked.

After that week on the island of Eden, I thought I’d really seen it all. Nope. This was new.

Because the woman Trevor was carrying had slipped a dog collar on his neck, and the woman behind him had attached a leash.

Candy cane patterned, of course.

“Closer” ended, and then...

“Here Comes Santa Claus” came on, making the women clap and cheer as Trevor took little bouncy steps. He played up to the crowd and reached into his g-string. How he managed to keep anything in there was a mystery to me, but hey—

Mine was stuffed full. Enough said. No room at the inn for anything more.

He pulled out a tiny set of actual little jingle bells with red ribbons attached to them, and slid them over his balls, on the outside of the g-string.

Then he jumped.

Money floated in the air over his head as the chicks lost it. Just lost it. Mayhem reigned for the next five minutes and I felt like I was in a collagen and estrogen-filled mosh pit. 

Which perfectly described this party.

We weren’t allowed to drink. Strippers had to be sober. No drugs. Pure, unadulterated sensuality and plenty of skin was what we were being paid to provide. No escapism. We were making a solid four figures each, plus tips, to wiggle asses, touch the women (without crossing any major lines), and give them their escapism. 

Not ours.

I loosened up and laughed at Trevor’s antics. Then I remembered something I’d tucked into the Santa hat I wore. Sam and Liam had suggested we hide personal items in there, because we wouldn’t have access to our clothes or coats for most of the ninety minute gig, so I had wisely attached the Rudolph the Red-Nosed reindeer nipple clamps to the inside of my hat.

I was a Boy Scot. You know the motto.

“Santa Claus is coming!” someone screamed, and then a friendly hand—way, way too friendly—stroked my shaft over my candy-cane g-string. I rose like Santa up the chimney, driven by basic biology and blood flow rather than Christmas magic. 

Ho fucking ho, no.

I grabbed the offending hand and lifted her up in my arms, the crowd separating as if I were Moses parting the red sea.

Without thinking, I held up the nipple clamp and turned it on.

“Oooooh,” the crowd said in unison. Even Trevor’s conga line stopped.

I set the woman down, a lithe, tiny lady who reminded me of my mother just enough to make my half-hard self soften beautifully.

Pretending to touch her boob, I reached instead for my own nipple and attached the clamp.

And instantly felt a wave of appreciation for Darla, who was wearing a full set of these right now at my insistence. I felt like a rat was gnawing my nip off from the inside out.

Catcalls, hoots, and a spray of money greeted my little stunt.

And flashes. So many flashes.

The song changed to “I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus” and that’s the last time I saw Trevor for thirty minutes. I’m pretty sure that was the last full breath I took, too. So many flavors of lipstick. So many colors.

Colors I tasted.

Until the world faded into nothing but lipstick, wine, and my favorite scent:

Money.

* * *

Time lost its meaning for a while there.

You would think that my dick had magically transformed itself into the North Star, because nearly every woman at this Christmas Eve party was using it as a beacon for navigating the room, touching it at least once as if it were a landmark along the journey to the bar.

At Harvard, on campus, there’s this statue of one of the founders of the college. During exam weeks, students rub his shoe for good luck. The shoe is shiny, while the rest of the statue has a darkened patina.

My cock was getting rubbed so much was shining like that foot. 

You could even say it glowed.

A tap on my shoulder made me jump. In the hour we’d been stripping, no one had touched me there. Such a benign spot. I should have felt self-conscious wearing only a g-string in this crowded room with all these women, but oddly enough, I didn’t. 

I saw the appeal of stripping, and understood a little better why Liam got into it, and why Sam joined him. It was all fun and games, right?

I shifted slightly and pulled at the butt floss. That one chick, though, who decided to give me a little extra tip...that wasn’t the kind of tip I was looking for, if you know what I mean.

Trevor’s deep voice was music to my ears in a room full of horny, drunk sopranos. “Dude, the hostess says we can take a break. She spread some towels on her bed and has drinks and snacks for us in there.”

“Why? To fatten us up before the slaughter?” We were being eyed and sized. Money was changing hands between various women and it was clear there was some sort of wager being negotiated.

He chuckled. “No. But we get a ten minute breather and then we have twenty more minutes of this hellhole.”

“A hellhole you dug for us with your turned eel.”

“Drop it, okay? It’s not like I went into that Japanese restaurant and personally planted tainted fish. We’re doing our best to make up for it.”

“That’s the problem,” I ground out as we walked down the hallway to the bedroom the hostess set up for us. My ears were ringing, Trevor’s argument buried under the shrill sounds that faded into a high-pitched whine that wouldn’t leave my head for two days.

“What’s the problem?”

“We. This we shit. You dragged me into this. I didn’t do anything wrong!” My thighs slid against each other like pistons. 

“Would it kill you to help out friends in need?” Trevor rummaged in his coat and pulled out his smartphone, then snatched up a bottled water from a silver tray. The room was decorated in lavish purples and deep adobes, mosaic tiles covering the ceiling, but with a giant, human-sized mirror embedded right over the bed. 

The hair on the back of my neck—the parts that weren’t covered in oil—began to stand up.

I pointed to the ceiling and swallowed half a bottle of water. Trevor tipped his chin up, drank, and then sprayed me as his eyes tracked what I was noting. 

“Jesus Christ, Trev? What the hell?” I grabbed a towel and began wiping myself. The water just beaded on my naked skin. Damn. I had more oil on me than my grandma’s Thanksgiving turkey.

“Are we being set up for a reality television show, Joe? I mean, for real.” Trevor gestured at his g-string. I followed his hands, looking at his limp little ball of striped sadness. 

Between the two of us, he might have been taller, more tan, and he headlined the band, but I had the bigger package.

“Quit comparing my junk with yours,” he said, as if he read my mind.

“I don’t do that, dude,” I lied.

He ignored me and returned his attention to his phone. “Damn. Seventy-three notifications. What the...oh, God!”

“What?”

“Grab your phone.”

I searched my jacket. No phone. 

“It’s gone!”

“Oh, no,” he groaned. “Darla’s in jail!”

“JAIL?”

“She’s been texting us for hours!” Trevor has always been a pretty mellow guy. Sometimes too mellow, unless he’s stealing peyote and chickens. He ran a shaking hand through his hair, those bright eyes widening with the dawning realization of his own words.

“Why is she in jail?” I asked, patting down all my clothes. No phone. I came here with it. Where the fuck was my phone?

Trevor fingered his glass screen. His face soured, like he smelled something bad, and then he thrust his screen in my face.

“Why are you taking pictures of yourself on Instagram?”

I opened my mouth to argue with him, but the evidence made me shut my mouth. He was right. My ass, covered in hanging paper money, was on display in the photo.

“I can’t take that kind of picture of myself with my phone. My phone that I don’t have!” I snapped back.

Trevor ignored me, grabbed his phone, and scrolled through various sections of his phone. “Fuck! She was arrested a few hours ago. Her newest text says she’s with your mother in Cambridge, trying to find us.”

The world cracked in two. Hot lava and cold nitrogen poured into every molecule of my body at the same time.

“Darla is with my mother?”

“Yes.”

“My mother. Joanne Ross? Tiny little thing filled with more Botox than blood? Puts diapers on chickens?”

“Do you have another mother I don’t know about?”

“Shut up.”

Trevor squinted. “Darla’s last text is from about ten minutes ago. Said she’s in central Square and your mom bailed her out and—”

“MY MOTHER BAILED MY GIRLFRIEND OUT OF JAIL?” I bum-rushed Trevor and crowded around him, pressing hard against his back to try to read the screen. We were spooning, except it wasn’t romantic.

It was frantic.

The bedroom door shot open, the hostess—Edie? Edna?—halting in her tracks when she saw us.

“Oh. That explains so much,” she said, drawing out her words. Within a second three faces appeared over her shoulder, gawking. Then ten. Then too many. 

“Ooh, they’re into each other? I love male-male romance novels. This is like having one come to life!” someone called out. 

One of the women reached into her purse and pulled out a thick wad of dollars. “How much to watch you two go at it?” she shouted.

“This is so much better than the M/M YouPorn channel!” another chirped.

Soon the hostess was taking money from eight thousand hands, and held a stack of dollars bigger than my cock.

Which meant it was substantial.

This all happened in a matter of twenty seconds, during which I peeled myself off Trevor’s back, the slick viscosity of our well-oiled skin making the motion more sensual than I ever—ever—wanted to feel.

With him.

“We’re not gay,” Trevor protested, standing up and revealing a candy cane that begged to argue the opposite.

All eyes tilted down to observe his crotch.

“And the part of Pinocchio will be played by....” the hostess murmured.

“I knew the stockings were hung on Christmas Eve, but it turns out lots of things are hung on this magical night,” someone else said with a low whistle. 

More cash started flying into the room.

“Seriously not gay!” I shouted, adrenaline flooding my body. Darla was just sprung from jail, bailed out by my mom. Neither one of them knew where we were. Someone at this party had my phone and was posting pictures of me all over my own social media channels. 

And I had just rubbed up against Trevor’s ass and given him a hard on.

Merry Fucking Christmas.

“I’ll give all of you a kiss if you stop this crazy idea!” Trevor announced, covering his package with a pillow from the bed.  

“How about you kiss him and we pay you....” The hostess added the wad in her hands. “Three thousand, nine-hundred and twenty-three dollars.”

“Plus this awesome new iPhone I found outside on the steps!” another person shouted, holding up my phone.

“That’s mine!” I called out, walking across the room and reaching over the crowd to get it back.

Hold on. Did someone just offer us nearly four thousand dollars for a single kiss?

I looked at Trevor with the dispassionate once-over of a business man who did, in fact, have a price.

He was kissable, I guess, if you’re into guys. For my half of four grand, I could slip him some tongue.

She pulled her arm away like this was a game of monkey in the middle. “Not until we see a little kiss.”

I planted one on the hostess, stalling for time. She slipped me some wine-flavored tongue. Aged wine. Fine, aged wine, like the kind my mom drinks. 

I winced.

“STOP!” Trevor thundered, marching up behind me and pulling me away from the kiss.

“Ooo, he’s jealous,” someone taunted.

Something pushed against my hip. “Get your cock off of me,”I whispered through one side of my mouth.

“I can’t help it. Biology!” Trevor hissed back. “Not my fault you rubbed up against me and made the blood go there.” 

“Think to shrink,” I commanded. Now was no time to argue. 

“What?”

“Imagine my mom walking Mavis on a leash.”

The hardness disappeared.

“Thanks, man,” he said, gratitude infusing his words. “But eww. I won’t get hard for another week.” 

“Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” the group chanted, frothy and excited by the prospect of some man-on-man action. 

We might share Darla, but we had never—not once—shared anything else more intimate than a moment of an arm brushed up against a leg, or an awkward look while figuring out logistics with six legs, six arms, two cocks, two luscious tits, and three mouths. 

I won’t lie. I have had my moments of wondering.

But that’s it. 

Moments. 

Wondering.

Not an actual re-enactment of Brokeback Mountain, twenty-first century Boston version.

“We’re not gay!” Trevor and I shouted in unison. 

“Then pretend!” the hostess called back. “We’re up to four-thousand, four hundred bucks. Let’s make it an even five grand, ladies, and see if these boys will make it a menage. I’ll take bids on their third!”

And with that, Trevor and I stopped arguing.

Fuck integrity. Fuck Sam and Liam. Fuck the entertainment company.

We grabbed our coats and left.

Darla was somewhere out there, desperate and at her wits end.

She had to be if she’d called my mother for help.




Chapter Three

Trevor

As we dashed out of the house and shoved our way through more women, a flash of red metal in someone’s taloned hand caught my eye, and I retrieved Joe’s phone. Our coats only fell to ass length, which didn’t stop the groping, but by the time we piled out into the frosty December night, we were at least covered in something other than peppermint oil, under-eye concealer, and money.

“I feel like I just made it through the porno version of Tough Mudder,” Joe gasped.

The distant sound of bell ringers with their ubiquitous red pots made the sharp, cold air seem even more surreal after the hot, stuffy apartment and the even hotter mess we’d just escaped.

“What the fuck was that?” I choked out, flipping off my boots and struggling into my jeans. “Felt like a Monty Python skit combined with a James Deen porno short.” I grabbed an iron railing that was ice cold, covered in icicles, but that helped me get into my pants. Parts of the denim stuck to my skin. Funny. The oil should make this easy.

“We’re way better looking than James Deen,” Joe scoffed. He was shrugging into his shirt and sweater, and we made quick time of getting completely dressed.

And then the front door burst open, five women in various states of dress running down the steps.

“Don’t go!” they begged. “Please! We’re sorry.”

“Things got out of hand,” someone else shouted. 

“No, lady,” Joe snapped. “My thing got in too many hands!”

I gritted my teeth. We had already blown this for Sam and Liam. Hopefully, their boss would still pay us so we could pay them.

“I’m so sorry,” said the hostess. “Really. We just ask that you not report us.”

“Report—what?” Joe’s mouth flew open in surprise, a burst of fog pouring out in the chilly night air. 

“Report us. We’re a group of church organists who decided to have a little fun on Christmas Eve, after we performed all our evening services, and...”

Church organists?

“You’re adept at handling organs all right,” Joe mumbled.

I shook my head slightly. “Did you say church organists? Like, you play hymns on Sunday mornings?”

“A few of us brought our mothers to this party. Some of us do the organ thing part-time while we finish degrees in music. There’s even an opera singer or two in there,” one of the younger women said. 

“I know I hit a high note once or twice when people handled my organ,” I said, starting to laugh. Being clothed and away from prying hands made the situation seem more absurd, and less powerful.

Joe shot me a death glare. “None of this is funny.”

“All of this is funny,” I countered. 

“Having our girlfriend in jail isn’t funny.”

The group gasped.

“Your girlfriend is in jail?” one of them asked me.

“Our girlfriend,” Joe corrected her.

“You share?” Murmurs burbled through the group, and then the hostess peered at Joe, studying him carefully. The air changed, electrified with the whispered intensity of ladies who needed some external excitement and were getting more than they expected. 

“Wait a minute! I know you,” said the oldest of the group, a woman I’d seen with her hands all over Joe’s ass earlier this evening.

“Oh, dear!” she shouted. “You’re Joanne Ross’s son. The boy from that video with the gerbil!”

I smothered a grin.

“And you’re the boy who helped save his life!” she said, looking at me with a glowing countenance that just made Joe turn a deeper shade of purple.

“Here,” she insisted, shoving the giant stack of money into my hands. “This is for your girlfriend. Whatever she did, I’m sure you’ll need help. And we certainly would never expect you two to have live sex for money!”

“Sure we would!” someone else protested.

I dropped some of the dollar bills on the ground. Joe scrambled over and picked them up, cocking one eyebrow and giving me a look that said, Do we dare take it? 

Either that, or Can we get more out of them? 

Knowing Joe, it was the latter.

“We could lose our jobs if this little party made its way online. Please don’t twat us,” the hostess begged. 

Joe snickered.

“Tweet,” I corrected. “Don’t worry. Twitter is passé. People only use it to try to sell stuff now, or track sports stuff. Nothing important actually happens there. And we won’t out you. But someone did post pictures of Joe while he was stripping, and those are all over Instagram.”

“What’s Instagram?” someone asked. I looked. Over forty. Knew it. 

“But they’re only of him, right?” the hostess asked, frowning and pointing at Joe. “None of us were on camera. No one took a picture of our faces.” 

“Plenty of pics of my ass, but none of your faces,” Joe answered.

Relief poured through the crowd.

I reached for the hostess and dipped her back for a kiss, imitating Liam when he was on stage and playing the crowd. The kiss was sweet, the woman laughing the whole time. 

Joe shoved the bills in his pockets and in under a minute, we’d kissed every single one of them and let them take selfies with us.

And with that, we ran into the night to catch the train, off to find Darla. 

We boarded the train to Cambridge and I settled in to read all my notifications.

Bzzz.

Where the fuck are you two? Darla texted.

I handed Joe his phone, his face lighting up at the sight. He struggled to keep all the cash in his pockets and not draw the attention of two drunk, pee-scented dudes eyeing us with yellowed corneas and expressions that put me on notice.

In Davis Square. On our way to you. Where are you? I replied.

In hell, she answered.

Still with Joanne? I typed.

You guessed? she answered.

Well, hell...you know. I hope you’re okay, I texted back.

And then she never answered.

Ten minutes after her last text, Joe turned to me with a grim look.

“I’m pretty sure I know where she is.”




Chapter Four

Joe

“Told you,” I said, nudging Trevor as we walked through the door at Jeddy’s Diner. Darla was alone, sitting at a booth, her phone face-down on the scarred tabletop, about as useless as Trevor’s hard-on at the party half an hour ago. 

“I can’t believe she’s here.” We walked in the door and Darla looked up, her eyes lifting but chin staying down, jaw set with a kind of grim determination that made my stomach twist a little.

Whatever we’d been through these past few hours, it had paled in comparison to Darla’s experiences.

A cup of coffee, still steaming, sat in front of her, with a second coffee on the other side of the booth. Two water glasses. Trev and I shared a look of questioning, but right now was not the time to drill her.

“You found me,” she said, dejected and forlorn. Darla’s head hung low, her hair limp and a few pieces dirty at the ends. She was wearing a coat I didn’t recognize, open and unzipped. It was covered in paint splotches and had the frayed look of a hand-me-down. Underneath I saw red suspenders over her shoulders and a dingy, rust-stained white silk shirt. If we were back at our apartment right now, I’d strip her naked, throw away every stitch of clothing and make her take a shower until the hot water ran out. 

I looked under the booth. Unlaced construction boots, the color of a golden retriever puppy, flopped on the ground next to her bare feet.

“We found you,” Trevor said, his voice filled with a nervous questioning. If I spoke, I’d sound the same. We both frowned, then stayed silent. Darla would have to take the lead here. Too many questions swirled through my mind, and I was still trying to recover from the bizarre reality of that church organist strip-a-thon.

“About time. Where in the hell have you been?” Her voice sounded well-used, like she’d been at a football game, screaming for the home team. Yet her volume was low. Energy depleted. A part of me chilled with a kind of fear and concern I don’t think I’ve ever felt before in my life. This wasn’t our normal, exuberant, louder-by-a-notch-than-normal Darla. 

“Humping the elves at the North Pole?” said a voice from behind us. If zombies could talk, this is what they’d sound like. I pivoted to find myself face to face with a thousand-year-old raisin.

“Thanks, Madge,” Darla muttered as the old waitress threw down a plate of fried food and some kind of chocolate pie, plus a peppermint ice cream sundae. 

“Get you boys anything?” Madge leaned toward me and sniffed. “You already smell like a candy cane sundae.” She sniffed again, then pointed to the parfait dish. The skin on her face crumpled like a paper bag balled up in your hand right before you pitch it in the trash. Madge shook her head and turned her attention to Trevor. 

“Just more of whatever Darla’s having,” Trevor muttered, bending down to sit across from her. Madge shrugged and high-tailed it to the kitchen, typing on some electronic device that looked like a smartphone with a stylus. 

“There you are!” screeched a new voice. 

I didn’t turn around. I didn’t have to. I knew who that was. I arched one eyebrow and caught Darla’s eye.

“Your mom’s here with me,” she said drolly.

“I noticed.”

Hands pressed into my shoulders, her strength surprising. 

“Hi, Mom,”

“’Hi, Mom?’ ‘Hi, Mom?’ I see your naked ass plastered all over the Internet and all you can say is ‘Hi, Mom?’”  

I still didn’t want to turn around. 

“I should say,” she added, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “I see your naked ass plastered all over the Internet again. Joey, do you have any idea how expensive that Internet reputation manager was? We just scrubbed all the search results for your name on Google. You can finally search for Joe Ross and not get that damn video of you with the gerbil clinging to your...with Darla’s breasts hanging out the window...with Trevor’s naked chest—”  

“Jesus, lady, cut the fucking apron strings,” Madge cracked as she delivered a pot of coffee and two more mugs.

Mom’s hands on my shoulders turned into talons.

“Excuse me?” If a surgeon’s scalpel had a voice, it would be my mom’s. 

Now I really didn’t want to turn around.

Darla’s head lifted slowly, the corners of her mouth rising up in a grin. Her eyes flashed with the kind of eagerness I’d seen in those green, glowing pools of sweetness only when something big is about to happen. 

And a showdown between my mother and Madge qualified.

Trevor poured a cup of coffee and watched my mom and the old waitress. I faced him and tried to catch his eye. He looked at Darla instead, who shot him a grin and rallied.

Great. Nothing like bloodsport to cheer up our girlfriend. Darla would have fit in under Caligula’s reign. 

“Are you deaf, or does all the Botox you pump into those veins bunch up in your ears and block your hearing?” Madge said to my mom, who inhaled sharply. 

If I turned around, I would become a pillar of salt. I knew it. Instead, I moved slowly toward Darla’s side of the booth and slid in next to her, careful to move slowly lest I catch the attention of a predator.

Using peripheral vision, I watched the two of them face each other, Madge’s cat-butt mouth twisted with what I thought was a smile. Mom’s eyebrows were raised. Yeah, they were. It didn’t look like it, but they were.

My mom put her hand up to her ear and cupped it. “I’m so sorry. I can’t hear you over the sound of your nipples dragging on the ground, like fingernails on a chalkboard. You used them to dig the trenches for the original Boston subway system, right?”

“Ewww,” Darla and I said in unison. Trevor’s eyes flicked down to look at Madge’s chest, and he shuddered.

Madge’s face split into a smile. Either that, or it tore wide open, like a mummy’s arm being exposed to sunlight. 

“Jesus, Joanne, how long’s it been?”

The two hugged.

I caught Trevor’s eye. “What the fuck did you slip us?”

“Huh?”

“I must be high as a kite, and it’s got to be your fault, because my mother and Madge are next to us, insulting each other and hugging, which can only mean one thing.”

“What?” Darla asked, her eyes still on the huggers.

“Trevor slipped us a bunch of bad shrooms and this is all just part of some drug-induced dream.”

Darla shoved a long-handled spoon into a peppermint ice-cream sundae and stuffed half a scoop of ice cream in her mouth. “Tasty delusion,” she muttered around the lump on her tongue.

“Twenty-five years,” Mom answered Madge, rolling her eyes up to pull the exact time frame from memory. “When we lived in that little hovel a few blocks away and Herb and I were managing Joey’s medical issues.”

Madge’s eyes went troubled, the skin bagging around them like a loose elephant’s pelt. She turned to me. “Joey. Baby Joey.” She smacked her forehead. “You mean this little uptight asshole is baby Joey?”

Trevor grinned at me.

“This is better than any peyote I’ve ever eaten,” he said, digging in to share Darla’s sundae. 

I flipped him the middle finger.

He stuck an onion ring on it.

Darla

As if the night couldn’t get any fucking weirder, there I was, sitting in Jeddy’s, stuffing my face with a peppermint sundae and more fried food than my Uncle Mike can eat in a week, and Joe’s mom turns out to be bitchy besties with Madge.

Madge!

I fully expected most of the booths to empty, for driverless cars to crash, and for me to be left behind (duh) as the Rapture took the chosen, for the end was definitely fucking nigh.

“Ignore them,” Joe ordered. He opened his mouth to ask me a series of questions that I knew would come out like I was being cross examined, so I inserted a glob of ice cream sundae in his mouth.

And then my boobs started to vibrate.

I reached between them to answer my phone and found a half-licked piece of candy cane stuck under one of them. When you are big breasted, all kind of things get stuck under the girls. Bobby pins. Food crumbs. Smartphone screen protectors. Condoms (not used—don’t be gross). 

Don’t judge. Unless you’ve been cursed with an overabundant supply of mammary parts, you wouldn’t understand.

You know how there’s that thing called “the pencil test” in middle school? Where you take a pencil and put it under your naked boob and if it stays put, your breasts are big enough?

Yeah. I played that.

Only I could do it with a baseball bat.

In fourth grade.

My phone was actually ringing. From a call.

It was Josie.

The night was getting worse.

“This better be important because I smell like camel urine and am wearing a shirt that has jail jizz stains on it,” I announced into the phone.

“Uhhh,” said a deep man’s voice. “Darla?”

It was Alex. I supposed I should have apologized for that greeting, but I was about as apologetic as Donald Trump at a feminist rally. 

“Yep. I’m here. What’s going on, Alex?”

“Josie wanted me to call and just check in about tomorrow.” 

“Hold on.” I looked at the clock. “It’s 11:14 p.m. Why on earth are you calling me so late?”

“I just got off my shift. Christmas Eve. Do you have any idea how many people decide tonight’s the night to get those giant candy-filled plastic candy canes out and use them as butt plugs?” He sighed. “It’s been a long evening.”

I was speechless. It takes a lot to make me unable to talk, especially after having a woman named Camel Toe Sanchez snuggle up to me in jail and ask me to pull out the two cigarettes she was hiding in a condom up her ass (“I’ll share one with you!”).

Alex just trumped that.

“Darla?”

“I’m here. Barely. Thanks,” I croaked. “I’m supposed to have visions of sugar plums dancing through my head tonight. Instead, I get to imagine a Target holiday checkout line special shoved up random strangers’ poop chutes.”

Did Jeddy’s suddenly go silent, or what? Maybe the stereo system crapped out, because every set of eyes was suddenly on me.

“What?” I shouted to Joe, Trevor, Joanne, Madge, and the other losers stuck in a twenty-four-hour diner on Christmas Eve. “You people never heard a woman talk to her uncle about other people shoving things up their asses?”

“No. Remarkably, I can’t say I have,” Joanne said.

“Well, Alex does this for a living.”

“He removes items from anuses for a living?” Joanne’s smirk made me twitch.

“Right. Bet he could help you with your head.”

“DARLA!” Alex boomed into my phone.

“Doesn’t the peppermint burn?” I asked him, distracted by my wondering. “Because once, I got my vaginal yeast cream mixed up with someone’s tube of BenGay and let me tell you—” 

“I AM NOT TALKING ABOUT WORK RIGHT NOW!”

Who knew Alex could yell?

“Geez,” I muttered into the phone. “I wasn’t talking about work.”

“Your nether regions are not my preferred topic of conversation on Christmas Eve.” If my daddy had lived, I have a feeling this is the exact tone of voice I’d have heard, oh, eight hundred times or so by now. But my daddy died when I was four, and Uncle Mike never talked to me like this. He just bellowed and threw the TV Guide at me when he didn’t like something I said. 

“Since when did my nether regions become work for you, Alex?” I replied. He couldn’t see my smirk, but somehow, I got the sense he felt it. 

“You want me to count the ways?” Yep. I was right. “First, your friend Amy and the cell phone she got caught in her vagina. Then there was the giant chunk of wallpaper and your anus after your party here at the apartment. And if that weren’t bad enough, the gerbil claw extraction from your boyfriend’s ass involved a consultation on my part—”

“You sound like Josie! They say couples who spend enough time together start to take on each other’s personalities, Alex, but man, the lecture....”

“Time,” he snapped.

“And besides, only one of those incidents involved my nether regions. Technically.” 

“TIME!”

I heard a female voice in the background say, “Who are you yelling at?”

“Tell Josie I’ll be there tomorrow at two o’clock. And ask her if she knows any good defense lawyers.”

“I heard that!” Josie shrieked. “It’s Christmas Eve! What’s she talking about, defense lawyers? Darla Jo Jennings, what kind of mess have you gotten yourself—” 

Click.

Joe

I could hear Josie through Darla’s phone. I watched Darla pluck the thin silk of her neckline forward, then reach down between those luscious breasts, sliding out her phone from where she often tucked it in. Her shirt was stained and it sagged, as if someone had pulled on the cloth and overstretched it.

Her eyes had that slightly-hollow look to them, the kind of expression you get when you can’t quite believe that this is what your life has become.

I remembered that feeling all too well.

Hanging from a window naked, bleeding, my broken bones grinding against each other as I clung for dear life to Trevor’s hands, a gerbil trying to turn my ass into the Chunnel.

So yeah. I could relate.

“What are you charged with?” I asked her, my heart racing. Might as well get to the point. I knew I shouldn’t ask, but... 

“Prostitution.”

“For what?”

“Blowing Santa Claus behind the vegan restaurant for a $5 gas card.”

I didn’t know my brain could explode into a thousand pounds of glitter the color of Darla’s eyes, but there you go. It just did.

“You—what?” Darla doesn’t even own a car. 

“I know,” she said, eyes wide with disbelief. “I tried to tell the chick who worked the counter at the restaurant that swallowing is, in fact, vegan, but she—”

“YOU WHAT?”

She snorted. “Kidding!” Palms up, an act of surrender I’d never seen in Darla before, she looked at me. As seconds passed, her eyes filled with shiny tears. Her face began to tremor, tightening with the movement of tiny muscles reacting to an outpouring of emotion.

My God.

She was falling apart, right before my eyes.

Whether she really gave a BJ to Kris Kringle or not, I wasn’t going to stand there and watch her crumple like a tissue. My arms went around her, hands filling with wild, unruly blonde waves, and as she sank into my chest, I felt her relax.

Then tense.

“Why are you covered in oil that reeks of the perfume counter at Nordstrom’s? And you smell like money.”

Oh, shit.

“I was stripping,” I replied. Honesty is the best policy. Lying to Darla was like watching a presidential primary debate. You’d end up more confused in the end, and it was a pointless waste of time. 

She made a dismissive sound in the back of her throat that made my hair stand on end. The unoiled hairs, at least.

Darla sounded exactly like my mother when she made that sound.

“Let me get this straight,” she said in a voice that made it clear this was only the beginning of a fiery, self-righteous blowout that was going to end with her screaming and, possibly, incredible make-up sex that would end with hair pulling and bite marks all over asses. 

I was getting hard just thinking about it, but then I realized my cock couldn’t stand up all the way. It was stuck.

That candy cane one of those women had shoved down my pants left a sugary sheen, making my foreskin cling to my lower abs like the NFL clung to Deflategate and just would not let go. 

“It’s Christmas Eve,” Darla continued. “I am standing here smelling like camel urine, wearing flip flops from the local Salvation Army, a pair of Santa pants with suspenders, and a silk long john top that is so filthy it might as well be made from ground up silk worms that crawled out of a West Virginia coal mine.”

I nodded and shifted, trying to unstick my dick without shoving my hand in my pants and escalating this situation.

“And I have criminal charges against me that involve being accused of putting my mouth on the head of a penis owned by a homeless man named Tortilla, who has a chicken he keeps on a leash. A chicken named Popsicle.”

I nodded again. Silence was the best approach when Darla was about to go batshit nuclear.

“Your mama came and bailed me out of jail—jail—because she was snooping through your text messages and decided to hunt me down to find you.”

I didn’t nod. I didn’t move. This Darla fit was taking a turn I had not anticipated.

Wait. My mom? My text messages? I opened my mouth to ask, but—

“And you’re going on a family ski trip without meeeeeee.....”

Whoa. Plot twist. I half expected to see Fonzie ride right past us on a jet ski dragging Jaws behind him.

“Meanwhile,” she sobbed, “You and Trevor have started stripping? Stripping? Taking your clothes off for money?” Her cheeks looked so deliciously pink after her time in the cold, winter’s night, the moonlight from outside bouncing off the stains on her silk top as it glittered through the plate glass window at Jeddy’s. 

She was disgustingly glorious, and my penis sprang loose from its sugary incarceration with a dull thud that made the strain of the g-string twisted between my ass cheeks cause me to squint.

Ow. A hair was caught somewhere along that piece of butt floss, like an anal epilady. 

“Why are you winking at me?” Darla raged.

“I’m not.” Shift. Ow. Wink. 

“Don’t lie! You’re doin’ it right now!”

“I’ve got a pubic hair caught in my g-string.” With a massive yank, I jutted one hip up and ripped the thing out from the root. 

“That is a sentence no woman ever, ever expects to hear from her man, Joe.”

“That is a sentence no man ever expects to utter to his girlfriend, Darla.”

Silence yawned between us. She cracked first.

“You done talkin’ about the hair across your ass? Because I got ice cream and fried foods that ain’t gonna eat themselves.” 

And then suddenly, I was kissing her. She tasted like candy cane and a sweetness that came from a sugar in her soul. Not on her tongue. A warm, wet sigh came from the back of her throat, like she was humming my name as our tongues played together, finding joy in an endless string of hours that felt like a giant joke. 

When my hand slid against the nape of her neck and pressed her closer, my fingers found the silky strands of her blonde hair, matted and caught, like a tangled web designed to make me stay in place.

This time, it was me who sighed, my breath like a mantra that said only Darla’s name.

We paused the kisses, foreheads touching, her chest rising and falling with the deep breaths of someone who could finally take their fill of air and catch up to baseline. To normal.

Whatever that is.

She felt dirty and soft, vulnerable and strong, and while my eyes nearly crossed from being so close to her, when I looked at Darla, I saw more than a ragged, exhausted woman who’d been in jail earlier for committing a sin against God and, maybe worse, against a beloved Christmas icon. 

I saw my future.

“My mom mentioned the family ski trip,” I said, gathering my thoughts. It was hard to do that when all I wanted was to breathe in every bit of air Darla let out into the world, so I could take in as much of her as was humanly possible. My arms shifted around her, my body half covering hers, as if I could shield her from anything more that might cause hurt.

“Have fun,” she said bitterly.

“I won’t go if you aren’t allowed to go. And Trevor,” I added.

She jolted in my arms. “Then you’re not going, because there’s no way your mom’s letting me and Trevor go on something that important.” She was skeptical. She was negative. She was right.

But there was something else in Darla’s voice in that moment, and it made me realize I’d said exactly the right thing. We’d been together for two and a half years, and experienced so many travails, from Trevor’s disappearances to my multi-bone breaks a few months ago. I knew how to comfort her. Challenge her. Gentle her and obey her. 

And every time I said or did the right thing to make her feel better, it was like realizing I could perform a miracle.

Best feeling on earth.

We looked up and over, my eyes catching Trevor’s. He’d finished off half the food and watched us.

“Family ski trip?”

“Yeah.”

“To Sunday River?” That was the ski resort in Maine my parents favored. While Stowe, Vermont, was where all the status-conscious people went, and was the place you’d expect my mother to choose, her love of Sunday River came from a place of genuine enjoyment. It was an aberration. 

“Right.”

“And you’re going to ask your mom to let me and Darla go?”

“Mmmm hmmmm.”

“Good luck with that.” He reached across the able to give me a fist bump.

His confidence was underwhelming.

My Mom and Madge chatted like best friends catching up after a long absence. Mom had been a Jeddy’s regular? Madge had met me when I was a baby? How much more was there that I didn’t know about my mother? I’d spent nearly all of my life making assumptions about her. Correct assumptions. Assumptions based on her behaviors.

And yet it turned out she was far more complex and nuanced than I’d ever given her credit for being.

Between her revelation that she, Dad and Gene were in a long-term, permanent threesome and how she reached out to rescue Darla in her moment of need and now learning she used to come to this dive diner in—

Wait.

Hold on.

Mom rescued Darla in jail.

How did Mom know to rescue Darla in jail? What was this about my text messages? 

“How did my mom know where you were?” I asked Darla, ignoring Trevor. 

“She’s been monitoring your texts.”

“She what?” I snorted. “I thought you were joking.”

Darla just raised an eyebrow.

“No fucking way.”

“Way,” Darla said.

Trevor just let out a low whistle. “That’s bad, man,” he said, shaking his head. “You’re a quarter of a century old and your mom’s still trying to wipe your ass.”

I leapt to my feet and was across the diner, blind rage drawing me to my mom. I interrupted her conversation.

“You’ve been monitoring my cell phone?” I growled at her.

Mom just kept talking to Madge like I wasn’t even there.

I grabbed her shoulder and spun her toward me. She was a strong little thing, and my hands felt weird, moving my mother’s body in anger. 

“You will not ignore me,” I informed her. Mom’s eyes grew wide, like full moons.

“Somebody grew some balls,” Madge muttered under her breath as she left us alone. “About time.” 

“You will not speak to me like this!” Mom snapped back, finger in my face, wagging like she could shame me out of standing up for myself.

“What makes you think you have the right to monitor my cell phone texts!” 

“Your father and I pay the bill.”

I reached in my back pocket, pulled out my phone, and dropped it to the ground. I was wearing thick winter boots, with hard soles that ground neatly into the glass screen, the twist of my ankle complementing the shout of my words.

“No more.”

“That’s a six hundred dollar phone!” Mom protested.

“Now it’s trash. And it’s gone. I’m getting a new phone and a new number. And you’re done financially helping me. Period. Done.”

She smirked. “If I weren’t checking in on your life, your girlfriend would still be rotting in jail.”

“And if you weren’t stalking my life like a creepy hover mother who tries to co-opt my identity, you’d have your son there on the family ski trip, Mom. But you won’t.” 

She turned an unnatural shade of grey as she opened her mouth to say something snide back, then realized what I’d just said.

“What?” she gasped.

I heard shuffling sounds behind me, then a warm, soft hand interlaced its fingers with mine.

My heart tightened. My gut ached and my legs twitched and everything in me that was coiled up loosened, like it had permission to be free. 

“You heard me.”

“You can’t!”

“Watch me.”

It took everything in me not to turn back and look at her as I reached into my pocket and peeled off three oiled-up twenties, throwing them down for the bill.

And marched out into the crisp, Christmas Eve night.




Chapter Five

Darla

My boobs vibrated again, suddenly, as me and Trevor scrambled out of the booth and followed Joe outside. I schlumped along with my unlaced boots. You ever wear construction boots in the middle of winter in Massachusetts without socks? It feels about as glamorous as it sounds. When we’d walked into Jeddy’s, Madge had given me some craptastic old coat and these boots that reminded me of the Juggalos back home. 

Bzzzzzz.

I answered my breasts.

Mama.

Tears filled my eyes as I said, “Hi, Mama.”

“What’s wrong?”

“What do you mean, what’s wrong?”

“I could tell somethin’ was wrong with you before I even heard your voice.”

“Did you feel a disturbance in the force?” I joked.

“What does that even mean, Darla Jo? Are you high?”

“No. I’m pretty fuckin’ low, actually.”

“Spit it out,” she said, her voice going soft. When Mama got tender, it just made me cry even harder. Joe was half a block ahead of me and Trevor, storming off into nowhere here in the city. We were miles from our apartment and I wasn’t quite sure what the fuck had happened to our holiday.

“So I just got outta jail.”

“Jail?”

“Yeah, jail.”

“Congratulations.”

“Huh?”

“You made it to twenty-five before being arrested. I think that’s a record for a Peters girl, Darla. The mayor should have a ceremony.”

I snorted, tears spilling onto my cheeks, leaving icy trails. Trevor put his arm around me. I looked at him, gave a shaky smile, and mouthed, Mama.

He just nodded and pulled me closer.

“What you arrested for?” 

Trevor’s body tensed. He bit his lower lip, his face shifting to an expression of cringing empathy.

For me.

I stayed silent.

“Darla Jo, this is like rippin’ off a Band-aid. Just do it. Blurt out the words and you’ll feel better afterward.”

“I was accused of blowing Santa Claus for a five dollar gas card,” I said, taking her at her word.

“WHAT?”

“You said...”

“You don’t even got a car!”

“I KNOW, RIGHT?” My shoulders dropped with relief. Mama so got me.

“Dumbass cops. Besides, a blow job’s worth way more than five bucks.”

“Right, Mama.” No. Wait. I was not gonna ask her how she knew the value of a blow job on the streets. Nope nope nope.

“You’re out, I s’pose.” 

“Yeah. Joe’s mom bailed me out.”

“Joe’s mother? The one who puts the diapers on the chickens and treats you like shit?”

“Yeah.”

“About time she did something nice for you.”

“Yeah.”

“Darla, how in the hell did you get in this situation on Christmas Eve, of all nights?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I got plenty of time. Calvin went to the church to help fix the baby Jesus glow light. It’s broken. So he won’t be home for another hour or so, and then I’ll have to get off the phone, but I can listen.”

“The baby Jesus light is broken?”

“Yeah. It ain’t never been quite right since Pastor Johns beat old Doc Oglethrope with it after he caught him shoefucking the pastor’s wife’s shoes.”

“Right.”

Trevor overheard that and looked at me, agog.

“I thought that story was a joke,” he whispered fiercely.

I just shook my head slowly.

“Jesus,” he muttered.

“Baby Jesus,” I said back.

“Darla?” Mama asked, her voice drawn out with the implied consideration that she expected the whole story, and nothing but the whole story. 

“It all started with a game of Truth or Dare,” I began. “We were just joking around, and we got those hundred and forty-four sleeping bags you won.”

“The shitass ones with the candy cane piping? People on the sweepstakes forums are complaining about them, and let me tell you, Darla,when professional sweepers complain about free shit, you know it’s bad.”

“Yeah. Those. So we challenged each other to a giveaway contest. Whoever could find the most people dressed like Santa and give them away wouldn’t have to do any cleaning around the apartment for a week.”

“Sounds reasonable.”

“Considering I’m the only one who really does any cleaning, I was motivated,” I explained.

She laughed.

“Go on.”

“And Trevor and Joe were handing out their sleeping bags when they suddenly disappeared.” I looked at Trevor. “Where did you guys go?”

He had the decency to look guilty. “Earlier in the day we’d gone out for sushi with Liam and Sam. They called and we had to rush over to them.”

“Why?” I asked. 

“Put me on speaker phone, Darla Jo. I wanna hear all this,” Mama insisted.

I did. Trevor balked.

“Your mom doesn’t need to hear all this,” he hissed.

“When my daughter ends up in jail, falsely accused of putting her mouth on some strange Santa’s flesh candy cane, I damn well do wanna know every detail about the events leading up to it, Trevor Connor!” Mama bellowed.

Trevor looked at the phone like it had morphed into a dragon.

“Hi, Cathy,” he said awkwardly, waving at the glass display like Mama could see him. 

“Hi there yourself, and Merry Christmas to you!” Mama said pleasantly. “Christ is risen!”

“That’s Easter, Mama.”

“Well, I had me a few too many eggnogs waiting here for Calvin to come home so I can give him some holiday cheer in bed, if you know what I mean,” she said with a snicker. “I been a naughty girl, so Santa’s gonna slip me some coal in my pink stocking, if you know what I mean.”

I knew what she meant.

Gag.

“Is your mother drunk?” Trevor whispered in my ear, making me shiver.

“Sounds like it.” My stomach lurched.

“Finish up the story, Trevor! You were eating fish,” she said with a snort. “And—”

Did Mama just make a dirty joke?

“Sam and Liam got food poisoning from the sushi restaurant I suggested. They had a one-time gig tonight. The job paid them each a thousand bucks plus tips,” Trevor explained.

Mama let out a low whistle. “You guys make that much to play your music?”

“No, Cathy,” Trevor said, correcting her. “That was the fee for being strippers at a Christmas Eve party.”

The phone went silent.

Then Mama cleared her throat and said. “Strippers? Darla’s a stripper?”

“No, no, Mama. I’m not a stripper. Trevor and Joe were the ones stripping.”

“Dangling your weenies in front of a bunch of women for a thousand bucks?” Mama sounded scandalized.

“Weenies?” Trevor said. “Who the fuck calls it a ‘weenie’?”

“So what the hell do Trevor and Joe taking their clothes off for money have to do with you blowing Santa Claus and landing in jail, Darla?” Mama asked.

“We had to fill in for Sam and Liam. And we completely forgot to text Darla and tell her.” He squeezed my shoulder. “Sorry. And the owner of the entertainment service made us turn off our phones, so we never got Darla’s text messages.”

“This is the stupidest story I ever heard,” Mama intoned. 

“Pretty much,” I said with a sigh.

“And I was behind the vegan restaurant, giving away a sleeping bag to a Santa, when I climbed into the dumpster to help grab his chicken, and some cops found us.”

“You were touching Santa’s cock,” Mama said. “That’s pretty strong evidence.”

“I—what?” 

Trevor started trembling with laughter. I sucker punched him in the gut. He made a satisfyingly choked sound, followed by a wheeze. I needed to punch something. He fit the bill. 

“Meanwhile, Tortilla had opened up his pants and had his weenie out when I popped my head up—”

“Quit calling it a weenie!” Trevor gasped.

“And was offering me a five dollar gas card for giving him a BJ. Cops saw only that moment, and BAM! I didn’t have any ID on me, so I got brought in and charged with prostitution.”

Silence.

“That’s it?” Mama screeched into the phone. Geez, she really sounded like Josie. “That’s the whole tale?”

“Yes’m.”

“That is the most ridiculous arrest story I have ever heard, Darla, and my sister is Marlene, so I’ve heard quite a few.” 

“Sorry to disappoint you, Mama.”

Her long sigh felt like the world was deflating.

“How you gonna get yourself outta this mess?”

“Same way I always do. With my mouth.”

“I think your mouth got you into this mess. Why were you talking to a tortilla’s cock?”

“Tortilla is the name of the homeless dude dressed up as Santa.”

“That don’t make sense, either.”

“Mama, none of the story makes sense! I get it! It’s stupid! That’s kind of the point. I feel like weird crap happens to me, like I’m a lightning rod that attracts weirdos instead of electricity.”

“Hey!” Trevor said, pretending to be offended. The streetlight cast a shadow over his face, but those eyes were shining, his strong mouth tipped up in a smile, lips begging to be kissed. 

I looked ahead of us. Joe was resting against a fence, his head tipped up to search for stars. You couldn’t find many in the city sky. Too many lights clouding out the clear view.

I heard a church bell tower gong in the distance.

11:30 p.m.

It would be Christmas in thirty minutes.

Panic bubbled in my chest. It fizzed like pop rocks and Coke in your mouth at the same time, and I turned my face and closed my eyes, my cheek pressed against my shoulder as I took in a deep breath.

“Damn!” I gasped. “Who reeks?”

“Uh, that would be you,” Joe said as he walked toward us, his limbs looser than before, his face placid with the kind of tight control that took more and more effort from him.

“Thanks.”

“I’m nothing if not honest.”

“You’re great,” I said.

“You two done having your lovefest?” Mama’s voice came through the tinny speakers of my phone. “’Cause Calvin ain’t home yet and listening to you be all kissy face makes me miss him. Damn, I never knew egg nog could taste so good. What makes it taste so good, Darla?”

“Rum.”

“There’s alcohol in this?” Mama sounded horrified. “When Calvin made this enormous pitcher for me before he left to go turn the Baby Jesus on, he didn’t say there was liquor in it!”

“Turning the baby Jesus on sounds really perverted,” Joe said.

“Mama, you’re pretty drunk,” I said. 

“No shit, Darla Josephine,” she shot back.

Trevor snickered.

“Look, you call me tomorrow after you open presents in the morning,” Mama said. “It ain’t the same without you here, you know.” This was my third Christmas away from home. Her voice went forlorn and sad, wistful and nostalgic, and suddenly I was clutching Trevor’s shirt and crying into his chest. 

“I’m sorry, Mama,” I bawled. “I miss you, too.”

“Then come home,” she said simply.

I sniffed. I looked at Joe, who had an expression of compassion and understanding I rarely saw on his face. As I lifted my head to look up at Trevor, he mirrored Joe.

“It’s a little late for that, Mama. It’ll be Christmas in a few minutes.”

“We can celebrate the holiday late. We always kinda did anyhow. All your presents came after Christmas,” she stated.

Trevor and Joe frowned. “What does that mean?” Joe asked. 

“I always got my stocking on Christmas morning,” I explained. “But Santa came on December 27. So did Mama’s presents.”

“Santa comes on December 27 in Ohio?” Joe asked, one eye squinting in consternation. “Is that a regional thing?”

“No. It’s a poor thing. I was too poor to buy anything good for Darla before the sales, so I always went when everything was fifty percent off or more after Christmas,” Mama explained.

Their faces went slack with the attempt to cover up, but I knew they were both dumbstruck by that kind of family tradition. I’d seen both of their parents’ houses. None of Joe or Trevor’s parents was debating whether to buy up all the red and green foil chocolate at eighty percent and freeze it to pull out the red for Valentine’s Day two months later, and wondering if their kid would notice the green on Easter.

To save money.

When I was little, Mama said December 27 was just our special holiday. The two of us. By the time I was ten I knew better but kept my mouth shut. Kids at school could be little assholes, and one of them had taunted me with the truth. I’d beaten him to a pulp and been pulled aside by the school principal, who had kindly—but firmly—explained why my strategy for managing my emotions on this hot-button issue wasn’t acceptable. 

Christmas was as loaded as Santa’s sleigh for me.

Emotionally.

And then there was that family ski trip I wasn’t family enough to attend.

“Mama, December 27 was our day,” I said softly. 

“It was.” Her voice cracked. “So give your guys December 25 and come see me for our day, Darla.” 

We were both blubbering, the line filled with gibberish and nonsense as we sobbed and apologized to each other.

And just as I was about to turn into a puddle of goo and beg my mama to sing me Christmas songs like she did when I was little, Trevor answered a buzz in his back pocket, looked at the glowing screen, and said: 

“We need to go see Liam and Sam.”

Trevor

I felt bad. I did. Christmas Eve was supposed to be about last-minute shopping and wrapping presents and looking at the glow of the lights around the tree the night before you went to bed and woke up to the excitement of Christmas morning.

If I still lived at home, I’d spend the evening with Rick, Mom and Dad as Rick played every Christmas carol ever written on the piano, including his own arrangements of some pretty awesome Tran-Siberian Orchestra compositions. Rick loved Christmas with a fierce emotionality that had always made me smile, even as a little kid, because he was so hard to read most of the time.

Christmas gave him joy. My brother doesn’t get to experience much joy in his daily life, so the indulgence was a gift. Mom and Dad didn’t need actual presents every season. They just needed a glimpse into my profoundly autistic brother’s heart, and that’s what the holiday gave them.

I never appreciated it when I was younger.

Now? Now I could, with a dawning realization that my childhood had been filled with presents and candy and the tacit expectation that big-ticket items would come my way, from X-Boxes to iPads, while so many other kids got so much less.

Growing up in Sudborough meant that Christmas brought the season of community service with it. Coat collections for the needy, canned food drives, and the suburban version of noblesse oblige that meant doing these good deeds somehow neutralized the excess of our individual homes.

December 27.

Ouch.

Darla had been one of the kids we were collecting for.

Reeling from that, I took a deep breath, trying to know what the hell to say to her as she cried over missing her mom in Ohio, but then my phone buzzed.

It was Sam.

Why is Joe’s ass all over Instagram? he asked.

It’s a long story, I typed back.

Joe’s butt has made it onto Facebook, he replied, with a link.

Oh, shit. 

And Liam’s here, he added. 

What he didn’t need to say was, Come give us our pay, but I knew that was implied. Sam and Amy were leaving right away for some trip her mom insisted on taking, and Liam and Charlotte were going to Maine to see her mom. They were broke and needed the tips we’d earned.

Wait ’til they heard the whole story.

“We need to go see Liam and Sam,” I said. “They’re at Sam and Amy’s new apartment in Central Square.” After years of couch surfing, then renting a room from me, Sam had moved out. He and Amy shared a studio in Cambridge that was the size of my thumbprint. It was smaller than Amy’s old corner apartment on the Fenway, which Liam still had. 

“Central Square?” Joe groaned.

I looked at our location on my GPS. We’d been walking, inadvertently, toward it. “We’re not that far. Walk, cab, Uber?”

“Walk.” Darla decided, her voice shaky.

By the time we arrived at Sam and Amy’s tiny little place, we’d counted seventeen homeless people carrying the candy-cane filled sleeping bags, which warmed my heart. That Sudborough kid who had been forced to do good had—with prodding from Darla—become an adult who just did good.

Maybe there was a point to all that guilt-driven volunteerism after all. My jaded, bored suburban heart loosened a little.

Loosened a lot when I thought about Darla’s childhood.

“’Scooze me, Ma’am, you got any change?” A woman about Darla’s height, wearing mom jeans, unlaced shoes two sizes too small, about six layers of hoodies and a gap-toothed smile, clasped her hands in front of her like a choir director. She was nervous and had scabs all over her face, her eyelashes long gone but her smile friendly.

She held out a ragged white Styrofoam Dunkin’ Donuts cup. A single coin rattled around in there.

Darla shoved her hands in her coat, then her Santa pants, and turned to me, helpless.

I nodded to Joe, who sighed, but reached into his pocket. He pulled out a twenty.

“Here you go, Ma’am,” he said, handing it to her.

She lit up like a Christmas tree. Clichéd, I know, but true. Grabbing Joe, she hugged him so hard I thought he’d scream, his arms trapped by her grasp.

“Thank you! Oh, thank you so much!” she said, grabbing her bags and running into a nearby convenience store that was open. It was the only store open for blocks.

Joe said nothing, just froze in place.

Darla clapped him on his back as he loosened up and we made our way to the buzzer for Sam and Amy’s.

“Thanks.”

“Thank a church organist.”

“Huh?”

“That was part of the money they gave us to have sex with each other.” I gave Joe a pointed look. 

“WHAT?”

“We have a story to tell too, you know.”

Bzzzz.

The door clicked open and we walked up five flights of stairs to find Amy at the door, eyebrow cocked, with a look that said we had some major explaining to do.

Joe

“A bunch of church organists paid you and Trevor to have sex with them at that party?” Darla bellowed as we walked past Amy single file into the telephone booth that doubled as an apartment for her and Sam. Five people violated the fire code occupancy rate for this place.

Seven turned it into a clown car.

“Hey,” Liam said from a ratty old recliner. He had a bag-lined trash can next to him. It was mercifully empty. Covered by an old quilt, he looked wiped. Green. 

Charlotte was curled up on the couch, Sam at the other end, He was Liam’s twin, sick and shaky, face gaunt.

“What’s the going rate for that?” Charlotte asked, widening her eyes and giving Trevor and me an obvious look, pretending to flirt. She was hard to read. I never knew when she was joking. 

“The going rate is killing my fat ass,” Darla snapped. “Because they’re not allowed to have sex with each other for money.”

Liam perked up. “But they can have sex with each other as long as no money changes hands?”

Darla just shrugged, her face twisted with doubt.

“Hey!” Trevor and I growled at the same time, then exchanged a confused look.

“Why are we talking about my dick and where it goes?” I asked.

“Because a bunch of church organists offered us five grand to have sex with each other in front of them at the party where we were stripping tonight,” Trevor said smoothly, fishing through the tiny fridge and pulling out a beer.

“Make yourself at home,” Amy muttered.

“Five grand?” Liam barked. He looked at me, as if considering the offer. “I wouldn’t have sex with you, but I’d give you a handy for five thousand dollars.” 

“Church organists?” Amy gasped. “The people who hired you were church organists?” She gave Sam a WTF? look.

He shrugged. “Even church organists like to have fun.”

“Especially church organists like to have fun.” Trevor rubbed his ass. “I think one of them slipped me a magic pinkie at one point.” 

“You too?” I asked.

“What did those women do to you?” Darla cried out, touching Trevor’s ass, too. 

I chose this moment to reach into my pockets and dump all the cash I had on the little coffee table in the middle of all of us.

Three whistles, low and slow, filled the air.

“Damn.”

“Holy shit.”

“That’s a lot of money.”

“Why’s it all covered in lube?” 

That was Darla.

“Let’s count it!” Liam said eagerly, siting up fast, then groaning. 

“Easy there, buddy,” Charlotte urged, hands on his shoulders as she gently helped him to recline again. “You sip your watered-down ginger ale and we’ll take care of it.”

“I’m sorry,” Trevor said, eyes sad. “I had no idea that place would serve bad eel.”

Liam and Sam just looked at him but didn’t say anything.

“Who wants to count it?” I asked.

“Amy, you guys have surgical gloves? I don’t want to touch that money without protection.”

“It’s not like you need to wear a condom, Charlotte,” I said.

She eyed the money with suspicion. “Might need a bag of penicillin after touching that.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Darla announced, reaching for a pile. She peeled off a twenty and held it up to the light. It looked like it had been soaked in grease.

“Wow. It’s like Madge deep fried it in the fryer at Jeddy’s.” 

“Maybe she did.” I caught Trevor’s eye. “She’s the type to go to a party like that.”

“She’s not a church organist,” Trevor said, laughing.

“She is a dominatrix, though,” Darla added, as if that were a common thing to say abut someone.

We all stared at her.

“What? She’s dating Alex’s grandpa. I am privy to way more information about her sex life than I ever wanted to know. Those old coots tie each other up and this one time, Alex had to go over there and rescue them because it turns out Ed knows how to make these super good Navy knots, and—”

“I think I’m going to be sick again,” Sam groaned.

“Sorry about the sushi,” Darla said.

“No. Not the sushi. Madge’s sex life.”

“Poor Alex,” I muttered.

Darla and Amy exchanged an inscrutable look and Amy mumbled something that sounded like, “You don’t know the half of it.”

Sam snickered, then halted abruptly, looking like Ron Weasley after he ate vomit-flavored jelly beans.

Charlotte overcame her squeamishness and between her and Darla, the total was counted quickly.

“Five thousand, nine-hundred and forty-seven dollars.”

“And fifty-seven cents,” Trevor added, tossing coins onto the table.

“Someone tipped you in coins?”

“I found it in my g-string.” He cupped his package.

I shuddered.

“And you get another grand each from Louise,” Liam said in a tone of wonder. “I can’t believe we missed out on this, Sam!” The two looked at each other with expressions of marvel. 

“Imagine how much more they could have made if they’d actually had sex?” Amy pondered.

Darla turned on her, the nights rage needing to be bomb-dropped on someone. “You offering up Sam for the next time?”

Amy recoiled. “No! God, no.”

“Then don’t think my guys are doin’ it, neither.”

“So you’ll each get about four grand,” I said, fighting my own emotions on the inside. I knew Trevor was right. The money should go to them. And yet...

“That’s not fair,” Sam croaked out. 

Liam nodded. “This is way too much money for us to just keep. Even my grinchy little heart says so.”

Charlotte rubbed his shoulders and whispered something in his ear. He laughed, then closed his eyes, sobering as he rubbed his bare stomach.

“How about we split it all four ways? Almost two grand each?”

Sam made a face of consideration, then nodded. “That’s still more than we would have made if we’d done the actual work, right Liam?”

“Right.”

“And I think, given the, uh...story we’re hearing, that you guys could use a little compensation for your troubles,” Liam added. 

“I could use a little Novocaine for my ass,” Trevor said. “But two grand will definitely help to mute the pain.”

Charlotte began counting out the money into four piles as Darla sat quietly, just staring out into space.

Amy tapped away on her tablet and then slid the screen onto an open spot on the coffee table. “Those church organists are wilder than librarians, and I thought we were a crazy bunch.”

A picture of me in my candy cane g-string, my ass the width of the screen, greeted us all.

“What the hell?” I yipped. 

“That’s on my mother’s Facebook page,” Amy said. 

“Your mother is a church organist?” Darla asked, coming out of her haze.

Amy shot her a sour look. “No. But someone knew someone who knew someone and now Joe’s ass is being tagged all over Facebook by our parents’ crowd.”

“Our parents have a crowd?” I asked. “Your mom doesn’t know my mom.”

“They do know each other. And Trevor’s parents have your parents over for dinner.”

“Not any more,” Trevor said.

“The social complexities of the Sudborough forty- and fifty-somethings isn’t really a topic I care about,” I snapped. “But I do care about my ass being handed around online like it’s a bowl of candy.”

“Gimme some sugar,” Liam said with a leer, staring at my butt in the tablet, then at my actual butt. “I’d pound that if I were gay.” 

“Uh...thanks?” I replied.

“That’s a compliment,” he declared.

Charlotte turned her head slowly, eyes on him, and gave him a look of such sophisticated condescension it made me hold my breath in awe.

“You look at your fellow bandmates and assess whether they are butt sex worthy?’ Her tongue slid around in her cheek like she was searching for Liam’s clue in there.

He blinked like a metronome.

Amy pulled up a metaphorical bowl of popcorn and watched the proceedings.

“Uh,” Liam replied.

Charlotte went from one intimidating raised eyebrow to a second, her onyx hair layered, different from how it had been when she and Liam had first gotten back together. She wore no makeup, a rarity for her, and she was dressed in green pajamas with red gingerbread men on her.

Not the sexiest look, and yet she carried herself with an air of reserve. Mystique. Different from Amy, who always felt like she was just a little too repressed. A little too anxious. Just under-confident enough that you knew her shyness came from a place of worry.

With Charlotte, the same attitude was regal.

If I weren’t with Darla, I’d chase women like Charlotte.

And get shot down.

“Why are you staring at Charlotte like that?” Liam asked me, clearly changing the subject to take the heat off himself.

“Because she’s figured out that you’re hot for my ass and I’m trying to telepathically communicate my distaste for you.”

“It worked,” Charlotte said.

“Hey!” Liam yelped. “I’m the injured party here.”

“Felled by sushi. You should get a Purple Heart,” she joked.

“How about a Green Face,” he muttered.

“How about a stack of green?” Darla thrust his wad of cash at him. “Here. That should take your mind off my boyfriend’s ass.”

“I was not thinking about Joe’s ass.” He looked at me. “Not seriously.” 

“Suuuuuuuuuure,” all six of us answered at the same time, drawing out the word. 

Liam slumped back against the recliner. “Uncle! Uncle! I give up.”

“You do have nice tone,” Charlotte said, eyes back on the tablet as she flipped through a series of photos that appeared to be taken by someone who was three feet tall, for every single picture was a direct shot of my ass, balls and cock.

“You can comment on Joe’s body, but I can’t?”

“Yes,” said Amy, Charlotte and Darla.

“There are unwritten rules I will never understand,” Liam hissed.

“Don’t even try,” Sam advised.

Darla handed me, Trevor and Sam our respective piles of money. Sam gave his to Amy, while Trev and I shoved ours in our pockets.

“Now what? What are you guys up to?”

“Tuesday,” Sam whined. “I think I’m up to puking meals from last Tuesday.”

Amy winced. “I think we’re going to have a very quiet Christmas. I already called my mom and told her I wasn’t sure Sam and I would make it tomorrow. And then there’s this crazy trip to D.C. that she planned for us to visit my aunt, and...” 

Sam groaned.

“I think we’ll just binge watch something on Netflix instead.”

“Do we have to watch Outlander again?” he moaned.

“No,” Amy said, smoothing the hair off his forehead. She perked up. “We can watch Black Sails!”

Charlotte burst out laughing.

Sam just sighed and sipped his soda.

I looked around the room. The seven of us were in various states of disheveled glory. Darla had been arrested, I got in a fight with my mom, Liam and Sam were recovering from food poisoning, Trevor had a magic pinkie up his ass, and Amy and Charlotte were caretaking for their sick boyfriends. 

Merry Fucking Christmas.

On the other hand, I had two grand I never expected, the most awesome girlfriend in the world, an amazing best friend I could depend on, and I’d just rooted out yet more hovermotherfuckery from my parental unit and called her on it.

“Can we go home?” Darla whispered, cozying up to me like a baby kitten seeking serenity.

I wrapped my arm around her and sank my nose into her thick, blonde hair.

It smelled like pee.

“Yeah, we can,” I said, pulling back. 

What I didn’t add was:

So you can take a shower.

Because if I said that aloud, Darla would find a plastic baby Jesus and beat me with it.

And on a night like this, I wasn’t about to tempt fate.




Chapter Six

Trevor

We left Sam and Amy’s place with waves—no hugs—because who wants to hug people who’ve been puking their guts out all day? Especially on Christmas Eve. 

Nobody was really desperate to hug us, either.

We walked toward the T, to take the Red Line home. I hoped the subway was still running this late, and as I started to worry we’d have to find a rare cab in the middle of the night, I was distracted by the sight of Santa Claus jacking off.

And a really strange sound, like a woman’s muffled high-pitched groans.

“It came upon a midnight clear is the name of a fucking Christmas song, man. Not an order,” I shouted to the guy behind the dumpster as we confronted him. I turned away from the shot of spooge I knew was next. That homeless dude was choking the chicken like it was about to shoot hundred dollar bills. 

Chicken.

Mavis.

Aw, fuck.

An actual chicken on a leash darted by, between a dumpster behind the vegan restaurant and a Tesla Model X parked next to it.

Ah, Cambridge. Don’t ever change.

“Nothing I do will ever make her happy,” Joe declared, clearly deep in his own thoughts, his voice tight with worry and fury. I’m not sure how he managed both, but he did.

“Who, Mavis? She just ran behind that recycling dumpster.” 

 “Are you high? You only see Mavis out in public when you’re on something.”

Just as I was about to defend myself, the chicken ran right over Joe’s foot, dragging its leash.

“Fucking hell, Trevor, you’re not kidding. That’s Darla’s chicken!” he shouted. 

“Darla has a chicken?”

“No! It’s Tortilla’s chicken! The guy she was arrested for giving a blow job to behind this vegan restaurant!”

I placed my hands on Joe’s shoulders. His eyes tracked the chicken. I forced him to make eye contact with me.

“Joe? Joey?”

“Don’t call me Joey!”

“Joseph!”

That got his attention.

“What the hell are you on?” I peered closely at his face. “Spice?”

“I’m not on anything.”

“Popsicle!” Darla cried out, appearing from the alley. She lunged, going face down in a wet puddle of half-melted snow, her Santa pants dragged around her hips as the chicken pulled at the leash, making a strange gag-cluck.

Was this really my Christmas?

“Got her!” Darla crowed.

“If I’m not on anything right now, I really need to get high after all this,” I said to no one. Joe had broken away from me and picked up the chicken, his face beaming with joy at Darla.

“You found Popsicle! She’s real!”

“Of course she’s real.” 

I reached down and carefully slid my hand under the trembling chicken. She flapped her wings, the leash getting caught under one wing, her throat tight and bleating with a bizarre cluck that transported me back to Mavis.

Two and a half years ago I ate a bag of peyote and stole a chicken. I proposed to her and called her my fiancée. Last year, after Darla broke up with us, I performed a repeat, except the second time I declared Mavis a candidate for president. In Nashua, New Hampshire at a rally.

On YouTube.

A yearlong suspension from Harvard Law later, here I was again, holding a chicken that wasn’t mine and—

Not proposing to it.

I shuddered, but not for the reasons most people would. Shaking off the sensation of warm caring that inhabited me as soon as I cradled that damn, filthy chicken in my arms was harder than you’d think. 

Monster. I was some sort of monster who was weirdly cosseting a homeless guy’s pet chicken. 

A homeless guy who had just shot his wad and now smoked a cigarette next to the urban composter in the alley.

“You wanna give Popsicle a little lick there?” Tortilla asked me with a wink. When he closed his eyes, a star of David appeared on his eyelid, a crude tattoo that had faded to the color of corroded copper.

I set the chicken down, animal musk lingering on my clothes. A flashback flirted at the edges of my conscious mind. I willed it away. 

“We need to borrow your chicken,” Darla said to Tortilla.

“You want a turn with my cock?”

“That joke ain’t funny no more,” Darla said with a sigh.

“I never joke about my cock,” Tortilla said somberly. 

I had to give him that. No guy wants his wang to be considered the butt of a joke.

Up a butt, on the other hand...

Darla reached into her Santa pants pockets (how the hell did she end up wearing Santa pants? I’d forgotten to ask) and pulled out a few grimy dollars. She thrust them at him.

“Tortilla, I gave you a sleeping bag the other day. Here’s a few bucks. Please go tell the cops I wasn’t sucking you off.”

“How about you suck me off and I’ll tell the cops whatever you want?”

Joe and I were in front of Darla instantly, a wall of protection. Joe’s fingers threaded through the guy’s filthy shirt, fist woven into his scraggly beard like it was knitting the hair.

“Don’t you ever, ever fucking talk to her like that. You hear me?” He was lifting Tortilla up a good six inches, and the man stared at Joe with a bewildered, rheumy look.

“I was kidding!” he choked out.

“No shit you were.” 

My arm was behind me, holding on to Darla, ready to keep her safe. Without planning or prior agreement, Joe and I had slipped easily into these roles. Joe the aggressor. Trevor the protector.

Easy.

It had come so easily.

The stakes were pretty damn high, too.

Joe let the guy go. On high alert now, my senses were sharper. Keener. Blood pumped through me like an adrenaline bath, and I carefully studied Tortilla’s face. His skin was marked with nasty acne underneath that bushy overgrowth. Grease and a layer of caked-on dirt littered every portion of him not covered by clothing, and the clothes were even worse, like an archive of every stain, smear, and encounter he’d had with anything that could rub off.

He was, to my surprise, actually about our age. The beard had no grey in it.

This guy was a homeless street dude in his mid-twenties.

“I’m sorry, Darla,” Tortilla groaned. “I really am. You’ve always been good to me. Remember when you gave me those cayenne toothpaste samples? That was nice. And those neck pillows you blow up were great when I got that big hemorrhoid and needed something soft to sit on while I took a shit after eating all those gummy bears you gave me.”

Darla’s eyebrows folded inward as I watched her watching him.

“But that sleeping bag sucked because in the rain, the candy cane melted and the piping got all sticky, but the bag was warm. It was nice to wake up a little warm, for once. Reminded me what it was like when I had a bed.”

“Oh,” she said softly.

Joe bent down and picked up Popsicle’s leash.

“I was just joking about the blow job,” he said, eyeing Joe with genuine fear, palms out in a gesture of submission to the alpha dog. “I’ll go to the cops and tell them whatever you want. I was high as a kite when you were helping dig Popsicle out of that dumpster, so I don’t remember much, but I sure as hell know you didn’t blow me. A man would remember that.” His eyes shifted from me to Joe, gauging whether he’d said the wrong thing. 

Joe’s shoulders flared up and out in a hyper-masculine anger, but he said nothing.

“You ever joke about her sexually and I’ll—” Joe left the threat undefined.

“I swear! I swear!”

“He’s harmless, Joe,” Darla said in a weary voice. “Really.”

“I know he is,” Joe said, eyes still on Tortilla. “But I’m making myself clear.”

Darla’s mouth went shut, her face a battleground for conflicting emotions.

Joe reached into his jacket pocket, peeling off a thick stack of twenties, fives, tens and ones.

“Here, Tortilla. You and Popsicle go get a hotel room or a nice, warm bed for the next few nights,” Joe said as he handed the guy an amount of money that could either get him a hotel room for a few nights or buy him enough drugs and booze to knock him out for an equal period of time.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Tortilla exclaimed, eyes suddenly big and bright. It occurred to me that they were the same color as my own.

Jesus. He really was like me. I looked again at his hair and noticed he didn’t have dark brown hair like I’d first thought. It was just so oily it looked dark. Based on his beard, skin tone and eye color, he was probably a blonde. 

Like me.

“How much is that?” Tortilla asked Joe. He seemed hesitant to count it out, a certain shyness emerging.

“Two hundred bucks.”

“I can get a bed for a week down at—well, anyhow.” He looked sadly down at Popsicle. “Problem is, I can’t take her with me. No shelter will let me have her. No hotel will, either.”

Popsicle began pecking lightly on Joe’s foot.

Tears in Tortilla’s eyes made it clear he was torn. Living on the streets of Cambridge couldn’t be easy. That was an understatement. I had no ideas to offer. This was one area of life where I couldn’t contribute one iota of effective advice, because I’d never, ever been exposed to anything quite like this.

Joe just looked down, as if he was out of ideas, too. Offering up all that money to the guy had probably been his problem-solving gesture. In our world, if you throw enough money at an obstacle, it goes away.

Our world didn’t involve street people whose only emotional support in their entire world was a chicken on a leash.

“Joe,” Darla said quietly. “You’ve got chickens at your parents’ house. Any chance your mom will babysit Popsicle for a week?”




Chapter Seven

Darla

“I can’t leave Popsicle,” Tortilla said in a mournful voice. “I’m all she’s got. She would be lost without me.” He gave Popsicle a pitying look. The damn chicken just stared with one eye like it didn’t give a shit in the world. 

Which was pretty much true, because I’m sure that chicken was about as emotionally attached to Tortilla as I am to a used condom.

Joe and Trevor exchanged a look, then Joe closed his eyes and shook his head with disgust. When he peered at me, and not Tortilla, I realized who the disgust was aimed at.

“You want me to call my mom and ask her to take on a chicken?”

“You can’t take my Popsicle away!” Tortilla shrieked, snatching the leash from Joe’s fingers.

“Not away,” Darla explained in a soothing voice. “Joe’s mom has a mini farm. Just outside the city. Popsicle could go on a little farm camp week for chickens.”

“Farm camp,” Joe groaned.

“Like a spa,” Darla added. “Give Popsicle a little freshening up.”

Popsicle was in Tortilla’s arms and looked like she was about as interested in a spa as Joe was in reading One Direction fanfiction.

“No. It’s a kind offer,” Tortilla said, squeezing the chicken so tight it started squawking. “But no.” he shoved the wad of money into one of his Santa pants pockets and took off, his wire basket cart squeaking as he rolled it away from us, muttering to himself. 

And with that, we were alone.

“Oh, man,” Trevor said with a long sigh, as if he’d been holding his breath. “That was depressing.”

“Yeah,” Joe said. “Can you imagine?”

“Right. Living on the streets.”

“No. I mean, having a chicken for your best friend. You have to be super fucked in the head to think that.”

I snickered as Trevor tensed. Couldn’t help myself.

“Fuck you, Joe,” Trevor said as we walked out of the alley and toward Mass Ave, where we would pick up the subway to our apartment. 

“I wanna go home,” I blurted out as we headed toward the familiar Red Line signs for the subway entrance. All the restaurants were closed, the streets littered only with cops and homeless folks. Christmas lights were wound through the branches of scraggly, bare trees, the LED glow a bit haunting and cool at the same time.

And then—

DING! DONG! DING! DONG!

Merry Christmas.

We paused, Joe and Trevor reaching for me, the three of us in a giant hug, the church bells ringing on and on until they had done their job. It was Christmas.

Baby Jesus was born.

And, I hoped, glowing in his rightful place in front of the Methodist church back home in Peters, Ohio.

Mama and my stepdaddy were tucked quietly in bed right about now. Uncle Mike was stuck in Chicago on a run, but he’d come home to Peters tomorrow and go over to Mama and Calvin’s with his woman, and with Jane and Davey and their little boys. Aunt Marlene would go on over, too, and everyone would open presents, eat all the Christmas dinner favorites, groan and undo their belts, and then we’d have a long game of penny poker going late into the night.

We?

No. There was no “we”. 

I wasn’t there.

A pang of sorrow hit me like I’d been belted over the head with a slab of cast iron, the air knocked out of me like it was being beaten from my lungs with fists from ghosts.

“Darla?” Trevor asked me, worried. “What’s wrong?”

“I ain’t got a home,” I cried. “My mama’s back home and it’s Christmas and you two don’t play penny poker and who is gonna make the green bean casserole just right like Mama? The one with the crispy onions from a can and the mushroom soup and what if the Baby Jesus don’t glow like it’s supposed to?” I wailed. 

“You can come to my parents’ in the morning,” Trevor soothed. “With me. And Alex and Josie invited us all over at two tomorrow, and—”

“Not the same,” I sniffled, as Joe wrapped his arms around the two of us.

“No,” Trevor admitted. “It’s not your home. It’s not your traditions. We pulled you away from all that.”

“We can go with you. Right now. Get in my car and start driving and we can be in Ohio before dinner,” Joe said. I looked at him in shock. He was serious. Completely serious.

My heart tugged like someone was unraveling it. “No. That’s okay. I appreciate the gesture. I do. Really. I love you for it.”

“I love you, too,” Joe said. The words warmed me. We all said it to each other—well, the guys said it to me—more and more, but it was still rare enough to give me the sweet tingles whenever it came out of their mouths. This was a promise we needed to build, like a strong structure with the best foundation, and each I love you added more and more. 

“And I mean it,” he said as he smoothed the hair off my face. “We can go. Now. You can see Cathy whenever you want. If you don’t want to go tonight, we can go tomorrow. Or December 27. Or July 11. Your happiness means everything to me.”

“To us,” Trevor added.

“You two,” I rasped, overcome with Christmas spirit. Maybe I didn’t need that green bean casserole, or the candy cane Oreo-crust pie mama made with two containers of Cool-Whip. Maybe the ornaments Mama carefully wrapped in tissue every year and pulled out for the holiday to hang on the plastic tree were just physical manifestations of love and tradition, of home and comfort.

I could find that elsewhere.

Right here, in Joe and Trevors’ arms.

But I wanted my mama. Bad. When you hit a low, and fuckall if my night wasn’t one of the worst ever, you crave the familiar. You seek out what you know. You wiggle your way into the line-up where you have a place, a marked spot, where your presence is expected, even if not fully accepted.

When we’re uprooted and upended and life shakes us violently like a toddler with a snow globe, we need to find balance. Fast.

Or we’ll puke.

So life is like an inner ear.

It’s all gunked up and full of wax and if you don’t maintain it, you’ll get dizzy and—

My metaphors are getting stupider.

I think what I’m trying to say is that love ain’t something that you only find in old traditions.

It’s something you practice every day.

Happy birthday, Baby Jesus. Welcome to this clustercluck of a world.

* * *

I’m not the kind of person who turns to sex out of a sense of sadness. I’ve never done that. For me, sex is something you do when you’re horny, either by yourself or with someone (preferably, two someones, for me). The idea of finding connection and comfort in sexual intimacy is a new one, and as Joe gave me a slow, soulful kiss it dawned on me that maybe everything I always thought about sex was wrong.

Or, if it’s not all wrong, maybe there’s just more to it than I ever expected.

We were home, back at the two-bedroom apartment that felt gloriously luxurious once Sam and Amy had moved out. We had two whole bedrooms to occupy, and the place felt empty and full, alien and like home.

There was a moment, as Trevor stripped me naked and gently guided me to the steaming shower, when I felt a sense of joyful unknowing. This was new territory for me. Not being back home on this holiday, by choice, was a mixed blessing. Independence that was so hard won turned out to be a heavy burden that was deceptively light.  

You don’t realize you’re carrying it around with you, twenty-four seven, in charge of cultivating it and nurturing it and making sure it doesn’t get away from you.

All the time.

You don’t just get to have the freedom to choose your own path without finding out the consequences can suck, and suck hard. Every decision you make from a place of wanting to stand on your own two feet has multiple paths, growing like tendrils, like vines seeking light and space, a place to nudge and take over.

And if you aren’t careful, those vines can sneak up on you, squeezing you until everything you got is emptied out, leaving you a hollow shell, begging for the world to fill you up again so you don’t have to be so barren and burdened.

Trevor’s fingers slid against the outsides of my thighs, his hands practiced in pulling my panties down, his fingers cold but palms warm as they splayed across my shoulders, possessive and understanding.

It had been one hell of a day. Playfulness didn’t enter the picture. We were all grounded now, rooted in a somber sense that our relationship changed in a single day, deepening without intent.

I turned in Trevor’s arms, his hands skimming my waist, settling on my ass, as I gave him a tentative kiss borne of the craving pulse of connection. Be with me, my mouth said. Just be here. Touch me. Know me. Make me feel like I’m here. Really here. 

And really be here with me, too.

Time is what we all crave. Not attention. We think we want someone to fawn all over us, to make us the center of their world, to set themselves aside for as long as it takes for our cup of need to fill to overflowing so we can be done and settle down into an equanimity of love.

That’s fiction. It doesn’t exist. What is real, though, is actually better.

Trevor stripped down and as I reached for him, the connection between my fingers and his skin was slick. Too slick. He felt like a well-oiled piece of leather, like climbing into a new car at a showroom and slip-sliding across the backseat. 

Technically, Trevor’s body was well-oiled leather, come to think of it. Man leather, covered in the deliciously tickling hair that marked his strong, golden thighs, the curve of his ass carrying a weight to it that felt to steady and stable as I stroked him. I wasn’t making a pass. I was making a statement. 

I might be yours, but you’re mine right back.

The assault of hot water and steam felt so good I shuddered, my blood needing more than just the motion of pumping through my veins to express some of the overflowing emotion within. A good cry would be a good start, but a good shaking tremor, complete with teeth-chattering, had a primal effect that no cry could replace. My muscle fibers needed to vibrate out all the weirdness, the horror, the terror and the fuckery of the day. Making room for a completely different kind of body tension, the kind that absorbs love via osmosis and orgasm, was my final act as we wound down the night. 

Joe was nude and climbing into the tiny shower with us, this ritual one of our own that no one outside the three of us had—or would—ever share in quite the same way. Over the years, I imagined, we would move into a different apartment. Maybe get an actual house. Who knew? Our future together was still a haze, a soup of what-ifs, but I knew one thing:

Muscle memory meant that Joe would always stand a certain way, hip cocked to the left, so he could fit into his tiny corner of the shower. I would always dip my neck just so. Trevor would, forever, hold his left arm a certain way.

And all because that was how it had to be at this one point in time, space, geography, and in love.

I cried. The sobs weren’t loud, but they shook my chest, breasts mashed up against Trevor’s shoulder blades, Joe’s hands making soothing circles on my back, one of them reaching around to cup my breast. The movement made my perspective realign by a fraction of a heartbeat, as if I measured space by increments of love. 

Being enveloped by them both gave me a sanctuary of the flesh, a space with more meaning than just words. Being told you’re loved is a delightful gift that gives day in and day out, for the memory of the words being addressed to you—and only you—can never be taken away. Unlike an object, I love you is like a tattoo that lives in your heart instead of on your skin, engraved into your heart and soul, removed only by the deliberate and excruciating process of your own volition. 

Being loved on the outside, from the sweet gestures of respect and thoughtfulness like a hot cup of coffee brought to you in bed to the sensual lovemaking that stretches across a forbidden weekend that shuts out the world, solidifies the words. Trevor and Joe could have said all the right things on this insane night and I’d have felt better. 

That they said all the right things and offered up all the right skin, the right touch and look and feel and ah—that made the love complete. Whole.

Integrated.

Soapy fingers lathered up my hair as I turned my face to the shower, letting the water wash over me like a ritual bath. Coconut and lime filled the steamy space and two hands caressed my scalp while two more lingered across my torso, my upper thighs, my breasts and back and ass and all the parts of me that needed attention.

That needed tending.

By the time we ran out of hot water we were clean and drained, so tired our eyelids drooped as we toweled off, too exhausted to dress, too depleted to care. And yet, we knew what came next.

Us.

I climbed into bed and the guys flanked me, one on each side. The ceremonial feel to this moment made me smile. We knew each other so well. Two and a half years of being together, through thick and thin, and this was my life now. 

This.

Not Ohio. Not Mama. Not Peters and not anything else. I lived in Boston with my guys and managed their band, worked for my aunt Josie, and I loved these men with a timeless ache that just grew stronger every day.

I would never, ever have enough of them. You would think that being so young, we’d stray. My eyes certainly had at times, but there just wasn’t anyone who held the promise of something better. Even curiosity wasn’t enough. I have friends who think the grass is always greener on the other side of the Brazilian landing strip. They’re wrong. 

Trevor’s taste was on my tongue as he kissed me, a slow, languid kiss that assumed we had all night. A clean, naked body and warm flannel sheets combined with the nude bodies of Trevor and Joe was the only hallelujah I needed on Christmas.  

“I love you. I’m so sorry. What a night.” Joe’s words were a healing balm, an assurance that confirmed my own sense that the world had turned into a whirling dervish. Sometimes I felt like an entire ecosystem inside my skin, like a self-contained biosphere. From the outside, it was neat and orderly, systems functioning as expected and carrying on with a mind of its own.

Scratch the surface, and chaos reigned.

The warm wall of Trevor sank into my side, his knees nudging against my calves, his hip hard against my yielding curves, the swoosh of sheets and skin and heat as I rotated to seek out his mouth like a soundtrack for this sacred moment.

“I love you, too,” I whispered, saying it once but meaning it twice. 

I let them tend to me, their need to comfort and arouse as great as my need to receive and be aroused. 

“I might cry, you know,” I added softly. “Just so you know.”

Joe kissed my neck, the press of his lips so perfect it felt like fate. “That’s okay. Feel what you feel. We’re here.”

“Just don’t take it personally. It’s not a commentary on the sex.”

Trevor chuckled, the rumble reverberating into my breasts and belly as I faced him. “There is nothing, not one damn thing, you could do to upset me in bed.” 

I laughed, the feeling genuine and robust, making me feel more secure. “I could fall off a Sybian and send poor Joe crashing through a window.”

Joe grunted, his hand on my inner thigh halting. “Please don’t.” He flexed one wrist, the tiny bones snapping like cracked knuckles. “It was bad enough having Alex come and see my naked ass with gerbil claws in it, but do you know how hard it is to go six weeks with both forearms in a cast? Try jacking off like that.” 

The three of us descended into a muted, whispered kind of amusement that was cut short by the breathtaking pulse of desire. I was meant to be here. So were they. The ravages of the night, from handing out Mama’s sleeping bag winnings to my jail time to Joe’s confrontation with his mama—and so much more—all felt like we’d loaded it on a boat and it drifted out to sea, still tethered to us by a long line of rope, but distant enough for us to look at it from different angles.

And see it more clearly.

Joe’s nose traced a line from my collarbone, his lips dragging up my neck to my ear, warm mouth suckling gently as he took in my nipple, teasing between tongue and teeth, the sensation rolling through me with an undulating pleasure that made me sigh, as if exhaling all my troubles. Fireworks and supernovas were fabulous for sex most of the time, but sometimes I wanted this, even though I didn’t realize it until right now.  

This moment. 

This release.

Slow, explorative fingers made their way to my folds, widening me for strokes that lit my clit with a smoldering heat, turning me into a wet pool, ready to receive. Four hands meant my arousal came faster than for most, the rhythm of their movements never choreographed and yet somehow, Joe and Trevor always knew how best to get me where I needed to be. 

The kiss from Trevor was so achingly fulfilling, his hands busy giving my body connection, all three of us needing nothing more than the slow build to nirvana. Joe kissed a crooked line down, spreading my legs, his mouth sending electric tingles through me that made the looping worries that plagued my thoughts disappear. I became his touch. I became his tongue. The climb to complete oblivion was a tall, steep one, but we took it step by step, breath by breath, and as waves of climax rippled through me I found them tamer. Muted. Glorious in their never-ending swell, one after the other, each so pleasurable I begged for more, never wanting this to end. 

Orgasms during sex were normally the peak. The goal. The final destination and the finish line. The trophy, the ribbon, the coup de grace. And then you’re done. 

This was so different. Rolling through me like blood filled with love, each release was pure in its essence, the sound of Trevor’s mouth against my ear, the nudge of his cock against my lips, the feel of Joe’s mouth giving me these delicious waves was like no other lovemaking we’d ever experienced. I could tell they felt it, too, a kind of reverence for what we were creating with our bodies, hearts, and breath filling the room with something so special I could never name it. 

Taking Trevor into my mouth, I took as I gave, wanting to share what made me feel so much, my mouth eager to lick and tease, to lave and envelop, the hiss of his breath and the rigid pleasure of his limbs going tense, then flooding with release tasting like sugar in my mouth. The tangy rush of his climax felt like a gift. I gave him that. 

And he gave right back.

Joe prowled, his abs brushing against mine, chest dragging as he kissed his way back up to treat me to a taste of myself, entering me with a push that made me groan with a sound that said, It’s about time. Trevor stretched out next to us, his body so warm and solid, his hands stroking every part of me Joe wasn’t touching, and as Joe began to go deep, hips pushing down, arms on either side of me, muscles flexed with concentration and that divine moment where all you are is one, combined pulse, I knew my place in the universe.

Right here.

Right now.

I tightened against him, his skin soft and hard, the muscles underneath stretching his tanned, smooth expanse that felt so sweet on top of me. My thighs pressed against his hips, urging him closer, and then his breath quickened, his body and mine entering a vortex where we just went to an inner self that had no end. 

Every day we found more of each other’s inner lives, and as Joe’s hoarse cry of my name blended with my own moans, Trevor holding me as I shook, I let go of my worries about jail, about being charged with a crime, about not being with Mama and not being invited on Joe’s family ski trip, and just let myself fall into them both. 

Because I knew they would catch me.

And they did.




Chapter Eight

Trevor

“What the fuck? TREVOR! Why is there a god-damned chicken in my bed?” Darla screamed.  

That wasn’t supposed to happen.

Oops.

I set down my coffee and walked slowly down the hall, into the bedroom, to find her in the corner of the bedroom, the sheet clutched around her, as the chicken pecked at Darla’s pillow. 

“That’s Popsicle.”

“That don’t answer my question!”

“She’s visiting.”

“For what? High tea? A Scentsy party?”

The chicken hopped off the bed and strutted out the door, leash dragging behind it.

“If that’s Popsicle, then how the hell did she get here?” Darla asked. 

“Hello!” A hand popped into the room, waving. “Nice to see you, Darla.” Tortilla entered, eyes bugging out when he saw Darla’s bare shoulders and wardrobe choice. “Sorry Popsicle woke you up.” He just stared at her, openly gawking, taking in her luscious, just-woken state.

Protectiveness rushed into my veins.

“Who are you? Trevor, who the fuck is this?” Darla demanded, tightening the sheet.

I looked at Tortilla. He’d showered, shaved, and was wearing an old pair of Joe’s jeans and a long-sleeved Random Acts of Crazy hoodie. I’d been right; he was a blonde.

His face was wolfish, and I was starting to doubt what I’d done.

“Get your eyes back in your head and get out of here, Tortilla. Quit looking at Darla like she’s something out of a peep show.”

“If she drops that sheet, she’ll be the best peep show ever.”

I grabbed his arm, my other hand on his shoulder, and goose-marched him out the door. “OUT!” I growled in his ear.

He immediately turned into a noodle in my arms. 

“Sorry, Trevor! I’m super sorry, man. I don’t know how to act with nice people any more. Geez.” 

“I’m gettin’ dressed and then you have some explaining to do!” Darla shouted from the bedroom.

SLAM!

Tortilla and I made it to the kitchen, where I released him with a slight shove, then got in his face. “You stop talking to her like that.”

He held up his palms. “Message received, man.”

“I took a chance on you, Tortilla.” I frowned. “That’s not your real name, is it?”

“No.” He clamped his mouth shut and wouldn’t make eye contact.

A slow burn of regret began to simmer in me. Maybe I had made a serious mistake. What if he was a felon? A violent, crazy man who wasn’t just down on his luck with an over-attachment to a pet chicken holding him back from a warm place to sleep?

Joe had run to a convenience store to get eggs and bacon so we could cook a decent Christmas morning breakfast. We hadn’t planned on a guest.

That was my fault.

“TREVOR!” Darla screamed. “I need to ask you a question!”

Hah. That was code for, I need to chew you a new asshole, you idiot.

Tortilla’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re toast, man.”

I looked at him with a glare. “Name?”

A mix of emotions I couldn’t decipher flashed in his eyes, but he finally said, “Paul.”

I reached for his hand and shook it. His grip tightened as seconds passed. “Okay, Paul. You stop with the sexual innuendos and Darla. Go drink some coffee and eat more of the apples on the table. Joe’ll be back soon and we’ll have a better breakfast. All we have in the fridge is old takeout and some beer.”

His face reddened. “Old takeout?”

“Yeah.”

“How old?”

“Why?”

“’cause I ate it already.”

I grimaced. “That was at least a week old.”

His face relaxed. “A week? In a fridge? That’s more gourmet than anything I normally eat.” He patted his stomach. “I’ll be fine. Good pad Thai. Thanks.”

“TREVOR!”

Apparently, the weirdness hadn’t ended last night.

I walked into the bedroom to find a fully-dressed Darla furiously tackling her tangled mess of blonde curls, the wide-toothed comb no match for her anger.

“Explain.” She tapped the bed next to her. I sat down.

“I couldn’t sleep last night.” I reached for her hand. She let me hold it. “I kept thinking about Tortilla...er, Paul.”

“That’s his real name?” Her voice went hushed.

“Yes. And it was cold last night. When we were in Cambridge and talking to him, I kept thinking about how he looked so much like me underneath the street grime. And your story about December 27—”

She jolted, almost said something, then just closed her eyes and nodded.

“—it made me think about how much I have. How much I’ve always had.” I gave her a look that said, Please understand. “I know I should have checked with you and Joe before doing this, but it was spur of the moment. An impulse.” I shrugged, completely unable to convey the overpowering emotions I’d felt last night, post-sex, staring up at the ceiling while Joe had snored lightly, Darla’s leg cushioning mine, her body sticky and sweet and such a luxury. 

My entire life was a luxury compared to most of the world.

“You invited a chicken into our bed because of upper-class suburban white boy guilt.”

Darla always found the swiftest way to get to the point.

“Something like that. I found Paul sleeping in a Dumpster, explained he could come here and shower, shave, sleep on the couch, and that maybe he could go with us to a nice farm where Popsicle could stay for that week we were talking about.”

Darla gawked at me. “You talk to Joe about that?”

“Not yet.’

She snorted, then glanced sharply at me. “He’s going to kill you.”

“No. But his mom might.”

“Naw. She’ll keep you alive so she can verbally torture you about this for the rest of your life.”

“Right.”

The bedroom door flew open, and Paul stood there, holding Popsicle in his arms, face radiant.

“You guys have a Wii U! Can I play?” He looked like a ten-year-old boy on Christmas morning.

Darla and I exchanged a smile.

“Sure. I’ll show you how to use it.” I stood and walked over to him. 

A sloppy hug with a chicken wiggling between us came next.

“Thanks,” he whispered in my ear, his breath a sour rot that made me recoil. “And by the way—you’re out of beer now.”

Joe

Convenience stores on Christmas Day are a sad, sad place. I grabbed eggs, bacon, and a box of cider donuts and got in line. 

Customer #1 bought a giant tube of lube, a twelve-pack of condoms, a box of super-absorbent tampons and a spatula.

Customer #2 bought one hundred scratch lottery tickets and three packs of Marlboro light 100 menthols in a box.

Customer #3 bought a tube of hemorrhoid cream and one of those giant plastic candy canes filled with chocolate candy. 

I was customer #4.

“Happy holidays,” the clerk said to customer #3 as he grabbed his bag of purchases. 

“Don’t you mean Merry Christmas? Christ is the reason for the season!” Mr. Preparation Candy Cane growled. “You atheists are ruining this country!”

As he stormed out, the clerk screwed up her mouth and glared at him. I knew she wanted to flip him the bird, but I guessed that if you’re working at a convenience store on Christmas Day, you probably don’t have a lot of career options. Getting caught on camera giving a customer the middle finger was grounds for termination.

As she rang up my items, a giant dose of reality flowed through me as if injected into my bloodstream.

That clerk was basically Darla.

Three years ago, Darla worked at a gas station convenience store. That was her career. That was her life in Ohio. 

Unreality permeated my pores as I watched the clerk’s hands, the nails ragged from being chewed, put my eggs, bacon and donuts in a white plastic bag. She looked up and made eye contact, a rarity in a convenience store.

“The donuts are on sale. If you buy another box, you get half off. You want another one?”

I just stared. Brown hair pulled back in a messy pony tail. Bags under her eyes. No make up. She wore a blue vest, part of a uniform, and her mouth was small. Tight. No upper lip, and dark, thick eyebrows that were perfectly sculpted. 

She was about my age and wore a crooked name tag that read “Carrie L.”

“Hello? Sir?” The word “sir” was laughable, so incongruous that it shook me out of my stupor. 

“Yeah? Oh. Sure. Another box of donuts.” I took three steps, grabbed the first one on top, and tossed it on the counter.

She rang up. “That’ll be $13.29.”

I gave her a twenty and grabbed the bag, headed out the door.

“Your change!”

“Consider it a tip.”

“But I can’t have tips!”

“You can now.” 

“Thank y—” 

My legs pumped fast, getting me the hell away from that store as quickly as possible. I’d woken up in the middle of the night to find Trevor sitting at the kitchen table and that bum, Tortilla, sound asleep on our couch, his chicken curled up in his arms.

Trevor had a bleeding heart, apparently. Darla rubbed off on him.

Darla rubbed off on both of us, clearly, and not just during sex. Ants crawled all over my body, my jaw clicking as I stretched it, my body tense and tight, as if bracing myself from truths that would attack in formation. 

There is only so much craziness a person can take in any given time frame.

And I’d had my fill.

As I approached the apartment door, I heard loud voices, then the very clear sound of my bass, hooked up to an electric amp, being strummed.

Opening the door, I was greeted by the sight of Tortilla, now shaved, bathed, and in Trevor’s old clothes, fucking around with my instrument. 

Wait. Were those my jeans he was wearing? Damn it. 

Curbing my impulse to shout at him, I walked into the kitchen, pulled out the food, and listened as Trevor talked to him.

“Unplug the amp, dude, or the neighbors will be on us.”

“Cool.” Tortilla unplugged, then strummed. I watched his fingers. He wasn’t great, but he knew how to play.

Trevor gave me an apologetic look. “Hope you don’t mind. He said he plays and wanted to goof around.”

I thought about the clerk back at the convenience store. “It’s okay.”

“You guys in a band?” Tortilla asked, head down, watching his own fingers on the strings. The tinny sound of the silenced electric bass filled the room. Normally that was me making the sound.

Darla walked into the room and planted a big kiss on my cheek. “Merry Christmas, honey,” she whispered, then looked down and squealed, “Donuts! Ooo, maple covered.” She grabbed the second box I’d bought on the clerk’s recommendation and opened it.

Tortilla practically dropped the bass in his rush to get a donut.

Four donuts later, Darla was pouring them both a big glass of milk and Trevor was frying bacon.

I stayed silent, just taking this all in. My Christmas mornings at my childhood home were so different. Christmas morning was all about waking up, having a fabulous, luxurious, slow breakfast, making our way through fresh fruit, waffles, organic, free-range, antibiotic-free hormone-free sausages handcrafted from some Amish farm in Pennsylvania where Mom bought all her meat, and opening up my newest electronic request. I remember one year, in high school, pitching a fit because they gave me a white iPhone instead of a black one. 

Two days after Christmas we had gone to the mall to the Apple Store to trade it in for the right one.

December 27.

My stomach cringed with the memory.

Here I was, watching Darla and a homeless dude Trevor had invited over eating convenience store donuts out of a box while a chicken ate the crumbs off the floor of our tiny city hovel.

And I was happy.

Tortilla found his grimy backpack and fished around in it, finally pulling out a small metal object. I went on high alert. Was that a knife? Were we about to be robbed? What the hell had we been thinking, inviting some street guy in here? Happiness washed off me, replaced by fear, and I edged toward Darla, who just sat at the table, completely unaware of what was about to unfold, drinking coffee and smiling to herself.

Then Tortilla put the metal object up to his mouth.

And played the opening notes of a Mumford & Sons song.

“You play harmonica!” Darla said, her smile widening.

I am an ass.

Tortilla took the piece away from his lips and gave an aw, shucks grin. “I busk sometimes. People throw down a little money. It keeps me and Popsicle in food.”

And booze, I thought. The guy looked like he was already drunk. Bet our beer was long gone.

He resumed playing, and I had to give it to him. He was good. Amateur good. Nothing that would ever get him a record deal, but for a street guy who slept in back alleys and was probably mentally ill, he did all right.

My skin still tingled with a heightened sense of danger, but it morphed into that feeling that comes from being on alert because of newness, not peril. Today was a day filled with firsts, from waking up on Christmas morning somewhere other than my childhood home to eating a cheap convenience store breakfast to, well—

Tortilla and Popsicle.

Trevor started scrambling eggs in a second frying pan while the bacon finished its sizzling, the scent maddening. My stomach growled and Darla held up the open box of donuts. There were three left out of the dozen.

“Want one?”

I laughed. “No, but you’re about to go into a sugar coma.”

She grinned. “The eggs and bacon will balance it all out.”

I kissed her forehead and whispered, “What’s Trevor thinking? Does he still want to bring this guy to my parents’ house and ask them to watch the chicken?”

“Yeah.”

“He’s crazy.”

“I know. But Paul’s a decent guy.”

“Paul?”

“Tortilla’s real name.”

“Ah.”

“Breakfast’s ready!” Trevor announced, pulling a stack of paper plates out of a drawer. No one wanted to do dishes during the holidays, so I couldn’t blame him. 

We three men all settled down around the table while Darla made another pot of coffee, then joined us. Chewing in silence, we scarfed down our Christmas breakfast in a half-pleasant, half-awkward manner that involved careful avoidance of eye contact.

Tortilla kept sneaking pieces of egg down under the table for Popsicle to eat. Finally, I blurted out, “Isn’t that cannibalism?”

All the forks dropped. Tortilla looked like I’d slapped him. His blue eyes widened and his brow turned down. Clean shaven now, the lack of hair on his face highlighted how long he’d had a beard, for the newly-shaved skin was whale-belly white except where it was reddened by acne. His hair was clean but hung in long tendrils, curling with a shine that would have been beautiful if it weren’t so heartbreaking.

“Cannibal what?” Darla choked out.

“You’re feeding a chicken pieces of cooked chicken egg,” I said quietly. 

The look on Tortilla’s face was pure horror. Tears filled his eyes. 

I felt like a piece of shit, instantly.

“Never thought about that,” he said sadly.

“You’re so full of joy, Joe. You should be Santa’s helper at the mall. You know, kick puppies, take candy canes away from babies. Spread the love,” Trevor said. 

“No.” Tortilla came to my defense. “He’s making a good point.”

“Popsicle don’t care,” Darla added. The chicken looked up and turned its head, giving her a one-eyed blank look.

“Popsicle is filthy,”Tortilla said, frowning. He grabbed her, then stood. “Mind if I give her a bath in that nice sink in the bathroom? You even have hot water here,” he marveled. “It’ll be nice not to have to lick her clean for once.” 

“No problem,” I said in a rush, eager to stop being the asshole, but also fighting my gag reflex. Ugh. “There’s some nice lavender shower gel that Darla uses. Make Popsicle nice and calm.”

Tortilla’s smile was crooked, and he was missing two bottom teeth. “Thanks!” He scurried off. The rush of water began in the distance.

Trevor kicked my ankle just as his phone buzzed in his pocket. I glared at him as he answered it.

“Hello?” Trev’s face went immediately to confusion, then he handed me his phone. 

“It’s your mom.”

“My mom?” 

He shrugged and handed me the phone.

“Joey! Merry Christmas! We miss you here at home, but we understand. Nothing could be better than whatever you’re experiencing with your beloveds.” The s at the end felt like being tased.

“Hi, Mom.”

“I had to call you on Trevor’s phone after your little stunt last night.” 

“You’re not spying on his phone too, are you?” 

She completely, blatantly ignored that jab.

“We expect you at eleven! Come for brunch! And bring Darla and Trevor, of course.”

“I was already planning to do that, Mom.”

“I already have a present for her.”

My breakfast turned into a lead balloon in my stomach. “What?”

“We called and got all the charges dropped against her.”

“How?”

“We know people. A lot of people. And, it turns out, you helped, too.”

“Me? How did I help?”

“Remember how your naked rear end is all over social media right now?”

How could I forget?

“Uhhhh....” 

“Edie Chadron was at that party. Your grandma’s partner who helped form the Vagina Power Collective.”

“That’s quite a name. Was she the mummy who pinched my sac?”

Silence.

Then a retching sound.

Dad came on the phone.

“What the hell did you just say to your mother?” he bellowed. Until that moment, I never realized how much dad sounded like John Ratzenberger. 

“Merry Christmas, Dad.”

“Jesus, Joe.”

“Yeah. Happy Birthday to him and all that.”

“No, I mean—Joanne’s gagging and gasping something about your grandma’s best friend touching your penis and how she needs some Rescue Remedy and her lavender eye pillow. She wants me to find out if her homeopath has emergency office hours on Christmas Day.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Not funny, Joe. Joanne was up half the night making phone calls for Darla. She used Edie’s presence at that party as blackmail against her. Edie’s grandson is an assistant DA. Took nine calls between the two of us, but Darla’s free. No record, no hearings, no nothing.”

“What?” I sagged against the fridge, relief making my muscles loose. 

Darla gave me a frown.

You okay? she mouthed. I waved her away.

“So be kind to your mom, Joe.”

“I just asked if Edie Chadron was the old woman who pinched my sac when I was stripping last night.”

Silence.

“Stripping?” he blustered. 

I guess Mom didn’t tell him the full story about The Full Monty.

“It’s a long story.”

“It always is with you, son.”

“Will Gene be there today, when we come over?”

Very awkward silence.

“He might. Why?” Suspicion filled Dad’s voice. I didn’t blame him.

“I think he should be there.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s part of the family.”

Really awkward silence.

“I’ll let him and your mother know you feel that way.”

“I’ve always felt that way, Dad.”

“See you all at ten.” 

“Mom said eleven—”

Click.

“What was that about?” Darla asked. The running water in the sink stopped, the sound of a chicken squawking replacing it.

“My mom blackmailed an assistant district attorney to drop the charges against you.” 

Darla’s eyeballs fell out of her head and rolled under the refrigerator.

“SHE WHAT?”

“You’re free and clear.”

“OH, NO, SHE DI’INT!”

Outrage was not a reaction I expected. Relief. Gratitude. Joy. Surprise—sure.

Not this.

“Why are you...upset?”

“Because now I owe her! Big time! And you do not want to be on the owing side of a relationship with Joanne Ross. She owns me, now!”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Oh, please.” Darla said dismissively. “Look at you. She has you by the balls.”

“Had. She had me. I’m free now.” My hand went to my pants pocket, where the wad of cash from last night rested. Our tour started up again right after the holidays. Frown, our substitute bass player, had done a great job filling in for me on the two concerts we’d done this fall as I recovered from falling out of our bedroom window during sex.

But now it was my turn to play.

And make enough money to be truly independent.

Darla

“Well, you may be free like a bird and all that shit now, Joe, but I’m the one in a cage. I don’t wanna owe your mama anything. Not one thing. How much did she spend to get me out? I’ll pay her back,” I said, fuming. 

“I don’t know. I don’t think she spent much. More that she made phone calls. Pulled strings. Called in favors,” he answered.

That was worse.

Way worse.

“I don’t understand why you’re so upset, Darla,” Joe said, clearly perplexed.

“Because—because—because now I owe her and she went out of her way to help me but I’m not good enough to be counted as part of your family for a holiday,” I said, the words coming out with a groan at the end, as if I knew I shouldn’t say them in the first place.

And from the resulting look on Joe’s face, I was right.

I shouldn’t have.

“You’re really fixated on this ski trip thing.”

“I’m really fixated on this whole being treated like your permanent soul mate thing.”

He looked like I slapped him.

“Those words really shouldn’t have come out, but there you go,” I said, a rising flush making my heart hammer against my ribs, my arms flailing wildly. “Can’t stuff ’em back in. That would be like trying to put semen back inside a spent penis. You could try, maybe, but it would take a lot of equipment, tons of pain, lack of cooperation and it would congeal and never really be the same again.”

Tortilla and Trevor stared at me, too.

I seriously got to work on my metaphors, don’t I?

“Anyhow,” I said, waving them away, “nobody likes to be excluded. Nobody. Not me, not you, not Trevor.” 

“Not Mavis,” he muttered under his breath.

Me and Joe shot Trevor a pretty familiar WTF? look.

“Sorry.”

“And we’ve all been together for two and a half years. Your mom told you the truth about her and Gene and your dad. You’d think she’d consider me part of your family by now.” I finished that statement with a combination of defeat and triumph in my voice.

“Darla,” Joe said slowly. “It took her more than ten years to admit to what’s going on with Gene, and he’s not even invited to the family ski trip.”

“Ten years? I have to spend eight more years being excluded? Damn. What’s she gonna do when we have a kid—let it go on the trip, and not me?”

Trevor made a low sound in the back of his throat. Joe gaped at me. 

Tortilla stuffed the final piece of bacon on my plate into his mouth. Popsicle walked a drunken line through the living room, weaving around an ottoman.

A kid. I just said that, huh? More semen you couldn’t shove back in a penis even if you wanted to. 

Joe blinked. Over and over, his hand coming up from his waist, fingers touching his chest. I dimly realized he was touching his scar, the one from his infant heart surgery.

“I know you love me,” I said, the words coming between two long sighs. “I just wish I could get your mom to accept me.”

“What about Herb?” Trevor’s question surprised me.

“What about him?” Joe asked.  

I was grateful for the interruption, for the interlude to not be put on the spot, like being blinded by a police searchlight. That’s what Joe’s eyes felt like.

“He has a say. He hasn’t been some passenger in your mom’s car of life.”

I was totally rubbing off on Trevor’s speech patterns.

“My mom has his balls on a chain,” Joe argued.

“Then that’s his choice.” Trevor’s eyebrows shot up, the comment meant to stand. What argument could Joe mount against that? 

“You’re asking what my dad thinks of Darla? Or whether he’s the one who doesn’t want to include you guys?”

Trevor’s hand went to his neck in a mock gesture of offense. “You mean I’m not invited, either?”

“Ha ha.”

“What about me?” Tortilla asked, grabbing Trevor’s fork and shoveling the last of his eggs into his mouth. “Am I invited on this ski trip?” 

“It’s not like that,” Joe snapped.

“Cool. Can I crash here while you’re on vacation?” He looked around the apartment like it was the Waldorf. For him, it probably was.

“Shut up,” Joe snapped.

Tortilla took that in stride, walking down the hall to the bathroom. I heard the door shut, then the telltale tinkling sound of a man peeing.

Joe looked at the clock. “We need to stop fighting and—”

“We’re fighting? I thought we were just discussing,” I said, perplexed.

He sighed. “How about we do one thing that normal people do on Christmas morning and open presents by the tree?” 

Our Christmas tree was a little rosemary plant with red foil around the base of the pot. I had taken a few pairs of dangly earrings and hung them like miniature ornaments.

Three presents surrounded the plant.

“Shit,” I hissed. “What about Tortilla? We don’t have a present for him.”

Trevor held up on finger and sprinted into the bedroom. A minute later, he came back with a gift bag, tissue paper poking out, a festive red bag with green, glittery accents. 

“Random Acts of Crazy ski hat.”

“We have ski hats for swag?” Joe asked, surprised.

“It was a promotional freebie some company sent us. I threw in a ten dollar Starbucks card.”

“Perfect,” I said, settling it right in there among the other presents. We wanted Tortilla to feel welcome. 

“What about Popsicle?” Trevor asked.

“Huh?” me and Joe asked in unison.

“Popsicle should have a present, too,” Trevor insisted.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Joe said. “It’s a chicken.”

“Paul treats her like she’s a person. His person. So we should respect that,” Trevor replied.

“See? Trevor gets it. We’re making Popsicle a part of our little family. You include the significant others in celebrations,” I said archly to Joe, my point abundantly clear. 

“You’re comparing yourself to a chicken,” he replied. 

I shot Trevor a dark look. “Wouldn’t be the first time I competed with one,” I called back as I went into the bedroom. A minute later, I came out with a tiny little hand-knit thing from a box of crap my mama won in sweepstakes and sent to me. I handed it to Trev. 

“What is it?” He turned the item around and around, trying to figure it out. “And what’s the logo say?”

“Myers Farms.”

“What?”

“It’s a chicken sweater.”

Trevor went back into the bedroom without a word.

Joe turned to me. “Your mom enters sweepstakes to win chicken sweaters?”

“No, silly. She entered to win a lifetime supply of eggs.”

“That’s so much better.”

 Trevor came back with another gift bag just as Tortilla returned.

“Gift time!” Trevor said. We gathered around the Christmas tree, Tortilla’s eyes full of glee.

“Who’s first?” I asked.

“You.” Trevor handed me a wrapped gift. “This is from me and Joe.”

Now, I’d asked for three things for Christmas. Gift cards to my favorite coffee shop, lingerie, and a card game called SuperFight. We had agreed not to spend a bunch of money on each other, because we were going on tour soon and didn’t want a bunch of stuff. 

This box didn’t feel like any of those requests, so I cocked one eyebrow and gave the guys a questioning look as I opened it.

It was a child’s bouncy ball. You know the kind. Like a big yoga ball, but with a circular handle you grabbed on to while you bounced.

Joe had a grin on his face a mile wide. Trevor’s cheeks were pink.

“What is it?”

Trevor reached under a couch cushion and pulled out a hand pump. “Open it! We’ll show you!”

I tore open the packaging, wondering what on earth had them so excited. Trevor took the bright-red deflated rubber ball thingy from me and started pumping. I stood to get myself some more coffee, and by the time I came back and took one look at that...thing...I was howling with laughter.

This wasn’t some child’s toy.

It was thoroughly for adults.

A ten-inch protrusion stuck up off the ball’s surface, right about where my hoohaw would go. A much smaller nub was present, and it looked like if you positioned yourself in one direction, you’d avail yourself of a certain kind of pleasure, and in the other direction, well..

Let’s just say that ball went both ways.

Joe and Trevor were beaming.

“Wow,” I said slowly, all hope of a nice coffee gift card long gone. “That’s a really inventive gift.”

“I knew she’d like it!” Trevor crowed. “After the Sybian disaster, you said no more electronic toys, so we found this!” He was so boyish in that moment, his red turtleneck snug in all the right places, jeans hugging his hips and his shoulders wide as his hands held the ball. I melted. 

“It’s perfect,” I lied.

“It will be,” Joe said in a low voice. “Especially since it deflates and fits nicely in a suitcase. We know how much you hate to fly, and we’ll be flying a lot this coming year, so we wanted a toy you could throw in a suitcase without worrying about going through security and setting anything off.”

“I’m the thing that gets set off when I go through airport security.”

Trevor laughed. He and Joe shared a look that made it clear they were thinking about our trip to the island of Eden years ago. “Yeah. We remember.”

The moment kinda went sideways when we all noticed Tortilla was starting to climb on my bouncy dildo ball and rode it around the room, bouncing and pretending he was riding a bucking bronco.

“Don’t see that every day,” I said as the man went boing boing boing around the room, the dildo part rubbing up against his crotch. A light flush turned his cheeks pink and if Joe hadn’t stopped him just then, I think he woulda jizzed in those borrowed jeans of Joe’s. 

“We have a present for you and Popsicle!” I called out, trying to rescue the moment. While Joe surreptitiously hid my new bouncy ball behind a chair near where we stored our shoes, Trevor and I pulled out the two presents.

“I don’t have anything for you,” Tortilla said, looking shame-faced.

“It’s fine, Paul,” Trevor said. “Just play us some music. That’d be great.” 

Paul perked up, and for the next two minutes we got the harmonica version of Katy Perry’s “Roar,” which Joe sat through politely, his jaw twitching. Let’s just say Paul should stick to Mumford & Sons.

“Okay. Now I earned my present!” Paul declared. A troubled storm developed in Joe’s eyes, and he swallowed, hard.

Trevor put his hand on Paul’s wrist. “Hey, man. Don’t feel like you have to earn a gift. A gift’s a gift, you know?”

Paul looked at him, not comprehending. “What?”

We didn’t know his life story. We had no idea who he was, where he came from, what had happened to make him homeless and living on the streets of Cambridge with a chicken. But in that moment, as he looked from me to Joe to Trevor with confusion, some part of my heart went out to him.

Three years ago I thought that the world I knew was all I was gonna know.

I wondered if Tortilla felt that way.

“Why do they call you Tortilla?” I asked, breaking the weirdness. Trevor set Paul’s present in front of him.

Paul laughed, eyes tracking Popsicle as she walked over to one of Joe’s running shoes and pecked at the laces. “Because I like tortillas.”

“That simple?” Joe asked.

“Yeah. There’s a Mexican place down near MIT that puts all their unused tortillas out on the back curb every night. The owner’s cool. I go there and scarf ‘em down. Some of my friends started teasing me about it, and...” He shrugged. His stomach growled. His eyes went to the unopened donut box on the counter.

I got up and walked past the table, noticing the other box was now empty. Huh. Guy was a bottomless pit.

Bringing the fresh box back, the scent of cinnamon filled the air as I opened it. Cider donuts. Joe’s favorite. The guys all grabbed one each—my favorite were the maple, which rested in my full stomach now—and Paul shoved the entire donut in his mouth, then got down to business opening his present.

First, he pulled out the Starbucks gift card. “I can get a pumpkin spice latte!” Paul chirped, waggling his eyebrows. “Or maybe a peppermint one. Hmm. It’ll be hard to decide. Thanks, guys!” His eyes cut over to my bouncy ball with a lingering look of want.

Then he reached into the gift bag and withdrew the Random Acts of Crazy ski hat. You would have thought we’d given him a cashmere sweater.

“It’s perfect!” he shouted, pulling it over his now-clean, blonde hair. He looked so much like Trevor for a split second, the angle of his long, sharp nose making me blink twice, and then the resemblance was gone.

He jumped up and hugged all three of us, Joe’s embrace a bit perfunctory, then found his backpack, tucking the gift card away for safe keeping.

“Here’s Popsicle’s gift.” Joe handed him the gift bag.

“Why are you giving it to me?” Paul asked, brushing some hair off his eyebrow. His blue eyes glittered. “Popsicle should open it.”

Joe rolled his eyes, turning his face away from Paul, and picked up the bag. Trevor bit his lips, holding back a snicker.

“Here,” Joe announced, dropping the bag in front of Popsicle. She pecked at it.

“For God’s sake,” Joe muttered, pulling the sweater out. “Here.” He handed it to Paul, who started laughing.

“Is this a penis cozy?” He held it over his crotch and started unbuttoning his jeans.

“No! It’s a chicken sweater,” Joe snapped. “Put your junk away. It’s for the chicken.”

“You gave my chicken a sweater?”

“It wasn’t my idea.”

“I can’t put that on her!” Paul buttoned his jeans, looking at Joe like he was nuts. 

Trevor’s expression deflated. “Why not?”

Paul rotated the green and orange sweater in his hands, his fingers tracing the logo’s words. “Popsicle is a Rhode Island Red. She looks terrible in orange. It’s not her color.”

“It’s like the chicken version of What Not to Wear,” I whispered to Joe, whose expression hardened.

“But thank you. It’ll be great for keeping my balls warm in January,” Paul said.

“Is that a special problem?” Trevor asked, clearly trying to change the conversation.

“It is if you’re sleeping on cardboard and don’t have much cushion. I’m a back sleeper, so if I open my legs at all, the balls sink, you know?”

Trevor nodded.

Why in the hell was Trevor nodding as if he knew all about ball sinking?

“And the sac rests against the clothes, which rest against the cardboard, and without insulation you wake up with a cold, dead feeling between your legs.”

Joe winced. “Really?”

Paul smacked his upper arm. “No. I’m just pulling your leg. I’ll put the chicken sweater on my cock because it’s a great irony. Chicken. Cock. Get it?”

Paul was fucking weird.

“Right.” Joe raised his eyebrows and looked at me like he needed to escape. “So, we should get going. My mom said eleven. You’re invited,” he said to Paul, the words reluctant and unsure. “And so is Popsicle.”

“Your mom really owns a chicken sanctuary?” Paul asked, eyes wide. 

“Something like that,” Joe answered, grabbing his coat and shrugging into it. “Let’s go.” 

“Wait! We have two more presents to unwrap!” I said, scrambling to catch up.

“We’ll have to do them later,” Joe said, looking at his phone. His eyes cut over to Paul. “I think we need to take care of this now.”

Trevor and Joe shared an uneasy look.

Paul grabbed his backpack and Popsicle. That was all he had. He took a good look at the apartment. He let out a sigh of contentment.

He gave Joe a nod, then followed along, unquestioning.

“Joanne know we’re coming?” I asked Trevor as we walked out into the hallway and down to the stars.

“I hope so. I’m not sure which will be the bigger surprise: Tortilla, or Popsicle.”

Turns out the biggest surprise was something no one saw coming.




Chapter Nine

Darla

Herb answered the door with a beer in one hand and a sprig of mistletoe in the other. Beer at eleven a.m. on Christmas Day?

Now that was a tradition I could get behind.

He pointed to his cheek. I kissed him, giggling. He wrapped me in a bear hug and I saw Joe’s eyes blink rapidly, his surprise turning to a gentle pleasure as his dad made me feel welcome.

“Herb Ross,” he announced to Tortilla, handing me the mistletoe as he shook hands. 

“Dad, this is Paul,” Joe began.

“My friends call me Tortilla,” Paul said, shifting Popsicle into his left arm so he could shake Joe’s dad’s hand.

One eyebrow cocked, making Herb look exactly like Joe for a second. “Nice to meet you, Tortilla.”

“Are they here?” Joanne called out from behind Herb. Her face appeared behind his shoulder, tiny little taut legs carrying her across the sleek wood floors. “Just on time, too! I’m pleased you’re punctual, Joey, even if—”

Her words cut off at the sight of Tortilla and Popsicle.

“And who are you?”

“Mom, this is a new friend of ours. Paul.”

She reached out and shook his hand.

“My friends call me Tortilla,” Paul said. As he blinked, slowly, his Star of David tattoo showed. 

Joanne dropped his hand like it turned into a poisonous snake. Peering intently at his face, she then looked at me in abject horror.

“Tortilla? TORTILLA? Not the same homeless man you serviced last night?”

Herb was taking a big swig of his beer to finish it off. As Joanne’s words sank in, he let out an enormous spray of Jack’s Abbey Lashes Lager, the red label screaming Christmas like everything else in MetroWest Boston. It’s like the city color coordinated for the season. 

“Jesus, Herb, we just had the curtains dry-cleaned with non-toxic chemicals!” Joanne screeched, smacking his arm. He patted the front of his shirt, swiping the droplets off.

Herb’s eyes turned to me, so soulful and dark like Joe’s. “You ‘serviced’ this man? He’s the one you were accused of blowing behind the vegan restaurant last night?”

I whipped around to Joanne and got in her face. “You told him?”

“Of course I told him! He’s the one who made some of the phone calls for you!”

“Wait. Herb pulled strings to get me off?” 

“That sounds really dirty,” Paul said.

“SHUT UP.” All three Rosses told him off in unison.

“Anyone want some cheese-stuffed jalapeños?” Gene asked from the kitchen. Trevor and Paul made a beeline for the out. Gene gave me a commiserating look of sympathy.

I needed it.

“First of all, I didn’t service anyone last night,” I declared.

Joe cleared his throat and holy shit, did he just blush? 

“Technically, that’s not true,” he demurred. A flash of sex last night, hot and comforting, made me flush a little, too. 

Herb snorted.

Joanne glowered. “New family rule: no talking about your sex life.” 

“Unless it involves blowing Santa Claus,” Herb whispered.

“Anyhow,” I said archly, looking at Herb, “I didn’t do anything to Tortilla. But thank you.” Relief swept over me like a perfect spring breeze right before a much-needed rainstorm. “I appreciate everything you did to get the charges dropped.”

He waved his hand dismissively. “It was nothing. A few phone calls.”

“I helped,” Joanne added. “Edie didn’t like the idea of having her precious grandson the assistant district attorney know about her...recreational activities.”

“You mean, like when her friends took up a collection to watch Joe and Trevor have live sex in front of them?”

Good thing Herb didn’t have another beer on him. He growled at Joe.

“Excuse me?”

Joe looked like he was ready to kill me, his face like angry, hot granite. As he struggled to control his emotions, Herb added,

“How much?”

“How much what?” Joanne interrupted, livid.

“How much is the going rate for that?”

“They raised nearly five grand,” Joe began to explain.

“You had sex with Trevor in front of your grandmother’s best friend for five thousand dollars!” Joanne screeched.

“I’d French kiss him for five grand,” Herb mused. “Not sure I’d go all the way.”

Herb deftly stepped back from Joanne, predicting the blow she threw at him.

“We didn’t actually have sex. The church organists gave us the money anyhow,” Joe started to explain.

Herb folded his arms across his massive chest. “This story gets better and better. Church organists?”

Joanne looked like a hummingbird on crack. “Can we move this conversation to the kitchen? I need a shot or nine of whisky to continue.” 

We migrated into the giant cook’s kitchen, which looked like something out of Top Chef. Tortilla was stuffing bacon-wrapped jalapeños in his mouth like they were going extinct, chewing in between drinking from a huge glass of milk.

“God, you people eat well,” he mumbled around a full mouth. At some point, he had set Popsicle down on the ground and she lingered at his feet.

Gene was dressed in a white button-down oxford shirt, navy blue casual pants, and a gorgeous moss-green cashmere V-neck sweater that looked like it could carpet a golf course. I wanted to give him a hug just so I could feel the wool against my cheek. Gene was friendly, but physically very reserved, so I settled for a smile and a wave.

“The chicken?” Joanne asked, her voice filled with a kind of polite loathing that was an art form of linguistic gymnastics that I could only aspire to develop by the time I was fifty. 

“I’m sorry. I should introduce Popsicle,” Paul said, swallowing a huge lump of food, then wincing. “This is Popsicle.” He looked at Joanne. “Popsicle, meet your new foster mommy.”

Joe and Herb lost it. Just...lost it, folding in half, bent in two, whooping and braying like donkeys with their dicks caught in a car door.

I actually saw that happen, once, back home in Peters. That’s how I know the sound.

“We were hoping,” Trevor piped up over the commotion, “that Popsicle could stay here with your other chickens, just for a week or so. While Paul gets settled in.”

“You’ve added a third man?” Joanne asked me, her face wavering between disgust and admiration. 

“No! He’s not—we’re not—no. I can barely handle two men. What in the hell do I need a third for?” 

Joanne breathed a sigh of relief.

“Besides,” Tortilla added, “three on one is no fun for me, because I always get stuck with the wrong hole.”

Gene, who was about as expressive as my stepdaddy the taxidermist, gave Herb one hell of a look before turning to Tortilla and asking, “There’s a wrong hole?”

Joanne pinged him in the head with a flying K-cup. An organic, fair-trade K-cup. 

“Gene!” she shouted.

Tortilla opened his mouth to answer Gene’s question. I shoved a bigass piece of cinnamon bun in his mouth. His face exploded into an expression of sheer delight, a groan of culinary ecstasy coming out full-throated. 

I’d found the right hole.

Joe

When had this become my life?

And why had I clung so hard to the old, uptight, repressed one?

Maybe I’d been the repressed one, because here was my dad, talking to my girlfriend about blow jobs and asking me about how much women were willing to pay to watch me put my cock up Trevor’s ass.

For the record, if Trevor and I did have gay sex, I would be the top. Period. End of discussion.

“I want to get back to the whole getting paid to have sex with Trevor at a stripper party topic, Joe,” Dad said just after I’d shoved a bacon-wrapped jalapeño in my mouth.

Gene’s eyes widened and he gave me a look, then added a thumbs’ up.

I started choking.

Maybe, if I let this hot-as-hell appetizer fill my throat, I could just lose consciousness slowly as my oxygen-deprived brain shut down, and I would never have to resume a conversation with my mother, father, and Gene about having sex with Trevor in public.

That would be the easy way out.

But no.

I chewed.

“I would just like to state,” Trevor declared, holding a beer that matched my Dad’s, “that if Joe and I ever did have sex with only each other—and we haven’t—he’d be the catcher.”

His phone buzzed, and he left that statement hanging in the kitchen like a nasty, wet fart. While Trev took his phone call, I looked at the amused eyes of a group of people I hated to the core right now, and said:

“No fucking way. That’s not how it would go.”

Darla tilted her head and studied me. “I could see you going either way.”

“NEW RULE! No talking about sex!” Mom said through clenched teeth. Then she poured three-fingers of whisky and chugged it down.

“It’s okay to grill Darla about a blow job that never happened, but we can’t talk about an actual sexually-charged event between me and Trevor?” I challenged Mom.

“Exactly.” She gave me a smile that said, I’m pretending you understand, but really making you obey my command.

“As long as we know the ground rules,” Darla whispered.

“You’re just glad we’re not talking about you blowing Tortilla any more.”

“Imagining you ass fucking Trevor is way more interesting.”

“No, it’s not!” I gave her a dirty look. “Unless that’s some kind of turn on for you...” 

“NEW RULE!” Mom barked, walking away from me and Darla, who now snuggled against me and whispered exactly how it turned her on to imagine me and Trevor going at it.

Which was, to say, not.

“I have no desire for you and Trevor to start sleeping with each other,” she hissed.

“Why not?”

“Because then I’m just the third wheel.”

“You’re the what? You’d never be a third wheel.” 

“Look, you got a stick. He’s got a hole. If you two start sleeping with each other, I’m kinda the extra. Like a vestigial limb. I’m your appendix.”

“Huh?”

“I’m the thing that gets all infected and inflamed, causes you tons of pain and belly-aching, and just when you think you can’t stand it, I either burst or someone has to surgically remove me.”

Darla really needed to work on her metaphors.

“Don’t sleep with each other,” she finished.

“I don’t want to fuck Trevor! He doesn’t want to fuck me!” I shouted.

“NEW RULE!” Mom bellowed from the hallway just as Trevor came into the room, off the phone now and looking a little pensive.

Popsicle walked by.

Wearing a chicken diaper.

Paul halted mid-swig of his second lager as Popsicle peck peck pecked by, picking up some crumbs from the cinnamon bun he’d eaten.

He finished off his beer and gawked. 

“What is she wearing?”

“A diaper,” Joanne said.

“Why?”

“So she doesn’t poop all over my house.”

“Why don’t you just put her outside?”

“Do you want her to go outside with the other chickens?”

“I think it’s time to socialize her. To be with her people.” He frowned. “Just for a week, like Trevor said. Right?”

“Right,” Trevor confirmed, looking sad.

“I’ll show you the coop,” Gene said, sharing a meaningful look with Joanne. “Why don’t you and, uh, Popsicle follow me.”

Something was up. Mom and Dad exchanged a nervous look and I steeled myself. A lecture was coming.

After Gene, Paul and Popsicle were outside, Mom turned immediately to Darla and said, “Herb and I would like to invite you to go skiing with our family.”

Darla was in the middle of eating some kind of artichoke-stuffed giant black olive, and made a weird gagging sound at Mom’s words. She swallowed, though, and gave me a desperate look, her eyes full of tears from the choking.

“You—huh?”

“We’d like for you to come with us.”

Dad looked at Trevor and said, “You too, son.”

Son.

My skin felt like flaming cotton.

“You want me to come skiing with you at Sunday River?” Trevor asked, his face flipping through a handful of emotions in seconds. “Talk about serendipity.” 

“Why?” I asked.

“Because that call was my mom. She and Rick are puking their guts out and Mom and Dad are canceling Christmas at my house. She doesn’t want me to get whatever they all have.”

Dad frowned. “So sorry about your parents and your brother.” He clapped one hand on Trev’s shoulder. “But if you’re free, we’d love to have you come with us.” He looked at Trevor and Darla and clarified. “Our treat. Consider it our Christmas present to you.” 

Blue eyes filled with the squalor of unexpected events met mine. “Uh, that’s up to Joe,” Trevor conceded. 

We turned and looked at Darla, whose face was luminous.

And then she just...crumpled.

Dad looked helplessly at me as Darla covered her face with her hands and began to weep.

“You don’t like to ski?” he guessed. 

“Nooooooooo,” she wailed. “It’s not that.”

Mom reached out and put her arm around Darla, pulling her in for an embrace. It was like watching Tinkerbell hug Paul Bunyan, Mom’s tiny little form reaching up to comfort Darla. My throat tightened and some strange sensation tickled my eyeballs. Water formed there.

“Are you crying?” Trevor asked, his voice dropping half an octave at the end.

“What? No. Fuck you.”

“Okay,” he said, sounding relieved. “Just checking.”

“I want to go with you, and thank you,” Darla said into my Mom’s shoulder. “It’s just...I think what I really need is to go home and see my mama and Uncle Mike and be with them.”

“You miss your mother,” Mom said, giving me a nasty look. “How nice. It’s so sweet when a child shows so much love and respect for the woman who raised them.” 

“Oh, Christ,” I mumbled. 

“He’s the reason for the season!” Trevor gave me a somber, mocking look.

“Fuck you twice.”

“You wish.”

“I really don’t.”

“Would you two stop talking about butt sex?” Darla said as she pried herself out of Mom’s arms. 

“Yes. NEW RULE!” Mom barked.

Darla looked at her. “You mean you and I agree on something?”

“Yes,” Mom said with a laugh. Then her mouth pursed again and she frowned. 

“I don’t want Darla and Trevor to go on the ski holiday with us,” I blurted out.

Everyone stared at me.

“Unless Gene is going, too,” I added. 

Mom’s jaw dropped. Dad reddened. Gene, who was wearing an apron and pulling samosas out of the oven, nearly dropped the baking sheet.

“What?” Mom yipped.

“You heard me. All these years, you hid the truth from me. You don’t have to any more.” I took in a shaky breath. That water in my eyes made it a little hard to see. Darla reached for my hand and threaded her fingers through mine, doing the same with Trevor.

“I—but—are you—Herb!” Mom searched Dad’s face, the emotion between the two of them making me simultaneously want to claw my eyes out and grab them both in a hug. 

“Joanne,” he said softly. Then he looked at Gene, who openly stared at the two of them, standing with the baking tray in his hand, the silicone pot holder affixed in space.

“Joe’s right,” Darla said softly.

Dad nodded.

Slowly, with the kind of aching yearning that had to come from a decade or more of hiding, Mom turned and looked at Gene. Her voice caught with a charged sense, an electricity that made the hair on my arms stand up.

“Will you?” she asked. “Come with us.”

Gene met my eyes, a naked look so stark I felt nude myself. The blank face he showed covered for a thousand tornadoes that had to be under the surface.

Blinking hard, he turned away, set down the cooking tray, removed the oven mitt, and walked over to Dad and Mom, inserting himself between them as Dad made room.

Kissing my mother’s cheek with a kind of honor you don’t see very often, he whispered in her ear:

“I will.”

Mom pulled him in for a kiss, the slow, sensual slide of their mouths against each other making Darla gasp, my father blush—but not turn away—and Trevor and Tortilla murmur words I couldn’t hear under their breath.

And as Mom and Gene made it all-too-clear that they were going to take me up on my challenge that they could, and should, be open about their relationship, I had one thing to say:

“NEW RULE, MOM!”




Chapter Ten

Darla

In the end, I said no to the ski trip. For real. Said no to the thing I wanted most the second I knew it was happening.

We spent the rest of the day at Joe’s parents’ house, having a blast and getting pretty drunk. I’d called Josie and Alex, who had an apartment full of Alex’s family and Josie’s friends and who said it was fine if we skipped their party. No hurt feelings. They’d see me for New Year’s Eve instead. 

Maybe, I thought. But maybe not. And it would be okay no matter what.

Trevor stayed the driest so he could drive, and by the time we went back to our apartment, we’d exchanged gifts with the Rosses (wine for them, the ski trip for us), Tortilla had settled Popsicle into her new coop with the other hens, and we’d left Tortilla at a cheap flophouse on the edge of the city.

His choice.

There was so much to say, yet we didn’t. Watching Gene open up and touch Joanne in public, even the tiniest display of affection, seemed to trouble Joe. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it went way beyond his needing to accept the threesome between his parents and Gene. I was pretty sure it went deeper, stroking some chord inside him that reverberated, the fact that they hid the truth of their relationship from him—for his sake—rumbling around inside him like a wet tennis shoe in a clothes dryer.

He parked the car and we got out, loose and tired from two long, social days.

As we keyed into the apartment, the bouncy ball greeted us, tipped on its side with its plastic, air-filled cock pointed down, inserted into one of Trevor’s shoes.

“You sure you ain’t Old Doc Oglethorpe?” I joked with him.

“Actually, that dildo ball wasn’t your real Christmas gift. This is.” Joe pulled a piece of paper out from his back pocket. 

I unfolded it.

“Flight Confirmation” read the words. 

“What?”

“We got you a plane ticket back home. You’ve got four hours before we need to leave for the airport.”

“When in the hell did you do that?” 

“At my mom’s house. Booked it, paid for it, printed this.”

“That’s—you—what?”

“We want you to go home. Fly back tomorrow. You don’t need to take a bus all that way. This is faster and easier,” Trevor said, brushing the hair away from my eyes.

Unreality washed over me. “You bought me a plane ticket back home.”

“Direct, too. Boston to Cleveland, then Mike will come get you.”

“He—you called my Uncle Mike and got him in on this?”

Trevor’s sly, half grin confirmed it. “He was thrilled.”

I felt like I was supposed to ask them to come with me, even as a part of me didn’t want to. For this one time, this last year, I wanted to go home and just be Darla. Not Joe and Trevor and Darla. Not Darla and Her Guys. 

Just Darla.

It wouldn’t be the same, ’cause Mama had Calvin and Uncle Mike had his girlfriend, but it would be close. And I needed that final, last little brush with my past, because my future was so clearly laid out before me in the form of these two amazing, loving men, that I knew what was coming.

I needed a little bit of time to let go of what was.

“You don’t have to invite us,” Joe said, eyeing me carefully.

I pulled my head back as if shocked by an electric outlet. “How’d you know?”

He kissed me, our lips cold from being outside, the press of his skin against mine almost alien. “I just do. Trev’s coming with me on the ski trip. We’ll be fine. And next year, we’ll be together.”

Next year.

And the year after that.

And so on.

Reaching for both their hands, I dragged them into the bedroom. Between learning that all my charges were dropped, seeing Popsicle settle in with the other hens like she had found her bitches and was happy, and hugging Paul goodbye as he gushed about his full stomach and Random Acts of Crazy ski hat, it had been a great day.

I wanted to make it even greater.

How else do you do that besides sex?

Trevor snatched the dildo ball up with his spare hand and boing! boing! boing! rode it down the hall into our bedroom.

And three minutes later, I was riding it. A little lube, some oral sex, and a striptease from Joe that made me go from zero to sixty in four seconds was all it took for some fun loving. But that bouncy ball was a nice little prelude for what I really wanted, and I stood, naked and flushed, wanting it hard and wet and fast and hot.

Trevor kicked the ball out of the room.

Boing! boing! boing! thud.

“Nice present.” Speaking of presents, I remembered something. Jumping up, I left a bewildered Trevor and Joe in the bed, running into the living room and sprinting back with a wrapped present. 

“You never opened this one. From me.”

They ripped into it, laughing when they saw what it was.

An angel guard for the window.

“This way, no one can fall out again, no matter what sex toy we use.”

The way they were looking at me made any notion of some long, drawn-out lovemaking session go out the window. 

Er, so to speak.

After he hurriedly rolled on a condom, I climbed aboard the Joe express and was riding him like he was that dildo ball, and by the time Trevor joined us with the lube, I just wanted to be filled. A joyful, overflowing feeling consumed me, so different from the slower, more contemplative lovemaking we’d had last night. While I had needed comfort and connection before, now I wanted fireworks and acrobatics, the rushed friction of clawing your way to a new kind of explosion that makes you scream and shatter. 

And beg.

“Oh, God, get in me,” I rasped as Trevor hovered behind, clearly unsure whether I was ready. Vanquishing all doubt about that, I made it clear what I wanted.

Merry Christmas, guys. Let’s all come together with some damn fine holiday cheer.

I exploded as he entered me, the tight muscles of my ass used to the occasional stretch to accommodate, yet exquisitely sensitive to the seemingly endless newness of the feeling each time we went to this vulnerable point together. Having two men inside me at the same time didn’t just mean double the pleasure, double the intensity, double the lit flame of arousal and growing intensity.  

It meant that I was open and ready to show my true, naked self to two men at the same time, men who now wanted nothing more for me than the shivers their hands elicited from me, the hoarse cries of erotic release that came forth from me, the flushed, sweaty, primal glide of skin against skin that led to our mingled orgasms, a power of three that united so much energy that we integrated.

The fusion of our bodies led to a pounding throb, my blood beating like it was the only pulse ever known, one thrum, one voice, one ancient sound that came long before time. 

And then we tipped into a frenzy of movement and explosion, of tension and release, hands and fingers and lips and legs all vying for the most pleasure, riding sensation after sensation to a steamy, sultry end that had us all on our backs, panting hard, the athleticism of sex no less exhausting than any Olympic event.

Which that kind of was.

Wow.

Trevor and Joe got up to dispense with their wraps and came back in, carrying three beers between them, and I sat up, taking mine. As they settled in next to me, our pillows bunched up against the headboard and our backs upright, we clinked beer bottle necks. 

“To Christmas!” we said in unison, chugged the beautiful, tangy beer until we each belched.

Mine was loudest. I won.

“What now?” Joe asked with a long sigh, like he was releasing the world.

“Truth or dare?” Trevor asked. 

I hit him in the penis.

“Ooof!”

“Don’t even joke,” I muttered.

“I can’t believe you punched me in the cock!”

“I can’t believe you’d even joke about Truth or Dare!”

“Who won that game?” Joe pondered, his voice sleepy. “One of us had to.”

I reached between Trevor’s legs and began rubbing his wound. “That help?”

“Kiss it and make it feel better,” he said with a pretend pout.

I just hit him again.

“You suck,” he joked.

“No. I don’t, buddy.” I snuggled in, spooning against his front, whether he liked it or not. “Not now.” 

“Merry Christmas, Darla,” Joe said as he drifted off to sleep, his hair across his forehead, the strands like black coal in the darkness. 

 Trevor took a deep breath and tightened his arms around me, his smile felt on my shoulder, his warmth making me slip into a kind of sweetness I wished the whole world could know.

“Merry Christmas,” I whispered back, surrounded by the most precious gift a woman could have.

The random love that came from being open to the world.

Merry Random Christmas, folks.

It doesn’t get any better than this.




BONUS SCENE

FROM BETWEEN Random Acts of Love (Book 6) and Random on Tour: Los Angeles (Book 7) 

For those of you who have read every single book in the Random series, first of all, YOU ARE AWESOME.

Second, YOU ARE CRAZY. Glad to have some company in the land of Darla! ;) We’re all a little nutso in our own superb way here. Welcome.  

I’m assuming you’ve read Random on Tour: Los Angeles, which is Maggie and Frown’s story. As you’ll recall, the beginning of that book opens with poor Joe in the hospital, injured in a devastatingly embarrassing sex act that became virally public. Darla and Trevor tell the story after the fact. It’s a hoot.

So many readers have asked me to write the scene itself, and confession: I actually had written about two-thirds of it, but never included it in Random on Tour: Los Angeles because that book was about Maggie and Frown. Not Darla, Joe and Trevor. I opened that book with Maggie and Frown meeting at the hospital (again), and felt that including the actual scene would be a distraction. 

But.

You’re now finishing up a Darla, Trevor and Joe book in the Random series, so here’s a bonus scene. Think back to the time between Random Acts of Love and Random on Tour: Los Angeles, and I hope you enjoy this short little bit that is raunchy as hell, utterly inappropriate, and wildly fun. :)

Darla

Hey there. Pull up a chair and grab a drink, because I know you’re still wondering what in the everloving fuck me, Joe, Trevor, Mr. Fluffer and Mavis were doing that day Joe nearly became roadkill by falling through our bedroom window and crashing to the ground in front of an amphibious vehicle carrying a bunch of vacationers on a Boston tour.

Might as well get this out once and for all. I’m not tellin’ it twice, and you damn sure as hell better not tell a soul. Especially Josie.

Trevor knew someone who said a Sybian was the latest toy to experiment with, and I had no modesty when it came to sex—jump right in, do what felt good, and because I knew Joe and Trevor had the same approach, it was all good. A little too good. 

Real good.

So the toy...seat...vibrator....thing that Trevor brought home that one night had been like riding a bucking bronco. Except on the seat there was a four inch dildo. With a seven inch attachment.

And then.

When the electricity cut out I’d been at that maddening point after holding back from a series of almost climaxes, building to that really big one, the elusive multigasm that women whisper about in hushed tones during super-private conversations after many drinks, when they think no one will ever remember what was said in the morning. 

Yeah, that. 

You know that conversation, because you’ve had it once or twice. Don’t pretend you haven’t. 

Because everyone remembers in the morning. They just pretend they don’t.

Anyhow, I was about to have that orgasm. The God-damned Moby Dick of orgasms. The kind of multigasm where all the blood rushes to your head and begins to pinprick the skin around your eyebrows and cheekbones, and you think you’re going to pass out and piss yourself at the same time, but you hold off (unless your guys want you to piss, which is a whole ’nother set of issues...) because you trust the whispers and assume that there is a fucking Holy Grail of orgasms, the Order of the Blessed Climax, waiting for you on the other side of that blood-vessel-popping rainbow.

And then motherfucking electric company goes and fails the entire region with a blackout because they couldn’t be bothered to manage capacity for an Indian Summer that meteorologists had been predicting like Nostradamus. Like Jonathan Edwards (the psychic, not the cancer-patient-wife former presidential candidate cheater). 

I had found myself in suspended animation, a guttural yell stuck in my throat, the kind of sound that was supposed to be a victory cry, like a clitoral warrior going in for her first orgasmic battle and coming out on top, large and in charge, and by God I had turned that Sybian into my bitch. 

Until it died, stopping on a dime, leaving me speechless, engorged, and enraged.

“No!” I had screamed. “What the fuck!”

“Blackout,” Joe had whispered, his nude outline silhouetted by late afternoon daylight. The industrial hum of one anemic security light buzzed somewhere in the hall.

“I KNOW IT’S A BLACKOUT! I HAVE TWO BRAIN CELLS. I ONLY HAVE TWO BRAIN CELLS, THOUGH, BECAUSE THE REST ARE SITTING IN MY CLIT, READY TO DIE FOR THE SAKE OF A GREATER PURPOSE.”

“Darla,” Trevor had choked. “Shhhh.” 

“ARE YOU SHUSHING ME? ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME? I AM SITTING HERE WITH A DILDO BIGGER THAN YOU AND JOE PUT TOGETHER SO FAR IN ME I CAN TASTE WHETHER IT IS CIRCUMCISED AND YOU ARE TELLING ME TO BE QUIET?” 

“I don’t—I—” Joe had stammered.

Naked as could be, covered in sweat, my hair stuck to my back and my clit pulsing so hard I might as well have been banging a gong at some Rinzai Buddhism retreat, my thighs were quivering for all the wrong reasons and all reason had drained out of me long ago in waves that built up to a crescendo that was supposed to bring a cappella notes of pure release.

Something had to come out of me, and if it wasn’t going to be an earth-shattering orgasm that would defy the laws of physics and half the pornos I’d ever watched, then it would be pure, red rage.

“Good lord, Darla, you’re screaming so loud Sam and Amy can hear you—” 

“DID YOU JUST INVOKE THE NAME OF JESUS, JOE? BECAUSE UNLESS I HAVE A BUTT PLUG OF THE HOLY CROSS SHOVED UP MY ASS AND A ROSARY AS ANAL BEADS, YOU DON’T GET TO SHAME ME BY USING THE LORD!”

Silence.

“AAAARRRRGGGHH!” I’d screamed, my arousal deflating, leaving me with fallout without explosion, shrapnel without a bomb blast, French fries without ketchup, Sookie without Bill. 

My skin was a wall of layered energy, electrons and neutrons and annoying-trons and molecules of fury all shoved together with sweat and hormones and the musk of two men. As I struggled to get upright, the dildo had slid half out of me and popped off the Sybian, but as I straddled the device and stood on a soft mattress with two other human beings on it, I swayed, losing my footing, and flailed frantically for purchase, grabbing the only thing I could—

Joe’s head.

Unfortunately, that head was attached to nerve endings in him that sent pain signals, which made him flail and scream. As I went down (and not in a good way) he wavered, crashing in to Mavis’s little cage and upending Mr. Fluffer’s habitrail.

I screamed, “DON’T LET ME FALL ON MY PHONE,” which both guys had later questioned me about but how do you explain that you’re not nearly as afraid of a broken bone from falling off a bed as you are of having your aunt’s boyfriend extract your own cell phone out of your hoohaw?

I fell down and Joe shot up. Trevor lunged to try to save me from tumbling to the ground and somehow, all I remember is the sight of poor Joe crashing backwards through the window like something out of a Michael Bey movie, only without the cool Transformers fighting in space.

The animals followed, like a space ship docking station, sucked out in an air vacuum.

And that is how poor Joe ended up dangling out the window with his nibbly bits on display, a chicken on his shoulder, and poor Mr. Fluffer trying to crawl up his poop chute.

And the worst part?

I never did get my damned multigasm.
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