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      If this is your first Random series book, go back to the beginning and start here for free! For a limited time, I’m offering Random Acts of Crazy, the New York Times bestseller, completely free.

      Go here to get your copy now and start the fun. :)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Random Acts of New Year

          

          by Julia Kent

        

      

    

    
      New Year’s Eve. Times Square. I booked the room over a year ago, with a view of the ball dropping. And I’ll be dropping to one knee to propose to Charlotte at the stroke of midnight.

      

      At least, that’s the plan.

      

      But nothing in my life ever goes as planned. Between a blast-from-the-past boyfriend of Charlotte’s, a last-minute gig that takes me away from her, and the reincarnation of Esmé the blow-up doll, I have to fight for my right—

      

      To make her my wife.

      

      Charlotte. Not Esmé. Because that's just gross, man. What's wrong with you?

      

      After years together, Liam is finally ready to pop the question to Charlotte, but a last-minute gig and a heaping dose of fate in the form of Darla makes the road to marriage a little bumpier than expected.

      

      Welcome to the Random series, where people propose to chickens, snakes fall in love with blow-up dolls, cell phones become medical devices, and love conquers all, in tune and with three-part harmony.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Liam

      

      

      

      A diamond ring weighs more than you’d think.

      Especially when it’s resting inside a velvet box in your front pocket.

      My fingers slipped into the top of my jeans, sliding over the denim seam, slipping through the white cotton pocket, and stroking the velvet. Was I obsessive? Yes.

      Did I have a right to be? Hell, yes.

      Charlotte came back into my life four years ago. We’ve been through hell and back, and she’s still here.

      Time to make her permanently here.

      Did I need a ring to make that happen? A wedding vow and a piece of paper that says we’re partners? No.

      Did I want it?

      What the hell do you think?

      “Hey, Liam, quit playing pocket pool and get your ass over here. These amps ain’t gonna move themselves. If you wanna bust a nut, do it in private. Sheesh.”

      Darla huffed her way across the practice space, shit kickers shuffling. One end of a shoelace decamped long ago, leaving a fuzzy end that looked like she put a pill bug in a light socket. An empty water bottle littered her way. She toed it, the pop pop pop as it rattled on the hollow temporary stage making me feel even more ridiculous.

      “I'm not choking my chicken. That's Trevor's schtick.”

      “He would never in a million years choke Mavis.” She snorted. “You kidding me? That damn chicken gets more sweet talk than I do.”

      “You three scare me.” I shuddered, my hand pulling out of my pocket.

      “We should. But Trevor and Joe are the golden boys. No one thinks they're weird. And Trevor is the biggest pervert of us all.”

      “I don't need to know what you all do when you slap uglies.”

      Darla stared at me. Were her cheeks getting... pink? Was she blushing?

      “What's wrong?” I asked.

      “Nuthin'. Just… I… Why are you talking about sex with me?”

      “You brought up masturbation!”

      “As a joke!”

      “You talk about sex nonstop, Darla. Non. Fucking. Stop. Why are you calling me out on this?”

      Trevor picked that exact moment to come out of the bathroom, waving wet hands. “Where are the paper towels? They're out.”

      “The paper towels reside in a list on my phone,” Darla said primly.

      “That is not going to help me right now.”

      She walked over to him, shoved her ass against his crotch, and bent over. “Use me as a towel. My shirt's made of flannel.”

      His hips curved in, away from her ample butt. “Um, I'm good.”

      Backing up, she practically pinned him against the wall. “I'm even better.”

      “Get a fucking room,” I groused, suddenly wishing Charlotte wasn't in Waltham, a good forty minutes in traffic this time of day. When we reconnected four years ago, she worked in residence life at a state university, out in western Massachusetts. Last year, she got hired by a new college, with a promotion, and the move brought her much closer to me.

      Being married would make it fully legal for me to live with her. We were spending about four nights a week together, but it wasn't enough.

      I'm pretty sure I could never get enough, even living with her full time and permanently.

      Time to make it official.

      I touched the ring in my pocket again and looked at the two of them, bickering over some bullshit problem.

      Darla whispered furiously in Trevor's ear, the content of her hisses making him freeze.

      “He what? He said that?” Trevor's look bored into Darla with the intensity of a pissed-off laser.

      No one looked at me, so I was off the hook. I wasn't “him.” Three guesses who was, though.

      That's right–Joe. Their third in this crazy threesome they’d somehow made work for half a decade.

      “What the fuck is wrong with him?” Trevor challenged, as if Darla were the holder of special information that answered the question.

      Her eyes widened until the whites of her eyes were like doughnuts. “I don't know! But when he said it, I thought I–I figured maybe you both were–”

      Actual tears started leaking out of Darla's face.

      My cue to leave.

      Drama involving chicks is bad enough.

      Drama involving threesomes? I'm outta there.

      “Hey! Where are you going?” Trevor called out as I shrugged into my coat. His arm was casually around Darla's shoulders. She snuggled into him, giving me a look that said if I weren't there, they'd really be fighting. Darla could do that. Be angry at you but also need to be okay.

      She confused me deeply.

      “To see Charlotte,” I told Trevor, grabbing the big metal sliding door to exit the practice studio. Old warehouse space like this in Boston was hard to come by, but Darla had done it. The area was skeezy but gentrifying. If we didn't start making significantly more money as a band, we'd lose the space soon to some trendy loft development or a goat yoga studio.

      “I thought she was coming here.”

      I grinned. My dirty mind suddenly had an idea.

      “Nope! In her office.” I shoved the metal door hard, the click of the latch telling me the male part had inserted itself into the female part.

      Just what I wanted, too.

      

      
        
        Charlotte

      

      

      

      “And then she forgot to Venmo me my $3.13 for the latte I got her in the cafeteria–not the free ones, the ones that cost money from that cute little stand right in the foyer. The one run by the enby with the rainbow tat on their cheek. Between using my lavender seaweed shampoo at least twice, because the top was popped open when I got in the shower and I never leave it–”

      My student inhaled fast, preparing for another torrent of complaints.

      “Amber.” I put my pen down, the complaint document a mere formality.

      “–like that, because I have some basic manners and–”

      “AMBER!” I said her name louder, but not too loud. I didn't need to get a reputation as a hardass my first year at a new university, especially a private one where the students had expectations.

      “Oh! What?” She looked at me, wide eyed, blinking. Slack faced expressions like this were a cover for the righteous fury buzzing just beneath her skin.

      “You're telling me the same information that’s in the written report.” I tapped the paper on my desk twice. “We've reviewed your complaint.”

      “Oh. Well. Gianshi didn't get in trouble, so I wanted to make sure you have all the information so you can–”

      “Yes. We know. You've appealed twice. Residence Life doesn't handle these kinds of roommate disputes.”

      More blank stare.

      “So,” I said, stretching out the word, folding her complaint in half and handing it back to her, “at this point, we think you need to talk to her and establish more direct communication.”

      She just blinked.

      And sat there.

      I stood, motioning toward the door, keeping the smile on my face. Half the work of being assistant director for residence life involves giving students the nudge they need for human development. Role modeling conflict resolution is job number one, after budget issues.

      “You–but, um, what am I supposed to do?”

      “Talk to her. You haven't told her you’re unhappy with her behavior. Step one is direct communication.”

      “But how?” she gasped, pulling out her phone as another buzz grabbed her attention.

      “Remember how your RA told you that you needed to talk to Gianshi first, before making the complaint?”

      She nodded.

      “And how your residence director said the same thing?”

      She nodded half as much, slowing down as my words sank in.

      “And now you're in my office, being told the same thing.”

      No more nods.

      “Amber,” I said softly. “You have to tell Gianshi these things directly. To her face. You need to sit down with her and have a conversation. I know that can be daunting. Part of living in a group situation like residence halls is learning how to hold your own boundaries when someone crosses them, and how to resolve those conflicts. You can do this, Amber. You can totally do this.”

      Some days I counsel twenty-year-olds who need a preschool peace table to settle disputes. Then again, sometimes that's how it works for my boyfriend and his bandmates, so I'm in the right line of work.

      “Um, so, like,” she said, her entire demeanor changing as she squared her shoulders and her face took on a pinched look. “Who is your boss?”

      I was prepared for this. I pulled my boss's card out of my pocket and handed it to her. “Mike Giulla. He won't talk to you, though.”

      Shock turned her face pale. She didn't take the card, instead centering her phone's camera over it, snapping quickly. Her head jerked up. “What?”

      “I've already talked to Mike.”

      Pinpoints of pupil showed between narrowed eyes. “You what?”

      “Amber,” I said firmly, “unless you take the most basic step in living with another human being–talking to them about something they do that crosses your boundaries–our office won't act on your complaints.”

      “Does my mother know this is your policy?” She said the word mother like it's the word lawyer.

      Which was probably next.

      “Your mother is welcome to call us. Again,” I stressed. “But until you talk to your roommate and take the first step in self-advocacy, we aren't going to further any complaint regarding the Venmo and the shampoo and the other issues making you unhappy.”

      The actual issue being her inability to resolve conflict, but I wasn't going there again.

      This time, my body language was clear. I opened the door and gestured toward it.

      Amber flounced out, turning to glare at Debbie, our office coordinator, who smiled sweetly at her before ignoring her and saying, “Charlotte?” Debbie’s in her mid-50s, with ash-blonde hair that is more grey than blonde. She has the look of a character actor, the kind of woman you look at and think, Where have I seen her before?

      “Yeah?”

      “Another parent calling with concerns about the all-gender bathrooms in Bruebank Hall.” Adjusting her glasses, Debbie looked at a paper in her hand.

      “Another one? Did any students lodge complaints?”

      “Nope.”

      “Can you take a message and I'll call them back?”

      I got a thumbs up in response.

      I love having a department coordinator who acts as a frontline filter for these kinds of calls. Debbie made the added stress of taking a promotion and a relocation to be assistant director for residence life worth it.

      “Wait a minute!” Amber returned, phone in hand. “I texted my mom and she said to ask about an ombudsman.” She pronounced the word wrong. Om-buzzed-man.

      “Only after you talk to Gianshi. The university ombudsman only works with students who have exhausted all the other levels at the university. Your RA offered to mediate, Amber.” I softened, trying to reach her on an emotional level. “Maybe try the counseling center? I know your RA suggested it, and–”

      “This isn't fair!”

      I gave her a sympathetic smile. “Not fair to whom?”

      Debbie's eyes widened.

      Amber flounced again, slamming the door as she left.

      “You're good,” Debbie said, voice low with approval.

      “Nah. Just experienced.”

      “Her mom already called. I sent her to your voicemail. Man, these helicopter parents.”

      “Lawnmower,” I said absentmindedly.

      “What?”

      “Lawnmower. You know. They mow down every obstacle in their child’s way.”

      “Oh, Lord. There's something worse than a helicopter parent?” Debbie chortled.

      “How about a crazy boyfriend who pops in unannounced?” interrupted a deep voice that made my nipples tingle. I knew that voice.

      I knew that tongue all too well.

      Debbie and I turned to the door to find six feet plus of hot male.

      “Hey!” My heart skipped, like a flat stone on a placid pond, the little jolts making ripples that led to my mouth, which smiled. “What are you doing here?” I asked Liam as he kissed my cheek.

      “Visiting my favorite person in the world.”

      “Well, Debbie is great, but I–”

      He shut me up with a kiss, another simple one on the cheek, but before he pulled away, he whispered, “I own your next orgasm, and that's happening within the next ten minutes.”

      I turned into a nuclear reactor.

      Debbie gave me a hilarious look that said she knew damn well what Liam just whispered. “Charlotte, why don't you and Liam chat in private while I go handle that, uh, conference schedule thing.”

      I grabbed his hand and yanked him into private.

      Once we were in my office, he kissed me again, the kind that isn't a pleasantry. Oh, no. This kiss was sudden and savage, raw and fast, a kiss that turns your clit inside out and runs a warm waterfall over it.

      “Mmmm,” I moaned against his mouth, the edge of my desk connecting with my ass, the press of his cock against my pubic bone generating more electricity than the Hoover Dam.

      And definitely as much wetness.

      “Liam!” I gasped as he lifted my shirt, hot hands sliding to cup my breasts, thumbs at the ready to rub just enough to make my breastbone ache with the attention. “Liam, we can't really do this here!”

      “I locked the door.”

      “You what?”

      “C'mon. You told me this is a fantasy of yours.”

      The sound of a phone ringing and a photocopier in the background gave me pause. “But I'm at work! I have student appointments.”

      “Just consider me one of your students.” He bit his lower lip and looked at me from under those lashes. “I've been so, so bad.” Stepping back, he twisted around me, then moved forward and with one big push, shoved all my files off my desk. Two-thirds of it was now clean, my laptop on a smaller table to the left, thank goodness.

      “Liam!” I squealed, but before I could say more, I was on my back, his mouth on mine, and suddenly, I agreed with my boyfriend.

      He was very, very bad.

      And thank God he was.

      “You need to be disciplined,” I whispered as he shoved my skirt up, fingers tickling my inner thigh, finding my panties.

      “These are an obstacle.” With a quick pull, he had them down between my ankles. One flick and I made them land on the couch where I counseled students.

      “You are an obstacle! I have a student services orientation planning committee meeting in–” I looked at the wall clock, “–seventeen minutes!”

      “I can make you come in two minutes. Three, tops, if you want to come so hard, you squirt.”

      “That only happened that one time!”

      “Then it's a challenge. I'm a good student. Now I want to be your A+ student.”

      “I'm not a professor! And don't make me squirt all over my own desk! I have compliance files that can't be–Liam, maybe this is a bad idea–”

      And then I lost alllll my words, because Liam's face was between my legs and oh, that tongue. I moved my hips, grabbing his hair because there was nothing else to grab. The rush of passion from this wholly unexpected visit had me staring in disbelief at my filing cabinet, the rough scratches in the grey metal paint so mundane. How could I be looking at that while Liam's tongue was making my clit swell, my body moving against his mouth, the groan of need and heat too loud, too intense?

      His hands went up my thighs, big palms curling around my hips as he pulled me to him, enjoying himself almost as much as I was enjoying how he was driving me wild. My hips knew what to do, my mind's eye imagining his tongue against my eager flesh, one of his hands digging into my ass, a pinkie finger grazing the perfect spot until I nearly fell off the desk, the climax right there.

      He didn't let me escape.

      I came and I came, raking his shirt-covered shoulders, wanting to slide my hands under the fabric. I wanted to feel his skin under my nails, draw a little pain in him to balance out the overwhelming pleasure that took my body and flung it, over and over, into a new ecstasy. Liam stood, eyes on mine, intense and unyielding as he shoved his jeans down, parted my legs, and entered me with a moan that stilled my racing pulse.

      Because it was loud.

      Too loud.

      I covered his mouth as he pumped hard into me, my legs wrapping around his waist, the question of whether having sex in my office was acceptable long answered.

      We were fucking.

      I was being fucked hard by my boyfriend on the edge of my desk. I'd never done anything hotter than this, and Liam is freakishly open to anything.

      My hands slipped under the hem of his shirt and found hot skin, burning for me as the scent of my juices and his skin mingled into their own energy source between us. The push of hot breath against my exposed neck made me tighten around him, the addition of his mouth on my earlobe, then teeth clamping down, making me go molten at a core inside me so deep, I didn't have a name for it.

      We'll just call it Liam.

      “Liam,” I gasped, covering my own mouth with my hand, the removal of it from his muscled ass a disappointment, but if I didn't shut myself up, I'd be discovered being fucked on my own office desk.

      Pretty sure that's grounds for being called before some kind of student services judicial committee.

      “God, Charlotte, what you do to me,” he rasped in my ear, his hand burying in my hair and tugging with just enough force to make me come again on the spot, words stripped from my throat, a blinding white light behind my eyes. I collapsed into him, tight and loose at the same time, hot and wet and nothing but the slick of his cock sliding into my pussy, then out again. All that I am was reduced to this. Just this.

      Only this.

      Because all I wanted was this.

      “Fuck me,” I whispered, words returning as Liam did what I asked, his hard thrusts making me come yet again. This time, I bit his shoulder, my low chuckle an acknowledgment that I'd scream if I didn't. That he made me scream.

      By making me come like a freight train.

      Pinpricks covered my flesh, fingers to toes all alight by the pressure of climax. It was hard, it was delightful, it was painful, it was everything–and then it was over.

      I was left panting and flushed, his hip digging into mine, our breath ragged. Liam's throat tightened as he swallowed, then he went out of focus, coming in for a slow, wet kiss.

      “I can't believe you let me do that,” he confessed with a smug grin that said otherwise.

      “You knew damn well the second you stepped in here that you'd fuck me blind.”

      A hand waved before my eyes. I batted it away.

      “Pretty sure I failed if blindness is the metric for whether I fucked you well enough.”

      “I said nothing about quality.”

      His fingers went up in a V and he stuck his tongue between them.

      “You are crazy,” I whispered, turning away and grabbing a fistful of tissues from the box on the floor. It was tipped on its side against the wall behind my desk, like it was drunk and needed support to stay upright.

      “I may be that, ma'am, but I am also satisfied.” The sound of his zipper sliding up, pieces tucked in their proper places, made me shiver.

      We were bad.

      I'd been bad.

      I'm never naughty at work.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him turn away so that I had the privacy to be a bit, ah… undainty as I wiped his seed off me. It was warm and viscous, the way it should be. I felt a rush, a thrill at this. In the middle of my workday, my boyfriend climbed on top of me on my desk and fucked me like an animal.

      And in nine minutes, I would sit before the associate dean of student activities with my leather portfolio and my tablet and my notes, and no one would have any idea that I just came nine times from mouth and fingers and cock.

      I shivered.

      “You okay?”

      “I'm bad,” I confessed, the thought persisting. “Naughty.”

      Deep, throaty laughter poured out of Liam. “You are the epitome of the 'good girl,' Charlotte. But that's on the outside. On the inside, you're pure lust.”

      “You're the only person who knows that.”

      “And that makes it doubly special.”

      Tap tap tap.

      “Charlotte? You in there?” It was Magda, one of the international students, the Macedonian accent thick and clear. They were a nonbinary student who wanted a transfer from the honors dorm to the LGBTQIA living-learning community, and they had been reassigned to my colleague, who handles that residence community.

      I could have answered the door and talked to Magda.

      But it would have been awkward.

      It would have been awkward with any student. I smelled like spooge.

      “Shhhh,” I told Liam.

      He slid his hand between my legs.

      I pushed it away, eyes wide, silently signalling him to stop.

      He continued, one corner of his mouth drifting up, enjoying my torment.

      “It's too sensitive,” I confided in a whisper.

      He backed off, but started rubbing his pelvis against my ass. He was hardening. Again? Seriously? After that?

      My student's shadow disappeared from the opaque window.

      “You are the nasty one!” I hissed.

      “That's why you love me.”

      “I love you for many reasons other than that.”

      “Pretty sure it's number one right now.”

      “Right now? Yes,” I confessed. I sniffed. “The room smells like sex!”

      He bent down and, ever the gentleman, started putting my desk stuff back on the surface. He took a deep breath. “Smells like pussy and fun.”

      “That is the very definition of sex, Liam.”

      “Then it should be a perfume.”

      “All men say that.”

      “Only the straight ones. I don’t think gay guys are turned on by a woman's scent.”

      “Fine. All straight men say that.”

      “Yes. Yes, we do.”

      Tugging on the end of my shirt, I smoothed it out, hands brushing over breasts with nipples hard as diamonds. No stains on my skirt. Whew.

      “Here.” Liam handed me my panties from the couch. “Although,” he mused, pulling them back before I could fully grasp them, “maybe I should keep these as a trophy.”

      “I cannot sit on an orientation planning committee without underwear, Liam.”

      “You sure? Could be a latent fantasy you won't admit to yourself.”

      “Have you ever served on a student services planning committee? It's the equivalent of saltpeter. The ice bucket challenge. You staring at a picture of your mother before jacking off–”

      His palm flew up in protest. “If you hate it so much, why do you do this?”

      “That's just it–I don't hate it.”

      “Then you're a masochist.”

      We've had this conversation before. He was teasing me.

      My laptop dinged with notifications. New email. I did a quick glance.

      “HEY!” I called out, thrilled. “We get the week between Christmas and New Year’s off with full pay! The announcement came out. I heard from everyone else who works here that they've given it to us for years, but every November they make it official.”

      “Perfect.” A strange series of emotions rolled across his face. “About that,” he added.

      “About what?”

      “Christmas. New Year's. I made plans.”

      “Plans?”

      “It's a Christmas present. I should have asked before now, but...”

      Was he sweating?

      “Liam, what's this about?”

      “I want to take you on a very special vacation.”

      “Sounds wonderful.”

      “To New York.”

      “Even better.”

      “On New Year's Eve,”

      “Full stop. Whoa. You know I hate crowds.”

      “I do. But–”

      “And Times Square on New Year’s Eve is my idea of entertainment torture.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why would you–” I cut off my own words. “You have a gig there? Not,” I giggled, “at the ball drop.”

      “I wish!” he groaned. “That would be a fucking dream come true.”

      “THAT I would brave the crowds for,” I said with a laugh.

      “So you would override your hatred of crowds for me?”

      “Yes.”

      “What if I told you I got a hotel room in Times Square for New Year's Eve.”

      “What?”

      “One that faces the ball.”

      “You didn't!”

      “And it has a small balcony, so we can be outside if we want.”

      “LIAM!” I flung myself into his arms. “So I could actually be at the huge ball drop and watch it and feel it but not be in the crazy throng of people?”

      “Yup.”

      “That's ingenious!”

      “That's me.”

      “Yes. That is you. What an amazing, special gift!”

      As I kissed him, I let the good feeling wash over me, my body primed for more of him.

      “Oh, Charlotte. You have no idea,” he said mysteriously, kissing my cheek, then turning on the ball of one foot and sauntering over to the door, his ass one fine, fine specimen. I should know. My bare hands were all over it less than two minutes ago.

      Tap tap tap.

      I looked at the clock. Seven minutes.

      Liam unlocked the door and pulled it open.

      “Charlotte?” It was Debbie. “Ready for the meeting? We can walk over together and grab coffee if you're–”

      Behind her, Magda moved suddenly, making their way into my office. They stopped cold, nose twitching. They smelled the sex, didn't they? Can't really miss it.

      Liam's lips mimicked her.

      Don't you dare make a joke, I telepathically pushed him, wishing I really had that skill. If we played dumb, Magda would doubt theirself. If we gave a hint of acknowledgment about what we just did, I was doomed.

      “What's that smell?” Magda asked, voice lightly accented.

      “Dead squirrel in the heat vent,” Liam said on the fly, his lie flowing so easily. He looked at me, then Debbie, and said, “Joe put in the maintenance request forms for the new fan belt. I'll come back when the part comes in.”

      And then he left quickly, as if he really worked for the university, as if he knew someone named Joe in facilities and he had a job there.

      “Oh,” Magda said, looking at me. “Charlotte, I have to ask about the new room assignment.”

      “Charlotte,” Debbie said softly, her hand going to my elbow. “The meeting.”

      It's really hard to think after coming nine times on my desk.

      “Uh, Magda, are you free after three today?”

      “Yes.” They sniffed again, grimacing.

      That scent isn't gross! I wanted to protest.

      Debbie pulled them aside as I escaped, the sound of the office coordinator handling yet another mess for me fading as I headed to the student center.

      And wondered if Liam would be interested in visiting me next week for lunch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Liam

      

      

      

      “One, two, three, four,” Sam said as he tapped against the side of his snare and we tried again, our synchronicity shot all to hell this fine Friday afternoon. We were in the studio Darla rented for us, the old warehouse space not far from the stripper company I used to work for. When we'd first secured the studio space, it had been more fit for a mold-removal company's trainee week. But over time, we'd made it better.

      Bleach and brooms can make almost anything better.

      Except relationships. Trevor and Joe weren't exactly working together.

      At all.

      “It's a bass. And you're vocals. I've got guitar,” I said slowly, like Trev and Joe were toddlers. “We all start after four. Remember? This isn't the fucking School of Rock and I'm not Jack Black. You two are making middle school garage band mistakes. What the fuck is going on?”

      “Nothing,” they said together.

      “That's the first time you've been in sync all day, losers!”

      Sam gave me a look that said back off. I ignored him.

      “ONE TWO THREE FOUR!” he shouted above our nattering.

      And–nope. We sounded like toddlers with pots, pans, and wooden spoons, yanking on a dog's tail.

      “Do we have to get Frown in here again?” I asked pointedly, giving Joe a paint-peeling glare. “That time it was all on you, Joe.”

      “Trevor's coming in an octave lower and flat.”

      “I am NOT flat! If anyone's flat, dude...” He glared at Joe.

      Joe threw his bass down, neck tangled in the strap.

      Was that a dick joke? A dick insult?

      No matter what, it was a dick move coming from Trevor.

      “You two have some kind of personal-life problem, don't you?” Sam asked as Joe stalked toward the bathroom and Trevor avoided eye contact like it was his job.

      “We're fine,” he ground out.

      “We've got a three-night gig in Hartford and you guys need to get your shit together.” I grabbed a bottle of electrolyte water and started to seriously wonder if I could step in on vocals, in a pinch.

      Trevor ignored me, watching Joe head for the john. “We're fine,” he said again.

      “Darla's upset, you and Joe are fighting, and you're making flat-cock jokes. Your idea of fine is fucked up, Trev.”

      “Fuck you, Liam.”

      “If we start losing gigs because you two are falling apart, that's such a damn cliché. We're not Queen or Maroon 5 here, but we’re growing. Gigs are getting bigger. Venues are expanding in size. If we can't make money, I have to go back to stripping.” Louise's entertainment company was within walking distance of this studio.

      A little too close for comfort.

      “You could work for your dad's car dealership.”

      “Like I said–I'd have to go back to stripping,” I growled.

      “I think we need to get Joe back in here and have them talk it out,” Sam said slowly, bracing for what he knows I'll say to that.

      “I'm no therapist for threesomes. If they've got shit to work out, they need to do it when we're not practicing. We make a decent living as musicians. How many people can say that? If they screw the rest of us over because they're too stubborn to figure this out, then–”

      Darla came bursting into the studio, head down and jaw tight.

      “Hey, Darla,” Sam said with a friendly wave.

      “Where the fuck is Joe?” she snarled.

      “I'm fine, thanks for asking,” Sam mumbled under his breath.

      “Joe is in Fuckupistan. It's sandwiched between Dontwannatalk and Blameshiftiana,” Trevor called out.

      She froze.

      “You two are killing me,” she said, pointing her finger at Trevor like a witch summoning a curse.

      “Not my fault,” he insisted.

      “I DO NOT CARE ABOUT FAULT!” she shouted.

      “RIGHT!” I joined in. Darla's glare turned to me.

      “What do you think we're talking about?” she challenged me.

      “The fact that Joe and Trevor have some dumbass spat going on and it's making their performance suck.”

      She aimed a very hard look at Trevor. “Huh. Guess we are talking about the same thing. Performance problems?”

      “NO, YOU ARE NOT!” Trevor thundered, grabbing Darla's hand and pulling her down the hall where Joe went.

      Sam unscrewed a bottle of water just as Frown and Maggie appeared hand in hand, her hair purple today. Maggie's hair changed colors as often as Joe's jaw clenched. Sam took a swig, waved to them, then said, “Whatever's going on with them isn't going away anytime soon.”

      “Who?” Maggie asked, grabbing a fresh water from a shrink-wrapped case.

      “Joe and Trevor. They're having a snit.”

      Frown snorted and shook his head.

      “Nothing changes, right?” Sam said to him. He got a half grin in response. Frown doesn't talk much, and that's an understatement. Frown opens his mouth and utters words so rarely that I thought he was mute for the first week he played with us. He's our substitute bass player, filling in when Joe's not available.

      Which was looking like... now.

      “What's going on?” Maggie asked, giving me a knowing look. She's Charlotte's best friend.

      Which means she knows way too much about me.

      “We have no idea. Maybe one of them put it in the wrong hole the last time they were fucking.” I shrugged and pulled out a water for myself. “Whatever it is, they can't come in together, and it's making practice impossible.”

      Frown looked uneasy suddenly. “I can't pick up for him,” he volunteered.

      I froze, but it was more from the shock of hearing him speak. “Why not?”

      He looked at Maggie, who threw her hands up in exasperation. “You didn't tell them?”

      “I thought you'd tell Charlotte and she'd tell Liam and then I wouldn't have to.”

      That's an entire dictionary coming from him.

      “Tell me what?”

      “Maggie and me. We're on our own tour. Starts in a week.”

      “Tour?”

      “It's small,” was all he said.

      “Nine gigs, all of them 100-seaters or more, and all the dates fit around my work schedule,” she elaborated. He grabbed her hip and pulled her closer. Then he grinned.

      “Nice.” I drank half my water and calculated what this meant.

      It meant Joe needed to get his shit together. Now.

      “Congrats,” Sam said, giving Frown his hand. A sleeved, tatted hand took Sam's scarred one and they laughed together. Frown's joy was infectious because it was so rare. We hung together sometimes because of Maggie and Charlotte, but even then, in a group of just four, he's not one to talk. Some people just aren't.

      And he's their king.

      “Hello?” Amy's voice carried through the high-ceilinged studio, the word drawn out to solicit an answer. A pink bakery box was in her hands. She walked into the main area where we were and paused.

      “Where's Darla?”

      “Fighting with the guys.”

      “Again? What is going on?” Amy put the pink box down on a table next to Frown. Without asking, Maggie opened it.

      “Key lime tarts!” she squealed. “And,” she sniffed, “gingerbread cheesecake?”

      “Indeed,” Amy crowed, unraveling herself from layers of knit clothing that she ribboned around her. I guess it's a style, but to me it looked overly complicated, like trying to unknot tangled yarn. Sam gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. She grabbed his ass.

      The way he stood tall told me they were doing just fine.

      “You're a doll,” Maggie gushed through a mouthful of something gooey.

      “No. I'm a sugar addict. I bring sugar to other people in social settings so I can indulge my vice in culturally appropriate ways,” Amy replied merrily.

      “Pretty sure that makes you a woman,” Frown cracked.

      We all shut up.

      “Did you,” Amy asked, looking at him with wide eyes, “did you just voluntarily speak? Without being asked a question?”

      Frown's nickname became evident in an instant.

      Maggie cackled.

      Bringing baked goods to a band practice is the kind of thing groupies do. I guess Maggie, Charlotte, Darla, and Amy are like Queen Groupies, the top of the stack.

      Charlotte would kill me if she ever heard me say that.

      “Charlotte coming?” Maggie asked me. A glob of something pale green and creamy was stuck to the corner of her mouth. Frown looked at her like he wanted to lick it off.

      “Later. What are you two doing here?”

      “Darla asked us to come.”

      A couple of years ago, the two of them had to open for us, buying time while we rushed to make it to our biggest gig ever. They'd been playing in small dives for a while, until Darla could do her magic and get someone at a larger venue to give them a real chance.

      Now it looked like that moment was here.

      “She's been good for us,” I had to agree.  The four band members had a meeting a few months ago, Sam and I struggling to make sure we weren't just overruled by Joe and Trevor. The topic: Did we get a new manager and let Darla do something else? If getting to the next level–a major label, full international tours–meant letting someone else steer our career, I wasn’t going to let Joe and Trevor's relationship with her get in the way.

      In the end, though, we decided to stay the course.

      For now.

      She got us LA after all. And Las Vegas. I'll admit–openly, to her face–that I never expected her to be this good.

      Maybe that's all on me. Maybe I need to raise my expectations of people.

      Including me.

      Looking like a well-chided dog, Joe came out from the bathroom hallway, Darla on his heels, Trevor at the end of the line. Whatever she said to them, they looked whipped.

      Good.

      “You two done fighting over nail polish or a football or whatever the fuck you're whining about? Because we've got a 2000-ticket show to perform and we can't do it while Joe is whining to Mommy.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Quit being an asshole, Liam.”

      “I'm the asshole?”

      Darla walked up to us and, in that infuriatingly psychic way she has, made herself the centerpoint of our attention.

      “You are an asshole, Liam. Whether you're the asshole remains to be seen.” She looked at her phone. “Now, can we have an actual business meeting here?”

      Amy looked up from the bakery box, chewing, her cheeks puffy. A quick glance at Maggie and Frown showed the same. If I wanted some sugar, I'd better grab it fast.

      Anyhow, Darla was yammering, so no one else was getting a word in edgewise. Might as well stuff my face.

      For the next five minutes, Darla did a rundown of money, who got what, how much we had in reserve, and what was coming in the future.

      “All the confirmed show dates are in our shared app,” she said. “I can't believe none of you thought of getting a computer science degree. Could have used a coder geek, that's for sure.”

      I did a mental inventory of the guys and our women. Huh. She was right. No coders.

      “But I hired some Hungarian dude on Upwork and it's fine. The app working for everyone?”

      “Except when you do a push notification and wake me up for practice, yes.”

      “Shut up, Liam.”

      “That was Joe.”

      “Then shut up, too.” Eyes rolling, she bent over the phone, but something was really off here. Trevor, Joe, and Darla nitpick and argue all the time, like any other couple.

      Except they're a triple.

      But they hadn't been like that in a long time. Not since before they broke up, briefly,  a couple of years ago.

      “All right, now. Let's talk about New Year's Eve.”

      “No,” I said, bold and clear. Loud, even.

      “We don't got a gig,” she said in that acid tone she gets when she thinks she's heading off a verbal fight, her hand shoving a thick, bushy chunk of blonde hair off her shoulder. “But I want to keep things flexible.”

      “No. I have plans,” I reiterated.

      “Getting drunk and fucking Charlotte doesn't count.” Mouth pursed like an offended church lady, Darla cocked one eyebrow and looked away.

      “In what universe does that not count as plans?” I yelled back.

      All the men in the room murmured in agreement.

      “So nobody’s got a reason not to grab a last-minute New Year's Eve gig?”

      “I said I do.”

      “And I said–”

      Fuck it. Words weren't going to explain this. I pulled the ring out of my pocket and held up the velvet box.

      “This is why.”

      Darla's jaw dropped. She said nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      How often does THAT happen?

      A chorus of “Holy shit!” cries, Maggie's the loudest, filled the space as Darla gaped.

      “It’s about time!” Amy cried out, grabbing me for a hug. Sam stiffened next to her, his face neutral. There was a long history between Amy and me–we were next-door neighbors growing up.  Plus, you know, we slept together that one time. Prom night. After he ghosted on her and I dumped Charlotte because I mistakenly thought she'd cheated on me.

      Sam still can't let it go.

      “Does Charlotte know?” Maggie asked, Frown watching her with the speculative eye of a man wondering if he ought to propose. I should know. Watching Sam propose to Amy is what started me on this journey.

      Proposals are like yawns. Contagious in crowds.

      “No!” I answered. “She has no idea! And I'm doing it on New Year's Eve.”

      Darla and Amy said “awwwwwww” at the same time, Amy flashing Sam a million-dollar smile.

      “Where you takin' her?” Darla asked.

      “Times Square.”

      “On New Year's Eve?”

      “Yes.”

      “How'd you get a room?”

      “I booked it over a year ago.”

      “You've been planning.”

      “And saving.” I thumbed toward the ring. “That rock wasn't cheap.”

      “You're doing this in style.”

      “She thinks it's just a Christmas present. A nice trip. A bucket-list trip.”

      “Charlotte's bucket list, or yours?” Maggie asked in a tone that made it clear she knew Charlotte would never choose an enormous crowd for her bucket list.

      “Mine. But Charlotte's stoked. We have a room that faces the Square. And a balcony. We'll be able to feel the excitement but not be overwhelmed by all the people.”

      “You really do understand her,” Maggie said.

      “Damn right I do.”

      “Congratulations. That's two down,” Trevor said, laughing. Darla cut him a look that should have drawn blood.

      Frown looked down at the ground between his feet.

      “So no New Year's Eve gigs,” I said sternly, giving Darla a half share of the glare she was giving Trev.

      “Fine. No New Year's Eve gigs. Unless Ryan Seacrest calls. Then all bets are off.”

      I snorted. “Sure. I’ll make an exception for that. Why not? I'll already be there.”

      We were still laughing when Charlotte appeared.

      

      
        
        Charlotte

      

      

      

      They went perfectly still.

      The second I walked into the practice space, every single person in the room, including Liam, went dead still.

      That means they were talking about me.

      Why were they talking about me?

      “Let's pick it up from the top,” Trevor shouted as Liam came in for a kiss and a hug from me. As our torsos met, his hard-on was thicker than usual. Shifting slightly, he moved it into the groove of my hip.

      Wow. He was ready.

      “You want a quickie in the bathroom?” I whispered.

      A hot thread of electricity shot through him, making him tense.

      “What?”

      “You're hard as a rock.” My hand went between us to his crotch. “What are you packing in there? A baseball bat?”

      And then Liam moved out of the way of my hand.

      My turn to go perfectly still.

      I put my free hand on his forehead as he looked away, tilting his body toward the guys. “Are you ill?”

      “What?” Twisting his neck away from me, he avoided my gaze.

      “You made me stop touching your cock.”

      “We're in public.”

      “Who? Them? They're not 'public'!”

      “Then what are they?”

      “I don't know, Liam, but you've never, ever passed up a chance for me to touch you when you're hard. What's going on?”

      “Tough practice.”

      Everyone was watching us. My eyes cut over to Maggie, who looked away quickly. More than anyone else's weirdness, that hurt. She was my best friend. We're supposed to be each other's person, aside from Liam and Frown.

      When your person gets shifty eyed, something's deeply wrong.

      What the hell was going on?

      “Last lime tart?” Amy asked sweetly, carrying the pink baker's box over to me.

      My stomach rebelled. “No, thanks.” Thrown off by Liam's lukewarm reception to my stroke, Maggie's sudden allergy to eye contact, and Amy's obvious distraction technique (because she normally hoards all the sugar for herself, especially when it's down to the last treat), all I could do was sit down and watch.

      Watch the guys try to practice.

      Try was an understatement. For the next twenty minutes, Darla, Maggie, Amy, and I sat on the secondhand couches Darla had scrounged up for this dumpy space the band normally transformed with music, watching four men act like marbles in a sock that have been ordered to form a perfectly straight line.

      Frown tuned out, reading a three-year-old guitar magazine covered in coffee stains.

      “This is torture,” Maggie finally whispered, giving me a look that said I was back in the club again.

      Amy leaned in. “Thank God it's not just me.”

      “Practices like this demand alcohol.”

      “I don't think drinking will improve Joe and Trevor,” I muttered.

      “Not them,” she announced, grabbing orange juice out of the small dorm fridge and carrying a big bottle of vodka by the neck. “Me.”

      “I need some, too, then,” I announced. “Because you're all being really cagey and if I have to hang out with a bunch of friends and act like they're not being weird, I need something to reduce my inhibition.”

      Darla halted. She looked each of us directly in the eye, in sequence, then looked back at me. “Joe can't get it up for pussy sex. Only for butt sex.”

      Amy, who was eating her very last bite of something cheesecakey, began to choke.

      “And now he thinks that means he's less of a man or something and he doesn't want to fuck. At all.”

      I was envious of Amy's distraction technique. I'd take a lime tart over this story any day.

      “Does he–that means he can sustain an erection for anal, but not for vaginal sex?” Maggie's question was pitch-perfect student-services neutral, using approved language from our training. We both have master’s degrees in higher education administration, and both work in residence life, but now at different universities.

      “Yup.”

      “Oral?” I intervened. I could not be upstaged by Maggie, after all. Not that we were competitors. Oh, no.

      This was about helping Darla, of course. My question was purely professional.

      “He's fine. It's the pussy he's allergic to,” Darla elaborated.

      “Literally allergic? Did he develop a rash the last time you had PIV sex?”

      “Pee eye vee?” Darla asked, puzzled.

      “Penis In Vagina.”

      “Oh. No,” she mumbled, taking a big swig out of the vodka bottle before following it with a swallow of orange juice. She wiped her mouth on her flannel shirtsleeve. “No rash. No STDs. No reactions to lubes. He just gets floppy like a three-day newborn ferret whenever he's near the pink pleasure tunnel.”

      “Please don't ruin the beauty of baby ferrets by making me think of Joe's flaccid penis from now on,” Maggie said, avoiding looking at the band. She took the vodka from Darla and chugged a few smooth ounces. “We had one when I was little.”

      An image of the McFairy, an old college flame's pet, comes into my memory. I haven't thought of Derek in years. How odd.

      “Then you know what they look like. Now, imagine Frown's cock couldn't get it up to put it inside you and it looked like a limp, helpless little animal.”

      “You're not hearing me,” Maggie declared, deadpan. “Now you've equated my boyfriend's cock with a ferret. I need therapy.”

      “How did you figure this out?” Amy asked. “The pussy aversion?”

      “Because. It. Wouldn't. Get. Hard.”

      “No, I mean, um, was Trevor in your, uh–”

      “Ass?”

      “Right. So, um, Trevor was in there already and it was Joe's turn to, uh–”

      “For a woman who is so addicted to YouPorn that she buys the no-ad subscription, you are sorely embarrassed to actually talk about real people having sex, Amy.” Darla's voice was a strange mix of caustic and resigned.

      “Just trying to understand the logistics.”

      “We trade, ok? Who gets what hole.”

      My body flushed with the strangest sensation, mind's eye engaged in imagining all the permutations of that.

      “All the holes?” Maggie, like me, was intrigued.

      “Yes.”

      Amy caught on. “Even theirs?”

      A little nudge of her hips made it clear Darla knew what we were asking. “Yes. Strap-ons and all.”

      I immediately imagined a daisy chain, complete with flowers woven into Darla's long, bushy blonde hair.

      “How does it feel?” Amy asked, leaning in.

      “You ask me that question all the time, Amy. Quit analyzing. Start pegging.”

      “You should write motivational posters, Darla,” Amy said sourly, holding her hands up like she was framing a picture. A photo of sweaty football players staring at an X-and-O chart, with a bold caption underneath. “'Quit analyzing. Start pegging.' You could make a fortune.”

      “You’re deflecting. Betcha Sam's more curious than you'd think.” Darla cocks one eyebrow. “Or what if you put your phone on that vibrator app, shoved it inside yourself and had Sam do anal? That would–”

      “They really let you do that?” Maggie asked, surprising me with the raw curiosity in her. Gone was the residence-life professional. Vodka strips away our more refined personalities, doesn't it?

      “Put a vibrator inside you while you get anal? Hell if I know. Well,” she said, a contemplative look kidnapping her face, “maybe I’ll know after tonight. I might try it.”

      “No, not that. I meant, they let you use a strap-on? On them?”

      “They beg me to do that. At least, Joe does.”

      “And Trevor?”

      “Trevor loves everything. If it feels good, he's in there. Trevor would fuck a cardboard box if you threw in a few layers of silk and plenty of lube. Joe's the more uptight one. And now he's refusing to have sex because he discovered this pattern of liking ass sex more than vaginal sex.”

      The band stopped playing abruptly, leaving her last sentence hanging.

      “DARLA!” Joe bellowed.

      Everyone went perfectly still, except this time, I wasn't the target of attention.

      Joe was.

      “GOD DAMN IT!” he screamed, throwing his bass down and racing out the door.

      All you heard after he left was the erratic breathing of the rest of us, Trevor cocking one eyebrow and looking at Darla like, What do we do now?

      “That's what this is about?” Liam opened his mouth. The impulse to stop him was so strong, but I held back. I'd learned a long time ago that although I felt like it was my job to smooth things over, it was just that–my job.

      At work? Sure.

      In real life? Liam was a grown-up. He had the freedom to say and do what he wanted. It didn't reflect poorly on me to acknowledge that he had free will and could do what his own impulses drove him to do.

      But that didn't mean I wouldn't cringe the whole time.

      “Don't,” Sam said through gritted teeth.

      I expected Trevor to start screaming. Instead, a frustrated hand raked his blond waves as he looked up, pain in his ocean-blue eyes, and said, “Yeah. That's what this is about.”

      “Joe can't get it up for pussy, but he likes ass? So what?” Liam called out, genuinely perplexed.

      “Joe cares. We don't.”

      “What does your sex life have to do with our practices?”

      “It's fucking with Joe's head.”

      “When you fuck Joe's head, he can get it up?” Liam tossed out there, looking at Trevor. “Does he suck you off?”

      “No, but he'll suck me off,” Darla countered.

      “A pussy can't fuck a head.”

      “Who said I'm shoving a pussy at his mouth hole? Use your imagination, Liam.”

      I started sputtering with surprise as Liam's face went from confused to a furious red, the color a reaction to being called vanilla, in essence.

      “THAT IS ENOUGH!” Sam's voice turned feral, shocking everyone in the room. I'd have been more surprised if Frown shouted, but to push Sam to the point of yelling was still a big deal. “We're not here to dissect anyone's sex life.”

      “Au contraire, my friend,” Trevor said in a resigned tone that made me think he was also incredibly pissed–at himself. “We are. If it's hurting the band, go at it, guys. Talk.”

      Darla gave him an uncertain look. “What can they do to help?”

      “Yeah,” Liam said. “Talking isn't going to make Joe's mast work properly when in sight of a vulva port.”

      “Vulva port? That's your idea of dirty talk?” Darla said to him, giving me a sympathetic look. “I feel real sorry for you, Charlotte.”

      “Says the woman whose guy can't get it up for the vertical taco?”

      “One of my guys. One. And he's fine in bed in every other way. More than fine,” she added with a huff. “It's just that–”

      Vertical taco, coming out of Liam's mouth, made my thighs clench, and not in a sexy way. “Stop,” I said softly, pressing my fingertips into his knee with meaning. “This isn't solving anything.”

      Liam's hand shot out, fingers pointing at me. “My point exactly.”

      “You're not helping, either, big guy.”

      He bristled at my words, grabbing the pink bake shop box and making a face when he saw it was empty. Frumping over to the couch, he launched himself into the corner with the broken frame, the faded microfiber swallowing him, arms crossed over an offended chest.

      “She's right,” Maggie said with a sigh, shaking her head slightly as if coming out of a trance. “You have a gig in a few days and if Trevor and Joe can't sync up, it'll hurt the whole band.”

      “It's all my fault,” Darla wailed. “My pussy ain't pretty enough.”

      Liam's throat spasmed, all the words he wanted to say stuck there. I could practically see the outline of them against his Adam's apple, like a baby's elbow or knee against the stretched skin of a pregnant woman's belly.

      My fingers skimmed the waistline of my skirt reflexively. A wave of sorrow washed off by sweetness made me spin inside my heart and head, my insides a gyroscope.

      “Your pussy is gorgeous,” Trevor said to Darla, Liam's throat working double time, like an exotic dancer was doing a routine around his trachea.

      Sam reddened.

      “In fact, your pussy is the Miss America of pussies. If there were an Olympics for prettiest pussy, you'd have a gold medal, Darla.”

      “In my pussy?”

      “Uh...”

      “Where would they hang it? Because no way would that ribbon be held up by my clit.”

      Maggie gagged and tightened her thighs, knees moving toward each other like magnets to iron.

      “You have a way with words, Darla,” I hissed, working hard to stop myself from imitating my best friend.

      “Quit flattering me, Trevor,” she grumped, sniffing for good measure. “Joe is just being Joe. He's always been uptight.”

      “Now he's just all about the tight,” Liam cracked.

      “SHUT UP!” Darla shouted, ready to bean him with a full water bottle.

      “I think,” I said calmly, standing and crossing the room to touch Liam's shoulder, “it's time for a coffee run.”

      “At six p.m.?” Liam questioned.

      “Get up and get out of here,” I said through gritted teeth.

      He just gave me a maddening grin, unfurled his arms, and pulled me into his lap, where we both sank deeper into the broken couch, like we were side characters in a Star Wars scene set in a sandy trap.

      Made of old microfiber.

      “You need to stop adding gasoline to their fire,” I whispered.

      “They need to figure this shit out. I have my livelihood on the line.”

      “Since when were you that worried about money?”

      “I always care about money.”

      “But not–not enough to alienate Trevor and Joe.”

      “I don't give a fuck about alienating them if they're sinking the band. Knowing this has to do with Joe's pecker makes it even worse.”

      “Pecker? Who says pecker?”

      I wiggled out of his arms and stood, reaching for his hand. “Come on.” We moved slowly toward the door. Liam grabbed his coat off a hook and started shrugging into it.

      “Where you going?” Darla called out.

      I pointed to Liam. “Getting him out of here.”

      Liam snorted. “She offered me a quickie in the car.”

      “Did not!”

      “That's the only reason I'll leave.”

      “Fine.”

      “Really?” He practically sprinted for the door, leaving it open in expectation that I'd follow, and fast.

      Sam goggled. “Are you–did you–?”

      I winked at him. “He doesn't know I took the train.”

      And with that, I closed the door to their laughter.

      Huh. Making Liam leave really did improve the situation.

      And as for that quickie, we didn't need a car to do that.
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      The walk up to my childhood home is a surefire way to reverse the clock and make me feel like I'm fifteen again. Someone should bottle this and use it as an anti-aging formula. People would buy it up.

      I hadn't lived there full time in nearly ten years, but I still grabbed the doorknob, turned it, and pushed without hesitating. I didn't live there. It was my mom's home. Where does the line start? Did I knock? Ring the bell?

      Was I now a guest?

      “Liam!” Mom called out from the kitchen at the back of the house. Competing scents, one bacon, one chocolate, made me salivate instantly. “We just had breakfast, but there's some left over. And brownies are coming out of the oven in ten!”

      My stomach lurched. Half of it was in a fit of nerves. The other half said, Mmmm, bacon.

      “I'm good, Mom.”

      Her head appeared suddenly from around the corner. “You're turning down bacon and brownies? Are you sick?”

      My fingers moved to the ring box in my front pocket.

      “Nah. Just not hungry. I'm not a growing teen anymore.”

      She finished wiping her hands on a towel and came over for a hug, but before she did, she touched my flat belly, my t-shirt tight against my abs. “Right. You need to get a handle on this gut of yours.”

      I laughed.

      “Your abs have abs,” she clucked. “You've lost weight.”

      “I'm shredding before a gig.”

      “Why?”

      “So when I take my shirt off, the crowd goes wild.”

      “They go wild for your music, Liam.”

      They don't want to fuck my music, Mom, I almost said.

      Instead, I shoved a piece of bacon between my lips and started chewing. Can't say the wrong thing with bacon in your mouth.

      Maybe that's why she made it for me.

      “How's the band?”

      “Fine.”

      “Just ‘fine’?”

      “Fine is good enough in this crazy business.”

      One sigh was all she needed to make.

      “I'm glad your girlfriend has a good head on her shoulders and a steady job, Liam, because you're going to need someone in your life to balance you out.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You can't live your entire life in an unstable industry.”

      “Sure I can. Look at Keith Richards.”

      “I'm pretty sure he made a deal with the devil.”

      “If the devil is handing out contracts for the kind of success the Rolling Stones had, give me the pen and a vein.”

      “Liam!” But she was laughing. We have this conversation about once every three months.

      Which is why I needed to show her.

      Now.

      Reaching into my front pocket, I found the velvet box. I pulled it out. Her back turned to me, Mom didn't notice, which gave me time to set it all up. When she turned around, she gasped.

      Perfect.

      Wide eyes met mine, her hands flying to cover her mouth. Tears made her eyes glisten.

      Even more perfect. I guess my mom is just like any other woman. Who knew?

      “Liam!”

      “What do you think?”

      “Sorry, honey. I'm already taken.”

      “MOM! GROSS!”

      She came around the kitchen counter and grabbed me in a huge hug. “You're really proposing?”

      “No, Mom, I bought this as a cock ring for Sam. I'm worried it's a little big.”

      “LIAM!” She punched my shoulder blade.

      “Yes. I've got it all planned.”

      Dad walked into the room, took one look at me, then the ring.

      “Proposing to your mother?”

      “Dad?” My parents have been divorced since forever. What the hell was Dad doing at the house? I didn't hear a knock on the door. He must have already been here. Maybe Mom figured out what I was coming over to tell her and she...

      A big grin from Dad greeted my confusion. “Sybil, er, we–” He shrugged, looking to Mom for help.

      “I invited Garrett over,” Mom said primly, smoothing out non-existent wrinkles in her apron. She shot him a nervous smile.

      What the fuck?

      “Oh. Okay. Because you knew I was going to propose to Charlotte and wanted him here? Because that's why we're having coffee later, Dad. So I can tell you.” I pointedly looked at him, my hands flexing. I wasn't angry.

      I was super uncomfortable, though.

      “Oh. Right.” Dad gave Mom a weird look. “You figured it out. Your mom must have that sixth sense women possess for knowing when a guy is ready to take the next step.”

      Mom's eyes widened.

      What the fuck?

      Dad cleared his throat and said, “Sounds like the timing was perfect. Liam–you're asking Charlotte for her hand?”

      The way he said it was so formal. So old fashioned.

      And yet it felt so right.

      “I am.”

      “You realize this is a huge step, Liam,” Mom said.

      “No kidding.”

      “And you need to think about the future even more now.” That was code for Quit playing rock star and get a real job.

      “We're making enough to live–”

      Mom interrupted me. “As long as you keep making enough that you don't have to go back to your old job!”

      “You mean stripping?” I called out, using the word on purpose. I swore I could hear her shuddering in disgust.

      Dad just shook his head at me.

      “And we're so close, Dad. So close to being big,” I said, puffing up with pride.

      “I know you are. But is being big going to fit in with marriage? Babies?”

      I went cold. “You know babies are a touchy subject with Charlotte and me.”

      “I do. But... it's a topic, nonetheless.”

      “We don't know. Charlotte's blood-clotting disorder means pregnancy is a question mark.”

      “You seem comfortable with those sorts of questions being left open.”

      “I spent four years thinking I was one hundred percent right about her, Dad, when I was one thousand percent wrong. I'll never, ever be so stupid again. And if we can't have kids, it doesn't matter. I love her. I love her. We'll figure the rest out.”

      “Does she–do you–want to be parents?”

      “Yes.” The miscarriages made me realize that. Nothing like watching your woman bleed out in bed, your conceived fetus the cause of the blood, to figure out really fast what you want.

      “Then you'll find a way. I trust that you will.”

      “I do, too.” The frown is impossible to overpower. “But you're right. I do live with a lot of uncertainty. I never thought of it that way, though. To me, having wide-open spaces in my life means I won't miss out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If I try to control everything, then all my energy goes into the control. What's left over? The little bit that goes into exploring? I want it the other way around. I'd rather have less control and more surprise.”

      “That's why you're a rock star and not a car salesman, kiddo.”

      “I guess so.” A wave of emotion came over me, mixed in with my thoughts, a strange fortress of protectiveness. I wanted to guard my freedom, which made no sense.

      Then again, when did life ever make sense?

      “You, Liam, are nothing but surprise,” Mom said, kissing me on the cheek, grinning at Dad.

      You guys, too, I thought to myself.

      You, too.

      

      
        
        Charlotte

      

      

      

      My move from western Massachusetts to Waltham didn't just bring me closer to Liam's bandmates and his parents. It also made the drive north to Portland, Maine, much easier. My mother retired there a few years ago, in a peaceful home right on the water. She'd bought just before the real estate prices spiked, ending up with a lovely two-bedroom cottage kissing the ocean that was now worth much more than she'd paid. One bedroom was hers, and one was a guest room.

      For all her yarn.

      I got the pull-out sofa bed in that room when I visited. I half joked once that the only siblings I'd ever have were afghans and tea cozies.

      Mom's expression made me never, ever make the same joke.

      Like me, she had a blood-clotting disorder that made carrying pregnancies to term extremely difficult.

      Unlike me, she'd suffered eight miscarriages. Not two.

      Also unlike me, she had a live child.

      Me.

      As I pulled onto her street, I lucked out and found a parking spot on the road. She had two spots in her driveway, but one was currently taken up with some kind of repair van. As I walked closer to the house, I saw it was a roto-rooter plumbing van.

      I suppressed a grin.

      Liam had taken care of my pipes quite nicely last night.

      Laughter came out of me in huffs and snorts. I'd internalized his nonstop sexual innuendos, huh? Even when he wasn't around, I did it to myself.

      Is that how relationships worked? Your partner became part of your inner voice? The one that made conversations all day long, whether you liked it or not? If so, I had a lifetime of roto-rooter sex jokes coming my way, all spun from the inside out.

      And all because of Liam.

      “Charlotte!” Mom called from the front door. She'd opened it and stood there, waving. “Come in from the chill!” Her British accent was still fierce, despite decades of living in the United States. An hour of spending time with her and I'd slip into my own bastardized version. Liam poked fun at me, but never in front of Mom.

      And sometimes, it came in handy, like when he wanted to hear my British accent in bed.

      Hurrying, I got ushered into the house, where a warm fire burned in her wood stove. You can't live in Maine without having a freestanding wood-burning stove. I'm pretty sure it's in the state constitution. It's a requirement, and one that Mom loved. She said it reminded her of her youth in England.

      “Oh, it is so good to see you, my dear!” A quick hug, then she turned to a tea tray. “I have it all ready for you.” I looked down to find assorted biscuits and a huge porcelain teapot with a knit cozy covering it, the lilac hue matching the yarn in Mom's shawl.

      “How did you know when I'd be here?”

      “You told me when you left Waltham. I guessed.”

      “Hey, Caitlyn,” said a man I assumed was the owner of the work van in the driveway. He was looking down at an invoice and when he glanced up, he seemed surprised by my presence. “Oh. Sorry. Didn't know you had a guest,” he said to Mom.

      “Not a guest, Tom. My daughter!”

      The man finally smiled, a polite look I'd found Mainers put on their face when meeting a stranger for the first time. Extending his hand for a shake, he nodded. “Tom Gillespie.”

      “Charlotte,” I said pleasantly. He reminded me a bit of Garrett, Liam's dad, only Tom had more hair.

      For the next two minutes, I busied myself with the tea as Mom and Tom chatted before he left, the roar of the van's engine coinciding with my eyes jumping to a photo of Dad.

      Mom drank Twinings strong, so strong that I typically watered it down to avoid being overcome by a tannin attack. We settled in on the couch. Mom poured me a cup. I sipped cautiously.

      Medium strength.

      “You're losing your touch, Mom. The tea's actually drinkable.”

      Soft laughter greeted me. “I'll wait another twenty minutes for it to steep properly, then I'll drink.”

      “You're impossible.”

      “No, Charlotte, I'm just an old woman who is set in her ways.”

      “Isn't that the same thing?” My hips hurt from sitting for so long in the car, so I stood, holding the cup and saucer with care. Mom took the whole Maine-seaside-cottage theme to heart when she moved up here from Connecticut a few years ago. Everything was whitewashed, sea glass, or aqua. A sea-canoe oar was propped up against a porch wall. Stopping short of the worn-away wooden signs with inspirational sayings, Mom managed to make the place look like an English garden house on the outside and a Cape Cod beach cottage on the inside.

      As I walked around, I noted the familiar. Pictures of me, from babyhood to last year, graced many of the flat surfaces. A few of my father were in there, too, most of them in an embrace with Mom or me, both of us smiling at the camera. The posed family photos were upstairs, I knew, in the hallway. Dad had been gone for nearly two decades. Every memory I had of him was frozen in time. When I tried to imagine him now, I was always eleven. I couldn't project a future me into those dreams.

      I couldn't be twenty-nine and imagine being around an older version of him.

      Imagination has its limits.

      Love, though, doesn't.

      “How is work?” Mom asked. The question always opened our visits.

      “Crazy.”

      “You always say that. What new antics are your students up to?”

      “Last night, someone threw up in the elevator.”

      “Oh, now, Charlotte, that's not new,” she chided, as if I'd disappointed her. “They need to work harder at being original.”

      “From the ceiling, Mom. They pried open the doors, rode down on top of the elevator, and puked into the car through a ceiling panel.”

      “Five points for that,” she said with a nod, as if scoring a Quidditch game.

      “Onto a group of marching-band kids who had just gotten home from an away game after a three-hour bus ride.”

      “Oh, negative one thousand!” Empathic fury washed over her. “How horrible!”

      “The sousaphone player was particularly upset, given where they puked.”

      “No!”

      “Yes. The band director is calculating damages. That fun elevator escapade is going to cost someone thousands.”

      “And you'll get the angry parents’ calls about it, won't you?”

      “Yes. The elevators all have cameras, but only inside the car, not on top.”

      “It's on tape? You have to watch students doing these antics?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “Good Lord, Charlotte. What a career you've chosen.”

      “Someone has to do it,” I said with a laugh. “And the good times outweigh the bad.”

      “Do they?”

      “Definitely.”

      “You always tell me the horror stories. I rarely hear about the good ones. Please tell me something good.”

      “I have lots of wonderful stories!”

      “Then tell me all of them.” Her eyes sparkled.

      “I don't have that kind of time, Mom.”

      “If you have time for the bad, you have time for the good.”

      How many times have I heard that phrase throughout my life?

      “Okay. I have lots of them. There's this student, Magda. They're nonbinary.”

      “Enby, right?”

      “Yes.” Internally, I did a double take, but I didn't say anything. Mom may be in her late sixties, but she was really open minded. Don't let the strong British accent make you think she's stuffy. Prim? Maybe a little. Reserved? Definitely.

      But she also had a curious mind and didn't judge ideas or concepts until she'd weighed out all the information.

      “And when someone is enby, we use they?”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      She just smiled and sipped.

      “They’re from another country–Macedonia–and their family emigrated here when they were about twelve. There's an accent, a strong one, so Magda stands out. Six feet tall, dyed hair, thick eyebrows, a moustache, but dresses like a stereotypical American young woman.”

      Mom closed her eyes. “I'm imagining this.”

      “Magda loves animals. Loves them. They’re majoring in biology with a zoology minor. And it's their senior year. They just got accepted into a top zoology program.”

      “That’s wonderful!”

      “Except their parents rejected them. Medical school or else–they're cut off from all financial support.”

      “Are their parents accepting of Magda being enby?”

      “Ah... pretty sure they have no idea.”

      “They as in the parents?”

      “Yes.”

      “Forgive me, Charlotte. It's a bit of a struggle to grasp they as a singular pronoun.”

      I laughed silently inside that Mom could handle the idea of a non-binary person, but the pronoun is the harder part.

      “I get it. Our brains are wired the way they are wired. We can change, but it takes effort.”

      “Oh, no, dear. Change is easy! But grammar... grammar is hard.” She frowned. “You told me something good–Magda got into a program they want to do–and something bad–their parents are bloody arseholes and controlling their future. That's not all good.”

      “The good news is that Magda's advisor helped them find a grant program that pays for the zoology program entirely.”

      “Hooray for effective higher-education administrators!”

      “Right? They're so rare,” I cracked.

      “Tell me another story. A good one.”

      “I have a student named Marcy. Twenty-two years old. She came from a warm, loving home, from what she's told me. Her parents died in a car crash a year ago, before I started working at the university. Her aunts got into a huge battle over custody of her younger brother, who is still in high school. He's only fifteen. The life insurance money from her parents' deaths plus other assets sets them up for life, but it's all tied up in the courts now.”

      “How is that good?”

      “Marcy came to me sobbing, a few weeks ago. I walked her over to the law clinic on campus. Explained the situation to the professor in charge. Marcy now has free legal representation and is petitioning for sole custody of her brother. It's not perfect–she'll need to transfer to a school closer to home to live in the same house as him after the semester ends in a few weeks. But she's learning how to advocate. She's determined to take charge and get her aunts to step back. And the lawyers say she has a really strong case to get custody.”

      “What a terrible situation, but how exciting that Marcy is being shown how to use these tools, and how to fight for what's right.”

      “Yes. It sounds sappy–”

      “Not at all, dear. Not one bit. What sounds sappy to a young woman like you sounds deep and moving to a woman like me. When you're old, you see the long shadow that decisions cast on your life. The bad ones keep us in the cool shade for a very long time. The good ones provide relief from an unrelenting sun.”

      “That doesn't quite make sense, Mom.”

      She reached in her pocket and pulled out a flask. “Perhaps I've had a bit too much of this in my tea, then.”

      “Mom!”

      Unscrewing the top, she dolloped a bit into my cup. “Cheers, my dear. To you.”

      “To me?”

      “To your tireless efforts to help guide people through the torturous transition between youth and adulthood.”

      “Oh, I'll drink to that!”

      We did. The tea had changed, spiked with Mom's whisky, a Scottish single malt that did not mix well with tea. It was an acquired taste. I looked at my mother, the roses in her cheeks explained not by my presence and her happiness, but by the basic effect of alcohol on blood flow.

      “Speaking of torturous, how is Liam?”

      I nearly spat out my tea.

      Chortles filled the room. “Oh, my goodness, that came out horribly, didn't it? Please don't tell him I asked about him like that!”

      “I know what you meant.”

      “I simply meant,” she bulldozed over me, “that from the outside, he lives a very fractured life. I cannot fathom being a professional rock musician. All of that time on the road, the late-night practices, how you must open your chest and offer up your throat and heart to the crowd each night. It's extraordinary. He does that and still has an overflow of emotion for you.”

      “What?” I was struck dumb by her words.

      “I see how much he loves you, Charlotte. It's so evident.”

      “You–you do?”

      “He watches you when you aren't looking. It's endearing.”

      “He does?”

      “I haven't seen a man look at a woman like that in a long time.”

      “Huh?”

      She sniffed. Was she crying? Why would Mom cry right now?

      “Mom?”

      “Oh, it's just–I'm being silly.” Sniff. “The last time I saw a man look at a woman like that, it was your father. Looking at me.”

      “Oh, Mom.” I put my hand on her shoulder. The crisp edges of her words had faded over the years since her stroke, her English accent now more gentle. Less intimidating. “He died so long ago.”

      “Almost twenty years now.”

      “And still..?” The rest of the words caught in my throat, unclear.

      “And still I pine for him? Yes. Yes, darling, I most certainly do. When you've been loved so deeply once, and lost so deeply as well, it never leaves you.”

      Tears filled my eyes. “I can't bear the idea that Liam might die one day. That I might be alone without him.”

      She cleared her throat. “I've done fine.”

      “But you ache.”

      “I do.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “You were a child when he died. You had your own mourning to bear.”

      “I feel so selfish. Mom, you lost the love of your life.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that why you've never dated?”

      “Who says I've never dated?”

      I felt like I'd been slapped.

      “Wha..?”

      “Charlotte.” Peals of laughter squeezed their way in between her tears. “I've most certainly dated since he–since the year after Graham died.”

      “You–you did?”

      Her turn to pat my hand. “Yes.”

      “I've never met any men you've dated!”

      A beat of silence passed between us. Then two. Mom's face was extraordinary in the way it rippled. Maybe it was my own stress, changing how I perceived the world. Or maybe she had that many competing emotions under her skin.

      Regardless, the effect was mesmerizing.

      Finally, she spoke, one corner of her mouth going up, eyes gleaming with a strange mixture of emotion, an alchemy that converted feelings I knew into one I'd never seen in my mother.

      Her mouth opened, eyebrows lifted, and then she said simply:

      “Who said the people I've dated were always men?”
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      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Liam said, the shock on his face mirroring mine, as I told him about my conversation with my mother. I was only in Maine for the day, so it was late at night now. We were in my apartment in Waltham, under the covers, mostly naked but not ready yet for sex.

      I needed to talk.

      “I know! My mom dates women and men.” The press of my flesh against his felt different.

      “She's bi?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Good for Caitlyn! She's what–eighty?”

      “Haha. She's sixty-eight. I'm stunned.”

      “You don't like it?”

      “My opinion doesn't matter. I'm just a little stung that she hid it from me all these years.”

      “Did you say that to her?”

      “Yes. And she said it wasn't because she's embarrassed about dating women. It's that she never got serious enough with anyone to introduce them to me.”

      “That makes sense. I could see being careful. Male or female.”

      “I'm nearly thirty, Liam! I'm not an eleven-year-old anymore.”

      “Is she dating anyone now?”

      “No, but she said she has her eye on someone in one of her knitting clubs.”

      “Who knew knitting clubs were a hotbed of lesbian activity?”

      “It's a guy!”

      He frowned. “I thought you said she dated women?”

      “She does. And men. She said that in 'modern parlance'–her words–she is pansexual.”

      “No fucking way.”

      “Yes fucking way. My mother sounds like a millennial sexuality educator.”

      “Good for her.”

      “I'm the one who has gone through all the sex ed training!”

      “Then maybe you can teach me something new tonight.”

      I punched him. He grabbed my wrists and flipped me on my back, pinning me in place, hot breath making the tip of my nose tingle.

      “You think we're having sex?” I squeaked as he lowered himself to me, his long cock thickening under the thin pajama pants he wore. “After you made that crack?”

      “Who said anything about sex?” Hips arching, he used his knee to pry my legs apart just so, until my panty-covered clit was sliding against the length of his shaft.

      “I think I'm about to say something about sex,” I gasped.

      “I think so, too,” he whispered, bending his face down, mouth on my clothed nipple.

      And then he bit. Hard. His thigh moved up against my split legs, rubbing perfectly, as if aligned by some vibrational energy that told him how to make my body come as eloquently as possible. The orgasm came out of nowhere.

      I rode him, his hot breath tickling my breastbone, the bite relenting as I dug my nails into his back. I was coming from his mouth on my breast and his thigh between my legs. How could this be so easy?

      And so good?

      In a flash, I wanted more. He read my mind, dispensing with foreplay, hands rushing to push down his pants, cock released as we threw formality aside and I straddled him, impaling myself so fast, I gasped from the pressure of him against my cervix.

      “Too much?”

      “Never.”

      We rode each other fast, quick, hard, hot–until my hair pooled at the crook of his neck, his teeth grazed my shoulder, and we came so hard that the cords of my neck felt like they were snapping. My thighs spasmed and my pussy throbbed. The deed was done, and my whole body seized once more, a wave that rushed out with the tides, leaving the muscles under my breasts feeling battered, as if I'd pounded my chest with meaning.

      Liam said not a word, stroking my bare shoulder, brushing his lips against my skin like a small child using his mouth to make sense of the world. I reached for a drink, needing hydration, needing to replenish.

      And then he announced:

      “Speaking of parents with surprising sexual proclivities, I think my mom and dad are fucking.”

      I spat out my soda, a little bit spraying Liam's chest. He mopped it up with the edge of the sheet and laughed.

      “Your mom can fuck other women, but when I mention my parents are sleeping together, I get a spit take?”

      “The thought of Sybil and Garrett together is more shocking than my mother picking up bed partners at knitting clubs, Liam.”

      “Yeah. You're right.”

      “Did you catch them?”

      “Catch them?”

      “Walk in on them having sex?”

      “What? No! Ew. I just... I went to the house to see Mom, and Dad was there.”

      “And based on that, you assume they're having an affair?”

      “An affair? How can you call it an affair when they used to be married? And they aren't married to anyone else.”

      “What about Julio? Your mom was dating him for a while.”

      “Dumped him. He wanted kids.”

      “Isn't she a little too old for that?”

      “He pushed reproductive technology. Mom ran away.”

      “You never told me this!”

      “She swore me to secrecy.”

      “And yet you're telling me now?”

      “Well, now I need to talk about my mom and dad doing the two-backed nasty, so–”

      I smacked him. “Don't call it that!”

      He touched his back, then mine. “I guess that's wrong.”

      “Yes.”

      “When you're on top, reverse cowgirl, it's back to front.”

      I hit him in the crotch. His reflexes were better than mine, and he grabbed my wrist in time.

      “Hey, now. Those are off limits.”

      I crawled under the covers and began kissing a trail down his abs. “They are?”

      “You're killing me. We just had sex.”

      “How's that refractory period?”

      “I'm not seventeen anymore, Charlotte.”

      “Thank God. You're way better in bed now than you were then.” I took him whole, in my mouth, the taste of our juices making me smile. He rallied as I tongued him until he was hard again.

      “Oh, sure. You get me hard after I talk about my parents having sex. Pretty sure that's a war crime in a few countries.”

      “Then arrest me. Got a pair of handcuffs anywhere?”

      “You're the sex toy party hostess. I'm sure you have an entire box of them in a closet.”

      “Former sex toy party hostess. I quit when I got the job out here, remember?”

      “You did. But you have a shit-ton of leftover inventory.”

      “I can't exactly sell it on eBay, can I?”

      “Then pull it out and let's have fun with it.”

      I yawned. “I'm tired.” I snuggled up to him.

      He looked down. “You turned me into a fucking tent pole, Charlotte. You can't do that and then announce you want to sleep.”

      “Sure I can.”

      “I mean, you can. But come on! Put me out of my misery.”

      “Since when has an erection been a form of misery for you, Liam?”

      “You really don't understand the male body at all, Ms. Sexuality Education Instructor.”

      I stroked him once, slowly, lightening my grip at the cap. “Teach me.”

      He jumped out of bed and moved to my closet, ass on beautiful, moonlit display. Rummaging sounds made me laugh. No way would he ever find my–

      “Aha!”

      The jingle of a chain made my nipples tighten.

      “Found them.”

      Scrambling up the bed, I covered myself in pillows and the cover. “Liam, I was joking!”

      “I wasn't.” Now he was holding two pairs in his hands. He walked over to the bed and tapped one of the posts. “Perfect. We haven't done this since your last apartment.”

      “You're crazy!”

      “I'm hard.”

      We both looked at his cock.

      A light buzzing began on my skin, the kind that takes over quickly. Senses heightened, I just watched, wide eyed, as my gloriously nude boyfriend reached for my wrist and methodically clamped the handcuff around it. He attached the other cuff to the bed.

      “Liam!” Heart thrumming in my chest, I was instantly wet, my clit begging for whatever he was about to do.

      And knowing him, this would be a long, slow, drawn-out kind of righteous ecstasy.

      But first, he'd put me through agony. Sweet, sweet agony, the kind that makes you want to stretch it out forever and finish as fast as possible.

      Wordless, but with a strong, authoritative clip to his actions, Liam restrained me. Just the hands.

      “I couldn't find two more cuffs,” he said, looking at my ankles. “Don't suffocate me this time.”

      “Suffocate?”

      “There's nothing better than the feel of your thighs clamped on either side of my head while my tongue is driving you to a frenzy, Charlotte. You taste so damn good in those moments. But a guy's got to breathe, too. My tongue doesn't need breaks, but my lungs sure do.”

      And then it happened.

      My fucking phone buzzed.

      “Ignore it,” he insisted.

      “I can't. You know I can't. I'm on call!”

      “Let your resident director handle it.”

      “They call them area coordinators here and she's out of town on a family emergency.”

      Bzzzz.

      “If I'm being texted, it must be bad.”

      Liam snorted. “You've been bothered plenty of times over the years by newbie staff who think a tossed trash can is cause for calling you.”

      “Liam!”

      “What if I refuse? What if I leave you zip-tied to the bed all night?”

      “I'll lose my job! And this apartment.” I knew he was joking, but the thought of being discovered by my own staff made me a little sick.

      A long sigh escaped him. He was naked, cock at the ready (again!), a lingering look taking in the full sight of me. He licked his lips.

      “Someday, you won't have to work in residence life and be at the beck and call of every student and staff member.”

      “You want me to be your beck-and-call girl?”

      He slapped my ass. “Damn right.”

      Bzzzzz.

      As he uncuffed me, I felt a yearning for what he mentioned, a life untethered (no pun intended). The years we'd been back together had always involved my living on campus, being the mother hen to a few hundred rag-tag students living in the halls. What would it be like to live somewhere based on choice and not based on the apartment my job assigned me?

      I rubbed my wrists and grabbed my phone.

      I read the text.

      “Huge sewer-line break in Andiis Hall,” I said, standing up and shoving my legs into a pair of sweatpants. “Need all res life staff now. Evacuation and temporary housing for two hundred needed.”

      “Holy shit,” Liam said, going into emergency mode, handing me my sneakers.

      “Holy lots of shit.”

      “You have the weirdest job, Charlotte.”

      I looked at my naked boyfriend and grinned.

      “That makes two of us.”

      And then I left to go do my job, because (you know I'm about to say it):

      Shit happens.
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      The bottle of wine nestled inside the gift bag in my hand felt like carrying my own severed dick.

      “Ten minutes,” I hissed, as if Charlotte were the one making me do this. We're at Joe's parents' house, climbing out of my car after driving down the quarter-mile driveway. We all grew up in Sudborough together, but Joe's family was wealthy.

      The rest of us were just “upper middle class,” according to my mom.

      To the left of his house was a three-bay garage, a huge apartment on the second floor. That's where his dad's legal consulting business was located, in one of the rooms. Joe's dad's business partner, Gene, also lived there, and until a few years ago, we all thought he was just a business partner.

      Turns out bedroom business was part of the arrangement, too. Joe's threesome with Trevor and Darla must be genetic, because his parents were kinky like that, too.

      Got to hand it to them. I hope when I'm old and in my fifties, I'm fucking like bunnies, too.

      Just with one woman and zero other men.

      “Don't snap at me like that!” Charlotte whispered. “I don't really want to be here, either. No one does. But it's Joe's mom, and there will be good booze and food.”

      “I'm getting really drunk, then.”

      “You can't!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because then I can't get drunk–someone has to drive!”

      “We should have taken an Uber.”

      “Also, this is a Christmas Eve brunch. It's ten thirty in the morning. Too early to get drunk.”

      “Not when we're expected to spend time with Joe and his uptight family. It's never too early to get drunk around them.”

      The air was crisp, but there was no snow yet. New England was known for beautiful, cozy white Christmases, but we were more likely to get rain or sleet that time of year. I looked at the garage, remembering the one time the band tried to practice here. Gene came downstairs, a crooked smile on his face, eyes lit up as he stared at our guitars and bass. The beers he handed out made us feel so adult, pimply-faced weirdo kids trying to carve out a piece of independence in our smothering lives.

      Joe's mom put a stop to the band practice, screaming about ruined serenity and why weren't we studying for our SATs? I could still hear her shrill voice, the shame filling me, battling with a testosterone-induced rage I was expected to bottle up.

      Which I did.

      Until I didn't.

      But it took a few years.

      A chicken rambled past us. A Rhode Island red, it looked like Mavis. Pausing to scratch and peck, it looked up, beak pointed at us, beady eyes judging my wine bag.

      “Is that chicken wearing a diaper?” Charlotte gasped.

      “Welcome to Joe's house.”

      “I've never been here,” she whispered, looking up at the main house in awe. “Other than the small gate by the main road, you'd never know this place was here.”

      “Pretty sure that's his mom's entire point. She likes her serenity.” The Rhodie pecked repeatedly in the flat grass by the walkway to the front door, his white, plastic-covered ass making me feel sorry for it.

      Anything Joanne Ross touches has to be controlled.

      Charlotte's words sank in. “Never been here? Sure you have. We came in high school. Remember?”

      “No. I hated him then, and you guys were just forming the band for real your junior year. I was a senior and didn't care about anything but you.”

      Pain hit me, hard, at my breastbone. “And then I fucked it all up.”

      She squeezed my hand.

      We don't talk about it–much–anymore. How she went off to college. How she called me, pregnant and scared. How I assumed it wasn't mine, because I'd been told I was sterile after having mumps as a teenager. How I threw her away in a ghosting of epic proportions because I was livid. Ripshit pissed that she would sleep with some other guy who put a baby in my girlfriend's body.

      How I was wrong.

      So fucking wrong.

      And then, four years ago, we ran into each other at a bachelorette party where Charlotte was a sex toy party hostess. I was a stripper. We still burned for each other, but the betrayal we thought the other had committed was too much.

      People get stupid when they think they've been betrayed by someone they love.

      People clamp down. Go quiet. Shut up. All the words get penned up inside their head, zooming through the bloodstream, finding safe havens and echo chambers for the internal screaming. We turn self-destructive. Self-critical.

      Sometimes, self-harming.

      All because we don't know how to breathe the same air as the person who loved us, and then hurt us. How can the same air that nurtures us be mixed in with molecules of pain?

      I squeezed Charlotte's hand. We didn't have to hash it out. Didn't even have to say a word about what happened.

      It comes through in daily life. It always will.

      But we talked. Broke through the misunderstandings and pain. And on the other side, we found something stronger: hope.

      Which was fading fast as Joanne Ross answered the door wearing a red velvet dress and an elf hat with blinking lights that spelled out the words Santa's Lap Buddy.

      “Drink. Now. Shove it directly in my vein,” I purred into Charlotte's ear, which made her shoulder move up as she giggled.

      “Look at you two lovebirds!” Joanne said, her smile wobbling, forehead completely steady, like a slab of finely chemical-peeled granite.

      I see. Got it.

      No worries about drinking at ten thirty a.m. here.

      “We can leave the car here and grab an Uber home,” I whispered to Charlotte before Joanne grabbed me in the closest thing to a bear hug a 5-foot-tall, 95-pound woman can give. It's like being embraced by animated matchsticks.

      “Liam! So good to see you.”

      When had those words ever left her mouth?

      Joe was behind her, huddled over a cheese plate, Darla at his side. Trevor was talking to Herb, Joe's dad, who was making an espresso. From the tone of their conversation, he was using a new machine and tutoring Trevor on how to use it.

      Man. How did Trev do it? I couldn't imagine having Joanne, Herb, and Gene as my in-laws.

      Yeah, Gene.

      Herb and Joanne's... something. They're a threesome, just like Joe, Trevor, and Darla. Only no one knew it until a couple of years ago. Gene lived in the apartment over the Ross's three-car garage and had been Herb's business partner in their law firm for forever.

      He'd been another kind of partner for a couple of decades, too.

      The tick tick tick of Joanne Ross's stiletto heels on marble floors made me think about time passing, 3,600 seconds of agony we needed to spend here being counted by her steps.

      'Tis the season to be jolly, right?

      Jolly can be found in a bottle, I hope. At least at her house.

      A lot of people were already there, most of the faces old, tight, and reeking of money. I made a beeline for the few people I knew, walking up to Darla and plucking some fig and cheese appetizer off a plate and shoving it in my mouth.

      Wait.

      That's not fig.

      It's paté.

      Charlotte eyed me with an astonished expression, whatever I looked like making her worry. Manners have been embedded in me enough to know I had no choice but to swallow this monstrosity.

      The back of my throat rebelled like my seventeen-year-old self being yelled at by Joanne Ross.

      “Hey,” Darla said helpfully. “Don't eat those. They taste like possum shit dipped in three-day-old cottage cheese.”

      “Given your life in Ohio, I'm sure you have a finely honed sense of that exact combo,” Joe muttered.

      Fuck all of them. I couldn't swallow. Couldn't. My eyes started to water. I began frantically looking for a napkin.

      “Oh, dear,” Joe said, surmising the situation, moving his hand to a tiny stack of napkins, casually opening the trash can at the end of the counter and swiping them in. “Oops! Guess you'll have to wait until I can find some clean ones.” Malicious joy gleamed in his eyes.

      Apple doesn't fall far from the matchstick.

      If I could speak, I'd kill him. Maybe I could just strangle him and French kiss him and the paté would do it for me.

      Something deep in my upper lungs started blowing a foghorn. A silent one.

      “Here,” Charlotte said, discreetly reaching into the trashcan and handing me a paper cocktail napkin. Darla slowly pulled on a drawer handle, revealing a trash can. I spat the thing out of my mouth into the napkin, threw it away, and grabbed the first drink I could.

      A hard cider Herb handed me with a wry grin.

      “Sorry. Joanne's favorite.” He nodded toward the paté.

      “It's made with vampire blood, isn't it?” Darla whispered.

      “You're so dead,” I choked out to Joe, who just laughed.

      “Thanks, man. I needed something to laugh at.”

      “Then look at a picture of your cock,” I ground out.

      We were getting off to a great start. I looked at the clock. 10:32 a.m.

      Fifty-eight minutes to go.

      Herb disappeared, shaking hands and greeting people with net worth that exceeded half of all island nations combined. Joanne continued her tick tick tick social butterfly route, mixing and kissing and flitting like a drunk Tinkerbell with narcissistic personality disorder. The place was gay and lively like a normal holiday open house, and yet the undercurrent was off.

      We were the only people under fifty.

      And the only people who didn't have offshore financial consultants helping us hide money in ways that would, ten years from now, be featured in major media exposés.

      Joe moved closer to Darla, the shift in space subtle but clear. They were getting along better. Good. We managed to fumble our way through our last gig, whatever strife there was between Trevor and Joe dissolving enough to not totally ruin the performance. Seeing them together and less on edge gave life more harmony.

      And life can always use more of that.

      The house looked like the Williams-Sonoma Christmas buyer came over, got shitfaced, and went on a decorating bender–and added white trees for effect. I lost count at eleven of them, all covered in red and green and blue. And the air smelled like cinnamon, as if someone mopped the floors with it. Christmas music, soft jazz melodies arranged to take childhood favorites and grow them up for sophisticated consumption, filled the air.

      It was stifling.

      It was suffocating.

      It was tense.

      Which was the perfect description of Joe's mom.

      “Hey,” Darla hissed at me, waving me over. Curiosity got the better of me and I moved, Charlotte at my side.

      “What's up?”

      “Joe's pecker is working again on all counts.”

      She said this just as Joanne appeared like a ghoul, floating on thin air.

      “Darla!” she whisper-screamed. “What did you do to my son's equipment?”

      “Equipment? His bass is his equipment, Joanne. I'm talking about his cock. And I didn't do nothin' to it. This is a private conversation. Do you mind?”

      “You're talking about Joey's private parts with them, aren't you?” A glare turned on Charlotte, then me. “How is that private?”

      “Because I can choose who I share with. I don't have to share information with you.”

      “If it's about my son, it's my right to know!”

      “Is it, now? You want to know everything?” A gleam in Darla's eye made me lean in.

      Charlotte, too.

      Joanne Ross wasn't dumb. Immediately, she got Darla's drift, backing one tiny step away and giving Darla a curled-lip sneer. “Ha ha. I don't need to know everything, if you were about to give me some sordid detail about your sex life.”

      “I don't need to reveal anything that ain't public knowledge on that, Joanne.”

      “Joe loves hamsters,” I muttered under my breath.

      An icy glare greeted me. “We're certainly not talking about that.”

      “You two are the ones talking about Joe's dick. Not me. I just mentioned the public knowledge part,” I said, giving her an even look.

      She walked away, melting into the crowd, her hat glowing as red as her eyes.

      “Nice,” Darla said to me, offering her fist for a bump.

      “Like shooting fish in a barrel.” Joe's mom scared the shit out of me when we were in high school. She's a good woman overall, but pretty messed up in the head. Years of being overly controlling of Joe left her hard to reach, emotionally.

      The thought went through my head and I reached for another cold hard cider on the counter, opening it and guzzling. When did I get analytical and introspective about other people's inner states? Shit. Charlotte was rubbing off on me.

      And, in fact, as Charlotte leaned in, the soft sheer of her silky skirt creating static electricity on my cotton dress pants, it seemed like that's exactly what she was doing.

      Rubbing off on me.

      Full lips pressed against my neck, she whispered, “You're so sexy when you take on angry elves.”

      What was she doing?

      “Are you making a pass at me? Because if this hour-long torturefest of a Christmas Eve brunch could involve a fifteen-minute quickie in a bathroom, that would be an awesome way to kill time.”

      “Fifteen minutes?” Her hand went around my front, discreetly stroking my thick erection. “Hah. You'll blow in three.”

      I nearly came in my pants.

      “Who are you?”

      “Charlotte.”

      “No, I mean, who are you? The Charlotte I know doesn't grope me in public at a Christmas event.”

      “The Charlotte you know can't stop thinking about how you tied me to the bed and made me come so hard, you had chapped lips.”

      I licked them. I would have sworn I could taste her.

      “That was a month ago.”

      “I know,” she moaned, low and throaty, in my ear.

      “Here? Can't you wait and we can just leave?”

      Her whole demeanor changed, body moving away from mine.

      “It's fine. I'm fine. I'll just go in the bathroom and masturbate.”

      Reaching up, she touched her new necklace, a weird choice for her. It looked like a silver bullet on a chain.

      I choked hard, the cider burning as it shot up into my sinuses.

      “You don't need to do that.”

      “I most certainly do.”

      I gripped her wrist. “No. You do not. Come with me.”

      The Ross's house was enormous, a sprawling place with more bathrooms than bedrooms. Like a Vegas hotel, the hallways arched with ever narrowing levels of moulding, the ceilings at least twelve feet tall in this wing. Skylights dominated, even though the home was built to look like an older mansion. The effect was gorgeous. Stately and refined. The Rosses didn't skimp on any part of their home.

      Except for the unconditional love part.

      Though, I had to admit to myself, of all of our parents, Joe's and mine and Trevor's had come a long way. Joanne and Herb had let Sam live here, after all, when he'd needed to flee his fucking awful dad.

      A rousing round of “Deck the Halls” began in the other room, someone with professional level piano skills playing along to the tipsy crowd's singing. Perfect time to escape.

      And to get out of my own morbid head.

      “Oh! Christmas carols!” Charlotte said with glee. “Maybe we should – ”

      “You want to sing, baby? I'm about to make you hit some damn fine high notes,” I growled in her ear, biting her lobe.

      She let out a sound that went straight to the base of my cock.

      I found an unoccupied bathroom, over by the patio doors, and pulled her in. Locking the door took two seconds.

      Her hand was already under her skirt, pulling off her panties.

      “You're serious?”

      “I can't help myself, Liam. I don't know what this is, but I need you in me, to ride your cock, ride your face, have your tongue and your fingers and...”

      Crushing her mouth, I took it, her tongue against mine, her teeth biting down on my lip as she touched herself, the scent of pussy and perfume wafting up. My cock was screaming for release, the zipper on my pants suddenly like the gate of a prison, impossible to exit.

      I popped the button clean off, the sound of it pinging on the tile making me feel nothing but relief. Charlotte's hands were down the back of my pants, grabbing my ass with those delicious fingers, the nails pulling on my flesh. It took longer than it should for my pants to push down. She turned around, pointed her ass up at me, and as I draped her skirt around our waists, I plunged in.

      Her hand moved expertly on her clit, the soft skin swelling as I replaced her fingers with mine, wanting to be the one who did the work, wanting her to receive. Initiating sex was more my job than hers in our relationship, but by God, when she asked, I gave.

      And gave and gave and gave.

      We were fucking in Joanne Ross's guest bathroom, Charlotte's flushed face reflected back to me in a mirror on the wall, eyes hooded, focused entirely on the point where our bodies met. I was hot and ready to explode, the steady pump into her giving me everything I needed. She was right–I'd blow soon.

      So I stopped.

      I pulled out.

      And I dropped to my knees.

      “What are you–oh, God,” she groaned as I slipped two fingers inside her and covered her wet clit with my mouth, my tongue moving up, knees on the floor, thighs tight. She came fast and hard, riding my face, her hands flat against the wall as I licked and sucked, my job just to be there, to make sure she got what she wanted.

      And to give my trigger-ready cock a short reprieve before I made her come again.

      She moved up, away, her clit on fire and senses spinning, I hoped. Before she could slip back into thinking mode again, I stood, turned her around, and–

      “Here,” she said, reaching up to her necklace, detaching the silver bullet from it. A flick of her fingers and it started humming.

      “What the hell?”

      “Use it,” she whispered, words escaping her. “Here.” She guided my hand to her clit.

      It was a vibrator.

      My woman had been wearing a damn vibrator around her neck all morning, and I had no idea.

      “Your wish is my command,” I said as I parted her legs and slipped back into her, the hum of the vibrator against her clit making her clamp down on my cock, sucking me in deeper until every thrust hit her cervix, the hard edge of my thrusts making me work for it. Each time I hit that nerve-filled wall, she gasped and clenched, ass moving up, begging for more.

      One hand holding the vibrator to her clit, the other flat on the wall for balance, I smacked against her, my thighs working overtime, until we pounded and pounded and I blew into her, the force so hard, I couldn't stop shuddering, my muscles working overtime to hold us upright.

      Charlotte bent forward and bit my arm, the feel of teeth sinking in making me come even harder.

      I didn't know an orgasm could last this long. It unrolled, like an arc of energy between us, in her, an electrical current between my seed and her womb. We were nothing but vibration and sound, liquid and flow.

      “Liam,” she groaned, her belly tightening with one final, explosive clench.

      Then she sagged against me, slipping down my torso, until my cock popped out of her and rested against her ass, both my hands around her waist. The little vibrator fell on the bathroom rug with a delicate hum, like a choir teacher helping the group to get in pitch.

      My ears were ringing. Charlotte was dead weight I was holding up, my knees unlocked, my mind a whirl, body humming along with that little silver bullet. Slowly, I lowered us to the floor, eyes grazing over the locked door.

      “Thank you,” she muttered, reaching up to brush the mussed hair out of her face. Glassy eyed and flushed, she looked like a woman well fucked.

      “Where,” I asked, kissing her cheek, “did that come from?”

      “I don't know.” She giggled. “But I feel like I could do it again in an hour.”

      I pulled out my phone. 10:52 a.m. Hah. I gave her more than three minutes. “We're here for thirty-eight more minutes. Car drive to your place takes half an hour. Is that good enough?” I half joked.

      She said nothing.

      “You're. Not. Kidding.” My voice held the tone of marvel you would expect.

      Shyly, she shook her head and said, “Not kidding.” Her red face deepened and she looked away. “I feel really weird.”

      “Sick, weird? Or–”

      “Embarrassed.”

      “Of what?”

      “For, um, for being like this.”

      “Like WHAT?”

      “Wanting so much sex. And in this place. It's inappropriate.”

      “IT'S FUCKING AWESOME!” I shouted

      “Shhh!” Her pussy-soaked hand covered my mouth instantly, eyes panicked. “People will find us if you yell like that!”

      “Imo caar.”

      She removed the hand.

      “I don't care.” Skittish doesn't wear well on Charlotte, so for a moment, I was alarmed and protective. How could she go from being such a hot piece of sex in shoes to...

      “You don't?”

      “I mean, I care. I care because fuck, yeah, Charlotte, that was incredible. I love it. I love learning there's this side of you.”

      “It's been there before. I just didn't say anything.”

      Full stop.

      “You mean you've been horny in public and wanted to have a private quickie and you never said anything?”

      She nodded. A grin turned her face into sunshine.

      “What did you do?”

      She waggled her fingers.

      “No.”

      She nodded.

      “Was I there?”

      She nodded again.

      “You took care of things in a bathroom while I was at an event with you?”

      She nodded a third time.

      “Where?”

      “The holiday work party.”

      “That was last week!”

      “Right.”

      “You went to the bathroom and rubbed off?”

      She held up three fingers.

      “You came three times?”

      Silently, she reached for the little vibrator and turned it off. Holding it up, she inspected it. “This is an extraordinary invention.”

      “For an extraordinary woman,” I added. “Charlotte, don't you ever do that again.”

      “Masturbate?”

      “Ha. No. Do that all you want. But if we're together and you want sex, ask. Ask, ask, ask.”

      “Really?”

      I gestured to our connected bodies. “You think I'm lying?”

      Laughter poured out of her, sultry and filled with promise. “Liam McCarthy, you surprise me.”

      “You thought I'd say no?”

      “I–” Her face turned pensive. “I didn't know. I was pretty sure you'd say yes.”

      “Pretty sure?”

      “But I felt like I shouldn't ask.”

      “Why?”

      “I think I have this idea in my head that you view me as the reasonable one. That I'm supposed to be more suited up, more toned down. Asking for a quick fuck in a bathroom or in my office flies in the face of that image.”

      “I don't think of you that way at all!”

      “I know, but... there's some part of me that thinks you do.”

      “THEN EXORCIZE IT!!”

      “Shhhhhhh!” She shut me up with a kiss, a dirty affair that made me hard again.

      “Promise me this, Charlotte: If you and I are ever together and you want my mouth, my fingers, my cock–hell, my thigh–to come, you'll ask.”

      “Promise.”

      “I'm going to make that a wedding vow,” I said.

      She froze.

      Tap tap tap.

      “Hello? Is someone in there?”

      It was Darla.

      Charlotte covered my mouth with her hand.

      “I just need to check on Mavis. She's broody.”

      We shared WTF? looks.

      The bathroom is one of those big, tiled rooms with a huge jacuzzi tub thing in the middle. The sink isn't even normal. It's an island in the middle. This bathroom is so big, there’s more than one middle.

      “Hello?” The doorknob jiggled. “Who the fuck locked the door? Mavis needs her feed.”

      As if the fucking chicken actually answers to her name, a Rhode Island Red wearing a diaper popped up from the tub, jumped over the edge, and strutted toward us.

      We were still half naked, on the floor, stuck to each other.

      “ARGLE!” I grunted, shock making it impossible to form actual words.

      “Oh, my God,” Charlotte hissed, scrambling up. Smoothing her skirt, she looked around frantically for her panties. We were busy pulling up pants, checking clothes for stains, and trying to figure out what to do when I looked down to see Mavis eating Charlotte's thong.

      Like, she swallowed the string, but the little patch of pussy cloth was sticking out.

      Ever hear a chicken gag?

      “What do we DO?” I shouted, looking at the chicken, whose beady eyes widened. Frantic, it started moving in circles, pecking and stretching its neck.

      “It's going to choke to death!” Charlotte said.

      BANG BANG BANG.

      “Who is in there?”

      I grabbed the doorknob and unlocked it. Darla came rushing in. She took in the scene–Charlotte's messy hair, my still-unzipped pants–and gave us a naughty grin.

      Until she looked down to see Trevor's chicken choking.

      “What the fuck did you feed Mavis?”

      “We didn't feed her anything! She ate Charlotte's thong!”

      “She's choking to death! Pull out the cloth!”

      “I can't catch her.”

      Ever try to grab a dying chicken in panic mode? It's like trying to reason with an angry woman.

      You're going to get scratched if you're not careful.

      Even if you are careful.

      Mavis darted left as I darted right, whacking my knee on the edge of the tub. She skittered past me, her beak open, head down against her breast as she tried to dislodge the thong.

      “You two had sex with MAVIS?” Darla screeched, reaching for the chicken as she flapped her wings.

      The chicken. Not Darla.

      “NO!” Charlotte shrieked. “We didn't even know she was in here until you knocked!”

      “What is going on in here?” Joanne Ross appeared, three sheets to the wind, her hat off and lipstick smeared. She took one look at my crotch and said, “Who, exactly, were you having sex with, Liam?” Her eyes went to Darla, then Charlotte. “I thought you were MFM.”

      “I don't sleep with Darla!” Charlotte said firmly, towering over Joanne as she stood and planted her hands on her hips.

      The power pose worked.

      “Then I'm sorry, Charlotte. You must be devastated, walking in on Liam having sex with my chicken.”

      “NO ONE FUCKED THE CHICKEN!” I shouted as Darla dove for Mavis, caging her in her arms. Swiftly, I grabbed the pink cloth inside the chicken's mouth and pulled, hard.

      The thing went flying and Mavis made a bizarre cackling, gagging sound.

      “Does she need CPR?” Joanne asked.

      “Fuckall if I'm putting my lips on a chicken.”

      “Chickens don't have lips!” Darla said vehemently. “How many times do I have to tell people?”

      Mavis wiggled out of her arms and sprinted in laps around the vanity like she was in the Olympic 100-meter dash. Then she scrambled up over the edge of the tub and settled down, making absolutely no noise.

      “You traumatized my chicken!”

      “You HATE Mavis. It's Trevor's chicken.”

      “Technically, it's mine,” Joanne said, her voice uncharacteristically loose. “Mavis is one of the family.”

      “Like, as in Joe's brother?”

      “Ha ha. No. I have seventeen chickens, but Mavis is the only one allowed in the house.”

      “So she's your house chicken.”

      “Herb tried to teach her to bark.”

      “How much pot does Herb do now that it's legal in Massachusetts?”

      “WHY,” Darla asked loudly, “are we all in the bathroom, when there's a big party with lots of food and no chicken diapers out there?” She pointed. “Come on, Liam. The paté tarts aren't going throw themselves up.”

      “Ooh! Paté tarts,” Joanne declared, leaving quickly.

      “Whew,” Darla said, standing on tiptoes to look into the tub. “I thought she'd never leave.”

      I looked at her. Hard.

      “And... you're thinkin' the same about me. Got it.”

      Exiting quickly, she clicked the door shut. I lunged and locked it.

      Charlotte started laughing, tears coming, too, until we were in the middle of all the emotions, all at once. I've seen her do this before, but it's always a spectacular wonder to me. In me and my friends, the emotions line up. We feel one at a time. The line might be five miles long–we have feelings–but we don't experience more than single-threaded, serial emotion.

      Women are that jumble of wires in poorly run server farms where you know all the circuits are connected correctly but good luck organizing it all in case something goes wrong.

      “What just happened?” she gasped, looking at the bathtub. Mavis's head popped up, then down.

      “I think a chicken nearly died eating your panties.”

      “Thanks for writing my epitaph, Liam.”

      I kissed her temple, then took her mouth. She pulled back, then softened. The kiss was slow, not too long, just enough to re-establish connection after that crazy ride. As I pulled back, she looked up at me, a whirl of emotion in those eyes.

      “I hope I never have to write that,” I whispered.

      “You hope a chicken never dies eating my panties?”

      “You know what I mean.” The engagement ring was sitting at home, in my bedside drawer, waiting for a week from now. In seven days, I'd ask her to marry me.

      In seven days, I prayed she'd say yes.

      “You don't want me to die first?”

      “I don't want you to die, ever.”

      “Then find me a vampire.”

      “About that. There's something I've been keeping from you...” I sucked on her neck, just enough to make her giggle.

      Mavis looked up. She made a bawking sound, as if we'd offended her.

      I grabbed my phone. 11:18 a.m.

      “Twelve more minutes. Then we’ve fulfilled our social obligation.”

      “When Joe asked you to stay for an hour, I don't think this is what he meant.”

      “I don't give a shit what he meant. We were here. On site. That counts.”

      She ran her fingers through her hair, looking in the mirror. It had a big, wet, sloppy handprint on it. My bad.

      My hands smelled like pussy.

      My good.

      “You ready?” she asked, turning on the faucet and washing her hands. There was a container of ass wipes on the back of the toilet tank. She took one and wiped our smears off the mirror as I chuckled.

      “You're so careful.”

      “It's the campfire rule. Leave the place better than when you arrived.”

      “You campfire the hell out of me then, Charlotte.”

      We washed our hands, cleaned up all evidence of sex, and as I unlocked and opened the door, I saw Mavis pop up again.

      Chicken was alive.

      Mirror was clean.

      We were sated.

      “Ready?” I asked her.

      She squared her shoulders. “I am.”

      My hand went to her ass. “I meant... ready?”

      “For more?”

      “Yep.”

      “You bet. When you said we could get back to the apartment in half an hour after we do our duty here, I took that as a contract, Mr. McCarthy.”

      “Signed in your juices, Ms. Greyson.” I loved the sound she made when we laughed together about a secret.

      Mrs. McCarthy.

      Next year, it'll be Mrs. McCarthy.

      

      
        
        Charlotte

      

      

      

      I don't have a mantel in my apartment, but if I did, there would be a plate of cookies and a carrot set out for Santa and his reindeer.

      And no chickens.

      It was Christmas morning, and I'd already got my gift. Right here, breathing lightly as he slept. I pressed my ear over his heart, the scruff of chest hair tickling my jaw. Liam looked so innocent when he was out cold, long eyelashes pressed against the tops of his cheekbones, arms and legs relaxed in slumber.

      I could imagine what our little boy would look like when I watched him.

      Eyelids fluttering, suddenly Liam's blue eyes were on mine, giving my heart a little jolt.

      “Hey.”

      “Merry Christmas.”

      “You, too.” His arm reached around my bare shoulder and squeezed me. As he sat up slightly, his abs curled in. My palm was flat against his belly and the power of those muscles trapped it there.

      I have such a tough life.

      “Did you ever think we'd have this?” he asked softly, his fingers playing with my skin, smoothing it with his calloused hands. Nothing sexual–this was the quiet, tender time two people spend together when there are no appointments, no workdays, no rushing.

      And we'd had more sex than usual, which always bonds us tighter.

      “Have this?” My hand rode up his thigh.

      An appreciative groan, then laughter, followed. “This. When I'm with you, I feel like everyone else isn't real. Like time itself doesn't work right unless we're together. You send me into some dimension you create with a spell. But you're not a witch. It's just who you are, making me who I become when we spend time together. When we touch.”

      Each breath I took as I tried to respond felt like a century.

      I smiled. “I feel it, too.”

      “I know you do. I see it in you. How can this exist when no one else talks about it?”

      “Maybe we're the only ones who feel it. Who have it.”

      “Then why us?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What makes us so special that we get this?”

      “I don't know. Luck?”

      “That terrifies me.”

      “Why?”

      “Good luck means it's random. Bad luck is random, too.”

      Instinct made my hand go to my belly. Liam covered mine with his own.

      “Like this. Bad luck.” His hold on me became stronger. “God, Charlotte, that morning you bled out in bed.”

      “I know.”

      “And–all of it. I don't ever want to lose you.”

      “Aren't you a cheery one this fine Christmas morning?”

      He sat up and grabbed my hands. It seemed like he was trying to make me see how much I meant to him, but he didn't have to.

      I knew.

      “I don't mean to be. But this is serious. I feel serious when I think about how much I love you. Nothing else means more to me in the world.”

      “Oh, Liam.”

      “And then I go to a darker place.”

      I just tilted my head, listening, trying to understand.

      “I get depressed sometimes, imagining a world where I don't have you. I have something to lose.” His hand on my belly froze, as if the two losses came forward from the past and settled there, watching us.

      I kissed his shoulder. “I'm sorry.”

      “Sorry? For what? You did nothing wrong.”

      “Sorry you go to that dark place. No one should be there alone.”

      He just made a sound of acknowledgment. I didn't know what to say.

      “The next time you go there, invite me,” I said, long and slow as I exhaled.

      “It's not that kind of place. No one willingly goes there.”

      “I will. I'll follow you everywhere, Liam. Even there.”

      Heartache is a funny thing. Sometimes the damn thing hurts because it's expanding. Growing. Stretching.

      Being infused with love by someone else loving you so hard, it fills up too much.

      “Damn it, Charlotte. You do this to me, don't you? You love me so much I have nowhere to put the excess.”

      My belly curled away from him.

      That's where we both want the excess to go, isn't it?

      And we can't predict whether we'll ever have a vessel for it.

      “I'm sorry.” This time he said it, as if that heartfelt apology could make the condition of my body change. I understood. There's so much pain in the known… and even more in the unknown. I could get pregnant again. I could miscarry again. I could carry to term.

      So many coulds.

      Potential gives us hope.

      But potential that might lead to more pain is just a form of madness.

      It's the human condition, isn't it? One concept that can be used for good or evil. Pain or pleasure. Fear or joy.

      And living through the murky middle is all we can do.

      Thankfully, I don't have to do it alone.

      A big grin split his face, eyebrows up. My heart was taken aback, needing a few more beats to match his new mood.

      “We have each other.” He peered out the window. “And it's snowing. White Christmas.”

      I stretched under the covers, luxuriating in the feeling of his hot skin. There was so much of it, stretching down the bed far beyond my toes. Liam's tall–really tall–and nearly two meters of muscle wrapped around a bone structure molded by angels.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, wanting to hold on to the intensity of the moment, feeling it dissipate as Liam worked his way up from the depths of vulnerability. I like him when he peels back his layers. I love him when he shows me more of his true essence.

      He leads. I follow.

      We join together. Not just in body, but in spirit.

      In energy.

      “For what?”

      “For being so real.”

      He snorted, opening his mouth to say something smartass, then stopped, snapping it shut again and taking a deep breath instead. His nose buried in my hair and he sighed, the warmth of his breath making my neck tingle.

      “You taught me.”

      “I did?”

      “Yes.” His chest rose and fell, but then it relaxed, the weight of him even more solid, as if he were more grounded, more present. As if the acknowledgment removed a barrier.

      We rested like that for a few centuries. Or maybe ten minutes. Felt like forever.

      Felt like a blink.

      “This is our time. Our only time, today,” he said, sitting up and pushing the covers off him, the cold not bothering him in the least. Careful to make sure my easily chilled skin stayed under the covers, he stood and walked out of the room. Within seconds, I heard the coffee maker humming, then the very distinct sound of a man relieving himself. A flush confirmed it, the faucet turning on shortly after.

      I stared out the window, lost in the beauty of the snowflakes. Empty and full at the same time, I asked my looping mind to take the day off. Relax. Go off duty.

      Rest.

      Because my body knew what it needed.

      And as Liam brought two steaming cups of coffee and a fresh smile, I shivered. The blast of cold air as he climbed back into bed lit up my skin, the chill around the edges of my feet deepening. No amount of hot coffee, no matter how wicked good, will warm my feet.

      Only Liam's thighs can do that.

      He didn't complain.

      “Sometimes, I feel like an old married couple,” I said.

      His legs tensed.

      “You do?” They went slack.

      “Mmmm hmmm.” The coffee awakened my dry, sleeping mouth and made me feel even more whole. Muscles in my shoulders that act as sentries stepped down, making way for peace, however fleeting. I'm not on duty again until December 27, and the students won’t be back till January. I live on campus but am here only for true emergencies. The higher up I go in the food chain, the more responsibility I have, but the less rigid my schedule becomes.

      It's a paradox.

      “What makes you think we're an old couple?”

      “We're not. I just feel so settled with you.”

      He pretended to be offended. “That's frightening.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that's the first step in becoming one of those couples who never has sex.”

      “My vagina still aches from last night’s sexfest. I'm not too worried,” I informed him.

      “It hurts? Want me to kiss it and make it feel better?”

      “Ha!”

      “I feel the same way, Charlotte. Like all the questions in the world about where I belong have one answer: you.”

      “Really?”

      “It's as if I know, deep down, what I need to do. Who I need to be. And that's with you. Everything is better when we're together. But then life invades. I have to practice, and the guys' voices are suddenly in my head. We have business meetings, so then Darla's voice is in my head. My mom worries about my long-term career and tells me, so then her voice is in my head. All these voices, all with different agendas. And it's like you're sitting there, patiently sipping a cup of tea, waiting for everyone to shut the hell up so I can see you again.”

      “Hmm.” I didn't know what to make of that.

      “What about you?”

      I finished my coffee and set the mug down, cuddling up to him. One breast pushed against his biceps, soft against hard.

      “It's not like that. It's more about my body. I live in my head. Not the same way you do, though. I'm constantly tracking details and emotions. I have to at work.”

      “Yeah. I could never do what you do.”

      “We all have our strengths. I could never do what you do, either.”

      He nodded, sipping, looking at the snow.

      “So those voices in my head–I think I have more of them. But they're not as emotionally tied to me as yours are. You have a smaller number of them, but they're really loud. And opinionated about what you should do with the deeper issues in life. Mine are lower-level details where people want me to do something for them.”

      “I never thought about it that way.”

      “We're lucky, you know? My mom. Your mom. Your dad. They're really good parents. They love us.”

      Liam rolled his eyes. “Yeah. But my mom is a pain in the ass.”

      I laughed. He's right. “You handle her well.”

      Surprise lifted his eyebrows. “I do?”

      “You do.”

      “She loves you.”

      “I know.”

      “No, Charlotte, she loves you. She thinks you walk on water. She thinks you're the one who is taming me. That I'll settle down and work for Dad or get a 'real job' because you're so sensible and won't stand for my rock and roll life.”

      “I know.”

      “You do?” He jolted.

      “She has said so. To my face. Repeatedly, Liam.”

      “I thought she only said that shit to me!”

      “Ha. No. Sybil has opinions. And a very firm belief that she has the right to tell them to the people she wants to act the way she prefers.”

      “That's a really diplomatic way of saying Mom wants her way.” He didn't need to say more. I could feel my mouth twisted in a sympathetic grin. When it came to holidays, his mother was picky. She expected as much of our attention as possible.

      “I am really good at diplomacy. I have to be. It's my entire job,” I assured him.

      “So you're managing my mom?”

      “Sort of. And she's not entirely wrong.”

      “You want me to settle down? Get a real job?”

      “I want you to be happy. You're happy with the band.”

      “I am.”

      “But I'd be lying if I said I didn't want a calmer life. One where you're around more. Where evenings and weekends were free to just be together.”

      “You've worked evenings and weekends since we got together!”

      “Not as much, now. As I get promoted, I have more of that regular time. The time normal people have to just be and enjoy.”

      He stilled at the word normal.

      “You want that?”

      “I do.”

      “I can't–I can't give you that.”

      “I know. There are things I can't give you, either.” I curled my hand into a fist to stop it from going to my belly.

      His face broke. “Oh, Charlotte. That's not what I meant.”

      “It's okay, Liam. This is what feeling like an old couple means to me. We can talk. We can tell the truth to each other, even if it hurts a little. Or, sometimes, a lot. Because having someone to confess all our truths to, even though they sting, is better than never having anyone to tell.”

      “That's why I love you so much.”

      “I know.”

      “Not this.” His hand went to my midsection. “I don't love you with conditions. If we can't have a baby, I won't love you any less.”

      Tears I didn't know were waiting suddenly appeared. “I know.”

      “I don't think you do. I want to etch it into your bones, Charlotte. I love you. I love your womb. I love your blood. I love your mind and your tits and your pussy. I love all the parts of you. I love you when you fart in your sleep–”

      “I do that?” I'm horrified.

      “I love you when you eat cookies while you're reading in the bath and drop one and eat it anyhow, bubble bath be damned. I love you when you sneeze and lick the snot off your hand covertly because you can't find a tissue. I love you when–”

      “OMIGOD STOP!!! I get it!”

      “I love all the parts of you, whether they work as nature intended or not. Because we are an old married couple, aren't we?”

      “Minus the married part,” I joked.

      He held his breath.

      Bzzzzzz.

      Both our phones buzzed in unison. He grabbed his first.

      “It's Mom. We need to hit a gas station and bring butter.”

      “I have plenty in the fridge.” I read my phone. “It's my mother. She'll be at your parents' house at 4 p.m. and asks whether she should park there or come here and we'll carpool together, given the tight parking on your parents' street last year on Christmas Day.”

      “You realize you read that with a British accent?”

      “I did?”

      We laughed.

      “I guess private time is over,” I said, grabbing the edge of the comforter and starting to get out of bed.

      Liam covered my body suddenly, my face cradled in his hands, eyes intense.

      “Let's grab a little more for us.” He kissed me.

      And so we did.
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      “Thank you so much for carpooling! This makes more sense given the parking arrangements at the holidays in the suburbs. It seems every square inch of curb is taken up by visiting family in your mother's neighborhood!” Caitlyn said as I pulled into Mom's driveway and stared at the front door.

      It was bright blue.

      When did Mom paint it a new color? I was just here within the last month.

      An elbow caught my right ribs. “Liam?” Charlotte gave me a pointed look as I put the car in Park.

      “Huh?”

      “Mom just said something to you.”

      “Oh! Sorry. Sure. No problem, Caitlyn,” I said, brain muddied by new data. “It makes total sense, and you got a chance to see Charlotte's awesome tree.”

      “Our awesome tree,” she said kindly.

      “Right. Our tree.”

      “I certainly do appreciate it,” my future mother-in-law said as she climbed out of the back seat, turning inside to reach for one of the endless bags of food and presents we were bringing. Her bright British accent was as crisp as the day she arrived in the U.S., Charlotte told me. Caitlyn had a way of making me feel like I could be a better man if I just put my mind to it.

      And kept my upper lip nice and stiff.

      That made it hard to reconcile what Charlotte said about her mom being more... fluid with her sexuality than we'd ever imagined. Not that I was judging. It's more that I'd expect someone so proper to be less open-minded.

      Life threw a lot of lessons at me. This was one of them.

      Don't judge people by their accents.

      Don't judge people period.

      “You two look so relaxed and happy,” Caitlyn declared as we walked up to the house, her legs moving with great care up the landing steps. Her long hair was wrapped in a bun, her hair unchanged in all the years I'd known her. Salt and pepper, her hair was like something out of a fantasy movie series. I could imagine it long and flowing, her arm raised with a sword, a battle-worn wise woman, quietly determined to make sure good triumphed over evil.

      For sixty-eight, she was in great shape, but the caution she showed just walking in winter set off a low-level alarm in me.

      Our parents were getting old.

      And old was next on the road to dead.

      Dead and gone.

      What had felt like an obligation a few moments ago suddenly turned into a day to treasure. Charlotte reached for my shoulder, rubbing it as if she understood, too. As if she felt the shift in time.

      We might still be in our twenties, but our parents weren't.

      Life didn't have a pause button. I needed to figure my shit out in real time, right alongside the same timeline where they aged.

      A lump formed in my throat at the thought, just as Mom answered the door, flanked by...

      “Dad?”

      “Hey, son.” When he smiled, his eyes lit up, blue like mine, wrinkled by time. “Charlotte!” A huge bear hug was doled out to her as Dad lifted her up into the air, my woman giggling her head off like a groupie.

      “Hi, Garrett! Didn't expect you to be here already,” she gasped as he put her down and gave Caitlyn a much gentler hug. Dad played defense on his high school football team and it showed, even into his fifties. The owner of a car dealership I damn nearly worked for a few years ago before sticking to music, he had the flashy, slightly unctuous social skills of a guy who played to the margins and had sales quotas to meet.

      Which made him just charming enough to make you forget you were being manipulated until it was too late.

      “And you,” he said, jokingly mad. “Ruining my testosterone-free holiday. Now I have a guy to compete with!”

      “I'm your son. We don't compete.”

      “Sybil will give you all the attention now,” he joked. “I'm chopped liver.”

      “Ugh. Gross. Don't even joke about that.” Memories of the liver paté at Joe's house made my mouth turn bitter.

      Confusion flashed in his eyes briefly before he evacuated it, ushering us in. “Come in! Take off those coats and come back to the fire.” Acting like he owned the place – again – he was the consummate host.

      My antennae went off. Charlotte's eyes met mine.

      This wasn't... normal.

      It felt good. No doubt about it. But it felt off, too.

      “LIAM!” Mom called out from the kitchen. “Come back here and give your mom a smooch! Is that Caitlyn I hear? I love your accent.”

      Caitlyn's nostrils flared slightly and she gave Charlotte a look that seemed very old, and very familiar. “Thank you, Sybil! So lovely to be invited!” In her hands, she held a small gold foil box. I knew it had mom's favorite anise-flavored chocolate creams, a delicacy Caitlyn had tracked down with the determination of a parent seeking a child's lost lovey.

      I had to smile. It was such a kind thing to do.

      Charlotte cuddled into my side, and whispered, “This is awesome, but what's up with your Dad acting like he lives here?”

      I shrugged as we followed Caitlyn to the kitchen.

      Kisses and hugs were handed out like numbers at a deli, and then we stood in a line, Dad pouring glasses of wine and raising his eyebrows at me as he pointed to beer in the fridge.

      I took one. Just one. I was the driver.

      Responsibility rippled through me.

      “Hey,” Dad whispered as he handed me the beer. “You got the ring? Everything planned?”

      “Shhh.”

      He beamed, palm on my shoulder, shaking it in a masculine gesture. “What a great proposal. I remember when I planned out asking your mom to marry me.”

      My turn for raised eyebrows. Dad and Mom didn't talk about their relationship.

      Charlotte moved, just close enough to shut down conversation. Dad gave my shoulder an extra shake, and Mom washed her hands, drying them on a kitchen towel and looking around the room with a strange, almost grateful smile. The adults in the room – wait a minute.

      We're all adults.

      The adultier adults in the room all went quiet with a profound presence, each smiling and engaged, even if they didn't speak. I'd noticed this more and more with my parents, an ability to sink into quiet while in a crowd. Not in a reclusive or negative way.

      In a wholly, grounded manner.

      Why I spent so much time paying attention to them these days was a mystery to me, after years of convincing myself they were the enemy. Or stupid.

      Or both.

      Some piece of me needed to pay attention. To understand how to be as I grew older. Actions make the man, they say.

      But those moments when we don't act matter so much, too.

      Caitlyn said something to my mom, who laughed, Charlotte's mouth spreading in a smile around the rim of her wine glass. The Christmas music playing in the background shifted to a smooth jazz number.

      Ding!

      Mom started, looking at the oven. “Oh! The ham's done. Garett, could you do the carving?”

      “Yes ma'am,” he said, moving his hand to her back as he stepped past her. The gesture was simple and casual, the way you'd touch someone you were close to.

      Charlotte's eyebrow popped over that wine glass rim, too.

      “You heard about Mary Collins, I assume?” Caitlyn said, making small talk. “And Brad Petrych?”

      “Oh, yes! Married on a mountain in New Zealand!” Mom gasped as she put rolls in a cloth-lined basket. Long ago, Caitlyn had offered to help. Charlotte, too.

      Mom asked them to bring dessert and to just stand back and let her do her thing.

      So we all stood around drinking and watching Mom do her thing.

      “They eloped?” Charlotte said, the words bringing me back to earth. “Mary and Brad?”

      “Yes. It made the local news in New Zealand,” Caitlyn went on, lips twitching with amusement. “Apparently, they married while bungee jumping.”

      We all groaned.

      “Maybe you two should do that,” Dad said suddenly, making my heart leap into my throat so it could bungee jump over to him and kill him. “You know. For your wedding.”

      Speaking of silence: you could hear a slow leak on sex toy doll in the absence of sound that followed.

      Caitlyn dipped her head down to gaze at her wine, then drink the rest of the glass in a mighty, undainty gulp.

      Charlotte cleared her throat and reached for a piece of aged cheese, along with a gulp of wine that mirrored her mom.

      Mom grinned at me, her face half tearful joy, half stuck in the past, like she didn't see the six-foot plus, nearly-thirty-year-old man in front of her, but instead was flipping through a memory bank of all the Liams I'd been since she gave birth. It made me feel like time turns into emotional taffy. We're stretched by the people who have known us our whole life. Which version of ourself they see when they look at us depends on so much more than we can understand.

      And taffy, like time, can be messy.

      “New Zealand sounds phenomenal,” Dad said, a natural smoother-over, his salesman instincts kicking in. “Wasn't that where Lord of the Rings was filmed?”

      And the spell was broken.

      If Charlotte had given me any hint of excitement at the word wedding, it might have given me relief. Caitlyn's sudden guzzle of wine made me overinterpret, which set me off inside, because I hate being that guy. Joe is that guy. Quick to judge, he assumes the worst in every situation, which only makes him more pedantic and particular about reading into everything, and who the fuck wants to be like Joe?

      No one.

      That's who.

      Now my mind was fighting with itself, eating one end while running away with the other, the loop making my body restless, my blood a long, rambling itch without any hope of being scratched.

      One look.

      Dad finished carving the ham, Mom pivoting to get the mashed potatoes ready. We were a small group, just the five of us, so we loaded the serving dishes onto the dining table and waited as Mom took a picture.

      “For my Instagram account! Hashtag ketotable.”

      “But the mashed potatoes!” Charlotte said with a laugh.

      “That's for you all.” Mom patted her hips. “I've got roasted cauliflower coming.”

      Caitlyn's eyes grew clouded with worry. “The pies we brought are definitely not 'keto.'” Her careful pause at the word made it clear she knew what it meant, but was a bit skeptical about it.

      “It's fine! Garrett loves the way you make the shortbread crust for the mince pie. And I'll have a tiny slice. I am allowed to have some carbs, you know,” Mom replied, looking at the table and using her finger to count something on display.

      “When did carbs become evil?” Dad asked. “What did carbs ever do to us?”

      “I love carbs,” I said, finishing off my beer to prove it.

      “I believe we're required by the Magna Carta to like carbohydrates,” Caitlyn said merrily. “It's embedded in English blood.”

      Mom laughed. The wedding comment from Dad was put to rest, the five of us moving easily to the table to dig in, Mom's famous ham glaze on the side this year, the pineapple in place, the table loaded with all the favorites plus a few new ones, like roasted fresh Brussel sprouts in bacon and the cauliflower she mentioned.

      Food in parallel. Old and new.

      “A toast!” Dad said after we'd loaded up, everyone waiting politely before digging in. He waved another beer at me. I held up a palm to say no. Filling wine glasses, he looked at me, tipping his head so I'd grab a water glass, at least, and join in.

      Charlotte's hand went to my knee. The fire glowed. The Christmas music changed to a heavy metal cover of a holiday classic, Dad's head moving to the strong beat, my body rocking forward in solidarity.

      He set down his glass.

      “Before the toast, we have to,” he said, making Caitlyn's forehead crinkle with amusement as she glanced at Charlotte, who laughed.

      I knew immediately what he was doing.

      “No, Dad. Seriously – no!”

      And... too late.

      Garrett McCarthy began playing air guitar along to the sounds of Trans Siberian Orchestra. And when Dad played air guitar, it was a full-body performance.

      Laughter bubbled up from the women at the table as I groaned, standing to join him, knowing that the only way to get through this was to do it better.

      And that is how we spent four minutes of Christmas Day dinner.

      Performing an impromptu air guitar concert for the people we loved most in life.

      One head bang at a time.
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      It's still a thrill to check into a hotel and be called Mr. McCarthy by the concierge check-in clerk. A year ago, I reserved this room for New Year's Eve, in Times Square, right where I want to be.

      Right where I'll ask Charlotte to be my wife.

      Thanks to Darla, we all have platinum status at the major hotel chains. Turns out she's a whiz at working those member-rewards programs. I don't have the patience for all those details, but she says it would be a huge waste not to do what she does for us, so I view it as a perk.

      This is still a new thing, and it feels like a huge treat.

      She convinced me to reserve the room in her name and in mine, for reasons I don't understand that involve business accounts, member rewards, points, and statuses, but the clerk let me check in and gave me all the bells and whistles.

      “This place is so fancy,” Charlotte whispered as we left the desk, key card to the room in my hand, a brightly colored concierge lounge card clutched in my fist, too. “And concierge lounge access? Did the clerk say free espresso and alcohol in there?”

      “Breakfast, too. God bless Darla and her crazy optimizing. She's the one who got us all these amenities.”

      “She's amazing.”

      My hands were shaking. The ring was hidden in the small rolling bag I packed for the night. We took the train here, enjoying the snow as we rode from South Station to Union. It was a light snow, the kind that makes New York look better than it should. Piles of dirty slush were covered with the new, pure fluff.

      We followed the signs to the elevators, finding an enormous bank of them. I punched our floor number–27–into the machine, and it told us which elevator to take.

      The back wall was all glass. If you had a fear of heights, this was not the hotel for you.

      Jam-packed elevators with enormous see-through walls that make you feel like something in a J.J. Abrams sci-fi film were what we experienced until we forced our way out of the sardine-like elevator car and emerged on the twenty-seventh floor like change being spat out of a vending machine.

      “Here we go,” Charlotte muttered under her breath.

      “I promise the room is completely private,” I whispered in her ear, reaching out for a quick love bite on her lobe.

      A wan smile was all I got in return.

      Charlotte really, really hates crowds.

      When you love someone, you do things for them that you would never in a million years do if you weren't bonded to them. For instance, I don't give a shit about foreign films. Never liked them. It's not that I don't get that other cultures and countries produce movies. And I can appreciate a good one. I just–when left to my own devices–won't seek them out.

      I go with Charlotte to the ones she chooses because it jazzes her. And making her happy makes me happy.

      Charlotte, on the other hand, cannot stand crowds. But she's with a guy whose entire livelihood depends on them. Tolerating the mad throngs of humanity squished inches from each other in stinky bars is how Charlotte supports my happiness.

      And my bank balance.

      Loving someone involves tradeoffs.

      The plastic key card worked on try number one at the door, the green light and the click making Charlotte's smile broaden.

      When we entered the room, it was nice, but nothing special.

      Until I opened the curtain.

      “Oh my GOD!” Charlotte squealed, the neon lights of Times Square a visual fog horn. Pink, blue, red, and white dominated, the city streets teeming with people. From way up here, and with this view, it was all a stage set.

      Not a giant party.

      The glowing ball was down below, but not by much. We'd have the perfect view when it dropped in six hours.

      “Liam!” Rejuvenated by the quiet room and the bucket-list view outside, Charlotte turned to me, eyes bright. Maybe it was the reflection from the New Year's Eve lights outside, Times Square bigger and brighter than ever before, but I didn't think so. As much as Charlotte gets drained by too much humanity, I think this was too exciting for her not to be amazed.

      And that was how I wanted her to feel when I dropped to one knee and proposed.

      “Nothing but the best for you,” I told her, holding her in my arms, front to back, as we stared out at the spectacle.

      “It's bigger than I imagined.”

      “Funny. You always say that when you touch my cock.”

      I got a playful elbow for that. I deserved it.

      “We're really here.” She broke the embrace and moved closer to the window, her fingertips pressing against it. A flash of us, naked, me behind her, our bodies sweaty and raw as I fuck her from behind, her breasts pressed against the glass, my thighs pumping hard as she moans, our lovemaking on display for the world to see, made me wordless.

      And hard.

      “Hungry?” she asked, picking up a room service menu.

      “You have no idea,” I choked out, discreetly adjusting myself. We'd agreed to order room service on the way here, so her question wasn't odd.

      My answer was.

      “Concierge lounge or room service?”

      Rapid calculations whizzed through my head. Room service was more likely to interrupt us. My growing boner was more likely to interrupt me.

      “Concierge. Let's see what kind of perks Darla got for us.”

      We headed for the elevators, but halted when we looked across the wide expanse that dropped straight down to the eighth floor, and realized it would be at least fifteen minutes to get an elevator.

      Stairs would jog my boner down, so I suggested we take them.

      The bright red key worked easily as I waved it over the lock of the private concierge club, the door clicking open. Charlotte's eyes widened with a mischievous look as we entered.

      The scent of spicy cooked meat and coffee greeted us. A bar in the back had three people in line, and low murmurs of conversation filled the space. It reminded me of a cafeteria in a corporation, but one I'd imagine the executives all went to.

      Not peons like us.

      “Nice.” Charlotte headed for the small buffet, eyeing the choices, while I went to the bar and got a beer and a glass of wine for her.

      We sat and ate quietly, savoring the moment.

      I felt very, very adult.

      Maximum adulting was going on inside the skin that held Liam McCarthy together.

      The ring box was now in my pocket, tucked next to my thankfully shrunk cock. The ring was waiting its turn, patient and solid. In a few hours, I'd finally have it on her finger. I had zero worries whether she'd say yes.

      And I suspected she knew what was about to happen, too.

      “This manchego is delicious!” she whispered.

      Who knew sheep's milk cheese could make a girl so happy?

      “Why are you whispering?”

      “Because I feel like I'm supposed to. Like we're getting away with something.”

      “Think of it as a night-time lecture at your school, only with much better food.”

      “Oh! Good point.” She took a bite of a chicken skewer. “This is the opposite of every academic food spread. There are virtually no carbs here. It's all meat and vegetables.”

      I held up my beer. “I've got all the carbs you need, babe.”

      A long sigh came out of her. “Thank you.” Reaching for her wine glass, she took a sip. “I wasn't sure about this Christmas gift, but it's fantastic so far, Liam.”

      “Oh, there's more,” I said, unable to contain myself.

      “More?”

      “First, we eat a little and have some wine to loosen you up.”

      She leaned in, intrigued.

      “Then, I take you back to the room and sweet talk you out of your panties.”

      “Ooooh, I like the agenda so far.”

      “Then, we get naked and I surprise you with something.”

      “I've seen it all before, Liam. No surprises unless you pierced something.” She frowned. “Again?”

      The tip of my cock flails its imaginary hands at the memory of my failed attempt at a Prince Albert. “Nope. Infections and cocks do not mix. Took way too long to learn the hard way that I'm allergic to nickel.”

      “I think that's the longest stretch of no sex we've ever had.”

      “Good thing I have a mouth and a tongue and hands.”

      “Your mouth and tongue and hands aren't good.”

      “Huh?”

      “They're great.”

      And... I'm getting hard again. There wasn't much room in my pants, with the ring in the front pocket, so my balls had to play pants Tetris for a few minutes.

      The hand that wasn't holding her fork took mine, her gentle squeeze making me think about that hand cupping my balls while she took me in, wet and deep. I shifted in my seat and tried not to rip her shirt off her in public.

      “Liam?”

      “Hmm?” I finished my beer.

      “You look bothered.”

      I grunted.

      “Hot and bothered.”

      Leaning in, I got an eyeful of cleavage. “And whose fault is that?”

      “I thought we were waiting for sex until the ball drops.”

      “Whose ball? Because mine are so heavy right now.”

      She smothered a grin and ate a piece of pineapple. I'd never wanted to be a tropical fruit so bad in my entire life.

      Pushing away from the table, she stood, stretching her neck by moving at an angle that made her cleavage stand out. Charlotte has creamy, beautiful skin that makes me even harder as I watch her  and think about it.

      “Coffee?”

      “Huh?”

      “Liam. Eyes up here.” I looked up. She had one eyebrow cocked. “Coffee? We're going to need it to stay up.”

      “Says who?”

      “Fine. I'm going to need it to stay up.”

      “I'll have a double,” I said, watching her ass as she walked away.

      Then I noticed I wasn't the only one. Two guys at a table closer to the espresso machine were watching her, too, their heads huddled together. Low voices told me they were cataloguing her. Comparing and assessing.

      Thinking about her fuckability.

      Rage rushed through my blood, scraping against my bones, making me want to rip their heads off and shove them into the complimentary queso dip bowl. As Charlotte waited for the coffee to brew, she stretched her shoulders again, not realizing how hot her tits look when she does that.

      The guys made appreciative sounds.

      Jealousy is a poorly fitting suit. It never looks good on anyone, and at its worst, the fit is so uncomfortable, you'd rather go naked.

      Knowing these guys were imagining Charlotte naked was turning me green.

      As she returned, two coffees in hand, I stood and stepped to her, kissing her temple and taking the cup she offered to me. Questions filled her eyes. I turned and looked straight at the assholes, my free hand going to her ass and guiding her back to our table, a steady glare from me maintaining intensity until the jerks looked away.

      That's right.

      She's mine.

      “What was that?” she wondered as we sat down, eyebrows knit in confusion.

      “Those guys were being rude.”

      She tried to look over my shoulder. “Who?”

      I knew she wouldn’t drop it, so I gave the minimal amount of information needed to get her to stop asking questions. “Two tables behind us. Dudebros wearing sweaters.”

      Ever the careful study of character, she found a way to look without staring. “Ah. Them.”

      Something in her tone set my teeth on edge. “Them?”

      “They were in the elevator with us. Got a slimy vibe off them in there.”

      “They didn't touch you, did they?”

      “No. But I got the sense that if I'd been next to either of them, some 'accidental' frottage would have gone on.”

      Fury is a great fire accelerator.

      “Seriously? Charlotte, why didn't you say anything?”

      “If I tell you about every guy who sets my radar off, Liam, I'd never shut up.”

      “They were ogling you.”

      She just nodded.

      “And they were talking about you.”

      “Mmmm hmmmm.”

      “Aren't you upset?”

      “I don't like it.” Her eyes narrowed. “Are you–do you think I like it?”

      “What?”

      “Like–that I'm doing something to encourage it?”

      “Other than being the most fucking gorgeous woman on the planet? No.”

      She looked down shyly. “That's very sweet of you.”

      “It isn't sweet to state a fact.”

      Halfway through her coffee, she paused mid-sip, the cup covering part of her face, her eyes on either side of the curved surface. They crinkled, the lower lids going up as she smiled. I watched as her throat bobbed with a swallow. Setting the cup down, she reached for my hand.

      “I think you're charming me out of my panties, Liam McCarthy.”

      “And I'm the only person in the world who will ever do that again, Charlotte.”

      “Is that a vow?”

      The ring pushed against my thigh, begging to be let out.

      I stood, taking her hand with me, and pulled her in for a kiss on the mouth. “You have no idea,” I murmured as I guided her to the exit, ignoring the assholes.

      Because, bottom line? I'm the one who knows. I know what she's like under these clothes. I know what she's like naked, on her knees before me. I know what she's like in bed, writhing and crying out my name in joy.

      I know.

      And they never, ever will.

      

      
        
        Charlotte

      

      

      

      A quick glance to the right and I see the guys Liam was talking about. Eh. Garden-variety trollers, looking for a chick to pick up in a hotel lounge. Not my type.

      Never my type.

      My type had his arm wrapped around my waist, moving me to the elevators, where he punched in floor 27 and took me to elevator E. We waited. He kissed me. A small crowd was there, mostly dressed to the nines but some bundled in ski attire, ready to brave the crowds outside.

      “At least it's forty degrees out there tonight,” someone said. “Last year it got down to two. Two! The tip of my nose still hasn't recovered.”

      “I wouldn't bother when it's that cold,” a stranger piped up. “But good for you.”

      “Oh, we come every year,” was the reply, the woman older than I could tell from her voice. She was wearing a hat and was so bundled up, it was still hard to tell her age. “My son is one of the police officers helping with the crowd. They're expecting the largest in years because of the warm weather.”

      “I'm from Texas, ma'am,” a guy in a hat said. “That ain't warm out there.”

      The crowd laughed, even Liam chuckling a little.

      “For New York on New Year's Eve, it sure is.”

      “Well, we're ready,” Texas said, holding up a flask. “The coats and gloves and hats will help, but this here's the magic bullet.”

      More laughter.

      “Thank you to your son,” I said to the woman. “I can't imagine being a police officer in Times Square as the ball drops.”

      “This year they have more than 7,000 officers out there.”

      “Wow!” The group made murmuring sounds of surprise.

      “Hopefully most people will follow the law and just have fun.”

      “That's all I ask,” the woman murmured.

      Our elevator arrived. Liam and I crammed in. We were only going down a few floors, so we were first off.

      “Can you imagine? 7,000 police officers,” I said, the number hard to put into perspective.

      “Biggest crowd in years,” Liam added.

      His phone buzzed as we walked down the long, open hallway.

      “Shit,” he said, looking. “It's Darla. 'CALL ME NOW!'” He snorts. “Fat chance. She's probably bitching about some receipt I forgot to give her.” Powering it off, he looked at me. “Sorry about that. I just turned it off. Did you remember to turn yours off?”

      “Yes. I did when we checked in.”

      “Good. No interruptions of any kind tonight. That was the agreement.”

      “Does anyone know where we are? For an emergency?”

      “I told Mom and Dad. Mom got all weird when I said we'd have our phones off. She went on and on about Times Square being a cesspool of problems on a night like this, so when we got here, I texted her the info. In a true emergency, she can call our room.”

      “Good thing Sybil isn't a panicker.”

      “Neither is your mom.”

      “We're lucky that way.”

      “Just in case, I'll unplug the room phones until we finish ringing in the new year.”

      “Is that what you're calling sex these days?”

      “I'll show you exactly what I call sex these days,” he said as he grabbed my ass, one hand between us sliding up to cup a breast, his mouth on mine.

      I broke away. “Liam!” The door to our room was cold against my back. “Just open the door!”

      “How about we have sex right here? In the hallway.”

      “No!”

      “Too inhibited?”

      “The view is terrible. You're paying for a great room. Let's use it! Besides, if I'm going to get rug burns on my knees, I want to do it in private.”

      His laughter against my mouth was the best response.

      I expected his first move to be to touch me more, to strip me out of my clothes, to bend me over and under and sideways and leave me boneless.

      Instead, he fondled the phone.

      Yes. The phone.

      “What are you doing?”

      He held up the end of the cord. “Unplugging.”

      “You're really committed to protecting our time together from any interruptions.”

      “Commitment is my middle name.”

      “Actually, it's Daniel.”

      “Sweetheart, do you really want to stand here and talk about my middle name?”

      “No. I want you to get naked and fuck me slowly, more than once, with that incredible cock.”

      I could see a shiver of extraordinary arousal course through his body.

      “You–those words just came out of your mouth. Your beautiful, delicious, highly fuckable mouth.”

      “My mouth isn't what I want you to make love to tonight, Liam. It can be an appetizer, though.”

      “Every part of you is the main course, Charlotte. You are an unending feast.”

      We crashed into each other with a blinding need that felt too urgent for having spent so much time together, but who was I to question it? He kissed me deeply, reverently, a worshipful touch and a profound plundering that left me feeling like he'd licked me from top to bottom. His hands grabbed my ass, lifting me up, my thighs spreading enough that his thick shaft rubbed against my mons, enough hardness grazing my clothed clit that I moaned against his lips.

      “Dinner’s over. Now it’s time to dine,” he said, pulling me to the bed, hurriedly pushing me back until he was between my legs, my panties around my ankles and his fingers sliding with a delicious drive up, up, up between my legs until he pushed my folds aside and oh, how wet I was.

      “Liam,” I gasped. “Slow down. We have plenty of time.”

      “Who said I was rushing?” he murmured from my clit.

      “We can take longer.”

      “Then you'll just have to hold out. I consider that a challenge.”

      “Nooooooo,” I groaned, then moaned as his tongue hit the perfect spot, making waves run through all the muscles and nerves inside me, the feel of Liam's hair in my hands and his tongue on my everything contrasted with my bare ass moving against the thick white coverlet on the bed. It was cold and stark, while his hands and mouth were hot and wet, and as Liam enjoyed himself between my legs, I lifted my feet up and let his tongue press harder, finding a new rhythm that made me clench around his finger, now inside me.

      “Mmmm, baby,” he whispered. “That's right. Come for me.”

      “This feels so goood,” I said, my words like warm molasses, his mouth the center of everything I knew, my body clinging to his tongue as if I'd fall off the edge of the universe without it.

      And then I did.

      But he caught me.

      Trusting him enough to completely let go was the single most delicious feeling I could ever experience, the rush of freedom that comes from complete surrender so indescribable. I became nothing, I became everything, and Liam chased me, followed me, pursued me, relentless in helping me to accept my own pleasure, giving and giving and giving with a single-minded ideal that said his entire purpose for being was this.

      Have you ever been lusted after so well? Have you ever been worshipped like that? How did I live without him?

      And how could I make myself worthy of receiving so much?

      I knew.

      I could give back.

      And I would.

      Now.

      Liam loved when I took charge, so I pulled my naked, creamy thighs over his, the slick of his mouth on my wet pussy not enough to mute the screaming sensitivity of my clit as I mounted him, the feel of his hard cock inside me exquisite and unbearably pure. The dirty words and the filthy strokes as I arched back and rested my palms on his knees, his thumb on my nub as I moved up and down, Liam's own hips keeping the pace, sent me buzzing.

      “You're so fucking gorgeous when you're like this,” he said, reaching up to take one of my nipples in his mouth, the hard suck sending a direct current to my core, making me clench. He groaned at the exact moment it happened, our bodies pulsing together, his tongue latching on and suckling as his thumb swirled between us.

      “Oh,” I said, the sound cut off by something so deep, a sonic wave that tightened every muscle, my eyes closing and hands roaming everywhere, nowhere, tracing the hard lines of his shoulder muscles with hands that recreated them in my mind. The sweat between us as we drove hard turned every movement into something rougher, smoother, hotter, wet and divine.

      And then we came together in a rutting, atavistic glory.

      “Charlotte!” he shouted as I slammed down, over and over, milking him with a tight squeeze I couldn't replicate if I tried, his ass clenched as I grabbed his hips and hung on for dear life, bent over him, his teeth on my left nipple, biting hard at the right moment, making me gush.

      Making me tip over a waterfall and float free, unencumbered.

      Untethered.

      Unbound.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Liam

      

      

      The crowd outside was getting so loud, it was hard to ignore.

      Wasn't that the whole point of being here?

      I grinned in the speckled dark, the flashing neon colors flickering through our dark room like my tongue against Charlotte's clit a few minutes ago, fast and frenzied but always, always choreographed for maximum excitement.

      “Liam?” She propped her head up on one hand, elbow on the bed. “What if we do go downstairs?”

      “Downstairs? To the bar? We don't have to.” I climbed out of bed and found the Champagne in the ice bucket. I was planning to use this when I proposed, in two and a half hours, but might as well start now if she’s thirsty.

      Plus, I could use a little liquid fortitude myself. Were my hands shaking? No way. Nope. Optical illusion.

      “No, not the bar.”

      I wiggled the bottle in front of her and showed her the two Champagne glasses.

      “Oooo! What's the occasion?”

      “I, uh... just wanted something special. You want some now?”

      “No. Hold off. I meant, what if we go down to the street as the ball drops?”

      My jaw was what dropped.

      “You... want to go out there?”

      “I know, right? It's silly!” She giggled, the sound like all the happy thoughts in the world inside bubbles being carried off on the wind. “I hate crowds. But you're right.”

      “I am?” When the hell do women ever say that without prompting?

      “It's contagious. The excitement. I want to be there.”

      Shit.

      Shit shit shit.

      This was never part of the plan. How would I propose in a screaming, teeming, half-drunk crowd? She wouldn't hear me above the din.

      “Um.”

      Peering at me in that way she has that instantly makes me feel like a star witness being cross-examined, Charlotte cleared her throat.

      Then she said softly, “It's fine. We don't have to.”

      Fuck.

      Fuck fuck fuck.

      Now I had to. She really wanted this.

      “Of course we have to! And of course I want to!” I assured her, my mind solely on the ring in the box in the nightstand drawer. The order of everything was suddenly all jumbled, but maybe cutting to the chase was best. Proposing on the 27th floor of this hotel as the ball drops in the background was my imagined scenario.

      But maybe this proposal was just like life. Full of surprises, a total change of plans, and all about winging it.

      “You're sure?” Her dubious reply made my heart squeeze.

      “Yes!”

      Her eyes combed my body, from knees to the top of my head, naked appreciation in those gorgeous orbs. “How about we have the Champagne first?”

      Right. Champagne first.

      Ring second.

      Crowd third.

      Reordering the plan took me a few seconds.

      And then:

      Tap tap tap.

      Charlotte looked at the door. “Did you order room service?”

      “What? No.”

      “LIAM!” a woman's voice bellowed from the other side, a fist pounding hard. “You better be in there and not dead!”

      We looked at each other in horror.

      “Darla?” Charlotte whispered. “Is that–”

      Click click.

      The obvious sounds of a key card being used at the door made it clear we had seconds to cover ourselves.

      So what did I do?

      Barged on over, anger my only clothing.

      “DARLA!” I bellowed as she opened the door, Joe and Trevor behind her, Sam looking sheepish. They were wearing ski coats, carrying music equipment and instruments.

      “What the FUCK?” I screamed as Charlotte rolled out of the bed, dragging the coverlet with her in a furtive attempt at modesty she shouldn't have to make.

      “Your phones better both be broken,” Darla started, breathlessly looking around the room. “Nice place! My account got you an upgrade, didn't it?”

      “Your account?”

      “I booked the room on my platinum account, Liam.” She waggled her card at me. “Remember? Reserved it under your name and mine. That's how I got the room card. Thank God, too, because we have to hustle downstairs for the gig.”

      “WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON?”

      “Hi, Charlotte,” Sam said softly as a flash of magenta hair caught my eye. Maggie, Frown, and Amy were now cramming into my perfect proposal room like it was a clown car.

      “Hi,” Charlotte said from the floor, her hand going up, fingers waving.

      “If you had your phones turned on, you'd know,” Darla hissed in my ear, completely undeterred by my nakedness. Then again, that's how she met Trevor. He was wearing a dog collar and a guitar, though.

      I'm just cloaked in rage.

      “GET THE FUCK OUT!”

      “Hey, man, you need to shower and get dressed, because–”

      Charlotte stood, climbing onto the bed and lunging at me as my arm cocked back to punch in the general direction of the male voice that said that. Her body weighed down my arm, the sheet slipping off her and leaving my woman, the love of my life, the person I was about to offer to spend the rest of my life with, naked and dangling from my elbow.

      “Liam!” she gasped as Maggie kindly grabbed the sheet and threw it over Charlotte. “Don't!”

      “No kidding,” Darla said, bright eyed and almost manic. “The close-ups won't look as good if Joe has a shiner!”

      “Slow down, Darla,” Charlotte said, surprisingly calm for someone who just flashed the room. “What is going on? Why are you here? Why now?”

      “We got a last-minute gig.”

      “Fuck your gig,” I snapped. “Fuck this band. Fuck all of you.”

      “Here,” Trevor said, pointing out the window.

      “What? You're not making sense.”

      Joe grabbed my shoulders and looked me in the eye. “Liam,” he said slowly. “There was a crisis. The producers called Darla five hours ago. We're on center stage in Times Square. We're playing the penultimate set.”

      I followed Trevor's pointing arm. “There? Down there? You guys are fucking with me.”

      “Not fucking with you!” Darla chirped. “Some blessed angel decided to sabotage the ball drop. Almost all the acts have bad food poisoning. Only the women who don't eat are left standing.”

      “That's half the female singers, at the least,” Maggie observed.

      “Right. So they need bands. And remember Giles from Vegas? God bless him, somehow he managed to reach me and we drove like fucking banshees to get here. We parked at a train station outside the city. And we're fucking lucky you have a room! Can't get one anywhere in the city.”

      “No shit,” I grumbled.

      “Darla,” Charlotte said firmly, looking at me, eyes wide. “You're saying that Random Acts of Crazy is playing a set, on center stage, in Times Square, on New Year’s Eve? On international television?”

      “Yep! Second to last.” She looked at her phone. “It's nine thirty. We need to get down there NOW for sound checks and all that shit.” She moved toward the door, then looked me up and down. “And get some clothes on. It might be balmy out there, but you can't do no Trevor hitchhiker imitation.”

      “No guitar is big enough to cover what I've got,” I said, jutting my hips out. “And halt right there.”

      She did.

      “I never said yes. Charlotte and I have big plans for tonight.”

      Every set of eyes looked at Charlotte's left hand. No one said a word.

      “You have any idea how much money we stand to make if you change your plans and get your ass downstairs?” Darla named a figure.

      Charlotte started choking and said, “Liam. Get your ass downstairs.”

      “I'll do it on one condition, Darla.”

      “What's that?”

      I pulled her close. She eyed my cock and leaned around it.

      “Yes?”

      I told her. She grinned. She nodded.

      “No problem.”

      I moved to get dressed and as I grabbed my shirt, she shouted, “Just remember to use #RAOCROX on social media. That goes for everyone!”

      The band groaned.

      I grinned.

      Because my proposal may have been derailed by fate, but fate had a funny way of upping the ante.

      And so did I.

      

      
        
        Charlotte

      

      

      

      Why did everyone look at me when Liam said he had plans?

      And what was my naked boyfriend whispering in Darla's ear?

      Emotions were running crazy high. My instinct was to pull in. Calm down. Regulate the room. Liam nearly clocked Joe in the face and in spite of some embarrassment at having my back fat flashed to the entire group, I got him to avoid bloodshed.

      Ten points to Gryffindor.

      “Wait,” he said, coming over to me, his finger on my chin. “Only if you say it's fine.”

      “I already did!”

      “You're sure?”

      “Of course! I already said I wanted to go downstairs and be part of the crowd.”

      Pins dropped three floors away and we could hear them.

      “You?” Maggie said. “You want to go into the crowd?”

      “I do! Especially now that the band is–”

      “CHIT CHAT OVER!” Darla shouted. “Shower and be downstairs in five minutes. Sam, you and Amy stay here and walk Liam down to where we need to go. I'm taking everyone else with me.”

      “Don't need me,” Frown said.

      Joe gave him a nasty look. “No kidding.” Joe had an irrational fear of being replaced by Frown as bass player, heavy on the irrational part.

      I turned on my phone. “Seventy-three messages?”

      Darla glared at the unplugged phone. “It's like you did everything possible not to have contact with the outside world!”

      “That was the idea,” Liam said through gritted teeth.

      “BYE!” she yelled as she ran out. I looked at the clock.

      Four minutes.

      Four minutes ago, Liam was about to open the Champagne and...

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      I suddenly understood. His nervousness. The Champagne. The weird hesitation when I suggested going into the crowd. How he kept touching his front pocket these past few days.

      My eyes jumped to the nightstand next to his side of the bed.

      If I slid that drawer open, what would I find?

      Gears clunked into place like a thousand metal parts of a giant machine, springing to life when a switch is flipped.

      He was going to propose.

      Liam was about to ask me to be his wife.

      “I–”

      “Shower, man. Now,” Sam said, pointing him to the bathroom.

      “GO!” I shouted, willing to put the band's interests ahead of mine. The amount of money they were being paid would help us create our future. This performance itself would propel the band to a higher tier.

      And knowing he was going to ask me was enough.

      Because I already knew my answer.

      Yes.
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        Liam

      

      

      

      It took me seventeen minutes to shower, dress, listen to Sam fill me in on the one song we got to play, a new one called “Murderer of Time,” and for me to know that wasn't the only song we’d be singing.

      If I had my way.

      “Sound check can't be done,” Sam said, huffing as we practically ran to the elevators, where every fucking person on the planet had suddenly decided to congregate. Adrenaline shot through me like speed. I'd thrown on the clean clothes Charlotte had picked out for me, giving her a kiss and secretly grabbing the ring.

      This was not how my big proposal was supposed to go down.

      But maybe this could be even better.

      There's a feeling my body gets when it decides to take over, to slip into the driver's seat of the totality called Liam. When I'm on stage, the body reigns. It is supreme, the king of the world. My mind goes somewhere quiet and peaceful, watching from a distance, sipping tea in a garden or some froufy shit like that.

      The body is electric.

      People need both.

      Most of us live in our heads more than our bodies. Charlotte sure as hell does. And that's fine–until it isn't.

      As Sam and I crammed ourselves into an elevator that really shouldn't fit two more bodies, I rubbed hips with someone's wool coat, shifted to avoid someone's pointy elbow in my ribs, felt the heave and ho of lungs against ribs. The tiny elevator car turned into a heated sauna, the mixture of breaths a weird combination of spices, coffee, mint, and plenty of sweat-soaked alcohol.

      It basically smelled like a bar.

      The glass walls were a blur as we raced down, down, down to the bottom. My knees were so trapped, I couldn't even fidget, the bouncing leg that normally started my transition to body control unable to start. When the elevator stopped and the doors opened, we burst out into the lobby like toothpaste in a tube that's been stamped on.

      And the scent in the air was uniquely Times Square: car exhaust, piss, and spiced food.

      “Here,” Sam said, angling his shoulders left and right as he wound through the thick walls of humanity. Half the people were wearing big, glittery glasses in the shape of 2020, the year finally a great one for eyeglasses again. Not since the aughts, with the double zero in the middle, had the cheesy New Year's Eve glasses looked halfway decent.

      Why the fuck was I even thinking about this?

      We arrived at a thick double door with two bouncers in front, Sam showing a card from his pocket to a dude who didn't look like he gave a shit about anything. But that card did something, because he opened the door an inch, nodded at Sam, and suddenly, we were in.

      We were in.

      Backstage at a concert is like no other environment. I can't describe it. That's like asking a Martian to describe what a Catholic communion wafer smells like when it's being eaten by a dragon. The air behind the scenes at a massive concert is rare and raw. You have to live it. You can't read about it or be told what it's like.

      The body needs to know.

      “I can't believe this shit. Darla booked us for Times Square on New Year's Eve?”

      “That dude from the Vegas show found her.” Sam sniffed, body tense. “Just don't touch any of the food there. Every bite is like a mouthful of Ebola. Caterer fed everyone something that had turned.”

      “Not a problem. I couldn't eat if I tried.” The hum of sex with Charlotte still tingled on my skin, but the adrenaline rush from this new reality pushed me over the edge. I couldn't believe this was real.

      “Same,” he said, flashing me a sheepish grin. “I can’t believe it, either.”

      “I'm half convinced Joe fed us some psychedelics as a joke and this is all a dream.”

      “When the money lands in your bank account and Darla's fighting off gig offers, you'll believe it.”

      “I'm reeling, man. Tonight's the night I'm proposing to Charlotte. And you guys crashed it.”

      “Well,” he said, suddenly less friendly. “Turnabout is fair play.”

      “I didn't crash your proposal!”

      “You nearly sandbagged it.”

      “How can you still blame me for making a pass at Amy when you know she was wearing Charlotte's clothes that night? It was an accident!”

      “Can we talk about something else? Anything else?”

      “How about we talk about your sound checks and song checks?” Darla interrupted, appearing with two lanyards and wearing an expression of extreme panic. “Thank God you're finally here.”

      I looked at my phone. “It took me less than thirty minutes to get here!” I defended myself.

      “You gonna bitch at me or are you gonna get your ass with Trevor and Joe and get ready?”

      “I can do both.”

      “Truth,” she said, cracking a smile. “Can you believe this shit?”

      “No.”

      “Me, neither. How about we don't believe it but do it anyway and see if it’s real?”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Sam spotted Trev and Joe and went over to them, both popping their heads up to acknowledge him, Joe shooting me a thumbs up when he saw me.

      “Darla,” I said before walking away. “I meant what I said in the hotel room. I want to propose to her on stage. At the end of our song.”

      Her grin widened. “They might cut your mic, but go for it. They gave us two songs. Do ‘Murderer of Time’ for the first one, then yours. That's the kind of stunt that will get us soooo much coverage tomorrow.”

      “I'm not doing it because of that.”

      “I know you're not. Just sayin’.”

      Maybe I shouldn't do it, I thought to myself. Would Charlotte be upset if the eyes of a few billion people were on us while I proposed? She wasn't the type to want lots of public attention. Hell, she wasn't a fan of a French kiss in public. Would someone so private hate me if I proposed in such a big way?

      Suddenly, my plan didn't seem so solid.

      “COME ON!” Darla hollered from across the room, where she was arguing with some poor schmuck who was holding a synthesizer and wearing a sad-sack look. “Quit yammering and get over here!”

      Trev and Joe waved us over, urging us to cut through the crowd to get to them. Open air above us was cold but it felt like spring. So many heaters radiated wasted energy into the cool night. Women in tiny costumes, flesh-toned nylon covering their legs, arms, and chests in a replica of nudity, shivered under thick coats. Someone sprayed hairspray on my arm as I walked by.

      No apology was offered.

      It smelled like coconut.

      And then I heard the puking.

      “Oh, shit! Amalia is down!” screeched a girl with hair taller than me, and by girl, I mean she couldn't have been more than fourteen years old with ten percent body fat. “I can't believe you actually ate anything today, Ami!!! OMIGOD! We talked about too many calories and shit!”

      A retching sound was her only response.

      “She's the lead singer for the next set,” Joe said, looking away as someone in a medic vest rushed over. “Amalia Lodi. From Tea for Me.”

      I stared at him. “Who?”

      “You know.” He sang a little pop ditty.

      I stared some more.

      “You've never heard that song?”

      I shook my head.

      “What do you listen to?”

      “Boston's Classic Rock. You know–the good stuff.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Liam.”

      “Maybe your dick's broken because you're listening to absolute crap music.”

      “What's wrong with you?”

      The last thirty-five minutes came crashing through me, all of it aimed at Joe. “I spent the last YEAR choreographing the perfect night to propose to my girlfriend, and you guys just shredded it in half an hour! I have a right to be pissed, you asshole.”

      “We're about to perform live on New Year's Eve in Times Square AND make a shitload of money! It's worth it!”

      “Fuck you.” My hand itched so, so bad. I needed to scratch that itch.

      On Joe's jaw.

      “Hey, hey,” Sam popped in, hand firm on my hairspray-covered elbow, reading me, knowing how close I was to losing it. “Save it for stage. Save all the emotion for stage.”

      My fingers brushed against the lump in my pocket. The ring.

      He was right.

      Save it all for stage.

      

      
        
        Charlotte

      

      

      

      “You're not going with them?” Maggie asked Frown as we watched Liam and Sam rush out the door.

      He shrugged. “Joe said no.”

      Maggie shrugged back.

      I started laughing until tears filled my eyes and nose, the hysteria building in my body like an orgasm that never gets its chance to sing.

      Sing.

      Liam was about to go out onstage and sing. Trevor’s the lead, but Liam's got a bold sound that works in tandem with Trev, and while Liam can play guitar like no one else, the combo of his mouth and his fingers–on stage or in bed–heated up any playing area.

      Including my body.

      “Uh,” Frown said, turning around as Maggie grabbed his elbow.

      “We'll stand outside, Charlotte. Get dressed. If we're lucky, we can get to the stage before midnight. Darla gave us a code to use to get through security, but even getting to that door is going to be hard with the crowd.”

      I looked down at my barely covered naked body, the scent from between my legs still nothing but Liam. His sweat, his seed, his mouth, his–everything.

      He was my everything.

      Reaching over, I opened his nightstand drawer to see.

      Nothing was there.

      A shock of adrenaline, an electric zing that washed over me, formed a force field that hovered an inch or so above my skin.

      “Charlotte?” Maggie popped her head back in. “You okay?”

      I stared at the empty space in the drawer, clutching the sheet to me. “Yeah. I'm great.” As the door snicked shut, I dropped the sheet and moved swiftly to the shower. The tub was wet from Liam's own cleansing just minutes ago, the hot water at the ready when I turned the dial.

      Five minutes later, I was drying off.

      Ten minutes later, I was dressed and blowing my hair dry.

      Fifteen, and we three walked to the elevators, where we waited. And waited.

      And... waited.

      “It's too busy,” Maggie complained to Frown, who shrugged. She glared at him. His face morphed into the expression a man gets when he realizes he's expected to solve a problem he didn't create.

      He looked around the wide-open area, then pointed.

      “Stairs.”

      “Aren't they locked at the bottom?”

      He pointed again at a guy in a uniform. “Ask.”

      Maggie hightailed it to Uniform Guy and quickly asked, “If we use the stairs, is the door at the bottom locked?”

      Uniform Guy looked at the crowd by the elevator. Looked at us. Patted his jacket pocket. “I can escort you down if you don't say a word to management.”

      I fumbled in my pocket and found the only bill in there–a ten. He accepted it with a grin. Frown turned a deep shade of red but said nothing as we wordlessly followed Uniform Guy.

      Twenty-seven flights later, we were freed into the smelly streets of Times Square, where everyone was shoulder to shoulder. Frown seemed to know exactly where to go, weaving and winding through with a rugged determination fueled entirely by hatred for his fellow humankind.

      Awe inspiring, really.

      Soon we came to a double door made of metal, dented at the bottom as if an army of people wearing steel-toed boots had all kicked it. I looked at the bouncer.

      Looked hard.

      “Derek?”

      The guy's head snapped up. Comically shocked, he stared at me like I'd told him his pet ferret was dead.

      “Charlotte?”

      “You know this guy?” Frown asked, puffing up protectively, as if my recognition of the security dude was somehow threatening his masculinity.

      “I do!” Throwing myself at my ex briefly-a-boyfriend, we hugged, Derek's aftershave the same as it was ten years ago. He was my rebound guy after Liam, a “relationship” that never went past chaste kisses, the combination of his closeted sexual orientation and my grieving too much to take a basic affinity to a deeper intimacy.

      “You haven't changed a bit!” he muttered in my ear as I patted his shoulders, which were at least twice the size they were in college.

      “You have! Jesus, Derek! You've turned into Arnold Schwarzenegger.”

      “I–I'm not a politician, Charlotte.”

      “Haha. You're huge!”

      Frown, well... he frowned. A lot. He frowned so hard.

      So hard.

      Derek glowed. “You noticed?”

      “I'd have to be blind not to!”

      He stood up straighter. “Thank you! And you look mighty fine yourself. What the hell are you doing here?”

      “My boyfriend is in one of the bands.”

      He frowned. “I'm so sorry. One of the catering companies served some god-awful bad shellfish, and now everyone who isn't vegan is sick as a dog.”

      “No, no–he's with a replacement band. Random Acts of Crazy.”

      “Oh.” He tilted his head as he looked at me. “Never heard of them until tonight. I guess someone else's pukefest is your boyfriend’s gain.”

      “You always did have a way with words, Derek.”

      He opened the door and nodded to someone inside. “Go ahead in. You here in town for long? I'd love to have coffee and catch up.”

      “I'd like that, too! Maybe tomorrow.”

      “I'll be half deaf and buzzing from the work high all day tomorrow, sweet'ums.” He kissed my cheek and pressed his business card in my hand. “Call me.”

      I hugged him. “Will do. Thanks for this.”

      Maggie's eyebrow nearly toppled the New Year's Eve ball from its perch as she cocked it. “Sweet'ums?”

      “Shut up. I'm sure Frown has a silly nickname for you.”

      “Frown? The guy barely speaks my actual name. You think he'd add a word he didn't need to use?”

      Snorting, Frown didn't argue.

      Derek ran ahead of us and said something to a guy who slipped three lanyards off his own neck, handing them to us as Derek touched my shoulder and went back to his door.

      “These get you right up against the stage, near the stairs.”

      And with that, we were suddenly encased in human flesh.

      Looking up at an enormous stage surrounded by a million or so of our favorite friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Charlotte

      

      

      

      You would never know.

      You would never know that, according to a steady stream of texts from Amy, who was with Darla behind the scenes, half the people scheduled to perform tonight had food poisoning. She said it was like being on a ship in high seas, only nothing was moving except trash cans.

      The emcees from the various major networks kept it all smooth. Polished.

      Perfect.

      That's how show business works. The surface must be protected at all costs. People pay money to be entertained. To escape. To flee the inner world that keeps them anxious. Upset. Lonely. Sad. Angry.

      Discontented.

      No one out there in the crowd I was part of wanted to know about the reality backstage.

      They wanted the glitz. The glamour.

      The show must go on.

      And my boyfriend was the show.

      Watching them walk onstage was almost holy.

      Sam, taking his place behind the drums, head down and face serious, a smile appearing once in a while as if Darla reminded him by earbud.

      Joe, waving to the crowd, grabbing his bass and playing a few chords.

      Trevor, grinning like a fool, strutting out there with arms wide, absorbing the energy from the crowd, feeding on it, amping up by orders of magnitude.

      And Liam. Oh, God, Liam. He lit up. Like a nuclear bomb.

      And then he played, Joe joining in, the first few lines of their signature song, Random Acts of Crazy. They were just tuning up, the first actual song being Murderer of Time. Sound checks filtered through the quick notes as they tested quickly, their brains hardwiring to their fingers, heads down as if a million people weren't out in the cold, half drunk (or full drunk), all of them wondering who on Earth these guys were.

      “LIAM!!!” someone behind me screamed, and then suddenly I was hit in the back of the head by something solid, yet light. I turned around in surprise to get a face full of plastic.

      “Jesus,” Frown muttered, reaching up and lifting a blow-up doll.

      She looked just like Esmé, the one from my old sex toy company, when I sold their products.

      “Where the hell did Esmé come from?” I gasped.

      “Charlotte?” That voice wasn't Maggie's, or Frown's. I spun around to find myself face to face with Jordan, one of my resident assistants from my last job in western Massachusetts. She'd been an overeager do-bee who followed every rule to a T.

      And now she was flinging an Esmé blow-up doll in my face.

      “Jordan?” I gasped as she gave me a hug, her hair two shades of hot pink, 2020 eyeglass frames scratching my cheek. “What are you doing here?”

      “I live in Brooklyn! I'm interning for an educational foundation and I saw on social media that Random Acts of Crazy was playing. Ran down here as fast as I could!”

      “How did you get so close to the stage?”

      “My brother is a cop. He helped me.” She looked around furtively. “But don't rat him out! I don't want him to get into trouble.”

      “It's so good to see you!” Jordan had graduated a couple years before with a concentration in social work and education. She reminded me of, well... me.

      And now here we were, screaming with a million other fans as the band hit the opening chords to their signature song.

      Liam and Trevor began humming and Jordan's mouth popped open with joy.

      “Can you believe it, Charlotte? That's your boyfriend up there! On stage! I know someone famous!” she squealed, grabbing her phone and flipping the camera to take a selfie with me.

      “Not me!” I said with a laugh, pointing to Liam. “He's the famous one!”

      “Oh, no, Charlotte,” she said with a chuckle that belied her youth. “You're about to become mega-famous, too.”

      Snap.

      “LOOK! Esme's famous, too. Someone started an Insta account for her and she has 2,741 followers. People say the sex shops are selling out of blow up dolls all around Times Square.”

      “What?” Jordan's words didn't register. I stood on tiptoes and saw no fewer than five sex dolls being passed over the heads of the crowd, floating toward the stage like driftwood.

      “Good thing no one sells live chickens here,” Maggie muttered.

      She took a few photos as I processed what she said, unable to think before the emcee, a guy who hosts game shows and a morning talk program, cut in.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we've had a change in our schedule, one you're going to love. While Tea for Me can't make it tonight, you are in for a treat. All the way from Boston, and fresh off a performance in Vegas, please welcome the internet sensation, Random Acts of Crazy!”

      Pink glitter confetti filled my mouth, my eyes, my hands, my hair.

      And then Joe began his bass line, joined by Sam's rhythmic percussive ecstasy, Liam and Trevor starting to sing.

      You're about to become mega-famous, too.

      Jordan's words filled me with fear.

      Until I looked at Liam's face.

      And saw pure joy.

      

      
        
        Liam

      

      

      

      You'd think I'd be pissing myself onstage in front of the biggest audience–televised and in person–a guy could ever find.

      I came close. I won't lie.

      Instead, though, I found myself right where I always am when the band plays together: centered. Focused. In a flow state so unreal, I don't realize I'm not in it until I feel a sense of disconnect. Have you ever gone to a place inside you where you feel like your essence lives, protected from the craziness of the world, waiting for you to rediscover it again and again?

      I find it through two things: music, and making love with Charlotte.

      I'm lucky.

      I found two paths.

      Two that I love.

      There's a point in the music where the four of us onstage become one entity with four distinct parts. We're not four people joining to become one. It's the other way around. The mindmeld, the bodymeld, the music itself, is a complex formula of art and soul and math and sweat and fuck, yeah!

      We finished the first song and we were grinning at each other like we just changed the laws of physics, the thrum of Joe's bass hanging out in our ears like a never-ending shock wave. The crowd was nuts, a sea of glitter and humanity, undulating before us like they were custom made for our band.

      “Liam!” Darla shouted, pointing down at the edge of the stage, and I saw why.

      Charlotte.

      Holy shit. My woman, the one who hates crowds, was two feet from the stairs at stage left.

      You've got to be kidding me.

      Lightning shot through me, from toes to nose.

      She was next to some chick with pink hair, who wasn't Maggie. My eyes couldn't take in much, between the stage lights and dry eyes from my contacts, the outdoor heaters on megablast, but I could find Charlotte anywhere.

      Trevor gave the cues for another song and off we went, the first chords going strong, the changing set giving us more time, more exposure.

      And then we rocked out.

      I didn't really come to until the song slowed down, Sam's work the centerpiece before the applause, whistles, and shouts started up, a swelling wave of excitement we rode until it curled and we crashed.

      Then Darla's voice in my ear: “One more. The next band's down with the pukes.”

      I pressed my ear and asked into my mic: “My turn?”

      I could feel her grin through the technology: “Yessiree. Go for it, Liam.”

      I caught Trevor's eye, then Joe's, and as I walked forward, a stagehand ran out with an acoustic guitar. Darla held to her promise. She arranged it all.

      I let out a shaky breath.

      She did her part.

      Time for me to do mine.

      The crowd was restless, phones up, a buzz of anticipation making the base of my cock go hard, vibrating with an elemental energy too screwy to even try to understand.

      “Charlotte,” I said into the mic, unable to stop myself from grinning. “I know you're out there.”

      The fans SQUEALED.

      Women started jumping up and down.

      “I'm Charlotte!”

      “No, me!”

      “PICK ME, LIAM!!!”

      “I'll be your Charlotte!”

      A flash of pink at stage left, then my woman, surrounded by security, came to the base of the stairs, slowly walking up, neck turning in marvel and a healthy dose of fear.

      What are you doing? she mouthed.

      Loving you, my heart yelled back.

      But even if it screamed, it couldn't be heard over the crowd, so I had to say the words another way.

      Through song.

      The first chord of the song made the crowd go nuts. Charlotte was frozen before me, eyes filled with tears, but I couldn't tell whether they were from happiness or terror. I was pretty sure she was feeling more of the former than the latter. She moved closer to me, a few flurries starting to fall, catching in her dark hair that wasn't covered by the cream-colored knit hat on her head.

      It was magic already. The snow just upped the ante.

      I turned the space around us into its own world, her body and mine, the guitar, and the snow all that mattered as I let the music take over.

      And then I went for full-on cheesiness.

      As the first line of Bruno Mars' now-classic proposal song came out of my mouth, the crowd went insane. Darla had rushed to get permission for me to use it and I hoped like hell this would work. Adapting it as an acoustic song made it quirky and lush, simple and soulful, and as I went into the chorus, Charlotte's face was nothing but tears and smiles, the crowd joining in to sing along at deafening levels.

      They say love comes in many forms, slipping in where it's least expected, like light. A crack isn't a sign that something's broken.

      It means you get to see more when you shine a light through it.

      Years ago, we broke each other's hearts. We didn't mean to. I'll spend the rest of my life making that up to her.

      But the song was a light, finding its way through the scar tissue and the gaps inside the four chambers that keep beating, making our love glow.

      The final chord came out of my fingers and without unshouldering the guitar, I dropped, confetti everywhere, the roar of everyone in the background turning into the wind as Charlotte reached out her hand, nodding before I even said the words.

      I didn't have to.

      That's how we are together.

      She just knows.

      But I’d turned this very private moment into a public spectacle, and the show demanded a bit more of me.

      If nothing else, I always rise to the occasion.

      This time, though, I lowered myself.

      Before my queen.

      

      
        
        Charlotte

      

      

      

      I couldn't believe this was happening.

      Unreality made every cell in my body vibrate.

      And not just from the decibel level of the crowd.

      “Charlotte,” he said, on mic, the sound everywhere. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw cameramen and newscasters, entertainment hosts and who the hell knows who else, scrambling to get coverage of what Liam was doing.

      Everyone else was a blur, the snowflakes increasing, turning us into a snow globe.

      “Charlotte,” Liam said, bending on one knee, doing this the old-fashioned way. A few hours ago we had been naked in the hotel room. My flavor was still in the back of his throat. I was a little sore from all the lovemaking and that sensation ratcheted up as my ears rang. My stomach was twisted and hollow as Liam took my hand.

      I was nodding, laughing, smiling, and crying, all at once, history blending inside my mind like a tornado of the past, churning to form a phenomenon I still can't describe. It was us, it was him, it was me, it was the years we missed together, it was the years we've spent in blissful companionship and passion, all of it turning into one tangible moment.

      Here.

      Now.

      “Charlotte Greyson,” he said, putting to rest any idea of ever having an ounce of privacy after that, “I screwed up.”

      The crowd gasped, as if a few hundred thousand people were responding to a conductor with a baton.

      “Years ago, I made a mistake. I let you get away from me. I pushed you aside and I was wrong. Fate brought us back together.”

      Fate, in this case, was a bachelorette party where I was a sex toy party hostess and he was the male stripper, but whatever...

      “And now, will you do me the honor of being my wife? I've known you since high school. I want to know you for the rest of our lives. Please marry me, Charlotte.”

      “YES! YES! YES!” chanted the crowd, my hands covering my mouth now, my body folded in. Was I at breaking point? Liam looked like he was about to stand and help me, rescue me, save me from being disintegrated by all this energy, and my hand reached out to him reflexively. He grabbed it and slipped the ring on.

      “Yes,” I whispered, the sound louder than anything else. “Of course, Liam.”

      “I LOVE YOU! SHE SAID YES!” he screamed.

      And then I was in his arms, his lips on mine, and the world aligned, righting itself as if it had never been tilted at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Liam

      

      

      

      From the moment she said yes, it was like a big old paintbrush entered my life from the clouds above and just started covering everything in splashes and stripes of celebratory color.

      With lots of kisses thrown in.

      Kisses from Charlotte, of course.

      The groupies were trying hard, and two different Esmé dolls were shoved in my face for Instagram feeds. So many phones pointed at us, screams that collectively broke the sound barrier, camera crews and famous entertainment show hosts shoving mics in my face, angling Charlotte just so, treating us like props with smiles and soundbites.

      Ah, fame.

      We'd lost Darla, Joe, Trevor, Amy, Sam, Maggie, and Frown a long time ago. I suppose I should have felt bad about upstaging the band, but Darla screamed something about the proposal going viral and her phone going nuts for gigs. Didn't hurt that my rendition of the proposal song was unique enough to get its own attention.

      My brain would not stop spinning as I waved the hotel room key card in front of the sensor, a gaggle of chicks hovering six doors down, held back only by the force of Charlotte's glare.

      Which was like titanium.

      I should know.

      I'd been on the receiving end more times than I could count.

      Dawn was breaking, the pale light peeking in between closed curtains as we walked in, ready to collapse. I followed Charlotte's gaze as her face turned to disappointment.

      The sofa'd been turned into a bed for Sam and Amy, who were out cold, Amy snoring softly.

      The king bed had Trevor, Frown, and Maggie on it, in that order, all fully clothed.

      Frown and Trevor were spooning.

      Didn't wanna know. Nope.

      “What are you doing?” Charlotte whispered as I took out my phone.

      “Blackmail. Frown's gonna to lose his shit when he sees this picture.”

      “Why?” she asked with a giggle.

      “Because he's the one spooning Trev.”

      A ferocious need rushed to my skin, pulling it down to my bones, anchoring me as I grabbed Charlotte and kissed her, hands hungry, tethered to the world through her body.

      “Liam!” she gasped. “Does watching Frown spoon Trevor get you going?”

      I shut her up with a kiss.

      Walking her backwards, I aimed for the only private space possible, short of waking everyone up and kicking them out, which was way more trouble than it was worth.

      The bathroom.

      Except... it was locked.

      Darla's voice piped up from the other side. “Don't you fucking dare interrupt us! Joe's finally hard for the right hole and we’re making up for lost time, Trevor!” The unmistakable sound of sex came through when my ear was that close to the door. “You're next,” she added with a gasp.

      “I've never felt your cock go soft so fast,” Charlotte murmured in my ear.

      “Oh, it's deflated faster before.”

      “When?”

      “That time my mom accidentally made a pass at me at the bachelorette party where we reconnected.”

      The memory made her laugh, and then we were kissing again, the cold metal band from the ring on her finger pressing against my neck as she threaded her fingers in my hair, the delicious scent of her making me hard again.

      “We need a room,” I hissed.

      “We have a room.” She was pressed against the wall, head craning forward to look pointedly at all the band members and their partners. “It's been co-opted.”

      “I'll settle for the closet at this point,” I said, seriously eyeing the folding door.

      “I am not having sex in a closet, Liam. We can wait until we go home.”

      “Until they go home,” I growled. “I'm kicking them out at noon. We have the room for another night. Remember?”

      “I do. But another night can't top what happened last night. Oh, Liam. That was amazing.” The way her mouth stretched into a smile etched itself on the surface of my heart, indelible and almost palpable.

      “You're amazing. And worth all of it.” Another long kiss crowded out my thoughts.

      “And we have Darla to thank,” she said as the kiss ended and a weird, heavy thump on the other side of the bathroom door made us instinctively step back.

      “THANK YOU, GOD, FINALLY!” Darla screamed from the other side.

      We winced at each other.

      “COME IN ME! YEAH!”

      Our winces turned to full grimaces.

      “Let's get out of here,” I demanded, grabbing the bottle of Champagne that my friends had smartly left for us, the neck poking out of a mostly melted bucket of ice, and pulling Charlotte's hand. The hallway creepers were gone, but I wasn't taking any chances.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Health club.”

      “You want to... work out? Now?”

      “You'll see.”

      We took the stairs, five flights down before we encountered two girls so drunk, they couldn't lift their heads as we walked past, one of them puking into a small silver purse.

      Charlotte reached for her phone.

      “What are you doing?” I gently pulled on her arm, guiding her away.

      “Calling facilities for–” She paused, letting out a huff of air. “Oh. Right. This isn't a dorm. And I'm not in charge.” Bending down, she looked at the girls, eyes bouncing from face to face.

      “Are they breathing?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then call security. It's their job.”

      Before she could look up the number, the door to the floor burst open, a girl about the same age with two security guards.

      “Ashley got dumped tonight and Maddy stayed with her, but...”

      Charlotte didn't hesitate to walk away, the transition of responsibility completed in the blink of an eye as the security guard radioed someone.

      “You can't turn it off, can you?” I called down to her as she walked five steps ahead of me.

      “Nope! Any more than you can keep your mouth shut when Joe makes a mistake in practice.”

      Huh. Never thought about it that way.

      “Why am I in the lead?” she asked, stopping. “You're the one who knows where we're going.”

      “I like when you walk in front of me. I get a great view.” I slapped her ass.

      She slapped mine. “Fair is fair. Let me ogle you next.”

      So I did, for the next few floors, until we reached the health club.

      Which was... locked.

      “Damn it. Closed for New Year's Eve,” Charlotte read from a sign.

      “Who closes a hotel health club? I thought they were twenty-four-hour deals.” Layers of plans peeled off and floated away on a wind of unexpected complication. “Now we really have nowhere to go.”

      “We have a room! We can kick people off the bed,” she countered. “What was your plan?”

      “To find one of those single-person shower bathrooms and fuck you on the toilet.”

      “THAT was your plan?”

      “You have a better one?”

      A little sigh escaped her as her face scrunched up in thought. “No,” she finally admitted.

      I peeled the foil off the Champagne bottle, untwisted the wire, and started positioning my thumbs where they needed to go.

      “You're opening that here?”

      POP! The cork hit the ceiling, just missing the light fixture, my hands suddenly covered in bubbles that I slurped up with my mouth, inhaling a little too fast. Choking down the cough, I swallowed a few guzzles from the overflowing bottle until it was under control.

      “You're crazy!” she giggled, grabbing the bottle from me and drinking some, too.

      An enormous belch built inside my throat. I couldn't say a word.

      Charlotte drank some more as we stood in a hotel hallway at five a.m., chugging engagement Champagne out of a bottle, unable to have celebratory sex.

      My eyes tracked her diamond ring. My ring. I gave her that just five hours ago, in front of an audience of a billion or so people. We were at a turning point between two lives, weren't we?

      She handed me the bottle, opened her mouth, and let out a burp any frat dude would score a ten.

      “My future wife, ladies and gentlemen,” I said theatrically, gesturing to her.

      A curtsey was my answer.

      Unable to let her best me, I took a deep breath, opened my mouth, and unleashed the gates of carbonated hell–

      Just as a crowd of groupies rounded the corner, sprinting toward us, five or six phones held up in adoration.

      I sang.

      I sang the song of fermented grapes.

      Charlotte dropped to the floor, a pile of giggles in human form, as the chicky babes halted, eyes wide like real-life anime characters, the cameras always recording, the phones always in my face, the chase always on.

      Fame.

      Welcome to fame.

      
        
        :)

      

      

      

      
        
        IS THERE MORE RANDOM????

      

      

      That’s the question people always ask after a book in a series comes out: when’s the next one?

      So - yes. There’s another Random book coming. I don’t have a specific release date, but it’s coming in 2020. It’s from Darla, Trevor, and Joe’s perspective (but includes, as always, the whole gang).

      Here’s the info:

      
        
        Random Acts of Baby

      

        

      
        You know those television stories about the woman who goes to the emergency room thinking she has a bad case of indigestion or kidney stones and she comes home with a bouncing baby boy?

      

        

      
        Stupid woman, right? Who the hell doesn’t know she’s pregnant for nine and a half months? I used to think those mamas were one block short of a level trailer.

      

        

      
        Used to.

      

      

      Join my mailing list at jkentauthor.com to make sure you get an email from me when it comes out.

      

      In the meantime - if this is your first Random series book, go back to the beginning and start here for free! For a limited time, I’m offering Random Acts of Crazy, the New York Times bestseller, completely free.

      Go here to get your copy now and start the fun. :)
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