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RANDOM ON TOUR: LAS VEGAS
Now, you know my mama’s a gambler (sweeper, whatever...), so I guess I got to blame her for a little of this.
When the band got invited to do a big gig here in Las Vegas, I was so excited. Really excited. And when we got here, I was dazzled.
A little too dazzled. I blame the lights and the money and does Vegas pump a scent through the entire town that makes you think you’re a winner, or what?
Because I gambled all our money away. And by “our,” I mean the band’s money. All of it. Every dang cent.
Only no one knows. They’d kill me. So I have to find a way to make all that money back.
I have an idea. I got a good body and a smart mind.
(Quit laughing).
I can do this. I can fix this.
Really.
It’s just gonna get a little weird for a while.

Random on Tour: Las Vegas is the ninth book in Julia Kent’s New York Times-bestselling Random series. When the band performs in Vegas, anything goes – including Darla’s dignity and all of the band’s savings. When a savior appears, though, there’s a trade-off for being rescued. A big one. How far is Darla willing to go?

Oh, please. It’s Darla. Like you even have to wonder...

This book is told from the point of view of Darla, Trevor, and Joe.
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CHAPTER ONE
DARLA
“I got me a big problem,” I said to Amy, plunking down on the springless couch in her and Sam’s living room. Calling the couch area a ‘living room’ is a stretch, given that my knees banged into the front door knob when I sat down and if I didn’t hunch just right, my head poked out the one window and birds tried to shit on me, but whatever.
I needed to talk to someone. You do desperate things when you’re needy, and sitting in Amy’s living room was one of them.
She looked at me in horror, her fingertips going to her mouth. “Whose is it?”
“What?”
“Who’s the father?”
“The father?”
Her eyes drifted to my gunt. Yeah, gunt. You know what a gunt is. It’s that part of your middle that isn’t quite gut, and isn’t quite your c –
“Whose baby is it?” she asked.
“Baby?” I can be slow on the uptake sometimes, but I sat down to talk to Amy about writing my shapeshifter romance, and here we’re suddenly talking about babies. Not shifter babies, mind you, or secret babies, or hybrid babies that get eaten out of wombs by their daddies like Renesmee.
“Your big problem?” She raised her eyebrows so high, I thought they were being duct-taped in place. “You’re pregnant, right?”
I jumped up, cracking my kneecap on the fucking brass doorknob. “WHAT?”
“Isn’t that your big problem?”
“You’re my big problem right now! I sat down to talk to you about werewolf cocks and ferret shifters and instead you’re telling me I’m pregnant?” My hands flew to my belly. “Do I look like I’m pregnant?”
She opened her mouth to answer, a look of speculation on her face.
“Don’t answer that. No, I am not pregnant.” I patted my belly. “And if I am, it’s a donut baby. We’d have to name it Boston Cream Jennings.”
She gave me a patented Amy the Librarian look, complete with peering over the rims of her reading glasses.
“That would be Boston Cream Jennings-Connor-Ross,” she replied with a little throat clearing that made me want to shove a frog in it.
“The guys wrap it,” I insisted.
“Condoms break.”
“I am on the rag.” I started to unbutton my jeans. “Do I need to prove it to you?” Jokingly, I started pulling my jeans over my hips.
Amy’s boyfriend Sam walked in.
“Hi Darl… uh, what’s going on?” He turned away quickly, but not before I caught a glimpse of terrified eyes.
I now knew exactly what Sam was going to look like as his first baby entered the world, him watching. I mean, hey, Amy already birthed a cell phone out of her cooch, so a baby wouldn’t be so hard, but still.
Sam’s one of those guys who faints in the delivery room, betcha.
“Amy and I are making a porno.” I almost added Wanna join us? as a joke, but shy Sam would have a heart attack and die on the spot, and that shit isn’t fair to do to your best friend.
You don’t passively kill their man for the sake of a great joke.
Or, at least, you shouldn’t. It ain’t moral. It’s Girlfriend Code. Don’t sleep with your friend’s ex, don’t deny her a Period Run to the drugstore, and don’t make your friend’s fiancé die of embarrassment.
“Did Joe bring over another ice cream pie?” Sam asked in a low, pissed-off voice.
“Nope!” Amy batted her hands in the air at me, motioning up, which I interpreted to mean I needed to pull my pants back up. Either that or she farted and was sharing the joy in the room.
I complied, but said, “We were talking about being pregnant.”
Sam whipped around, my bare ass be damned, apparently. “You’re pregnant?” he shouted.
To Amy.
I grinned.
Now this was gettin’ interesting.
“What? No!” When Amy gets flustered, it’s a sight to see. Makes me grin just thinking about it, because she goes from all pinched-mouth composed to flush-faced unraveled in about nine seconds flat.
And best of all?
It makes her look guilty.
Sam sized her up with those mystical green eyes of his, ginger eyebrows down, struggling to figure out what in the hell was going on here.
“If you’re not pregnant, why are you talking about pregnancy?” As the words came out of him, he slowly turned and looked at me, fresh horror pooling in those emerald eyes.
“Oh, no. Darla, you’re not pregnant, are you? Whose is it?”
I was getting damn sick of this.
“It’s Liam’s.”
Amy choked.
“Just kidding.”
“Do not joke about sleeping with Liam,” Amy said, casting so much side-eye at Sam, you’d think we were in a French romantic suspense movie from the 1950s.
“Okay. I’m not allowed to joke about fucking Liam. Who can I joke about fucking? My cellphone?”
Sam snickered.
“You are both on my shit list now,” Amy hissed, standing up with a prim stiffness to her spine, walking exactly three and a half steps to the ‘kitchen.’ She began muttering to herself and making coffee.
I looked at my phone. No call. No text.
Sam noticed. “Nothing from the booking agent?” We were on pins and needles, waiting to hear about a huge gig in Las Vegas. The national tour was ramping up. Los Angeles had been killer.
Las Vegas was a game changer.
“Not a word yet.”
Sam’s shoulders sank in disappointment.
“Why are you here?” Sam asked in earnest. His eyes went wide and he quickly added, “Not that you aren’t welcome.”
Amy made a noise in the back of her throat that made it plain she didn’t agree.
“I need to talk about werewolves.”
“Werewolves? As in..?”
“People who become wolves,” I replied slowly. Sam was a preacher’s kid. I knew he’d lived a sheltered life, but man. Didn’t he watch Twilight in high school like the rest of us, as God intended?
Stoned out of our minds in the back of a pickup truck, parked illegally at the drive-in movie theater fence, scaring the shit out of poor Davey, who couldn’t handle his THC very well – that was our generation’s version of Woodstock.
“I know what a werewolf is,” he said gruffly. “Why are you talking about them?”
“She’s writing about them,” Amy answered for me. “Her romance novels. Remember?”
“You’re still doing that? Does Joe know?”
I gave him a cold stare. “What does Joe have to do with me writing a shifter romance?”
“Aside from being a wolf in your series,” Amy interjected.
She had a point.
“You turned Joe into a wolf in one of your books?” Sam made a strange motion with his mouth that I think was meant to convey an animal baring its teeth, but on him just looked like a middle-schooler losing his retainer.
“In all my books,” I corrected.
“I don’t understand.” He frowned.
“That’s because you’re a man,” I offered helpfully.
“And because this is Darla,” Amy said with as much bitterness as she could muster, which was a lot. She toe-tapped as the coffeemaker sputtered just long enough to produce that first overly strong cup of coffee, which she poured for herself. After dumping half a pint of milk in it, she rested her ass against the sink edge and looked at me. “What is your shifter romance emergency?”
“It’s not an emergency.”
“A writing emergency?” Sam asked, folding his arms over his chest. “How does that work? Did you run out of printer ink? Coffee? Websites to browse? Did you reach the end of the internet? Because that’s about all I can imagine that falls under the heading of ‘romance writer emergencies.’”
“You done?”
“No, actually. This is kind of fun to imagine. Do romance writers consider it an emergency when they run out of roses? Or when Fabio dies?” Now he was starting to sound like Liam, all cocky and shit. Time to shut this down.
Amy shoved him, hard. The apartment was so tiny, Sam practically fell out the window. “Don’t make fun of romance writers. Some of my favorite books are romances.” She lowered her voice. “Why do you think I’m always in the mood after I set my eReader aside and turn to you before bed?”
Sam turned the color of a kid’s valentine. “Oh.”
“Not so funny when it means you’re getting some, is it?” I rolled my eyes so hard, they damn near swiped Cleveland. “Now if you’ll excuse us, I have some issues to hash out with Amy.”
He skedaddled.
“What issues?” Amy asked, tracking Sam’s ass as he disappeared into the bathroom.
“I’m writing these shifter romance books.”
“I know! I read part of the first one. When you publish them, they’ll be a huge hit!” Her face changed, nose scrunching up as she nervously ran her fingers through her long, thick hair and pulled it back in a ponytail, arms up, holding the hair back with her palms. “And they’re actually good.”
“You say that like you’re surprised.”
“I am!”
At least she’s honest.
“I guess you set the expectations bar at ankle height for someone like me, huh?”
“Well, yes.”
Honesty gets fucking old real quick.
“Why?”
“Darla!” She dropped her hair, the thick, honey-brown waves covering her face, a bit catching on the edge of her glasses. Under any standard online definition of librarian, Amy’s picture should just be replicated over and over. “You have a high school diploma and a few writing classes under your belt. Your last job before you moved to Boston was gas station attendant. People like you aren’t supposed to, you know...”
“Have a brain?”
“Right.”
Fuck honesty.
Before I could open my mouth and give her a verbal ass-whupping, she added, “And that means I was wrong about you. So was your Harvard night school writing professor. You are talented. You write a great story. It’s compelling and I want to read more.”
My aunt Josie once told me the definition of being an adult is the ability to juggle more than one feeling about a person or situation at the same time.
“You… what?”
“You gave me a rough draft of the first few chapters, with the bear and the librarian.”
“He’s a doctor,” I corrected her. “And a bear. And she’s a librarian and an owl.”
“I don’t understand why you made her a librarian,” Amy said with a blush, her face alternating between proud and worried. “People will think Mara is me.”
“No, they won’t. And no one will think my hero is Sam, given he’s a physician and a bear who used to play hockey and is tall and dark.”
Suspicion clouded her features. “You just described Alex.”
“Alex?”
“You know. Alex. Josie’s husband? Your uncle?” Amy made a snorting sound of amusement as my legs went a wee bit numb. She opened her hand and started ticking off points. “Alex is dark. Tall. Used to be a hockey player. Now he’s a physician…”
Shit. Shit! Had I subconsciously written an entire novel where my main characters were based loosely on Amy and Alex? No way.
“But Alex doesn’t have siblings, like my hero. And he’s a gynecologist and obstetrician. My bear shifter is an orthopedic surgeon.”
“Oh, well. Glad you’re making your shifter romance nice and realistic.” She chuckled amiably, not making fun of me. Then she frowned. “Last time we talked about this, you were thinking about having a chicken shifter named Mavis.”
“Yep.”
“Do you?”
“Yep.”
“And she falls in love with a weasel shifter?”
“Roscoe is his name,” I declared.
“Are you really writing a book about Roscoe and Mavis? And seriously – you named a chicken shifter Mavis?”
One of my hands wanted to slap her. The other one wanted to hug her.
“No, they’re minor characters. The focus is on the bear and the owl.”
“Will Mavis and Roscoe get their own book someday?”
When I don’t know what to say, I just revert to “Hmmm.”
“It’s brilliant! Anyone who follows the band will get the inside joke because of Trevor and all the chicken videos out there.”
“Like the one that got him kicked out of law school?”
“Given a leave of absence,” she clarified primly.
“Semantics.”
Her eyebrows went up like she didn’t expect me to know an SAT word like that.
“Look,” she said with a sigh. “I just read romance novels. I don’t know anything about them other than the fact that I like to give my brain a rest from being me for a while. Romance novels are nourishing. I know they have happy endings.”
“They’re like massage parlors in Cleveland.”
“Huh?”
“Everyone goes there for a happy ending.”
“That was baaaaaaaad,” she groaned.
I had to laugh, too.
“You said you had a question about your writing?”
“Can a wolf give a bear rabies?”
“If he bites him, I guess.”
“Can an owl fly with a broken wing?”
“Huh?”
“Like, can a bird kind of fly if its wing is broken?”
“I have no idea.” She gave me a look. “But a reference librarian could give you some help finding the answers. Googling these questions isn’t helping?”
“No. I’m fact checking before I release these books and want to be sure. And what about weasels? Do they have to eat chickens? Like, what if a weasel fell in love with a chicken – would love keep him from eating her? Like Edward fell in love with Bella?”
“Bad example. Bella eventually became a vampire.”
“Yeah, but it took thousands of pages to get there. I’m on book two of my series and just want to get it right.”
Her face split with a huge grin. “Oh, you’re getting it right. Don’t worry.”
Bzzzz.
I looked at my phone. “Oh!” I gasped. “This could be about the Las Vegas gig.” I ran out into the hallway and took the call while Amy shouted after me, asking questions.
And by the time I was done talking with the booking agent, it was a done deal.
We were going to Vegas. Suddenly my werewolf emergency wasn’t so important after all.
JOE
“Coconut oil with a little almond lotion is perfect for your problem,” Mom nattered on as I sat at the breakfast counter at home, waiting for my laundry to finish. I examined my finger pads. Cracked, callused, and bleeding.
Pride filled me. Aside from the blood, this was an achievement. You don’t play bass for thousands of hours a year and not end up with pain. Pain is a sign you’re doing it right. It’s a mark of mastery. Of accomplishment.
Pain makes us better.
“Thanks,” I muttered, realizing Mom was staring at me, expecting an answer.
“It’s also a fabulous organic lubricant.”
I didn’t hear that.
“But only for postmenopausal women, Joey. Don’t use it with Darla and condoms. It breaks the latex. You do use condoms, yes?” She said this in a completely serious voice, as if we were back in sex ed and she was teaching us how to put condoms on bananas, or explaining the clinical use of a dental dam by demonstrating on a teddy bear.
“Uh...”
“And Trevor does as well, I assume? The last thing you need right now is a baby.”
Bzzzz.
Saved by my phone. Darla. Were her ears burning?
“Hey,” I said into the phone.
A dying Godzilla answered me, high-pitched screeching in the background drowning out whatever words she was trying to say.
Her tone meant this was good. Either we got the gig in Las Vegas or her mother won a sweepstakes contest where the prize was tickets to the new Fifty Shades movie premiere.
Knowing Darla, this could go either way.
“VEGAS! WE GOT IT!” I finally picked out. Mom’s neck did a one-eighty as she swiveled at the words, eyes narrowing, ear turning toward me with interest. Pretty sure Darla was so loud, the neighbors heard it.
“You got the gig?” Mom asked with a smile that came so close to reaching her eyes. So
close.
But not quite.
I pulled the phone away from my ear to preserve what was left of my eardrum. “Pretty sure.”
“We got it, Joe! Highest-paying gig ever! Free room at a swanky resort on the Strip!” Darla’s rushed words felt like a firehose, but they made me smile. The smile made me warm. The sense of accomplishment made me flex my fingers, then ball them into a fist, punching the air with triumph.
“Glad to see you’re at least getting concerts to justify this year’s leave of absence from law school,” Mom cracked.
Pain makes us better.
Pains in the ass, however, make life suck.
“Who’s that?” Darla asked, huffing like she’d just sprinted up Mount Monadnock.
“My mom. She says congratulations,” I said in an arch tone, looking right at Mom.
“When we do well enough to get Joanne Ross to pay us a compliment, either she’s drunk or we’re dead and hallucinating,” Darla shouted into the phone.
Loud enough for Mom to hear.
“I’m not drunk!” Mom shouted.
“And I ain’t dead!” Darla screamed back.
“I wish I were hallucinating,” I said, walking away from Mom. I’d need peyote to get through the next hour here, until my laundry was done.
“Fuck your mom.”
“No, I won’t, and thanks for that image. I hope you have brain bleach at home. Or, at least, you’ll give me a hummer to drive away my pain now.”
“Ha ha.”
“I never joke about hummers.”
“You know what I mean, Joe. I’m so happy I could burst. Vegas! We’re going to Vegas! We get to see Donny and Marie, and Wayne Newton, and – ”
“Wait. What?” I didn’t hear that.
“You know! Debbie Reynolds, and – ”
“She’s dead.”
“And all them Elvis impersonators.”
Pain makes us better. Pain makes us better. Pain makes us –
“But most of all, I want to see if it’s true that women walk down the Strip without shirts on.”
“Are you planning to... try that?” I’m simultaneously aroused and outraged. My semi-boner wasn’t sure which way to go.
“What? No. I just heard so much cool stuff about Vegas, and now we’re getting paid to be there. The band is being paid to open at a concert at a resort on the Vegas Strip. I cannot wait to call Mama and tell her I finally made it!”
“You... made what?”
“Made it! Once your band plays Vegas, you did it! It’s like getting a gig at Branson, only better.”
“Branson. You mean Branson, Missouri? Where the country music people play?” Darla’s cultural measure of success was radically different from mine, and on a different planet from my mother’s.
“Right. Only Random Acts of Crazy is a rock band, so that don’t work.”
I blinked. It almost hurt trying to disentangle this. “You’re saying that your mom and people back home will consider the band – and you, by extension – successful because we’re performing in Vegas?”
“Of course!”
“But we played LA. Hollywood. Didn’t that count?”
“Sure. But not in a way that makes people back home get it, Joe. Vegas is a big old flashing neon light of success. It’s a shortcut. Like saying, ‘I got into Harvard.’ People know exactly how to measure success in their minds when they hear it.”
“People in Ohio, you mean. In your tiny little town in Ohio.” A memory of a three-legged kitten and a guinea hen roaming aimlessly on the grounds of Darla’s trailer park flashed through my mind, driving out the less savory image of my mother.
“What are you implying?”
“I’m not implying. I’m directly saying. Vegas isn’t impressive for everyone.”
“Shut your mouth! Of course it is!” she protested.
“Vegas is okay. Decent poker. Good food. Lots of fun parties if you can get in.”
“You’ve been there?”
“Plenty of times. Cheap college fun.”
Stunned silence answered me. I closed my eyes and ground my teeth. Shit. I had done it again.
“I just harshed your mellow, didn’t I?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry. You’ve never been to Vegas.”
“I told you that.”
“I remember. And… you’re excited to go.”
“You’re not?”
Eh.
“Of course I am!” I lied, forcing myself to smile so my voice sounded cheery.
“Jesus, Joe, you sound like someone faking an orgasm.”
“What does someone faking an orgasm sound like?”
“I don’t know, Joe. Think back to the first woman you ever slept with. Remember what she sounded like? There's your answer.”
“Hey! That’s not a funny joke.”
“Who said it was a joke?”
“Darla!”
She snorted. “Puh-leese. Ask any woman you know whether they orgasmed the first time they had sex.”
“I’ll bet all the women in the romance novels you read and write do.”
“Because it’s fantasy, Joe. Women’s fantasy.”
“How did we get from Vegas to orgasms?”
“We aren’t talking about orgasms. We’re talking about a lack of orgasms.”
“Speaking of lack of orgasms, it’s been three days since we’ve had sex.”
“And?”
Stunned silence.
From me.
“Do I really need to explain?”
“Since you overexplain everything else, sure.”
“I do not.”
“Joe, you didn’t just invent mansplaining. You wrote the operating manual and designed the book cover.”
“It’s not mansplaining to say I want to get laid. With you and Trevor.”
“No. That’s called begging.”
“You’re pushing every button, aren’t you?”
“I landed the band its biggest gig and all I get from you is some lame-ass attitude about Vegas. And a nasty crack from your mother.”
She had a point.
“Mom says it’s a good thing we got a big gig to justify my year off law school.”
“WHAT?”
“I know. I chewed her out. I don’t need to justify anything to her.”
“That’s not why I’m choking in surprise. I can’t believe she said anything good about the band.”
“I wouldn’t classify that as ‘good.’”
“I take what I can get, Joe.”
“You shouldn’t have to.”
Silence was her response. Darla’s not the silent type. This was not good.
She let out a long, aggravated sigh. “You’ve got a point.”
“I have lots of points. All of them are good and valid.”
“One of them is soft and spurts pearl necklaces on command.”
I couldn’t help myself. I laughed, damn it. Darla could take me from near my boiling point to bubbling with a chuckle, crossing all my circuits, making what I’d worked so hard to keep neat and orderly on the inside a jumbled mess.
“What’s so funny, Joey?” Mom asked, perplexed and smiling half way as she walked into the laundry room where I’d wandered, grabbing a small stack of folded washcloths I knew she didn’t need. Nosy.
“We’re talking about how Joe likes to give me pearl necklaces!” Darla screamed through the phone.
“I hope you’re buying them from reputable jewelers...” Mom’s voice slowed to a halt as she watched me try not to laugh. “Oh, Joey. Don’t be so vulgar!”
“Says the woman who tells her son all about her hymen surgery. You’ve had more work done on your labia than Joan Rivers had done on her face!” Darla shouted.
Mom fumed at me. I shrugged.
“Control your girlfriend!”
“As if,” Darla called back.
I pointed to the phone. “Yeah. That.”
But I ended the call as Mom started shouting at my iPhone, because really – why not?
We were going to Vegas.
TREVOR
“I can’t go.” Seconds ticked by as I waited for Darla to resume breathing, pressing the phone to my ear, my neck starting to ache. Using my phone for an actual call felt really weird.
“WHAT?” she screeched, the sound stronger than it should have been from my phone speaker.
I looked at my brother Rick, who was playing some piece of music from the video game Mario Cart, except in a minor key, so it sounded like the soundtrack to a serial killer movie. I was visiting my parents and Rick, working on spending more time with them. Yeah, it’s corny, but a home-cooked meal on a night when Darla said she had to work was too good to pass up.
Plus, I’d just gone to the dentist. When your mouth is half numb and you’ve spent an hour being rotorooted for a filling, the comfort of home makes a difference.
“Mom and Dad are on a cruise that week. I promised I’d fill in for them with Rick.” My older brother lived in a group home for men with autism. Mom and Dad needed a break from spending most weekends with him, plus Dad mentioned an anniversary cruise, so I stepped up.
Proudly.
“Fill in? Rick lives in a group home. He’s well cared for, Trevor. You don’t need to – ”
“Someone needs to be local in case there’s a problem.” Rick stopped playing piano and abruptly stood, looking at the clock.
Three p.m. on the dot. Time for his two string cheese packets and ten baby carrots. Rick lived a life of precision these days, on a rigid schedule he’d designed with his aides. Let him run on his routine and he was easy to be with.
I liked easy.
And music made being with him easier.
“Can’t a friend do that? Or a doctor?”
“You know how hard it is, Darla.” It was killing me to have this conversation. Vegas – opening for a huge act. An act that played Times Square last year on New Year’s Eve. If we did this Vegas gig, we could be chosen for a television ball-dropping gig.
And speaking of dropped balls, mine felt like they were so low, the heat of the earth’s center was roasting them like chestnuts.
“Same exact week?” she asked, her voice begging me to tell her it wasn’t.
I double checked my calendar. “Yep.”
“AAAARRRRRGGGGHHHHHH!” Darla shouted. Letting her vent for a while would be best. This conversation sucked, but what sucked more was the fact that she was our business manager. And that’s all she did. Not that she sucked at being our manager – oh, no.
Six months ago, she left her job at Good Things Come in Threes, the threesome dating agency her aunt’s friend, Laura, had started. Darla wanted more freedom to manage us.
Now I was the barrier to a big gig. Being an adult has turned out to be harder than I expected. You’re ambitious. You do all the hard work to reach a goal. You come so close you can feel it brush against the whorls of your fingertips.
Then one little conflict, one clash of values, and poof! – all the hard work means nothing.
And all your friends hate you.
Adulthood.
“Trevor, you have to go. It’s a package deal. The whole band or no booking. I – we – need you.”
“Can’t Frown fill in for me?” Frown was our substitute bass player. He’d been Joe’s replacement for our L.A. gig when Joe had hurt both wrists in an unfortunate sex act that had gone wrong.
Joe was fully recovered now, and thank God, because I had to help masturbate that man for nearly six weeks and let me tell you, it opened my eyes to how much men jerk off. Life seems to be what they do in between choking their chickens, you know? Good grief. How do they produce that much protein and not waste away?
“Frown can’t sing,” I said in response to Trevor’s suggestion, my poor forearm starting to ache with the memory of Joe’s protracted double-wrist recovery.
“He sang with Maggie in L.A.”
“Soft ballad? Sure. Frown’s great. But ninety percent of Random Acts of Crazy’s repertoire doesn’t fit his voice. Plus, he hasn’t had the practice. No way. It’s you the audience wants. You know that. How much pussy gets thrown at you every time the band performs?”
“I –”
“That was rhetorical. I don’t wanna know. Actually, I do know. I peel ‘em off you. They all hate me, but they’re scared of me, too.”
“Wonder why.” So am I, sometimes, I don’t add. If we were talking about any topic other than my failing the band, I’d say it.
She sighed. “It was just one set of extensions I ripped out of that groupie’s head. Just one. Quit making it out like I’m some crazy jealous girlfriend.”
“You are crazy.”
“Hmph.”
“Look, what if you call the venue and ask if we can change the week?”
“Say what?”
“Call the booking manager. See if the following week is free, or the week before. Any week but the one we’ve got.”
“Let me get this straight. You expect me to call one of the biggest resorts on the Las Vegas Strip and ask them to move our performance dates because you have a personal conflict?”
“Yeah. Why not?”
“Excuse me, Trevor, but when did you grow a fucking crown? Jesus. You think I can call a place like that and make a request to switch? This ain’t like when I worked at the gas station in Peters and needed to swap a Thursday night for a Sunday morning with Jane so she could go to a Jaycees’ haunted house with her niece’s Girl Scout troop.”
“What’s a Jaycee?”
“Oh, God,” she groaned. “That is so not the point.”
I guessed I’d have to google Jaycees. “Then what is the point?”
“You have this whole stupidass view of the world, Trevor. Like it’s all positive. Like everything will just work out.”
“And that’s bad?”
“It’s unrealistic as fuck.”
“Reality isn’t always so great.”
“But it’s what we actually have to live with.”
“You always look at worst-case scenarios.”
“I do not! That’s Amy, not me.”
She had me there. Before I could speak, she added:
“I, on the other hand, take what I can get. At least that’s what Joe says. He says I settle for less than I deserve.”
I wasn’t opening my mouth. Silence was better than walking into a verbal trap.
“You think that’s true?” she asked. Damn. She expected an actual answer.
“I think you have a scarcity mentality,” I said.
“A what?”
“Scarcity mentality. You always assume life won’t work out the way you hope.”
“Because it damn well hasn’t!”
“And yet,” I said slowly, the truth of it dawning on me, “you took the risk and moved out here to Massachusetts to be with us.”
“I can explain that. Had nothing to do with scarcity mentality.”
“Then what?”
“I was stupid.”
“Huh?”
“Stupid, Trevor. I was stupid, throwing away my life in Ohio and picking up to move out here on a whim. It happens to the best of us. I had a… moment.”
“A moment?”
“Yes.”
“And yet you stayed.”
“I like the coffee here.”
I grinned. “The coffee is the only reason you stayed?”
“Mostly. And Josie. She needed me.”
“She has Alex now.”
“But only ’cause of me,” Darla crowed.
“You’re the reason she’s with her husband?”
“Yes.”
I cleared my throat in a sound meant to encourage her.
“What’s wrong? You got a dick in your mouth?”
“Why would I have a dick in my mouth, Darla?”
“You’re Mr. Abundance Mentality. Maybe you decided the universe was safe enough to put someone’s dick in your mouth.”
“That makes no sense.”
“Neither does your scarcity mentality bullshit. Plus, you really do sound like you’ve got a ball rolling around under your tongue.”
“I had a cavity filled an hour ago.”
“Anal or oral?”
“Oral, of course. And speaking of oral –”
“You’re seriously offering to go down on me with a novocaine mouth, Trev? Your tongue’ll end up in my belly button and a pool of drool will settle in my butt crack. No thanks.”
“You’re so romantic.”
“Says the man offering to go down on me with a mouth so loose, it might as well be a rubber chicken.”
“I was thinking about receiving oral. From you. From your non-novocained mouth.”
“Oh.” She let out an aggrieved groan. “You’re changing the subject! Damn it, Trevor.”
“Not on purpose. I’d just rather talk about sex than the band.”
“And I work for the band, so I have no choice. You really can’t perform that weekend?”
“I really can’t.”
“I love you, Trevor Connor. I love that you are there for your brother and you take being in charge of him so your parents can get a break so seriously. I do. But you are an asshole.”
“Call and ask to change the weekend, Dar –”
Click.





CHAPTER TWO
DARLA
That fucker. That positive-thinking, everything-will-work-out, don’t-borrow-trouble, smug-faced asshole.
Guess what?
I called the booking manager at the Vegas resort. I sure did, loathing every second as the phone rang, knowing Trevor was about four minutes from being sent into the third circle of hell.
By me.
Seeing as I had no choice, I suffered through the wait, getting the guy’s voicemail. Like a fish on shore, my mouth opened and closed as I listened to his message. What in the hell did Trevor expect me to say?
“Excuse me, Giles. I’m calling because we need you to move our performances. That’s right. The opening band, low man on the Totem pole, is making a request that you –”
I didn’t even need to finish my imaginary message.
Because the voicemail would cut me off, laughing. That’s right – even machines and pieces of software know better than Trevor that you don’t go asking for something like this.
You just don’t.
“Hello?” The booking manager’s light French accent, all too real, cut into the line. “Giles speaking.”
“Fuck,” I gasped.
That wasn’t part of any message I planned to leave.
“Excuse me?” His voice hardened.
“For...give me. Hey, uh, Giles. It’s Darla Jennings. Manager for Random Acts of Crazy.”
“Darla!” His entire tone changed. “I was just about to call you!”
“You were?” People like me – bands like Random Acts of Crazy – are bottom feeders. Trevor and Joe aren’t wrong. I do settle for whatever I get, because I know my place in the hierarchy of any given social situation. Always. It’s a skill you develop when you grow up poor. Don’t ever, ever make the mistake of thinking you’re higher up that ladder than you really are, because if you do – someone will kick you right back down.
Sneering and laughing the whole time, shaming you, because what made you think you were important enough to go that high?
So.
“Yes! We had a last minute change in our line-up, and I was hopeful your band could move your performance up one week.”
The world turned into a giant gong being hit by a mallet made out of my head. “Huh?”
“I know it’s a lot to ask,” he said, using this weird, self-deprecating tone that sounded kind of snivelly. “You’ve already made travel arrangements, changed schedules, perhaps rebooked or even cancelled other performances.”
I’d done, uh, absolutely zero of that.
“Right,” I replied, the gong still ringing.
“And of course we’ll pay for any change fees required as a result of shifting your schedule.”
GONG!
I was struck mute.
“Darla?” Giles sounded increasingly alarmed. The man had no idea that a small Tibetan monastery lived in my head right now, so I couldn’t blame him.
“Yeah?”
“Given your response, I take it this will be a hardship for the band.”
“Uh...” Shit. I knew what was coming next. He was about to cancel on us. Trevor was so fucking wrong. Why did I let him talk me into making this phone call at all? The minute we got on Giles’ radar, we were a target. Prey. That’s how it all worked, and –
“In light of the change, we can increase your rate by ten percent. That’s as high as I can go. Ten percent and change fees for travel. I’ll add it to the contract. What do you say?”
I say Trevor is a motherfucking leprechaun-skin-wearing unicorn who needs to buy one hundred lottery tickets right now.
Except, thank God, I didn’t actually
say that.
“That sounds acceptable,” I muttered through a numb mouth. Wouldn’t your mouth be numb if your face had been used to strike a metal bowl? Even metaphorically?
“You drive a hard bargain. I see why they hired you to manage their band.”
They hired me because I’m fucking forty percent of the band, I thought but didn’t say.
“Forty percent?” he responded.
Ah, damn. Apparently that one slipped through aloud.
“Yes.”
“Why so few?” Giles asked, his words like butterflies of sensuality, consonants softened, voice husky in that delightfully mature French way. At least, to my hick ears, it sounded sophisticated. Plus he was asking why I wasn’t a whore who let all the guys plow me, if I was understanding him right. I had to latch onto something good about his voice.
“Excuse me?”
“Why not fuck all of them?”
I love French people.
“I –”
“Because that is how most of the band managers I work with are. I am surprised you haven’t tasted each and every gorgeous man in that band, Actes Aléatoires de Démence.”
“Uh...” An image of Liam and Sam playing Fart Wars after eating a bunch of cauliflower pizza shot through my mind like, well – like sugar-free gummi bears blowing through a digestive tract. And Frown? Me, get a taste of Frown? That silent, brooding, tatted-up man probably tasted like disappointment and Fritos.
Not, you know, that there was anything wrong with Maggie wantin’ herself some of that.
But seriously? Liam, Sam, and Frown? No. I’d fuck them the next time the train to Nopeville stopped at the corner of Hellnough and Never before heading out to Areyafuckingkiddingmeham.
“Tell me,” he said, his voice going low to a conspirator’s hush. “Joe, the bass player. How available is he?”
I sat up in my chair so fast, I got a rug burn on my neck from the upholstery. “Not! He’s not!” Even I heard the hysteria in my own voice.
“Oh.” Giles sounded so disappointed. “I was hoping. Is he one of yours?”
“You know, Giles, I’m not sure how much personal information I should be giving to you. I don’t want to seem unprofessional and all.”
“You told me you were fucking forty percent of the band, Darla. You were the one who chose to make this personal. Besides,” he said in an airy, devil-may-care tone, “personal, professional – don’t be so uptight. When you come to Vegas, let us all party together. I’ll supply the drugs, you supply the men.”
“But –”
“And the chicken.”
“What?”
“I have to draw a line somewhere. I know that Trevor is attached to his Mavis, but I cannot be caught in this town condoning bestiality.” Papers shuffled in the background. “Although it is convenient that an animal fetish convention is in town during your new tour dates.” He made a noise deep in this throat, a huff that came out of his nose, the sound of surprise tinged with intrigue.
“Trevor’s not – he –”
Giles’ laugh was sharp and smooth at the same time, like a slab of polished granite cracking in half. “I know you have to say he does not fuck the chicken, but that’s public relations.”
The man’s wink could be felt through the phone.
“What you say to the press is very different from what you do in the bedroom. Or,” he added with a laugh, “the chicken coop.”
“You seriously think Trevor is fucking chickens when we’re having sex?”
“Ah, so he is the other one? I wondered. Do you have an arrangement?”
“An arrangement?”
“With the two. Do you sleep with them separately, or together, or does the chicken get to orgasm first? I would hope that ladies really do come first, Darla. Wait a moment. Is Mavis a female chicken?”
I used to think that having your cellphone stuck in your vagina like Amy did would be the worst thing ever, but it’s looking like a fabulous alternative to this conversation.
“Mavis is not the topic of this here conversation, Giles. How about I ask you a few questions about your
sex life?”
“Oh, how fun!” Was he actually clapping?
Oh, shit.
“I don’t really have any questions about your personal business.”
“I am gay. I like dominant twinks. This is why I am so attracted to Joe.”
“Joe is not a twink!” I pause. “What the hell is a dominant twink? That’s like calling me a taciturn loudmouth.”
“And I like a little puppy play, though I draw the line at hummus spreading.”
My stomach crawled up my esophagus, wiggled into my brain through one nostril, and was trying to exit my skull through my left ear.
One part of me was just a big old screaming mouth in my brain, nothing more, nothing less. The other part – the sliver of me that ran on pure instinct – opened my mouth to reflexively ask what the hell hummus had to do with puppy play.
What actually happened next, though, wasn’t reflexive at all.
My ears started ringing, the sound like a thousand wine glasses filled to different levels and played by five hundred people with wet fingertips making the glasses sing. Cacophony never suits me, so the result was an instant splitting headache right at the bridge of my nose, a piercing nerve pain that made it hard to talk.
“Darla? Hello? Are you there?”
My mouth opened to answer him, but the thousand ringing glass circles filled my head with pain as the vibrations took over and a mental image of what, exactly, Giles would do with a dominant twink in charge of puppy play with a tub of hummus made my brain explode.
Like, not literally, ‘cause I do know the difference between figuratively and literally, but it fucking felt like my brain actually shattered into a thousand chunks of grey matter, one piece landing neatly in the center of each of those thousand ringing wine glasses.
Ker-plunk.
“I’m here,” I said, airy and splattered all over those singing glasses. My words were a lie, but when faced with a truth that involves hummus as a sex toy, I want to be a confabulation.
“Darla, I have another call. I’ll send the paperwork,” he said in a satisfied tone, as if he’d just orgasmed and was sucking on a Camel.
Not literally.
I mean smoking a cigarette. For fuck’s sake, we’ve got enough fetish and kink going on in this conversation. Don’t need no more.
“Thanks,” I said in an octave a soprano couldn’t reach, and I hung up. Ending that phone conversation felt like being submerged in an outhouse at a family reunion where someone brought tainted meat, and two hundred aunts and cousins just shat their brains out in the privy, and you slipped and fell in.
You’re relieved to break the surface, but holy shit.
I’d just been out-Darla’d.
I spent the next ten minutes just staring at the blank white wall in front of me.
Until Trevor walked in.
TREVOR
Darla’s natural state of being is motion. Mostly her mouth in motion, talking up a storm, but it’s not just that. She’s beauty in motion, the definition of energy and vitality, always processing or analyzing, experiencing or reacting.
Whether she’s talking or giving me head, naked or clothed, laughing or crying, she moves.
Walking in on her staring at the wall isn’t normal.
“Darla?”
No answer.
“Honey?” I don’t call her by terms of endearment, so I was desperate.
No answer.
Alarm flooded my body, blood starting to pick up its pace, my legs tingling. “What’s wrong?”
She inhaled slowly, almost mournfully. Some part of me relaxed and snapped at the same time.
“Darla, please tell me what’s going on.”
“They moved the concert date in Vegas.” Her head turned, eyes slowly creeping up after it like an obedient little dog. When she looked at me, the blankness of her eyes made a cold fear course through me. “But I had to talk to a gay man about his hummus fetish in order to get it done.”
Believe it or not, that wasn’t the weirdest sentence ever to come out of her mouth. But it was close.
“Why were you talking to a gay man about sex?”
“It was an accident.”
“He accidentally started talking about sex?”
“No, I did.”
Patience is one quality you have to cultivate when you love Darla.
“And you brought up sex because..?”
“Because my mouth and my brain don’t always connect. Sometimes the tethering rope just up and snaps.”
“Right.”
“And it turns out the booking manager has the hots for Joe.”
“Joe?”
“Yeah.” Bleak eyes met mine. “I know, right?”
This was not the time to ask why the guy didn’t have the hots for me. I was a little offended. Hurt, even. I’m way hotter than Joe.
“But hold on.” I backtracked mentally. “They changed the date?” I felt my eyebrows raise and my smile spread across my mouth as if a puppeteer did it. Self-preservation told me to stop, because Darla was going to lose it if I rubbed her nose in the fact that my abundance mentality turned out to be for the best.
But how many twenty-something guys in rock bands do you know who are experts in self-preservation?
Or being humble?
“I was right!” I declared, fists pumped in the air, biceps flexing like I was Rocky Balboa winning a championship.
“Yeah,” she said, like a balloon slowly losing its air.
“Wait – who was the creeper asking about Joe and our sex life? He actually told you – what?”
Her hand came up and gave a wave, as if shooing a fly. “That part was fine. I’m more bothered by the fact that it was so damn easy.”
“What was easy?”
“Asking for what I want and getting it.”
A kick in the gut never comes with a warning, does it?
My instinct was to rush in and assure her that she could always ask us for whatever she wanted, and most of the time Joe and I would give it to her. We can’t always manage it, but we certainly will try.
Darla’s reaction here struck me as something deeper, that kind of internal emotional Tetris we all experience when confronting something new that touches the old inside. And if I rescued her from this, papered over it with all the conventional words and do-right assurances, it’d just hurt her in the long run.
One thing Darla’s taught us all: don’t hide from reality.
And from the looks of it, she was getting a big load of it right then.
“You asked and they said yes?”
She just nodded.
“Isn’t that… good?” I ventured.
Nod.
“So you got what you want! I can be with the band. We can do the gig!”
A few blinks were her answer.
“Isn’t that what you wanted? I don’t understand. Why aren’t you happy?”
“Happy,” she repeated dully. Her eyes darted left and right, but she made no other motion. My balls started to tighten, a thin line of nerves along my jaw firing with expectation.
“Yes… happy. We can still do Vegas! You can brag to your mom. Call her and give her the great news.”
“She always wanted to go to Vegas,” Darla said in that flat voice.
“Maybe we can bring her there.” I’d met Cathy a few times. Liked her as much as you’re supposed to like your girlfriend’s mom. She was kind of scary, frankly. Blunt to the point of making my ’nads crawl into my groin, and always a little angry, but not toward me or Joe. Just angry. Like she’d spent so many years being upset at the world that even when life turned a corner and became better, her face muscles hadn’t quite caught up to the new truth.
“Mama won’t go nowhere without Calvin.” Darla’s voice and face looked like, well, her mom.
Irritation started to rise in me, like bile only more bitter. Nothing I said seemed to shake Darla out of whatever this was, and a guy could only try for so long. “Whatever. We’ll deal with the question of your mom later. But I don’t get you.” I planted my hands on my hips, knowing the aggressive stance would piss her off but unable to stop myself.
Darla looked up slowly, nodding and blinking. “I bet you don’t.”
There is a moment when the shift from being certain about a relationship to being uncertain happens, and it always sucks. Tiny fractions of seconds tick by and the world tilts a little, like someone gave it a good shove. It’s not the same as those moments of conflict where you’re fighting. Those uncertainties come with big warnings, red flags and alarm bells that tip you off about entering Something Is Very Wrong territory.
This kind of interaction was the former.
“You think I don’t get you… ever?”
“Not on this issue.”
I crossed my arms. I couldn’t help it. “What, exactly, is the issue?”
“You were right.”
“You’re mad that I was right?”
“Not mad.”
“Then… sad?”
“I don’t know what I am.”
“But you’re clearly upset.”
She shrugged.
“Confused?”
“Gettin’ warmer.”
“This isn’t a game of Hot and Cold, Darla. We’re not kids. We’re adults who need to communicate like adults.”
“Okay, Susan.” That’s my mom.
“If you think I’m insulted by being compared to my mother on this, you’re wrong. Now, you can either talk to me like normal people, or I’m going back to the studio to practice and let everyone know about the date change.”
She just sat there, shoulders low, brow furrowed.
Fine.
I started to leave.
“You were right.” The repeated words had an introspective quality to them, her voice a little keening. I stopped.
“Why is that so important?”
“Because so much of my life is built on accepting the inevitable. That I can’t get what I want, so I need to work with what life offers me.”
“I still don’t understand why you’re upset.”
“Don’t you see? It turns out my entire way of operating in the world is fundamentally, at its core, wrong. I don’t feel like it’s okay to ask people for help, or to ask to change dates like this, or to ask if what I want can be fulfilled. It’s like I have to have someone else validate all the reasons for making a change. Trevor, what I want isn’t okay if all I want is to want it.”
“Say that last sentence again.”
“What I want isn’t okay if all I want is to want it.”
“What else is it supposed to have to be okay, Darla? Just wanting something doesn’t mean you get what you want, but it’s always enough to ask for what you want. You matter, too.”
And with that, she let out a strange little sound of defeat, of despair, and some part of my heart broke.
JOE
Just my luck.
I walked into the apartment to find Darla crying, Trevor fuming like he swallowed fire, and when she glanced up and caught my eye, she looked at me like I ate her kitten on Facebook Live as a promotional stunt.
“What did you say to her?” I asked him, hackles up because even though we’re all friends – more than friends – when Darla cries I always assume it’s Trev’s fault.
When it isn’t mine.
“I told her she matters!”
Not what I expected to hear. Anger swirled inside me, searching for a safe haven. This couldn’t be my fault, so I scrambled inside, emotions in a blender, trying to figure out how to navigate this land mine and emerge unscathed.
Darla sniffed.
Too late.
“What’s wrong with... that?” My voice went lower as I scanned Darla and realized I had no internal category for this emotion. She was sad, but it was more than that. Melancholy came close, but wasn’t right, either. My vocabulary for emotions has expanded since we’ve been together, but it was directly related to Darla.
I didn’t have new words for Trevor’s feelings.
That was because Trevor is a man and what you see is what you get. It’s like penises and vaginas. Our internal states match our genitals.
Vaginas are wet. Women cry a lot.
Penises just hang out there and aren’t really useful except for peeing and sex.
The inner emotional life comparison to that externality is really obvious.
There isn’t one.
Guys really are that simple. Pee when the bladder is full. Look for wet things to put our penises in.
That is our inner emotional life.
There is no difference.
This is why women are so confusing.
“I know I matter to you two.” Sniff. “But it’s so hard to fight with years of conditioning from living a life where I thought I was gonna have to carve out tiny little oases of happiness and suck it all up like a camel. I thought I’d need those little blips of happiness to be hoarded, to get me through the long slog of the rest of my life. So I learned to just not even bother, you know?”
Trev finally met my eye.
We both gave each other looks and shrugs.
No. We didn’t know. But now was not the time to say that.
“Darla.” I knelt down and touched her knee, looking up under the curtain of loose blonde ringlets framing her face. A teardrop hung off the end of her nose, poised perfectly at the center of the tip, mesmerizing.
“Hey.” Her body moved slightly as Trevor stood behind her and rested his hands gently on her shoulders, right by her neck, which was tight. She was holding so much tension, but there was also a vibration in her body, a ripple in her muscles that wasn’t her typical fidget. It was as if emotion were playing an instrument inside her – a tuning fork, a triangle, a gong – and I was feeling the long, sonorous tone at the end of a song.
Or, maybe, the beginning.
“And with you two, I know I can ask for what I want in bed!” Exasperation filled her voice, red-rimmed eyes rolling up. “That part’s easy. And I can steamroll over you when it’s all because of common sense and you’re being snobby and condescending. It’s real life that’s hard. I can stand up for myself and what I want when someone’s made it so I have no choice.” Her voice dropped. “It’s different when I don’t have to fight someone for it.”
“Fight someone?” Trevor asked, taking the words out of my mouth.
A few short sobs came out of her, like cleansing breaths. I had the clear sense that she was the center of a storm, and we were bystanders watching it roll in.
“The purple shack,” I whispered before she spoke, remembering the little garden shack at the trailer park where Darla grew up. The first time I met her, I went to her little town of Peters, Ohio, to rescue Trevor. He’d eaten a bunch of my peyote and ‘shrooms (which, I admit, I had stolen from the drug evidence room of a Boston police station – but that’s not significant) and somehow hitchhiked six hundred miles, where Darla found him on the highway, naked and wearing a dog collar, carrying a guitar.
I came to rescue him, but it turned out Darla rescued me.
“What about it?” she asked, giving me a guarded look.
“It symbolizes what you’re talking about. You took what most people use as a storage place for dirty but functional equipment used to make everything look nice on the outside and turned it into your own private refuge. You made that whole little ramshackle space yours with castoffs and secondhand stuff. Other people’s seconds became your firsts... and you made them... ”
My breath turned to pain in my throat as I said that, a singular despair filling me with more emotion than I thought I should have right now.
And yet, I couldn’t help it.
“I made do,” Darla finished for me, although that’s not what I was going to say.
But she was right.
“I remember how weirded out and impressed I was,” Trevor said, reminiscing. “I was still half high, but it felt like a little world of its own. Outside there was a three-legged kitten and all these tarp-covered, broken down cars, trailers falling apart. It was like something out of a movie set, or a bad cable TV movie.”
I glared at him, hard. Where the fuck was he going with this? Was he trying to make her feel worse?
“But then you took me into your little space. Made me your version of an omelette. Brewed coffee. You took me into your little haven house and gave me everything you had, just so I’d feel safe, too. Taken care of.”
Loved, I thought, wondering where that word came from.
Darla’s lips began to tremble and tighten in an erratic pattern, her neck curling in, then out, as if her heart were trying to climb up and out of her body but got caught.
Trevor slid his arms down her front, wrapping her in an embrace from behind. “You didn’t just do the best you could with what life gave you back then, Darla. You did better. You went above and beyond, because you have a heart that is so big, it can’t be held back by anyone.”
I was starting to malfunction.
Turns out I have a vagina.
Because my eyes were getting wet.
“That don’t mean this shit ain’t hard, Trevor,” she said through hitches and sobs, sniffles and hesitations. “I spent most of my life hoping and hoping that if I just hung onto that piece of myself that could make good out of any bad thrown my way, I’d be okay.”
“And you were right,” I said, my voice fiercer than I expected.
She gripped my hand, hard, fingers pressing into the tendons on the back of my hand like she was playing a chord. “I know that now. I didn’t know that then. And there’s a whole lot more of me on the inside from then than from now.” Her eyes closed and she took a deep breath in. “I got all these years of struggling and suffering and scrabbling inside me and they were good years. Some of them. Well, okay – if I piece together enough of the good parts, I can make a patchwork of a few good years.”
Trevor’s eyes widened and he looked at me, helpless.
I just squeezed Darla’s hand harder.
“And I’m fine,” she added, wiping her eyes with her free hand. “I really am. I don’t want you two to think I’m weak or crazy or –”
“Stop,” I declared, reaching up to cup her jaw, my fingers resting right under her ear. “Don’t you dare try to explain away how you feel. We think you are amazing the way you are. Exactly the way you are, confusion and struggle and all of it.”
“Every drop,” Trevor echoed.
I felt it – the release of a layer of some burden she’d been carrying, like a weighted blanket on top of others. Darla’s entire body just dropped a few millimeters, lower to earth, closer to us.
“You can ask for what you want. You don’t have to settle for what life hands you.”
“I know that here.” She pointed to her head.
“We want you to learn that here,” Trevor said, pressing one index finger over her heart.
“That takes longer,” she replied, sniffing hard, breathing more evenly.
“I know,” I whispered.
“You guys are nice for saying that.”
“It’s not the same,” Trevor murmured in her ear, quietly. I could hear every word, our bodies were so close. “But Joe and I have our own version of it.”
“Of what?” she asked.
“Of knowing you can’t ask for something just because you want it. That the wanting isn’t enough to even ask the question.”
“Huh? You guys do it all the time. I see you do it.”
“No, you don’t. Because we’ve had it beaten out of us to even try. Or, at least, we did.”
I interrupted him, the impulse flying out of me like a demon. An angel.
Or something in between.
“Until you came along, Darla.”
“Me?” she peeped. “What?”
“I would never in a million years have imagined my life would be like this at twenty-five. My path was set out by Mom and Dad so clearly. Law school was it. Then a junior associate job at a BigLaw firm. Hundred-and-twenty-hour weeks. Partner. The rest – I was supposed to find the right woman. Get married. Have a modern marriage. Spit out two kids.”
Trevor nodded. “Same here.”
“And look at us now,” I said kindly to Darla, wondering where all of this emotion inside me was coming from. The words were all mine. I felt them in my bones, coming out of me as if these truths were waiting in the wings all my life, just biding their time until I was ready to say them.
“It’s not that our parents’ vision for us was bad. It wasn’t. But it was theirs. Not ours. And we couldn’t say, ‘I don’t want this.’ We couldn’t do the opposite of what you couldn’t do.”
“Huh?” She shook her head like a wet dog. “You’re confusing me.”
“You couldn’t ask for what you wanted. We couldn’t deny what we didn’t want.”
Her eyes slowly drifted to the left, intense and deep in concentration. With each breath her long tendrils pushed forward, as if seeking us slowly, pendulum swing by pendulum swing, always coming back to her cheekbone after each puff of air. Her face was flushed, eyes the color of green hills in the rain, lashes wet and gathered in small clusters, freckles standing out like a welcome mat at the curve of bone under her eye.
She was so beautiful, some part of me ached, as if all the muscles and blood inside me yearned to touch her simultaneously, to crawl into her and become part of her so she’d never feel alone.
So I would never feel alone.
Trevor cleared his throat and held my eyes, the skin around his eyes triangling until all that was left was pure color. “We met you, Darla. You showed us another way. How to say no to our parents. How to reject what they wanted and fumble our way into what we do want.”
“And now you need to find your way. Find your path, honey,” I said, my mouth feeling numb. I frowned. “Wait a minute. What triggered all of this? I walked into the room and you were crying, but why? Not just because Trevor said you mattered.”
“It’s because I asked her to change the dates for Vegas,” Trevor explained. “So I can watch Rick while my parents go away.”
“That’s it? I don’t get it.”
Trevor sliced his hand across his neck.
Oops.
“I know you don’t get it. Both of you,” Darla replied. “But I called and they said yes. Even upped the pay rate by ten percent and offered all travel expenses.”
“You negotiated that?” My eyebrows hit my hairline. “That’s impressive.”
Her eyes went shifty. “You know me. I drive a hard bargain.”
“Great job,” I said, still trying to understand.
“You know, it’s funny,” she said, with the kind of smile that isn’t about being amused. “You two talk about your parents. Plural. How they were a united front and always pushing you. Maybe they aren’t perfect people, but you had both. I only had Mama, at least, after I was four. My memories of my daddy are light. I have some, but…”
“Is this about your dad somehow?” Trevor asked. “Like, you accept what life gives you because it can be taken away at random? So you don’t ask for more because why bother?”
She tensed up, making me worry Trevor had gone too far. His words were cogent. I didn’t have any emotions attached them, but it was clear Darla did.
“I don’t know.” Her voice cracked slightly, and then she sniffed. “I don’t think so, but I don’t know. What would not having a daddy have to do with the band getting what it wants in Vegas?”
“Then why the tears?” I asked, even more confused.
“Because I asked for something on my own, for something based on our wants, and the guy said yes.”
“And...”
“And it made me realize I’m my own biggest damn obstacle.”
Ah.
Trevor and I simultaneously embraced her, coming in without planning, without choreography, and without guile.
“Aren’t we all?” I whispered into the soft curve of her neck, inhaling a mix of her scent blended with Trevor’s aftershave. “Aren’t we all.”





CHAPTER THREE
DARLA
C alling Mama was an art form. If I called too early in the day, she’d shoo me off the phone so she could watch her ‘shows,’ and let me tell you, being booted for The Price is Right carries a certain sting to it. I’m no Drew Carey, but I’m her only daughter, so you’d think I’d be more important than someone winning at Plinko, but whatever.
The phone rang and rang until I knew I’d get her voicemail box, which she’d never really set up. Nothing personal ever greeted me, plus I knew she never, ever checked it. Might as well holler into the westward wind and have my voice carry forth.
If you’re wondering why I didn’t text, see above. Mama checked her texts, like, twice a month. I’d get random replies to texts I’d sent two weeks before.
Mama’s a snail when it comes to communicating.
Just as I was about to give up, the phone crackled.
“Yes?”
Hold up. That ain’t how Mama answers the phone.
“Mama? It’s Darla.” I was in our bedroom, chilling. Trevor was in the shower, and Joe was out buying groceries, and by “groceries,” I mean beer and chips.
“Darla! About time. You fall down a toilet or something? I tried to call you nine times last week and you never answered.”
“You did?”
“Damn right. I resorted to calling Josie and she told me I had your number wrong in my contacts. Looked it up and she was right. I was calling one of Calvin’s suppliers, a guy named Dunlap, the whole time. Bet he loved messages about my diabetes and how Marlene’s finally in rehab for her opiate problem.”
“You called the wrong person the whole time? How was I supposed to answer those messages?” Even though you know, and I know, that I wasn’t responsible for not replying to her, I felt guilty.
Guilt can be irrational as fuck. It’s like the toddler of emotions, tantruming when it doesn’t get the purple cup for its apple juice, or when someone else’s mistake is suddenly on you.
“I know you didn’t get my messages,” she said gruffly. I heard a long drag on the other end. Shit. She was back to smoking. “But I still can’t shake being angry at you for not answering.”
“That don’t make sense, Mama.”
“Feelings don’t make sense, Darla, but we’re stuck with them. Now talk to me about good stuff so I can let this all go and be back to normal again.”
Normal.
I snorted. Couldn’t help myself.
“Tell me you got some good news, baby girl. I got some, too, but it’s mostly mixed in with the bad.”
“At least you got some good news!” I said, all brightness.
“What in the hell is that supposed to mean? I got plenty of good news.”
“But you just said –”
“Darla, just tell me what’s goin’ on.”
“I will. But first I wanna hear about Aunt Marlene. What do you mean, opiates?”
“Please. She’s been addicted for a long time. And she finally got stupid enough for someone to force her into rehab.”
“Like, how stupid?”
“Criminally stupid.”
“Damn.”
“Naw. It’s a good thing. Now I can sleep at night.”
“Huh?”
“With you out in Boston living it up with your boys, and with Josie all settled in with Alex out there, I’m living a good life with Calvin. We go to church every Wednesday and Sunday. I’m finally part of the Women’s Bible Study, which so far seems to be an excuse to drink communion wine and complain about our husbands. I ain’t got big complaints about Calvin, other than his farting problem, so I mostly listen. But I am part of it,” she added proudly. “Finally.”
“That’s great, but what’s that got to do with Marlene?”
“Marlene’s the reason I can’t sleep.”
“Ah. Gotcha. It’s always somethin’, huh? What happened? She okay? She didn’t hurt herself, did she?” Last time Marlene got into serious trouble was when Mama, Calvin, and Marlene flew to Maine for Josie and Alex’s wedding. Marlene had herself a threesome Mile High Club thing going on with two college hockey players and poured out in a naked, tangled mess on the baggage claim conveyor belt. Got arrested.
Alex’s mom had to help get her out of jail.
Ever since the car accident more than twenty years ago, Marlene’s been a bit off. Traumatic brain injury is what the doctors say, but it seems to get worse as time passes.
“She’s been begging for pain meds. Doctor shopping, sleeping with men – you know.”
Yeah. I knew. “You know” was shorthand for all kinds of dysfunction back home in Peters.
Then again, the Boston suburbs had their own version of “You know,” so...
“And now she moved on to heroin,” Mama said. “It’s a big problem here. Easy to get. Buncha Mexicans come up with it stored in their mouths and you call and they deliver it to your door.”
“Mama? What? That sounds crazy.”
“It is crazy. Don’t make it untrue, though.”
I’d read some articles about this. Even read a book called Dreamland by Sam Quiñones, about the crisis, much of the book focused on a part of Ohio, though not mine. Close enough. The conversation made me feel like I was breathing steam.
“I’m sorry, Mama.”
“Yeah, well, don’t feel sorry for me. Feel sorry for Marlene. I kept getting calls from people around town, finding her passed out in their cars, sleeping on couches on their porches. The woman’s like a stray cat, landing wherever she likes, just seeking warmth.”
“What did you do?”
“Sent Mike to collect her. If he wasn’t home, Calvin would do it, though I’m awfully ashamed. He tells me not to be. Says he knew what he was getting into when he married me. Says Marlene needs compassion.”
My nose started tingling horribly, eyes getting wet. Goddamn Calvin. I was impressed.
And grateful.
“I’m glad –” I cleared my throat and started again. “I’m glad you have him, Mama. He’s a good man.”
“That he is,” she agreed with a sigh. “It’s about time something in my life went right.”
Indeed.
“So Marlene pushed too hard this time. Got some drugs from someone who was at the campground nearby. Crawled into someone’s RV, the kind you tow behind you. They was leaving the campground and drove off about eighty miles before they stopped at a gas station and heard her screaming.”
“Screaming? Hollering to get out?”
“No. The damn fool had picked an RV with a raccoon.”
“Say that again, Mama, ‘cause I –”
“A raccoon, Darla. I ain’t mumbling. You heard me.” The soft whisper of a drag on a cigarette, followed by silence, told me whatever was coming next was bad.
“Does, um, Josie know about all this?”
“Yeah. She’s been dealing with the legal fallout. She’s Marlene’s next of kin, technically, poor girl.”
“But it’s your sister, no matter what.” I couldn’t stop thinking about raccoons.
“Right. And you don’t fuck around with rabies.”
Sometimes Joe and Trevor tell me that my stories are hard to understand. I never believed them.
Until now.
“Mama, would you just get right to the point? Are you sayin’ Marlene was attacked by a rabid raccoon while illegally trespassing in someone’s RV?”
“Day-um, Darla, you should write headlines for Fox News, ’cause that is exactly what I’ve been telling you. But you’re more blunt.”
“And Marlene got rabies?”
“No. But they let the raccoon out and it got away and ’cause raccoons don’t generally attack people, they made her get them rabies shots.”
“Can raccoons shift?”
“Can raccoons shit? Of course they can shit. What is wrong with you, Darla? You a little touched?”
“Not shit, Mama. Shift – oh, never mind. What happened then? After someone found Marlene trapped in the RV with a raccoon?”
“They opened the door. The raccoon came flying out and scampered off into the woods when the people who owned the RV stopped near Jelloway. Then Marlene came out, covered in claw marks with at least two bites, screaming and still half high on whatever she took.”
“Oh, God.” Does it make me a bad niece to immediately want to add that to a future book about raccoon shifters?
Don’t answer that.
“So many people called 911 on the spot, the local news thought there had been a terrorist attack. Shut down a whole section of road until one of the state troopers recognized Marlene as the town whore of Peters and got everyone to back down. The folks who owned the RV found it a giant mess. Pressed charges. And Marlene went to jail.”
“Again?”
“Again.”
I pressed my head against the cool plastic veneer of my desk, my breath warming my nose as it bounced back at me. Poor Josie. She hadn’t called to vent.
Yet.
“I’m so sorry.”
“You don’t need to be sorry about nothing. Marlene got all her shots and the judge said it was all caused by drugs, so she had a choice. Rehab or jail. Marlene chose rehab.”
“She did?”
“Well, Josie told her it was rehab or she’d never speak to her again or see any babies Josie and Alex plan to have.”
“Holy shit.”
“Josie grew a backbone living there in Boston.”
“I guess so.”
“Glad to see it,” Mama added, inhaling slowly, then exhaling. I wondered if she was smoking cigarettes again or just vaping. Now wasn’t the time to ask.
“Yeah. How long’s Marlene in?”
“Mandatory sentence of two weeks.”
“That’s it?”
“I wish it was more. At least I’ll sleep for the next five days.”
“This happened nine days ago???”
“Yep.”
Why wasn’t Josie calling me? I wondered. We often went weeks without talking, ever since I quit my job at the dating service she ran with her friend Laura. It wasn’t out of anger. Just from having parallel lives. The band, my new writing, and the two college classes I was taking online at Harvard’s night school kept me busy.
So did Joe and Trevor.
But not so busy that she couldn’t reach out to me.
“You’re wonderin’ why Josie didn’t tell you all this, huh?” Mama asked.
“You a mind reader?”
“I just know you. Josie’s goin’ through her own shit. She knows you’re busy, so –”
“What shit? You mean there’s more than this?”
Silence.
Then a long, aggrieved sigh. “You need to talk to her about it. I’m not breaking a confidence.”
“What confidence? Josie told you a secret and wants it kept from me?”
“I wouldn’t put it that way. Just that she didn’t say I could tell you.”
“When the fuck did that ever stop you from passing something on?”
“Darla! Watch your mouth.”
“My eyes don’t twist like that, Mama, and I ain’t got a mirror handy. Now cough it up. What’s wrong with Josie, other than the mess with Marlene?”
Another sigh.
“Fine. She had a miscarriage.”
“A what?”
“She was pregnant and lost the baby, Darla.”
All my skin went numb. I felt the sound inside me before I heard it.
“And this shit with Marlene came around the same time.”
Rage turned everything before me red. “You mean the stress from Marlene made her lose the baby?”
“No. It would be so much worse if that happened. But she was already going through it.”
Miscarriage. Whoa. Either they were trying to get pregnant or they had an oops! and lost it.
“Was she… sad?”
“Of course she was sad, Darla!”
“Mama, don’t yell at me! I don’t know whether this baby was wanted or not!”
“Oh.” She got soft with understanding. “It was.”
“Damn.”
“You know Josie. So private. She had to manage Marlene’s legal mess from afar, and finish up the bleeding. Alex said she’s fine and recovering, but she’s dealing with a lot.”
“Why didn’t she reach out to me?”
“She has Alex now. I don’t think she woulda told me about it if I hadn’t asked her to come to Ohio to help with Marlene.”
I jolted. “Mama, those messages you left on the wrong number. Were they about Marlene?”
Mama cackled sadly. “Yep. Dunlap finally called and asked me if I was smoking crack, ‘cause I was ranting about raccoons and rabies and RVs.”
“At least you were alliterative.”
“Of course I’m literate!”
Never mind.
“I need to call Josie. Now,” I insisted.
“No, Darla. Give her time. She’s got Alex. I get the sense she can’t handle no one else talking to her about it now. Strong sense. She hated telling me. It was like pulling teeth.”
“But –”
“Sometimes the best way to help someone you love is by butting out.”
“Who in the fuck stole my mama and replaced her with you? Since when did you ever show how you love me by butting out?”
“Not you. That rule don’t apply between me and you.”
“Jesus, Mama, you drive me crazy.”
“Right back atcha.”
We sat in silence. Bet she was smirking just like me.
“How’s life for you? Aside from the Marlene mess.”
“Just fine. In fact, Calvin’s doing so well, we’re thinking about coming to visit you in Boston this fall.” Pride oozed out of her voice.
“What?” I about fell off my chair.
“You got room, right? A pull out sofa? ‘Cause we can drive out there and stay a few nights with you. We ain’t doing so well we can get a hotel room for all those nights.”
“Mama, of course you can stay with us! And no, we’d give you a bed and take the sofa ourselves. You can’t sleep on our ratty old sofa. But – what’s happening with Calvin’s business? There a sudden increase in dead animal stuffing I didn’t know about?”
Mama got quiet, then cleared her throat. “He’s got this whole online thing going on. On eBay. It’s, uh… popular.”
“Selling dead animals on eBay? Now I heard everything.” My stepdaddy Calvin’s taxidermy didn’t strike me as the kind of business that suddenly went viral.
“Right. Surprised us, too.”
I frowned at my phone. “And he’s making good money off this?”
“Decent money. His daughter helped us do all the internet stuff. Told Calvin about this uh, group of people who like to buy, uh, his work, and so he decided to try it once. Word got out, and you know. Between that and my sweeping and my disability check, we’re doing well. Better than well, actually.”
Mama’s “uhs” were bothering me. Mama didn’t stutter or stammer. In fact, Mama didn’t get nervous.
“What’s the name of his eBay store, Mama? I’ll look it up. Maybe buy something so I can give him a good rating and help out.”
“No! No, I mean, uh, he’s outta stock right now, so not selling nothing on eBay. Don’t you google him or, you know... uh, waste your time.”
Now my eyebrows went way up. Josie not sharing her tragedies with me. Mama calling the wrong person and leaving raccoon rabies stories on voicemail, and being cagey about Calvin’s sudden online success.
Nothing in my life made sense.
Then again, when did it ever?
“You said you have some good news,” Mama said, obviously changing the subject. I let her. Whatever was going on behind the scenes could wait.
“I do! The band is going to Vegas! We’re performing at a resort on the actual Vegas Strip. Right next to the theater where Donny and Marie do a show!”
Mama went silent, then asked:
“Vegas? Las Vegas? The Las Vegas?”
“Yep. The only one. The band has finally struck it really big, Mama. Vegas!”
My phone beeped.
“When you going?”
“Not for a while. In about four months.”
Mama let out a little sound, almost a gasp. “Oh. Good.”
“Why is that good?” Giles was on the other line. Huh.
“Just… I mean, good you’re going to Vegas! Congratulations!”
Mama sounded so… fake.
Beep.
“Mama, I got someone on the other line.”
“It’s fine! Talk to you later.”
Click.
Mama hung up on me.
I clicked over to Giles, but too late. I paused, knowing he was leaving a message.
Pausing is hard when your mind’s just been filled with images of rabid raccoons, your aunt miscarrying, your mama smoking again, and an eBay-based taxidermy surge.
But I managed.
Finally, the message Giles left registered on my phone. I tapped my screen and listened.
“Darla, I am so sorry,” the message began.
No. Oh no no no no no.
I was right.
Fuck.
“You and I had a misunderstanding.”
Here it came. He was canceling.
“I write dates the European way.”
He was asking me out on a date?
“And so the contract dates are incorrect. Please check your email for the revised dates. In Europe, as you know, we put the day first, month second, year third.”
Oh, boy. We were supposed to start August 4th. I interrupted the end of the message and checked my email.
Yep.
April 8th was the actual
concert date.
Hoe-lee-crap.
My mind just reeled. All of it – asking Giles for a change in dates – was completely unnecessary.
It also meant we had less than three weeks to book everything! Damn. No wonder Giles assumed I’d done all the travel arrangements and offered to pay for the difference.
Quickly, I called all the guys and left messages to let them know about the bizarre change. My life was about to be a flurry of activity. They had their songs down cold, and Tyler agreed to come with us as backup, if needed, so all the actual performance stuff was fine.
The logistics, on the other hand, all fell on me.
My phone buzzed and moaned as the texts flew back, the guys confirming, buoyed by my news that the gig paid ten percent more and that all the travel was covered. I spent the next half hour booking hotel rooms and flights, using the band’s credit card. When I hit ‘Submit,’ all I could think was that I just spent more in one tap than Mama and I used to make in an entire year.
You don’t suddenly adjust to that kind of thing.
You just don’t.
Deep in my own thoughts, head bent down over my phone, I wandered into the living room to find Amy munching from a bowl of chips.
Amy looked up when I walked into the room. “Who was that on the phone? Your mom?”
“Yeah. Bad news from back home.” I grabbed a glass container full of leftovers from the fridge and popped it in the microwave.
“What’s wrong? Did someone tip a cow?”
I glared at her. Decided to teach her a lesson. I was up to here with overwhelm and when I reach the end of my rope, tormenting Amy is as good as any other form of stress relief.
“Our old next-door neighbor died. Sudden, unexpected death. She was my age.” I let out a shaky breath, turning on my acting skills. “Man. Poor Becky.”
Amy’s hand flew to her mouth in horror. “How did she die?”
“Choked to death.”
“Oh, my God! That’s awful! No one was around to do the Heimlich maneuver?”
“Oh, he tried, but the pube wouldn’t come out.”
“The… pube?”
“Yeah. You know. Pubic hair.”
“She died from choking on a pubic hair?”
“Mostly.”
Amy crossed her arms over her ample chest, cocked one eyebrow, and sighed. Then she said, “I’m going to regret this, but… explain.”
The microwave beeped. I grabbed my hot plate of mac ‘n’ cheese with Spam in it and settled down on the couch. This was going to be a long story. Things get complicated sometimes in Peters, Ohio. They just do. Ain’t my fault.
Especially when I was pulling Amy’s leg.
“Becky was old Doc Oglethorpe’s niece,” I started.
Trevor walked into the room at that exact moment and groaned. “Not the baby Jesus shoefucker story. I don’t have it in me to listen to that one again.”
I shook my head sadly. “No. This one is about his niece. She just died.”
“Oh. I’m so sorry.” He frowned. “I didn’t mean to make a joke.”
“Darla,” Amy said in an arch voice. “Tell Trevor how
she died.”
I looked at him. “Choked to death on a pubic hair.”
He didn’t even flinch. “Her own, or someone else’s?”
“Her own? Trevor Connor, do you know any woman who can munch her own rug? Because if you do, I need to meet her, shake her hand, find out how in the hell she does it, and nominate her for a Nobel Prize. I might even subtly pull some strands of her hair so I can get some of her DNA.”
“Actually, back in college, there was this chick who was really into yoga, and –”
“If women could train themselves to perform their own oral sex, men would be sorely hurting,” I mused. Amy caught my eye and we transmitted one of those XX-chromosome messages that guys don’t even realize exist.
Thank God.
“Why?” Trevor seemed offended.
“We wouldn’t need you. Between sex toys, our own tongues, and sperm banks, buh-bye!”
“Oh, come on! Men are more than just cocks and tongues and sperm,” he protested.
Amy and I started cracking up.
He glowered.
“I thought you were telling us a story about your neighbor’s death.”
We kept laughing.
“I guess,” Amy said, wiping tears from the corners of her eyes, “we do need spider killers. And someone would have to jerk off in a cup at the sperm donation center.”
“And they come in handy,” I added, “by sleeping on the wet spot.”
“The big wet spot,” Trevor clarified.
“‘Big’ wet spot?” Amy looked confused. “You mean, because of two guys? Your wet spot is bigger?”
“No. We don’t make the big wet spot.” Trevor’s smile got real wide. “We make Darla make the big wet spot.”
How we got from my neighbor choking to death on pubic hair to my squirting is a mystery to me, but there we were. I was surrounded by some strange motherfuckers who talked about the weirdest things. Don’t blame me. I didn’t bring up female ejaculation.
Amy’s eyebrow went up again as she gave me a look that communicated all it needed to.
I grinned.
Hey. When your body can do what only legend says is possible, you grin.

Trevor

I KNEW the minute Darla opened her mouth that the story was bullshit. I also knew she was troubled, her text about the sudden change in performance dates making me laugh out loud.
Darla pointed at me. “And that, mister, is a public service announcement for manscaping.”
“The fact that we can make you squirt?” I asked.
“No. The fact that every time I go down on you, I could choke on a pube and die. I should get hazard pay for that.”
Amy covered her ears and walked out of the room.
“GOAL!” Darla said hoarsely, imitating an Italian football announcer, drawing out the word.
I shook my head, grinning. “You’re good at that.”
“Good at what? Pissing off Amy? It’s an art form. I should have earned a bachelor of fine arts in it by now.”
I pulled her to me, needing her body against mine. “Not that. Good at squirting.” Her mouth against mine was like a cold beer on a hot afternoon at the beach, the perfect blend of heat and quench.
“Mmmm,” she vibrated against me, from lips to toes. “Wanna prove it?”
My gut clenched, willing down my erection. “Normally, I’d say yes. Hell, yes. But not right now. You caught me as I’m about to head out.”
She looked at my bowl of chips. My can of soda. The DC Comic television series running quietly in the background. “Busy?”
I reached into my back pocket for my phone. My pants were tighter than they had been minutes before. “Two minutes. I have a doctor’s appointment I can’t miss.”
“Doctor? What’s wrong with you?” More concern than normal flashed through her eyes.
“Nothing. Checkup. My mom suggested I get as much medical stuff done as possible before I turn twenty-seven.”
“What happens when you turn twenty-seven? Does your body suddenly stop working?” She reached for my crotch and stroked up, hardening my semi.
I groaned. “Darla, I don’t want to get a physical with a fucking erection, okay? Stop it.”
“That erection won’t be fucking anyone.”
“Stop!” I hissed again, leaping out of her range.
“Seriously.” She frowned. “Why the doctor? Everyone seems to be going to the doctor these days without telling me.”
“Everyone?”
“Never mind.”
“Mom and Dad can carry me on their health insurance until the day before I turn twenty-seven. Then I need my own. Might as well get everything done that needs to be done now.”
“Oh. Got it.”
“Unless the law changes.”
“Right.”
“Or the band gets its own health insurance.”
“I’m still on my old health insurance from Good Things Come in Threes.” Her frown persisted. “We need to fix this.”
My phone beeped with a reminder of my appointment. “Later.” I reached into my pants to adjust myself, giving her a look that was half lust, half irritation. “Thanks.” I pointed to my dick.
“Welcome. Any time.”
“You could take care of it for me. Right now,” I said, trying to keep the whiny beg out of my voice.
Her grin was almost malevolent. “I could.”
My face fell. “But you won’t.”
“You’re the one in a rush to go to the doctor.”
“I can be a little late.”
She reached up and patted my cheek. “Good things come to those who wait.”





CHAPTER FOUR
DARLA
“J esus,” Amy murmured, looking around the couch for something.
I was sitting at our dining room table with my laptop, ten folders, and a bunch of calendars spread in front of me, trying to reconcile how we would get the band and equipment to Vegas on time and under budget. Sure, Giles said he’d pay, but I knew how that worked, and I didn’t want to get stuck with a huge travel bill floating on the band’s credit cards for six months, like sometimes happened.
“What’s wrong?” I asked as Joe stood up from his spot next to me, walked to the refrigerator, and grabbed a beer, all while staring at his phone. He began weaving erratically. Seeing as this was his first beer, I quickly figured out what he was doing.
Damn Pokemon craze. Turned people into zombies.
“I need my reading glasses,” Amy explained, brow scrunched up, as she pulled pillows off the couch.
“You know you’re getting old when you have to find your glasses to watch porn videos on your laptop."
“Darla,” she growled, but there was no bite to her bark. Ever.
“What? You don’t look at porn, of course.” Amy liked to have it both ways: respectable, professional librarian-cum-law-student, and smut reader galore, queen of romance novel gobbling. She spent most of her waking time trying to figure out where that line between the two extremes actually rested.
Personally, I don’t think there needs to be a line. Amy can be both, but she hasn’t quite figured that out for herself yet.
Two seconds of her silence were all I needed. “You do! You do watch porn. Knew it! YouPorn or PornHub?”
“I am not having this conversation with you.”
“They’re kinda like Coke vs. Pepsi. People like one or the other, and they’ll say it’s because they like how it tastes, but it’s really because they just pick a team and stick to it.”
“How do you taste a porn channel – oh, never mind! I can’t believe I let you lure me into another one of your ridiculous conversations.” Her hand paused in the crotch of the couch and she pulled out her glasses case.
“Whatcha reading?”
“Buzzfeed.”
“Close enough to porn.”
“It is not!” Shoving her glasses on, she read something, then shook her head. “It does say what I thought!”
Amy held up her phone screen, the article’s title clear as day: ‘Scrotox is the new anal bleaching.’
“Scrotox? That’s a joke, right?” I asked, hoping for an answer in the affirmative. Plus, did we really need a new version of anal bleaching? I mean collectively, as a society?
That’s not a rhetorical question. Here’s the answer: hell, no.
Definitely nofuckingway.
“It’s very real,” she shot back, giving Joe a weird look. “I heard about it from Joe’s… mother.”
“When did you talk to my mother?” he demanded. Amy was the band’s drummer’s fiancée and had no reason to be talking to my boyfriend’s – ok, one of my boyfriends’– mom.
“She made her monthly call to me, begging me to convince you to go back to law school.”
“How in the hell did scrotox come up?” Trevor asked, turning from the hallway to the kitchen, wearing boxer briefs and a perplexed look.
“Are you kidding?” I turned to him. “We’re talking about Joe’s mom. She talks about her hymen restoration surgery with the mailman. Of course she’d mention freezing a guy’s nuts alongside trying to get Amy to prod Joe back into law school.” Joe had dropped out with one year of law school left when the band got a nationwide tour. His mom wouldn’t shut up about it.
Joe was unfazed, even as Trevor gaped. “Sorry,” he said sarcastically to Amy, suddenly chill about it.
“Your mom calls Amy in an attempt to recruit her to the Dark Side,” I groused. Amy was enrolled in law school. Joe’s mom must view her as an ally.
“Can we get back to scrotox?” Trevor asked, intrigued.
“Can we not?” Joe muttered.
“Why in the hell would anyone take a hypodermic needle and shoot Botox into their balls?” My mind’s eye conjured up a cheap Walmart balloon being inflated. In bed. Attached to a cock.
Attached to a man.
“It smoothes out the wrinkles,” Joe explained, as if that had some meaning.
“I thought getting an erection smoothes out the wrinkles?”
“Not the wrinkles in the shaft. The wrinkles in the ball sac,” he clarified.
“Wait. What? Who gives a goddamned shit about wrinkles in the ball sac? Why would you want to get rid of those? They’re a sexual barometer,” I ventured.
“They’re a what?” Joe and Trevor asked in unison.
“You know. Amy?” I turned to her for solidarity.
“No, I, uh… don’t.”
So much for sisterhood.
She went shifty-eyed, her gaze darting around the room as two expectant male faces were centered on my words. What the fuck are you talking about? she mouthed. I guess that whole XX-chromosome secret communications channel doesn’t work as fluidly as it should with some women. Her antennae must be broken.
I sighed. “Do I have to explain everything? Geez. Between the four of us we have four college degrees and I don’t have one of them. Funny how that works, and yet I’m always the smartest person in the room.”
Joe ignored that comment. “Barometers measure atmospheric pressure, Darla. What do sac wrinkles have to do with meteorology?”
“Sexual meteorology.”
“Now you’re just making shit up again,” Amy accused.
“I am not!” I walked over to Trevor, who was watching all this with a casual look of amusement, so different from Joe’s tight annoyance. Seductively, I reached for the waistband of his boxers and slid my hand in, cupping his balls gently, holding the sac like a robin’s egg.
His spine stretched up like, well, like a penis shaft filling with blood, standing tall, ready for battle in a love cave.
“What the hell?” he said in a low voice that managed also to squeak. How he accomplished that was beyond me, but sure enough – his balls stayed loose.
“See here? Your ball sac skin is nice and loose, even when your body is in freakout mode.”
“You’re touching my penis in public, Darla!”
“This ain’t public. We’re all friends. And I’ve got a point to make.”
Joe’s nostrils flared. “Make it fast,” he ground out.
“And gently. Make your point gently,” Trevor urged as the doorknob to the apartment made a rattling sound and Sam entered, smiling as his eyes landed on Amy and then doing a slo-mo frown as he saw me.
With my hand down Trevor’s pants.
“Are we interrupting something?” Liam asked, his face popping up behind Sam, amusement tickling his features as he, too, caught what I was doing.
Both guys came all the way into our apartment, Sam carrying a case of beer, Liam holding what looked like ice cream and frozen burritos.
Forget low carb diets. Forget paleo. How about we start a Rock Star On the Verge of Breakout Diet? It involves a steady supply of alcohol, carbs, and a quarter teaspoon of bitter tears of disappointment twice a day.
The guys had mastered the empty carb part.
As Sam began putting the groceries on the table, careful to avoid my meandering piles of band paperwork, Liam’s phone buzzed. He looked at the screen.
Stuck his tongue out.
And started licking the glass, furiously.
Trevor, Amy, Sam, Joe, and I all formed the same exact look on our wildly different faces. If What the fuck? had a singular expression, we were all making it.
“What are you doing?” Sam belted out, loud and horrified.
Liam held up one finger while he licked his phone screen up and down. The phone beeped. He stopped.
“Not bad! Thirty-six light switch flicks!”
All our eyebrows went up.
“It’s a licking app,” he said, as if that explained it all.
“For...?” Trevor drew out the word, his voice somewhere between a purr and a tremor. I could feel the vibration come out through his shaft, my fingers still embracing the hot heaviness of his tight, erect cock.
“Oral sex.” Liam held two fingers to his mouth in a V and waggled his tongue between them.
Then put his phone up to his tongue.
“You need help in that arena?” Joe’s question was pure judgment, raw and untamed.
“Hey, man. I lift weights to keep my body strong.” He winked, replacing the phone screen. “And the tongue is a muscle, after all.” Liam wasn’t taking the bait. He pressed a button (with his tongue) and started rotating in circles. It was hypnotic, his tongue’s frenulum rubbing against his lower teeth, the bulging veins under his tongue a tapestry of shades of pink and purple, like a rag rug.
“Thcore!” he shouted, tip still touching his screen, as a bell dinged from his phone.
Amy pulled out her phone and clearly started downloading the app from the store.
“The last thing you need is another sex app on your phone,” I whispered to her. A few years ago, she’d downloaded a vibrator app that turned her phone into a joystick (if you know what I mean) and managed to overlube and undernavigate, until her cellphone got stuck in her hoo haw.
She kicked my ankle. Hard.
By the time I looked up, everyone in the room but me was installing the licking app.
“Are you people insane? You’re gonna lick your phones… for fun?” I was starting to feel like someone from a Dan Savage sex column letter.
“Go!” Liam shouted, the guys licking furiously.
“Cellphones are covered in germs!” I exclaimed. “Someone needs to make a dental dam for phones.” Given that I knew my men loved to eat pussy like I was an all-you-can-eat sushi buffet, and Liam obviously enjoyed dining at the Y, the germ argument didn’t make them stop. When you think about it, if someone’s willing to stick their face in a woman’s snatch and start licking for the pure sake of giving her pleasure, they’re probably not the type to run around wiping their phones with hand sanitizer.
“You realize you’re the beneficiary of whatever they learn, right?” Amy hissed, nudging her head toward Joe and Trevor, who were in quiet conversation, huddled together over their blue screens. “Don’t discourage this.”
“Then why are you downloading the app on your phone? Unless you muff dive here and there...”
Sam, Joe, Trevor, and Liam all came to a dead halt, then looked up at Amy.
Guess I said that louder than I should.
“No unauthorized muff diving on my part,” Amy ground out, her eyes burning a hole into me like one of them leather branding kits from eighth grade vocational arts class.
Sam combined a look of relief with one of disappointment.
“I’m not judging,” I stressed. She glared.
I caught Joe’s eye, our gazes locked in an ever-deepening look as my breath slowed, my pulse taking off. Trevor’s cock was hard and hot against my wrist, his balls a treasure I was assigned to guard, my fingers weighing the soft, heavy pressure of him like my only job in the world was to do this.
Touch him.
What had started out as a joke turned serious as the seconds ticked by, stark arousal filling the air among us like an elixir, a potion, like oxygen. We couldn’t breathe without being together, and suddenly I needed to be as close as possible to my men, naked and raw, taken to places only they could make me visit.
With tongues, cocks, hands, and hearts.
“Darla?” Trevor asked, looking down pointedly.
Oh. I was still choking his chicken, minus the choking part. I eased my hand off him. Those bright blue eyes went dark, his hand not holding his phone pinning mine just as it reached his waistband.
Jealousy never looked good on Joe, who was GQ-model hot but also looking pretty pissed right about now. Me, Trevor, and Joe had been together for three years now, and while our arrangement was unorthodox, our emotional bond was pretty damn normal. It wasn’t that Joe didn’t want me touching Trevor’s penis. That was fine.
It was the absence of my hand on Joe’s cock that was the problem. He expected one hundred percent of what Trevor got. I’m only one woman, you know? When I have to give one hundred percent to two different men, you know what that’s called?
Paradise. It’s called paradise.
Trevor started back-walking me down the hallway as I protested, but within three steps I realized where we were going and why. Before I could say a word, his hot mouth covered mine, shutting me up in an instant with a tongue that said my hand had committed my entire body to a very specific experience that we were about to embark on.
Naked.
Joe must have shut the door behind us, because all I know is that Trevor went down on the bed back first, pulling me on top of him, his mouth on my ear, biting hard as he whispered through clenched teeth, “You don’t grab my cock in public and expect to walk away.”
I squeezed him gently, loosening my grip at the just-right moment so his tip got all the friction that made him shiver. “Who said I was plannin’ on walking away?”
“And what about me?” Joe demanded, in a voice that made it tough to tell whether he was joking or truly angry.
“You guys decide. One at a time, or all three of us together?”
I half expected them to do Rock Paper Scissors (don’t laugh, ‘cause they’ve done it before), but to my surprise, Joe cocked his head and looked at us with a half grin, then said, “I’ll wait. Save the best for last.”
“Seriously?” Trevor’s voice betrayed his shock. Not shock at the sarcasm. Pure shock that Joe would accept going second.
“One rule: Darla can only come for me.” Trevor gave Joe one of those looks I’ve never understood. The two of them have a language when it comes to sharing me, one I don’t speak.
“But I have more than one orgasm to give, Joe!” I protested.
“And they’re all mine.” That half grin turned wicked.
“You expect me to have sex with Trevor and not come?” Now I wasn’t just protesting. I was resisting.
“I expect you to have sex with Trevor. I’m saying that when you do, you save your orgasms for me. Understood?”
“I’m not deaf. I heard you. What if I don’t agree?”
A sudden smack on my ass, hard enough to sting and bring a brushfire of heat between my legs, was my answer. “There’s only one way to answer me, Darla.”
Ah. We were playing that
game, huh?
I rolled off Trevor, dropped to my knees, put my hands behind me at the small of my back, and looked up at him through my eyelashes, blood pounding through me, all my skin on fire.
“Yes, sir.” My modesty was fake, because I knew Trevor wouldn’t actually make me suffer. He’d just pretend along with Joe. I’d be taken care of just fine.
Joe left. I turned around, started to step up, and found Trevor’s cock staring me in the face, thick with expectation.
So I licked it, pulling him in deep, one hand cupping his balls as the other encased the shaft, my throat opening to give him all the wet warmth he needed.
Well, most of the wet warmth he needed. I did have some needs of my own, too, you know.
His hips arched toward me as his fingers combed through my hair, tangling fast as I deep-throated him, his cock so hot against my tongue. I reached back and clutched one ass cheek, enjoying the finely grooved muscle, my fingers struggling to find anything to grab that wasn’t honed and hard.
My hand at the base of his shaft slid up slowly as my mouth did its work, until suddenly his cock popped out of my mouth and I found myself up in the air, then on my back, Trevor’s pants shucked off to the side and his naked body on top of me, my pussy a pulsing, begging heartbeat.
I squirmed under him, taking him in, but pausing for a moment. “Please, Trev. Please,” I asked, my voice plaintive, almost a whimper. He grinned down at me, eyes triangled from a smile I wouldn’t quite call loving, closer to commanding, a teasing challenge that thrilled me. Nimble fingers suddenly undid my pants, my body clenching with a restlessness that was building.
All my skin heated with a ripple of excitement, hairs standing on end as Trevor manhandled me, a little rough in a familiar way. He knew what I needed. Those hands, so masterful on a guitar, pulled my legs apart, cool air hitting my wet lips with an expectation that made the pulsing take over. I felt like one big, slick, live wire.
Waiting to be plugged in.
Not one finger, though. I got nothing as Trevor stripped off my shirt, then undid my bra so fast, it was like he did that for a living. I was naked, the soft scratch of the bedspread against my ass nearly enough sensation to make me come. Exquisitely sensitive, all I needed was a few strokes. A handful of licks.
Even a strong thigh to rub against would do the job.
“Trev,” I whispered, reaching out to him for a kiss.
I finally got one finger.
Except it was in my face, wagging at me, his eyebrows up with the chiding, dominant look of a man correcting his woman.
“Ah ah ah,” he whispered as he nudged his cock between my breasts, pulling them close, encasing him. The inside of his knees pushed against my ribs and I gasped, the feel of his skin so intimate. “Remember the rules, Darla. You have to wait for Joe.” He let out a little chuckle, thrusting into the valley of my breasts a few times, thumbs gliding over my nipples as I moaned, his touch like pouring hot lava down my belly and between my legs.
“But you never made me wait before!” I protested. My words fell on deaf ears as his hand moved behind him, palm flat against my side. I made a sound of gratitude, the tremor in my throat surprising me in its ferocity. I needed him to touch me, to delve into my raging arousal, to unleash all the eroticism trapped in my blood until all we could smell, taste, see, and touch was our combined pleasure.
“Your tits are fucking amazing,” he said as he let them go and moved his cock into my mouth, my own hands stuck at my side, not touching him, paralyzed by the realization that this was all part of a new game, one I was going to have to ride out.
“Please,” I begged, the word muted by the obvious, but I had to try. Maybe that was part of the game? Waiting was torture. It was also fucking titillating as hell, making me overcome with an anticipation that turned my familiar guys into near strangers, dangerous men who had my body as a plaything.
He let out a deep, quiet laugh that made my body go into a full-blown tingle all at once, like he sent a current of pure domination through my body, his cock the plug connecting all the circuits as he slid back inside my mouth. I moaned against his shaft, feeling his thighs tense around me, my hand involuntarily stretching down between my legs to let loose some of the pressure that had built in me. I had no control now. I was a living, breathing nerve without thought, an animal driven by pure need.
He swatted my hand away, pulled out, and kissed me, hard and sweet, thoroughly devouring me while pinning my hand. I bucked up against him, out of my mind, seeking a spot to rub against, seeking a part of him that would let me climax, even as I was so fucking aroused by his control over my body.
And then it hit me.
Trevor really wasn’t going to let me finish. Here I was, naked and wet, throbbing like a bass drum, aching for release, and –
Oh, God.
They were serious.
I really would have to wait for Joe.
TREVOR
Riding her face was the second best way to have sex with Darla alone.
The best? Having her ride my face. Technically, that was tied with being inside her.
I really shouldn’t try to rank sex positions.
But I have to say, this one was fine. Darla’s breasts rubbing up against my ass as her tongue played air guitar on the tip of my cock, her fingernails running up and down my spine while she had to hold back, made my whole body go into overdrive.
A memory made me blink, Darla’s face blurring into two versions of her as I fingered the loose strands of her blonde curls spread out on the pillow. I braced myself with one hand against the wall, her luscious mouth curved around my cock, her hand on the shaft all lubed up and getting me to the point where all I could do was think of her face, smiling against the green grass in Ohio that day we made love in a wildflower field.
Transported by memory, I became two Trevors, the one she was going down on, her mouth deep and rich, the flick of her tongue against the back of my cap enough to make my fingernails dig into the top of the headboard as my thighs cradled her chin. The other Trevor was back in Ohio, bursting with the intensity of my new discovery.
“Darla,” I hissed, drawing out the end of her name as a warning, a thank you, a prayer. She answered by sucking harder, pulling me in until my hips curled toward her, thrusting in short, quick strokes, her hand going to my right hip, palm wrapping around so her fingers clenched my ass, thumb at my hipbone, and then she did something with her tongue that made me start to shake.
I froze, coming inside her mouth, her hold on me absolute and rigid, pure lust shooting through my body at warp speed, pouring into her. She was golden and big, brash and giving, and all I could be right now was inside her mouth, being taken for who I am, unfiltered and unleashed, raw and real.
All she cared about was my pleasure.
Turnabout is fair play.
I backed off her, slowly, and kissed one of her breasts, the nipple salty. Her hips arched up, the thin wisp of hair at her pussy brushing against my knee as she begged.
“Please. Please, Trev.”
I owed her. I owed her so much more than an orgasm or three.
Instead, I just patted her cheek and said, “Good things come to those who wait.”
Her groan could be heard in Ohio.
JOE
I walked into the bedroom to find everyone exactly the way I like them.
Following my orders.
And naked. Can’t leave out the naked part.
I dispensed with my clothing quickly and stopped before the bed, taking stock of exactly what I was seeing.
Naked Trevor on top of Darla? Check.
Writhing, flushed Darla under Trevor? Check.
Giant boner of mine looking up at me and ready for some action?
Double check.
Make that ten checks. One for each inch.
“Nine,” Trevor said, climbing off Darla and staring at my cock in a nonsexual way, because we never touch each other. Let’s be clear on that, right?
“Nine what?”
“Nine inches. At best. You kept saying ‘ten’ under your breath.”
“I did not.”
“You did. Like Darla. She’s rubbing off on you.”
“She will be in a few minutes.”
“SOMEONE RUB ME OFF!” Darla moaned.
I gaped at Trevor. “You didn’t let her come?”
“You told me not to.”
“And you listened?”
He shrugged. “Why not? Try something new for a change.”
“Listening to me is
something new.”
“So is getting a blow job from Darla and not letting her get off.”
“You like it?”
“I feel kind of guilty.”
“That’s not an answer.”
He tilted his head to and fro, weighing out the answer.
“I am the Instant Pot of naked women over here, guys. You can make some damn fine, tasty treats with me, but if you leave me unattended and turned on for an unlimited time, I’ll blow!”
“Did she just compare her naked body to a kitchen appliance?” Trevor asked.
“Yes.”
“It’s bad.” We grinned at each other.
“She doesn’t look like she’s suffered enough,” I said, my heart starting to throb like the tip of my cock.
“Be kind to her.”
“Always.”
“You are going to let her orgasm, right?”
I didn’t answer.
“Joe, I’m not leaving the room unless you promise to let her come.”
“Why would you leave the room?”
He gestured at his definitely-not-ten-inches-right-now penis. “Because I already came, and my refractory period isn’t two minutes long any more.” Trev used to be legendary for his crazy-fast refractory period, but now that we’re getting old...
“Slacker.”
He ignored that and started to leave. I grabbed his forearm. “Stay.”
“Really?”
“I have an idea.”
He peered at me. “You have a fantasy.”
“Same thing.”
“When we’re all naked together, that’s true.”
“I HAVE A FANTASY,” Darla shouted. “A FANTASY THAT THE MEN I FUCK WILL ACTUALLY FUCK ME.”
“She always squirts when she’s pissed off,” Trevor murmured in my ear, clearly drawing this all out.
“You noticed that, too?”
A wicked smile met mine. “Why do you really think I went along with your orders?”
Darla sat up and rolled over, her ass rising up and down in the air rhythmically.
“What are you doing?”
“Humping a pillow to get some relief. You two assholes aren’t giving it to me, sooooo...”
“Oh, we’re about to give it to you,” I announced. “On all fours. Now.”
Her eyes narrowed.
But she obeyed me.
Just the way I like it.
The air was rich with sweat and cum, with Darla’s sweet, tangy scent and Trevor’s muskier one. He stood to the side, hands on hips, waiting for whatever it was Trevor waited for when the three of us were together.
Two guys in the same relationship do the tango. A lot. We lead and we follow. We’re dominant and arguing.
I’m more alpha.
But that doesn’t make him beta.
The three of us form a sexual world that makes the boundaries of the known universe the four walls and ceiling, the floor, the bed. The looks we share are our language, and as I reached down and ran my finger from Darla’s cheek to her nipple, it was her willingness to go along, to play along with this farce that made it all work.
Trevor, too.
Life is a farce, when you think about it. Every bit of it is artifice.
As I walked behind Darla and dipped my left hand down between her legs, finding her soaked and swollen, I wondered if any part of how we interacted with each other wasn’t laced with artifice.
Except for this.
Now.
Us.
Together.
“Oh,” she moaned as I reached her sweet spot, that full ass pressing back against me, her hips grinding down against my hand as she sought more pressure. The pad of my index finger slid in circles around her clit, her butt tightening and her shoulder muscles rippling with anticipation.
I withdrew my touch.
She let out a sound that should have made me cave in. I should have given her what she needed. The hard look Trevor shot my way told me I needed to let her climax, that being in her and pounding that sweet ass while she begged for more, all at my hands, should have been fucking enough.
And it should
have been.
My palms flattened against the lush swell of her hips, then moved forward as I kissed her ass, right where the cleft began. She moaned and I looked at Trevor.
“Under her.” I waggled my tongue in silent communication.
He frowned, then had an aha!
look.
Then a WTF?
look.
As Darla started to pant, my hands cupping her breasts, loving her heat, Trevor slid under her, mouth going where I wanted it.
“What are you doing?” she gasped. “I just sucked you off. You can’t – ohholymotheroftonguewhatareyoudoinnnnnnnggggggggg”
Trevor started licking her clit at the exact moment I stepped back, pulled her ankles closer to me, and entered her, hard.
She was warm caramel, hot velvet, every cliché and more.
As I pulled out, then entered her again, she shook, her whole body tightening then tremoring, the feeling like an aftershock in the flesh. My heart raced as I felt that first layer of transcendence kick in – the feeling that you’re still yourself but you’re about to let go of it, about to be both more and less. Blood poured through me like a mountain melt in June, rushing to reach the next-largest body of water, the ultimate goal to find refuge in an ocean, to be part of everyone and everything.
Especially Darla.
Especially now.
I’d played it cool until I’d actually touched her, and then all my restraint ripped away, like a tornado rushing into the room and peeling it off, flying far away. I couldn’t touch her enough, my cock welcomed by her depths, her moans urging me on as she caught me in a vise grip, her orgasm going on and on in waves like rhythm divine, my body driving into her, Darla taking it as Trevor licked her underneath, her pleasure our singular focus.
She cried out, the sound like nothing I’d heard before, fading as my own coming took over, my ears drumming like the world relied on the beat of my blood, and I swear in those seconds as we came together, Darla’s heart caught mine. My thighs rammed into her ass and she caught all my thrusting as her pussy clenched around me, gave it back, pushing hard from her knees to take me in, my orgasm so big I finally leaned forward, holding onto her amazing tits for dear life, my cheek against her back like she was my lifeboat, my redwood, my earth.
Hot sweat covered us both, Trevor groaning as his tongue took her that extra bit over the edge, his hands on her hips, guiding her through a second, subliminal beat. She was all sexual syncopation and by the time I came down off my own climax, I realized she was shaking to the core.
“Don’t stop!” she moaned, her hips moving against Trevor’s mouth, the trembling deep inside her growing. A crescendo was building within her and I marveled at it, because I could tell she’d already come and come and come.
There was more in her? We were making more?
Bring it on.
I pressed forward, lengthening my stroke, keeping it intense and willing my cock to give her what she needed. With every push against her, my tip hitting her pleasure points, I felt her quiver to the point where her body became one long, drawn-out shudder, her skin pink, her essence glowing, her pussy squirting all over, the rush of hot wetness on the bedspread a sex trophy. We were Sexual Grand Prize winners, all three of us.
In awe, I touched her, kissed her ribs, traced a line down her spine as she rolled on and on through what felt like one long orgasm, majestic and regal, almost otherworldly. She smelled tangy and sweet, my tongue licking her skin just to feel that much closer to her. As if tasting her vibration made me more a part of it.
And just like that, she collapsed, flattening on the bed, knees giving out.
Trevor, trapped under her, started laughing, hard. I pulled out of her and stepped back, letting the two of them untangle as my cock chilled out, chilled off, and hung there between my legs like a well-trained pet ready for a nap after a long run.
Darla was boneless, beautiful and luminous, resting on her stomach as Trevor rolled next to her, wiping his face with the edge of the bedspread, his ribs retracting and expanding as he chuckled, the sound resoundingly smug and much earned.
I moved to her other side and found her heat, all three of us in a pile of wet skin and happy grins, sated and drained.
“You two,” she muttered into the bedspread. “You fucking two.”
“What about us?”
“You ganged up on me.”
Trevor held up his open palm to me, over Darla’s body. We high-fived. “Damn right we did,” I said, taking a long, deep breath in and pulling her closer.
“Assholes.”
“You liked it, though,” I noted.
“Too much.”
Trevor and I looked at each other with raised eyebrows.
Three years of being together and we could find new ways to have fun in bed.
“I’ll get you back,” she warned, her voice fading as she wound down to fall asleep.
“Looking forward to it,” I whispered in her ear, but she was already out.





CHAPTER FIVE
DARLA
Where are two good men when you need them for a hot, hardcore –
– shifter romance action scene?
What’d you think I was gonna say? I can get sex anytime I want. Getting help from Trevor and Joe blocking out a fight? That was way harder.
Mine were gone at some mini Comic-Con in the area, probably staring at Wonder Woman’s titties and comparing them to mine. I was at the end of one of my books, editing it, and I needed to figure out a few of the physical details. Visualizing it and then writing it was so much easier with my men helping.
No such luck today.
I needed two men, fast.
Meanwhile, whenever I got stuck on a scene I had two go-tos: masturbate, or go out for donuts.
What? Every famous writer does this. At least, that’s what Amy told me. Whenever she got writer’s block, Margaret Mitchell masturbated or ate a donut, right?
Works for me.
But now I was kinda depleted on the sexual side and really, grotesquely full on the stomach side. I mean, who eats just one donut? That’s like having only one orgasm.
If you’re gonna have one, might as well go for whatever it takes until you’re sated.
I gotta admit, I was starting to doubt myself with this writing stuff. Almost finished with book two, endlessly editing book one. Amy said they were good, but what if she was wrong? Was I wasting my time on this while I could be getting us ready for our Vegas gig?
Maybe I was just living in a fantasyland. No, not the one where two hot rock stars/law school students fucked me four to five nights a week, declared their love for me, and made me feel important. Already got that.
I meant the one where people actually wanted to read the shit that comes out of my head. Mama always told me my imagination was like the town recycling center: plenty of good stuff in there, but Lordy, you got to sort through a lot of crap to find the treasure.
How, exactly, do a bear and a wolf fight? Both have sharp claws and go for the throat. Both will bite. Bears are bigger in terms of sheer size, but a wolf is more nimble. Agile. I was trying to imagine it, the characters going at it, when the doorbell rang.
I ignored it.
This ain’t Peters, Ohio. In Boston, you don’t answer the door, welcome the person in, offer them some iced tea or coffee, listen to their sales pitch for magazine subscriptions, and end up learning you’re second cousins twice removed, connected by Doc Oglethorpe or the Apostolic pastor from 1986 no one talks about above a whisper.
In the city, you ignore it. People who dare to show up unannounced don’t deserve to be acknowledged. They’re violating social norms and shunning is the best way to handle them.
That’s what Joe says.
Ding!
I looked at the buzzer and wondered. Package delivery, maybe? Normally, I’d get an email or a text if a friend was coming over. Josie still hadn’t answered any of my emails, calls, or texts, so maybe it was her?
Damn. Curiosity killed the cat.
I pushed the buzzer button. “Yes?”
“Hello. Is Mr. Connor there?” The man pronounced Trevor’s last name like he was reading it from our nameplate.
“Yes.” That’s a lie, but when you live in the city, you don’t admit to being a woman all alone in your apartment when a man you don’t know is asking questions.
“Are you Miss Jennings?”
Miss? “Yes.”
“May we come up and speak with you? I’m Elder Yanklos and this is Elder Jonney.”
“Elder?”
“Yes.”
“We don’t need elder services here, sir. We’re in our twenties.”
“No, ma’am. We –”
I stood up straight. Ma’am? I just got called ma’am and Miss? Who in the hell were these people?
“We would like to talk to you about the Bible.”
Wait. Wait a minute. Elder? Two of them? Bible?
“Are you Jehovah’s Witnesses?” I asked. “Because I am not giving up birthday and Christmas presents for Jesus. Nope.”
“No, ma’am.” The guy was starting to sound a little weirded out. Good. The faster they left, the better. “We are from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints.”
“That’s a really long name for a church. How do you fit that on a sign?” I knew that they were Mormons. Just thought I’d pull their legs a little.
Silence.
“Miss Jennings, we would really like to come up and talk with you and Mr. Connor. We have some information that could be very helpful to your life, if you have the time. Or you could come down here and – ”
“Are you both men?” I interrupted, an idea forming in my mind. Probably a bad one, but hey. A bad idea is better than no idea, right?
Let’s just go with it.
“Excuse me?”
“Men. Are you both men?”
“Oh! Yes.”
“And you say you’d like to come up here and help me with my life?”
“Absolutely!”
“You know, I am having this problem I could use some help with.” I wished the building owner had installed video cameras. I wondered what the Mormons looked like. Didn’t really matter. Two warm bodies willing to move just right was all I needed.
“Please let us help!” The guy sounded almost orgasmic at the thought of getting in my apartment and talking about Jesus to me. For a moment, I wavered. I mean, I don’t need more Jesus talk. You grow up where I did and you get more Jesus than you ever need.
On the other hand, two men to help me through writer’s block when I was all out of donuts and my rabbit was out of batteries...
“Come on up.” I buzzed. I mean, hey.
Sometimes opportunity literally
knocks.
Two young men – younger than me, for sure – arrived at my door, a spring in their step and a glow in their eyes. With super-short hair cut like the haircut my grandpa wore in the 1950s, and wearing white shirts and ties, they were just so clean, I bet I could’ve put on a white glove, run it along their bare skin, and they would squeak.
“Come on in,” I said. “It ain’t much, but it’s home.” I hadn’t thought about the state of the apartment when I told them to come up, but I figured it was on them. They want to spread Jesus, then Jesus gets me as I am, raw and real and full of so much sin the Pope would need to bless the entire Atlantic Ocean for my baptism and it still wouldn’t take.
“Is your husband home?” one of them said. He wore a nametag that said Elder Yanklos. Small, wiry guy with really clear skin, broad cheekbones, and bulging biceps that stood out compared to a rather slim body.
Plus, he was balding, with the growth pattern of early hair loss. He shaved his head. You don’t see too many bald Mormons, for sure, and especially guys who look like they’re still under twenty-one.
“My husband?” Talk about fictional characters...
“Mr. Connor? His name was on the buzzer.” Joe never wanted his name on the placard – said it gave him more privacy.
“We’re not married.”
The men blushed and looked down at their feet.
“He’s my brother. My half brother. My brother from another mother,” I said quickly.
It was like watching the heads of sunflowers as the sun rose. They looked up at me, smiling away. Meanwhile, my soul was damned for all eternity because I was lying.
But that ship sailed so long ago, it might as well be the Titanic.
I walked them into the living room and motioned for them to sit. They’d only get a few minutes of that, because I was already eyeing them, deciding how to steer the conversation to the topic of getting a wolf shifter and a bear shifter in an erotic romance novel to fight to the death.
Bet they see this all
the time.
“Would you like a cup of coffee?” I asked, wondering why they were so concerned with Trevor being home.
They looked like I offered them rat poison. “No, ma’am. We don’t drink coffee.” One of them looked at the other with a smug expression, as if they’d passed some kinda test.
“Tea?”
“No, ma’am. We don’t drink caffeinated drinks at all.”
“No tea? No coffee? That’s part of the religion?”
They were silent.
“Well, screw that. You lost me there already. I’ll roast in hell with Satan while sipping my latte. Sorry.”
They looked a little scared. Damn. I didn’t want to scare them off quite yet. They were useful. One of them was nice and round, a big guy who, frankly, looked like he’d be real popular on a gay dating site for bears. Big brown eyes flecked with auburn around the edges and a nice mink-colored tint to his hair.
The other one looked like he had a pole shoved up his ass so high, he could hang a flag on it through his nostril, but wore a friendly smile.
“Wait. Can you drink iced tea? Iced coffee? Like, where’s the line? Why not go right up to it and let your toes touch it?”
I could tell Elder Yanklos was tempted. So tempted. Elder Jonney caught his eye and flashed him a dark look, a clear no if I ever seen one.
“Is there anything you can drink? I wish I had cocoa or cider,” I said, trying to be hospitable.
“Oh! We can drink those. But water would be fine,” Elder Yanklos said quickly.
“What else can’t you have in your religion?” I asked. “Can you drink alcohol?”
They shook their heads.
“Premarital sex?”
They gasped… and shook their heads. Guess that meant I could cross off my fisting question, then.
“I guess you can’t fuck a chicken, then, can you?”
The word “fuck” made them both gasp.
“That’s illegal!” Elder Yanklos murmured.
But notice how he didn’t say the church banned it?
“Can you smoke?”
“Tobacco is strictly forbidden.”
“I meant weed.”
“Why would you smoke a weed?” They looked at each other, deeply confused.
I grinned.
This was gonna be fun.
“I meant marijuana.”
“Oh, no,” they said in unison. “Absolutely not.”
“How do you have fun?”
“We have lots of fun!” Elder Jonney said, giving Elder Yanklos a look that said, Here we go. I felt bad. I needed to open my mind a bit here.
I stood to go into the kitchen and ran the tap to make two glasses of water. Least I could offer them something for the service they were about to perform for me.
Even if they didn’t know it yet.
“We go to church. We have pot lucks. We go to school and learn new languages. We –”
“You ever go to plays? Musicals?”
“Oh, yes!”
Aha.
“You ever perform in plays or musicals?”
Elder Jonney sat up and batted his eyelashes. No, really. The man batted his eyelashes like he either had a dopamine problem or he was practicing for a drag show. “Actually, I was the lead in my university production of Our Town.”
“You’re old enough to go to college?” He looked about seventeen.
“I am twenty-one years old,” Elder Jonney announced.
“You still in school?”
“I have three more years at BYU.”
“At Boston University? Great school. Congratulations.”
He soured slightly, giving me the look of someone who’d been through this before. “BYU. Brigham Young. Not Boston University.”
“Oh. So you perform! In plays!”
“Yes.”
“Bet you’re really good at playacting.”
Elder Jonney took a long drink of the glass of water I offered him. “I don’t want to be prideful, but I did win a cast award for that production.”
“You should be proud!” I crowed. “Someone who can crawl into another person’s mind must have a deep streak of empathy and compassion. Seems to me like the same qualities that make for a good missionary make for a good actor.”
The man didn’t just beam. He became a full-blown spotlight, the kind the car dealerships in Ohio would shine up into the sky when they had a big nighttime sale.
“Why, thank you, Miss Jennings. I am just doing the Lord’s work.”
“Does that include helping me?”
“Absolutely,” Elder Yanklos interjected, looking a bit nervous, as if he wasn’t pulling his weight. He looked around the living room. “Where is Mr. Connor? When we buzzed, you said he was home?”
“Oh,” I replied, almost as nervous suddenly, caught straight up in a lie. “I thought he was here. But he’ll be back any minute.”
The two gave each other an alarmed look, clearly struggling. Maybe they weren’t supposed to be here if I was alone? Or maybe they wanted a man here? I hurried up and got to my point before they could say anything.
“I am a writer,” I started, the words still sounding very, very weird coming out of my mouth. Kinda like Elder Jonney being worried about being seen as prideful for telling me about his acting skills. Huh.
“What do you write?” Elder Jonney asked politely, looking at the door as if willing Trevor to appear.
Well, shit. I wasn’t about to tell the truth, and since I’d sinned more than enough for one lifetime and certainly my sinning was so, uh… prolific, I just went ahead and kept lying.
“I write about animals.”
“You’re a nature writer?”
“Sure.” Let’s just go with that.
“How can we help you?”
“I’m trying to write a scene with a bear and a wolf in it. But they are also men.”
“Men and animals?” Elder Yanklos narrowed his eyes at me. “Like… a werewolf?”
“Exactly.”
“Werewolves aren’t real.”
“It’s, uh, for a dramatic opening. You know, lead with something entertaining before you hook them into paying attention to the nonfiction.”
“I like it. Like we were taught – give people an interesting story to make them feel at ease.”
I thought of the gory fight between Harley, my rabid werewolf, and Jack, my standup physician bear. “Yep. Exactly like that,” I agreed.
“What do you need?”
“Your bodies.”
The uncomfortable silence that followed involved negative eye contact. Don’t tell me that can’t happen.
It did.
“I need you to take your place over here, Elder Yanklos.” I touched his shoulder lightly and was surprised to find him loose and relaxed. You’d think someone so uptight, who spent the summer of their twenty-first year not drinking, not fucking, and not even consuming coffee while going door to door to convert people to a religion full of nothing but nope would be a bit more tense.
He pulled away quickly, though. Oops. Maybe not touching was part of their religion. Or maybe I crossed a boundary. I resolved to do better.
Elder Yanklos stood next to the front door. “Like this?”
“Yes.” I had to stretch my imagination to turn him into Harley, a bald, tatted-up leader of a motorcycle gang full of wolves, who becomes rabid and goes after Jack-the-bear’s woman.
Like, taffy-stretch it.
Like, me-in-a-size-6-waistband stretch it.
But I did.
“And you, Elder Jonney, come on over here and stand with me in between you two. You’re going to be attacked by Elder Yanklos, who is a wolf.”
“Why is he the wolf?” I could tell by his tone that Elder Jonney was not pleased.
I leaned in and whispered, “The bear wins.”
“Oh! Then, I mean, not that it matters, but...” Elder Jonney looked nervously around the room, his eyes returning over and over to his Bible, like a toddler exploring the world but returning to touch his mama every few minutes, as if she’s a charging station for independence. Maybe the elders here touched their Bibles to fill their Savior batteries.
“So Elder Yanklos, you get into fight mode, like you’re gonna throw a big punch right at Elder Jonney’s face. But don’t actually do it,” I added hastily.
“I would never!” he said, frowning in concentration. His thumb tucked into his fist and it was my turn to frown. Uncle Mike taught me when I was six years old that you never, ever tuck your thumb into your fist when you’re about to fight. One good punch and you could break it.
I was guessing Elder Yanklos wasn’t in the habit of fist fighting, though.
“Now, Elder Jonney, you come rushing at him, like a big old bear all swollen and angry, ready to rip that wolf right off the woman he’s trying to defile.”
They both dropped their arms. “WHAT?” Masks of horror faced me.
“Trying to, I mean, the woman he’s trying to define. You know. Like an animal trying to figure out what a human is.”
They both relaxed. “That makes so much more sense.”
I grabbed a notepad and paper. What I wanted most was to take a picture of them, but somehow that felt like crossing a line. I was already pushing it. Didn’t want to be too
bold.
I stared at them, narrowing my eyes, imagining them as wolf and bear, human men fighting for a woman.
I failed.
I tried again.
Strike two.
Really squinted, making a little grunting sound as I clenched my jaw and willed the scene to come to me.
“Is she constipated?” Elder Yanklos whispered to Elder Jonney.
“I’m not feeling it,” I admitted.
“Not feeling… what?”
“That you’re animals. Give me your primal, feral looks.”
They both looked, well...
Constipated.
“Shit.”
Their eyes widened at the profanity.
“Sorry.”
Tight smiles greeted me.
“Would you be willing to wear a mask?”
“Yes,” Elder Jonney said slyly. “Can we talk with you a bit about the Bible?”
“Are there wolves and bears in the Bible?”
“Oh!” The elders looked at each other, as if it hadn’t occurred to them to take this line of missionarying, or whatever you called their thing. “Absolutely!”
“‘Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves,’ is from Matthew 7, uh...” muttered Elder Yanklos. Elder Jonney made a face indicating he couldn’t pinpoint the verse, either.
“Yes! I need you to be a ravenous wolf, Elder Yanklos!” I urged.
He bared his teeth, looking more like Garfield the Cat.
“Hang on!” The idea merged with my memory of a bunch of junk crammed in the back of my closet. I gestured to their glasses of water and ran into the bedroom, unstacking a few half-crushed boxes before finding what I wanted.
“I wish I had a wolf and a bear mask, but I don’t. This is all I got.”
I handed Elder Yanklos a brown horse mask, the big kind you see people wearing all the time. “This will have to do for the wolf costume.”
“And for the bear?” Elder Jonney asked.
“Pfft. Look at you. I can tell you’re a bear with one glance.”
“You can?” He seemed bewildered and proud.
“Your acting skills. It’s like you already infused yourself with the essence of a bear.” That, and the man could do with a little more deodorant, but I wasn’t gonna insult him. Not when he was helping me like this.
“Bears do appear in the Bible,” he said, pausing and making eye contact, slowing down to really catch my attention. A wave of guilt flowed over me. These were nice men. Really. And I was using them for their bodies under covert circumstances to write a scene involving imaginary shifter characters who pretty much violated every tenet of their religion.
I was definitely going to hell.
“Really?” I asked as he took the mask from Elder Yanklos, put it on and nodded, laughing. Visions of the band’s gig on the island of Eden a few years ago suddenly washed over me, making the room wobble a bit. Right after Trev, Joe, and I had gotten together, a mysterious series of invitations had come to us. We’d been paid an obscene amount of money to have the band perform at a private resort.
That turned out to be a kink island.
Men frolicked on the beaches wearing nothing but unicorn and horse masks, having squirt gun fights and fucking right there in public. It had been a free-for-all, and as Elder Jonney removed the mask and handed it back to his partner, I suddenly puckered up.
Not my lips.
My butthole.
“You ever get a full Brazilian?” I blurted out, remembering my time in the spa at Eden, and how, uh… thorough they were when they waxed me.
“What is a Brazilian?” The two looked puzzled. “You mean,” Elder Jonney asked, “when you go out for Brazilian food?”
“Uh, yeah. Exactly.”
“Miss Jennings,” Elder Yanklos said kindly. “You seem troubled.” His eyes darted to the front door. Trevor really was supposed to come home sometime fairly soon. I just didn’t know exactly when.
I nodded. “I am. I just… you mentioned bears in the Bible?” My brain was processing information on a time delay.
“Yes!” The elders perked up. “Samuel has a passage about bears rising up, and I can’t remember the other, but a ‘rushing bear’ is compared to a bad ruler.”
I blinked for a bit, absorbing that.
“See?” Elder Yanklos said with a blinding smile. “The Bible has advice for every part of daily life.”
Even writing shifter novels? I wanted to ask, but thankfully some part of me had the basic restraint not to.
“God’s word can make a difference in so many ways,” Elder Jonney chimed in.
I looked at both of them. Really looked at them.
What in the hell was I doing?
“I think you should go,” I said nicely, wanting to spare them any more time with me. All I was doing was taking two really earnest men and using them to block out a scene from a book they’d sooner set on fire than ever read.
“Have we, have we offended you?” Elder Yanklos looked close to tears.
“No! No, not at all. It’s just, I feel like I’m not worth wasting your precious time. You have other people to see.”
“We’re not going to leave, Darla,” Elder Jonney declared.
That sounded ominous.
“You don’t get to make yourself less important than everyone else.”
Huh?
“No, no, this isn’t about –”
“We know what this is about.” Elder Yanklos looked at me with pity eyes. “You don’t feel worthy. But you’re a child of God. You’re worthy.”
Visions of the local Baptist church van, coming around the trailer park to collect all the straggling children (like me) to take to church for cookies, grape Kool-Aid, and a heaping dose of Jesus flashed through my mind.
“What, exactly, do Mormons believe in, anyhow?” I murmured.
You would have thought I’d given them both blow jobs. Oh, how they grinned.
“I’m so glad you asked that.”
Aw, shit.
“But I can see what you’re doing,” Elder Jonney said. More pity eyes.
“What I’m doing?” Was I really going to need to explain what I was writing?
“You’re placing yourself last. And we’re not letting that happen. Darla, you matter, too.”
Oh my fucking God.
“Trevor?” I looked up, combing my eyes over the crown molding in the apartment. “TREVOR? Is this a prank? Am I being punk’d?” I screamed.
“Don’t worry about your brother,” Elder Jonney said. “And no, this isn’t a prank. See? Your self-esteem is so low, you can’t even believe that two missionaries would put your needs first. And it’s our job to serve.”
“TREVOR!”
Before I could take another breath, the elders surrounded me, leaving plenty of room for Jesus. They smelled like shaving cream and Old Spice, like mint and lemon, like sweat and a little body odor. If naiveté had a scent, this was it.
“Darla,” Elder Jonney said seriously, “let’s block out that scene.”
So we did. Don’t blame me. Who am I to stand in the way of the Lord’s work?
And that is how he found us.
Not he with a capital H. I meant Trevor.
About ten minutes later, Trevor opened the door to find Elder Yanklos wearing a horse mask, his body up against the wall, Elder Jones’s hands on his shoulders, kneeing him in the groin. Or at least pretending to. Meanwhile I watched, hands on my hips, instructing. “Act more rabid! Dig deep! You can find that animal inside you!”
I turned away from Elder Yanklos and gave Trevor a sweet smile. “Hi, Trevor.”
His eyes scanned the room, taking in Elder Jonney, who was smoothing his tie and wiping his large forehead with a crisply pressed handkerchief. Meanwhile, Elder Yanklos took off the horse mask and set it carefully on the table. He grabbed both of their Bibles and looked at the front door like he was in anaphylactic shock and it was an EpiPen.
Trev finally walked across the room and stood before me, his face a mix of emotions as he clearly tried to figure out what the hell was going on.
“Mr. Connor?” Elder Jonney asked, rattled but trying to look professional.
“Yes?”
“So good to meet you. We’ve been talking with your –”
Just then, Trevor scooped me into his arms, the weight of his inner elbows hugging my lower ribs like a blanket of love. His lips met mine in a sweet, then wet, then deeply hot kiss that had our tongues tangled like Christmas tree lights put away by preschoolers then pulled out after years in a centrifuge.
His hands moved to my ass, pressing me into his erection, nice and snug.
“– sister,” Elder Jonney finished, though I barely heard him as Trevor kissed the dickens out of me, the two Mormons fleeing the apartment like the building was on fire.
Which it kinda was, if my current temperature was any indication.
Trevor broke the kiss. “What the hell was that about? Who were those guys?”
“It’s a long story.”
“It’s always a long story with you.”
“Yeah, but now? Now it’s a better
story.”
JOE
If Darla is on her laptop, it’s for one of three reasons. Work, school, or to find some good threesome porn we can all watch together. As images flickered on her screen, I felt my pants getting tighter.
And then I got close enough to see the videos she watched.
“Why,” I asked, not even trying to hide my disappointment, “are you watching gambling videos?”
She slammed the top shut. “I’m not! I’m watching Vegas videos.”
“Same difference.”
“Nope. I am learning where the best buffets are.”
“Because you want us all to get food poisoning?”
“Because we do have a budget, and also because, Joe – they have sushi buffets! And Champagne buffets. Chocolate buffets where you can eat real gold on your piece of chocolate.”
“Yeah. Sure.” I flopped on the couch next to her, kneading my hand. We’d just spent six hours at the studio and my body hummed, strung like my bass. Calluses on your fingers only go so far. The music has to be drilled into you, and only time can make that happen. I felt it in my bones.
She wasn’t making eye contact. Something was up. I opened her laptop, the internet frozen for a few seconds as Darla looked at me, nervous.
“You are watching gambling videos,” I pointed out as the videos resumed. “Roulette.”
She shrugged, but in that shrug was an entire factory’s worth of lying going on, her brain turned into an assembly line of covering her ass and trying to throw me off the scent of what she was really doing.
“Why watch roulette? Games of skill like poker or blackjack I can understand, but roulette? It’s just a numbers game, and one that favors the house,” I pointed out.
Her lips were moving as she watched the video. Peering closely, I watched the wheel spin, the ball land on red, then looked at her mouth.
Oh, that mouth. I wanted that mouth on my rising cock more than anything right now, but there was an obstacle.
The obstacle was that Darla was wrong.
“Are you memorizing the sequence of numbers on a roulette wheel?” I stared at her, astounded. I’d taken enough stats classes during undergrad and played with enough numbers geeks to know all about the ways people tried to beat the house. Darla never struck me as someone who would ever touch that kind of activity. More likely to buy lottery tickets than to learn card game strategy, she now surprised me.
It was kind of hot.
“What? Why are you asking?”
“That’s not a no, Darla.”
She muted the video and turned to me, wide green eyes fringed by long lashes. Makeup was never her thing, her face always bare and bold, ready to face me without pretense. Sometimes her openness angered me. What was it like to walk around through life without feeling a need for a shell?
“I am counting, Joe. I read all about it on this website.”
“What website?”
She navigated to a website that looked like 2005 called and asked for its sales letter back.
“You didn’t buy this guy’s ‘program,’ did you?” Yellow and royal blue colors screamed at me, with Times New Roman fonts in various sizes competing with Arial. I half expected Comic Sans, but the guy who created this rip-off ‘program’ for how to beat the dealer in Vegas got one thing right:
The ‘Buy’ button.
“No. Didn’t buy it. Just looking at all the free videos about it. I’m not that naïve, Joe. I’m not buying some scammy online internet marketer’s ‘program.’”
“Good. Because all this guy is selling is hope. People who actually figure out how to beat the house never, ever share that information. Why would they? They’d make more money gambling than selling books or videos.”
She frowned, the skin between her eyes puckering, making me want to kiss the stress away. “Good point. But what about all these videos that show people gambling in Vegas and Atlantic City and at Native American reservation casinos and winning?”
“Those are fake, Darla. People make them to earn ad revenue on YouTube.”
“Not this one.” She clicked on a video labeled 2004 and someone’s name. For the next fifteen minutes, we watched as some guy from England bet his whole life savings and doubled it on roulette.
“So?” I said when it ended. “The exception never, ever disproves the rule, and the rule is that you will lose.”
“What about the Brazilian dude who bet $35,000 on a roulette number and won a million? That just happened this year.”
“We can talk about lots of exceptions, Darla, but that’s what they are. One-offs. Do you really think you can master some technique after a few hours of study, walk in, and make a profit?”
“I won’t know unless I try.”
“It’s the trying that sinks you. For some games, you’re right – the only way to win is to play. But for any casino games in Vegas that don’t require skill, the only way to win is not
to play.”
“Now you’re quoting cheesy old 1980s sci fi movies? Come on, Joe. There are systems out there for roulette. I’m working on learning them.”
“So you can gamble?”
“So I can have fun.”
“Gambling when you play odds you can’t influence is like flushing money down a toilet. Casinos love people like you, Darla,” I said, shaking my head slowly. When our eyes met, hers were narrowed with determination, and bright, like she was controlling her emotions a little too well.
I’d put her on guard.
“Contain your excitement,” she said, her mood turning dark.
“I’ve been to Vegas. I know how this works.”
“Then be excited for meeeeeeee!”
I put her hand on my crotch. “I am. See?”
“That’s not the same.”
“You have a serious empathy problem, Darla.”
“Pot. Kettle. Black.”
“If I pretend to be excited about Vegas, will it get me a blow job?”
“If you want a blow job, just ask for one.”
“Can I have a blow job?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because according to you, I have an empathy problem.”
“So what? Your mouth works. I don’t need you to empathize with me for that,” I grumbled.
“Is that all I am to you? A mouth?”
“No.”
“Good, ‘cause you’re walking on thin ice.”
“You’re a pussy, too.”
“Joe...”
“And you’ve got tits and ass galore.” I pulled her to me. She pretended to struggle, then softened, snuggling in, her hand stroking my cock over the zipper of my jeans.
Bzzzzz.
Startled, she jumped back slightly, her hand whacking against her own hip bone then punching me square on the tip.
I howled.
She gaped.
My phone, meanwhile, twitched in my pocket like it was going through death throes on behalf of my dick, which was curled in the fetal position between my balls.
“I’m sorry!” Darla gasped, then began patting my crotch. Patting it, like you soothe a crying child. I moved away, turning my back to her, and shoved my hand in my front pocket where I’d stowed my phone.
Caller ID: my mom.
Figures. Literal cockblocker.
“Yeah?” I snapped as Darla made a series of movements like a game of charades where you apologize.
“Joey, are you still going to Vegas?” Mom asked.
“Yes.”
“Will you be back in time?”
“In time for what?”
“In time for the filing deadline?”
“What filing deadline?”
“To go back and finish your last year of law school.”
“When is it?”
“When is it? When is it?”
“That’s what I asked.”
Darla opened up her laptop, pointedly ignoring my call, and began watching some video of a roulette table.
“Joseph Herbert Ross, don’t you stand there and tell me you don’t know the date of the only important day in your life this year.”
“You mean the day Darla told me she was pregnant?”
That got my girl’s attention. She looked up at me and smiled a nice, wide, evil grin, giving me a thumbs-up. Any mindfuck involving my mom got Darla’s seal of approval. Maybe this alone would get me that blow job after all.
“That joke doesn’t work on me, Joey. You’ve overused it.”
“Just like you’ve overused the topic of law school with me, Mom. I’m not going back.”
“Yes, you are.”
“I’m hanging up now, Mom.”
“But you –”
Click.
“Still?” Darla inhaled through clenched teeth. “She’s like Marlene with a traveling salesman.”
Oh, God. Another one of Darla’s stories was coming.
“Mmmm,” I said, trying not to offer even the slightest hook for Darla to get started. Don’t make eye contact. Don’t verbally encourage. Being around Darla when she was about to start one of her shaggy dog stories was like negotiating with a hostage taker.
Only I was the hostage.
“So, you see, Marlene...”
I failed.
“...she finds these traveling salesmen at the truck stop nearby. And she talks ‘em up and probably gives ‘em blow jobs. I don’t know. I don’t want to think about what she actually does with them to convince them to come home with her. But she does.”
“You’re comparing my mother’s relentless pursuit of my return to law school with your aunt’s luring of strange men to her home via blow jobs?”
“Yes. Hold on. It’ll all make sense by the time I’m done.”
“I highly doubt that.”
“You doubt everything.”
“A healthy dose of skepticism is the sign of an active mind.”
“And a healthy dose of listening makes for more empathy.”
“I have plenty of empathy.”
She snorted.
“I just don’t have patience for bullshit.”
“You think my story about Marlene is bullshit?”
I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned back against the couch. “Go on.”
“Marlene finds these poor men and takes ‘em to her house. Gets them to wine and dine her while she’s screwing them. Mama’s been way more free with all the details since she got married to Calvin and we went back to Ohio for the wedding and came clean about us. I guess she thinks I’m grown up enough to know.”
“To know your aunt is, uh...”
“The town whore? Yeah. You can say it. Once she was arrested for fucking those hockey players in the Maine airport, it kinda sealed the deal.”
I don’t point out that technically that incident had nothing to do with being a town whore, but there’s an evolution to any long conversation with Darla, and interrupting her with pesky facts is a bad idea.
I waited in silence for her to continue.
“So these salesmen… well, after a while, Marlene found one who kept coming back. Like a regular. And he had enough money to do some nice things for her, like buy her flowers and get her a new sump pump.”
“How romantic.”
“When water starts seeping into your basement causing mold damage, a sump pump is better than a week-long cruise to Cabo, Joe.”
I just nodded and bit my tongue, trying not to point out that Marlene had some really low standards.
“Josie had sent her the money for the repair, but Marlene blew it. Mama liked the salesman. Think his name was Archie or Archer. Something like that. And Marlene couldn’t take a sump pump and buy percs with it.”
“If anyone could, I’m sure your aunt would be the one to figure that out.”
Darla sighed deeply. “Yeah. She would. But she didn’t. And that meant some of her basic needs were being met by Archie – let’s go with that name – and old Archie was a true help to Marlene.”
“But...”
“But Archie was married. Lived in Harrisburg, and came through Peters every three months or so. Started staying at Marlene’s for three or four days while he did business. Sold something connected to trucking. I don’t know the details. It’s all a blur, but I read it in his obituary.”
Oh, God. The guy is dead. That means she’s about to tell the whole, complicated story, right down to the color of the ribbon on the flowers at his funeral.
Bzzzzz.
I reached for my phone.
“Don’t answer that,” Darla scoffed. “It’s just your mom.”
I tap the green button to accept the call because at this point, talking to my mother is a better alternative than hearing how Darla’s aunt’s meal ticket died in Ohio.
“What?” I said into the phone.
“Is that any way to talk to your mother?”
“When you’re just harassing me to return to law school and won’t accept that I’m a separate human being with my own volition, yes.”
“I knew raising you to think for yourself was going to come back and bite me in the ass,” my mom declared.
“Since when did you raise me to think for myself? I had to learn that on my own!”
“I didn’t call you to fight, Joey.”
“You called to hound me about law school.”
“No. I called because you just turned twenty-five and that means I need to tell you something.”
“Did my letter from Hogwarts finally come, fourteen years too late?”
Mom always sounded like she was in a hurry and a little irritated, so the choked, softer response put me on alert. “It’s important. Can you come home and sit down with us?”
“Us? Us as in you and Dad?”
“Yes.”
“Mom, what is this? You’re freaking me out. What does turning twenty-five have to do with anything?”
“I don’t mean to alarm you. We just need a meeting with you. Tomorrow? Seven?”
“I have to fly out the next day. Can’t it wait until I come back?”
“No.”
“Fine. We’ll be there.”
“We?” Her voice was like an oboe with a dry reed.
“Me. Darla. Probably not Trevor, but –”
“Not Darla! This is family
business.”
Unfortunately, she said that loud enough for Darla to hear. She looked up from her YouTube video displaying a baccarat game and frowned.
Fuck.
“I’ll come alone, but you need to realize she’s my girlfriend.”
“I know.”
“Just like Gene is your boyfriend.”
Full stop. Silence. I love to shut my mom up.
With the truth.
“I am fine,” she said, clearing her throat repeatedly on the word fine, “with having Darla present for later conversations, if you choose. But not for this first one.”
“What is it?”
“Just come over, Joey. Please.”
“Fine.” I ended the call, pissed and confused.
“What’s Joanne up to now?”
“Nothing unusual,” I said, telling the truth without giving too much. “Just more pressure.”
“Didn’t sound like it was about law school.”
I peered over her shoulder. “Every video you’re watching is about gambling. Please don’t tell me you’re going to try to become a poker player. You know you’re terrible at it.”
“I am not!”
“Yes. You are. Your face shows everything. I’ve seen four-year-olds who can bluff better.”
“I am an accomplished liar.”
For some reason, that made my chest hurt.
“So am I,” I blurted out.
I was lying to her right now, technically.
“Are we seriously trying to convince each other we’re the better liar? That’s one hell of a dynamic in a relationship,” she mused.
“Why are you watching so many gambling videos, Darla?”
“Because I plan to play a little. Trevor has me convinced I need to work on this abundance mentality shit.”
“Abundance mentality is just a politically correct phrase for being smart.”
“Huh?”
“If you play your cards right and go for what you want, you’ll always get it.”
“Only a rich white man from the suburbs with well-off hoverparents could spit that kinda nonsense out and actually believe it.”
“And only a poor, lower-educated woman raised in a trailer park in flyover country by a widowed, disabled mother could unilaterally brush off what I’m saying by waving it off as privilege,” I shot back, curling into myself, all my muscles smoothing out, removing emotion from them. This feeling hadn’t kicked in for a long time, the tense, taut sensation of being on shaky emotional ground and needing to defend my position.
At all costs.
We both were breathing hard, and I saw the same stunned feeling inside me reflected in her eyes. Tempers can flare quickly in people too proud to back down. My blood slammed hard, spreading through my arms, my legs, a pulse point in my ankle starting to throb.
I wasn’t going to break first, though.
“I thought we were long past this shit,” she whispered, not in softness, but in fury.
“So did I,” I countered, my eyes narrowing involuntarily, shoulders dropping, my body rooting in place as if preparing for a descent into self-preservation, emotions tucked away, reflexes at the forefront. When I’m in this state my heart disappears, a clinical, cold detachment taking over.
“How do we do this? How do we get from talking about your mom or my aunt’s fuckbuddy to being at each other’s throats so fast?” She worked hard to control her emotions but I could see all of the turmoil on her face, her eyes beaming out a distress signal.
“We haven’t done this in a very long time,” I said, extending a verbal olive branch, the closest I could come.
“But why?”
“Because if we did this all the time we wouldn’t have lasted three years.”
She froze.
“That’s not what I meant, but ouch, Joe. That hurts to hear.”
“It hurt to say it.”
“Do you walk around holding back? Is that what you mean?”
“I don’t understand.”
“Are you saying the only reason we’ve lasted as long as we have is because you’re not telling me how you feel because you don’t want conflict?”
“Do I look like the kind of person who doesn’t speak his mind, Darla?”
“No. So can you explain what you just meant?”
“I meant that when we met, we lived in wildly different worlds. Now we don’t. You joined our world here in Boston. And we’ve joined parts of your world. We don’t clash like we used to. If we did, we wouldn’t have lasted. We’ve all bent toward each other, instead of staying rigid.”
“Even you?”
“Yes, me. You think I’m that unyielding? Jesus, Darla, I came clean with my parents about you, me, and Trevor. I found out last year my parents have a similar, uh, arrangement with my dad’s ‘business partner.’ I’ve gone to Ohio and claimed you in the middle of a culture where I could have been beaten to a pulp behind a used auto parts store that doubles as a justice of the peace’s office. I have bent and bent and bent.”
“So have I.”
“So have you,” I conceded. The forcefield of Tetris-like pieces of defense that I built around me started to soften.
“We were just talking about Vegas. Gambling. Nothing big,” she said in a voice filled with ponder. “And we get like this.”
“Do you really think that only rich, white, over-educated, hoverparented guys can play their cards right and have good things happen to them, Darla? Is that seriously your worldview?”
“You make it sound like people who don’t get what they want are to blame. Do you believe that?”
“No,” I insisted.
“And no to yours, too,” she said with a nod.
“We have more common ground than we think.” I wanted to touch her. To re-establish some intimacy. We might as well have been an ocean apart, even as I smelled the coffee on her breath as she breathed hard, her emotions right under her skin.
“We do. So how do we get past this?”
“How about a blow job?”
“What?”
“A blow job.”
“We’re in the middle of a fight and you want me to put your dick in my mouth?”
“Yes.”
“And you think I should just give you that because...”
“Because it’s the best way to get over this tension.”
“I’m not feeling any tension.”
“Maybe you are,” I argued, touching the line of her jaw with my fingertips. It was the first time either of us had touched the other and I knew I was breaking my own rule. My old rule. I reached out for connection. In the past, I’d have viewed that as weak.
Now, I thought it made me more mature. Definitely more mature than Darla.
Which meant I won.
The blow job would just be a bonus.
“Where am I feeling tense, Joe?”
“In your jaw. It needs a good stretch.”
If Darla wore glasses, she’d have peered at me over them, but her eyebrows flying up and her chin tipping down was close enough.
“Besides, it’s hard to be mad at someone when you have their dick in your mouth,” I added in a low voice, trying to butter her up, turned on the longer we talked.
“You know this from experience?”
“What? No!”
“Then why do you think that’s true? I can be plenty mad at you while sucking you off.” She chomped her teeth a few times. It sent shivers through my ball sac.
“That’s not funny,” I growled.
“But it’s true.”
“I’m not good at this whole making-up thing, Darla. You know that.”
“I could tell. Asking me to go down on you is the worst apology you have ever come up with, Joe.”
“I’m supposed to apologize? For what?”
“You really want that blow job?”
“Yes.”
She just sat there, tapping her toe, arms crossed over those big, round tits I love so much.
“I love you,” I said, struck by the fact that I love her tits. Yes, I’m shallow. But I do. And maybe instead of a blow job, she’d let me give her a pearl necklace. Sex was the only way out here, for me at least. If we’re connected by flesh and suck and lick and thrust, I have a way to communicate with her that doesn’t involve my asshole mouth.
“Say it to me, then. Not my tits.”
Busted.
“I was voted most likely to succeed in high school, you know,” she said in a teasing voice that made my semi go to full mast, fast. There was something in her tone that said the worst of the storm had blown over (so to speak) and we were left with the raw, brisk edges of the finish that make you turn your face toward the wind and take it all in from a safe place.
“You were?”
“Yeah. Except they spelled it different.”
“What do you mean?”
“You spell it ‘s-u-c-c-e-e-d.’ They spelled it ‘s-u-c-k s-e-e-d.’”
“I’d imagine you’d have to be really good at it to get that kind of title.” The belt buckle felt like a slab of stone against my cock, which pushed up like the tendril of a vine, seeking light.
Seeking wet.
Mercifully, Darla unbuckled and unzipped me, moving herself to a chair as I towered over her, repositioning my feet for better balance. As she pulled my pants down, I let out an audible groan.
This was going to be great.
One of the best features on Darla is her hair. Long, blonde, frizzy, and thick, sinking my fingers into it when she wraps her warm, sucking mouth around my hard cock is like winning the sensory lottery. All that yellow curl up against my tan belly, the up and down of her deep-throating like getting soft silk against my skin while she gives me what I need.
We’ve been together long enough that sex has more layers to it. In the last year, we’ve gotten wilder. Blunter. More raw and raunchy in a way that strips away the old expectations of emotionality. I don’t mean we’re crude, and we certainly still respect each other, but it’s also a refreshing change to say what we want the others to do to our bodies and get it.
Shorthand, if you will. Sexual
shorthand.
Darla was doing anything but shorthand to my dick in that moment, her long, even strokes making me pull her hair, fisting it in my hands as she pulled me in, as my tip struck the back of her throat, the sides of my shaft dragging along her pearly whites while her tongue flicked the tip. Too much of that and I would become one twitching hormone, spilling into her like a kid in the middle of a wet dream.
Not enough and I’d be thrusting into her, begging for more.
She had me right where I wanted to be, trapped between arousal and orgasm, riding the wave as long as possible. Sometimes sex felt so good, it was like time stopped and all you wanted was the endless space before the orgasm, where the intensity wasn’t there but all the pleasure just went on and on. I could have stayed like that forever, but Darla upped the ante, her pinky finger pushing at the puckered edge of my ass with just enough pressure to make my cock jump in her mouth as she did that thing – oh, God, that thing – where she looked up at me as I looked down at her and it was like having a goddess bow before me.
I was seconds away from glory.
And then she abruptly dropped my shaft, my balls, my ass, her mouth popping off me like a Champagne cork.
I whimpered.
“But –”
As Darla wiped her wet mouth with the back of her hand, she simply said:
“All your orgasms are mine. See you later.”
“You can’t do this!”
“Just did.”
“But when will you – when can we – ” I sputtered.
She shrugged.
“A shrug is not an answer!” I bellowed.
She shrugged again.
“Wait!” In desperation, I rifled through my mind’s list of topics I could use to get her to stay. “But you were telling me this whole story about your Aunt Marlene! You can’t leave me hanging! I need to know how it finishes!”
“Since when did you give a shit about my aunt back in Ohio?”
“I care! I’m a very caring person,” I protested. I was, too.
I cared a lot about getting off right now.
Mercifully, she reached for my cock and then – hold on – was she petting it? Petting my dick over my pants?
“That’s all you’re getting for now. On both counts.”
And with that, her big, grabbable ass sashayed out of the room.
I was just outplayed.





CHAPTER SIX
DARLA
M e and airplanes don’t mix.
We’re like oil and water.
Bleach and ammonia.
Joanne Ross and anyone fucking her son.
You know.
But I’ve gotten better. A whole lot better. I try to book buses for all the band travel, but once in a while we get a gig that is too far to justify it. Like Los Angeles. We all flew out there, except for Tyler. I managed.
Mostly, Joe and Trevor managed me. And not like that first time, where they each gave me a Xanax by accident and Joe tried to get me to join the Mile High Club and my shirt got flushed down the toilet.
With me in it.
Anyhooo… I’m better now.
A lot.
Because Giles said he’d cover travel, I went ahead and held my nose and put all of us together on a direct flight. It cost more than economy with connections, but was worth it. That’s part of my problem, too. Like, in general, not just when I’m about to get on a metal tube that rises in the air by physics magic.
The problem of spending money.
When you grow up poor (and trust me, I was poor), you don’t spend money you don’t got. You make every penny count. You can’t even go into debt like normal people when you’re stone-cold poor. You don’t have credit cards or fancy home equity loans or student loans.
You have payday shop loans and layaway at the Walmart and you pay for your ‘new’ washing machine at a high interest rate from some rental center place with weekly payments. Debt isn’t some abstract concept you read about in newspapers or on personal finance blogs.
Debt is can I afford the payment? If yes,
then if I need it, get it, and hope nothing else breaks I can’t afford to replace or fix.
The dark underbelly of this, though, is that when you do get money, sometimes you blow it. And blow it hard. It’s like sex. You can go a long time without it.
Like, two whole weeks. A month, even. Not counting masturbating.
But you can go a long time without sex, and then when you do have sex, you come like a freight train. And even then it’s not enough. You need, like, a year of steady sex before all them sexual micronutrients have been satisfied and you can trust that you’ll get what you need, and you don’t need to hoard all your orgasms.
Or something like that.
Bottom line is, there was a time when buying a single discounted plane ticket from Pittsburgh to Boston might as well have been booking a flight on a space shuttle for me. Even the cheapest multi-connecting-flight ticket woulda been a week’s after-tax pay at the gas station where I worked. Nobody had that kind of money. Nobody I knew back in Peters, Ohio, at least. Not my age.
Then there’s time.
When you’re broke, you need one thing: money. And time is money when you’re hard-scrabbling it. Take time off for a vacation? Hell no. Days off were good for two things: cleaning your house, running errands, and finding side jobs to make a little more money.
Two days in a row wasn’t a break. It was an oh, shit. As in oh, shit, those are hours I won’t have in my paycheck next week.
I spent the first twenty-two years of my life living this way. I’ve spent the last three years not living like that, and really only this past year or so having more than enough.
Now I have no debt except for college tuition debt in the form of student loans.
Now I have a savings account.
Now I have a (small) retirement account. Like three figures. But it’s a start.
I don’t have to accrue three months of electric bills and then run to the payment counter at the local branch office on shut-off day to pay the minimum.
I don’t have to take all the empty cans from the gas station and bag ‘em up for Uncle Mike to recycle when he goes to a state with redemption.
I don’t have to do lots of things, like using the orange mesh bags that onions come in from the grocery store as a pot scrubbie, or volunteering at the local food bank for ‘school volunteer hours’ in hopes they’d give me a big old box of food cause Mama had to sell some of her food stamps to pay for another foot brace that wasn’t covered by her insurance, or stealing rolls of toilet paper from bathrooms at the old Kmart because we’d run out.
It’s a relief.
But it leaves a strange sort of hole inside you.
And that’s the other thing: when you live your life convinced that the best you can do is to make do with what you got, and suddenly you got more, you know what happens?
You start comparing. Not comparing what you’ve got to other people.
To your past self.
You start to imagine how much easier it woulda been back then, if you’d had more.
And then you get pissed. Not at your past self, but just in general.
Who has time for that?
I don’t.
The problem with feelings is that they don’t care whether you’ve got time to process them. Feelings are like the honey badgers of psychology: they do what they want and don’t give a fuck about your opinion.
What’s all that got to do with an airplane ticket? Like I said, there was a time when even the cheapest ticket, and the time to enjoy the travel, were impossible.
The impossible became my normal. That’s the stuff of fantasy. Don’t we all wish for it? Ain’t that the point of dreams? We wonder and we imagine, like thinking about all the ways you’d spend a winning lottery ticket, or dreaming about meeting the right person who will magically love you unconditionally and happen to be independently well off – and make you well off, too.
Every person wishes they could swap normal for impossible. It’s the human condition, hardwired into us. Some of us turn bitter when it doesn’t happen. Others just keep trying until we waste the present, eyes focused straight ahead and unable to turn and see what’s right here, right now. A few of us mourn what we lost in the present, as if we once brushed against the hanging vines of the impossible but couldn’t grasp them.
And then there are the few who actually do it. Find the impossible and stake a claim.
Who gets a life like that?
Me.
Booking all those economy tickets wasn’t hard. None of the numbers were objectively shockers. What is customary in one situation is extravagant in another. Luxurious.
Even cruel.
And the worst of this is that a part of me wants to go back to a time when I had to make do.
Not the cold terror of feeling like I was prey, and prey with a gurgling stomach, a broken trailer heater, and a mama with pneumonia and no way to get her to a hospital. Not that
feeling.
More along the lines of a time when a muscle inside me flexed itself when it came to scratching out a way that worked. Having more money makes money a solution. It’s the easy way out.
Like Mama and Calvin.
Like booking all these tickets.
Money changes people.
If I’m changing like this, then who am I, really? I get that we change when we meet new people. When we fall in love. When we have major new experiences.
None of that was programmed into me in Peters, Ohio. I had a mindset that said take what you can get and do what you can.
Make do.
Settle.
“Darla?” Charlotte’s big, round, curious eyes suddenly appear under my big old awning of yellow frizz I call hair.
“Yeah?”
“Did you book a ticket for me?”
“Yep.”
“It turns out my company is willing to pay for it. Can you give me a receipt, and I can get them to pay you back?”
“The university where you work is viewing this Vegas trip as business?” Charlotte is a resident director at a Massachusetts state university. That means she lives with a few hundred eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds most of the year and is their version of a mother mixed with a prison guard.
She can have that job. I’d rather go back to the gas station, selling lice combs to truckers who come in smelling like Astroglide and beef sticks.
“No. The sex toy company.”
Oh. Yeah. She works as a party coordinator for a sex toy company, too. Charlotte is a woman of many talents. Liam loves her to bits. They’ve been together for a while now, after they got over themselves and actually had an adult conversation about why he dumped her when they were high school sweethearts. If people would just talk to each other, half the world’s problems would go away.
The other half – well, sex might help some of those.
Solving the rest is above my pay grade.
“The sex toy company is paying your ticket? Hold on. Hold on. Esmé ain’t going on stage again, so let’s get that straight right off the bat. No promotional placement for sex toy dolls at this concert.”
She laughed softly, then just looked at me with those big old eyes that make you feel like you’re transparent and she can read your soul all the way down to the fine print.
“Don’t worry. No more blow-up dolls on stage getting attacked by a snake.”
If you don’t know what that means, sorry. No excuses, no explanations, no regrets.
“My company has an exhibit at a fetish convention. When I realized the dates were the same, I asked, and they said as long as I work at the booth for two days, they’d pay my way.”
“The band could pay part of your way, you know. I could turn you into an assistant manager.”
“Remember how we tried that in LA? It didn’t really work.” After the band gigged in Los Angeles and all was said and done, we were stiffed out of a bunch of expenses, most of them related to Maggie and Charlotte. Maggie was Charlotte’s best friend and our savior for that concert, because she drove our substitute bass player, Tyler, from St. Louis to LA. in an emergency.
You have to be part angel – and I mean actually from heaven itself, touched by God – to spend that kinda time with a man who frowns so much he looks like a French bulldog with hemorrhoids.
“I’m sorry,” I said to Charlotte, still feeling bad. “We can pay you out.”
“No. It’s fine. I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize the band’s financial health. When Liam’s successful, it helps me in the long run. When you guys are rolling in it, pay me back then.”
“But it’s like, over a thousand bucks!”
“One thousand ninety-two dollars and eleven cents,” she said. “But who’s counting?”
“I am,” I insisted. “And you’ll get it back. You weren’t just a girlfriend on that trip. You made a material difference to the functioning of the band.”
“And she gave me one hell of a hummer on the balcony of that hotel room,” said a deep voice I knew well. Liam walked in the room, dropped his guitar, and gave Charlotte an ass pat.
She didn’t even bat an eyelash. “While you watched the sun set over the Pacific.”
“Life is good. Let’s do it again.”
“Again?”
“In Vegas.”
“Vegas isn’t on the coast.”
“I mean let’s have a memorable hummer somewhere. I’ll just face west and pretend I can see the ocean. Might take a few tries until we get it just right.”
“How about we have a memorable –” Charlotte took this conversation down to a whisper, saying something in Liam’s ear that made him blush.
Pro tip: if a guy blushes like that, it involves butt stuff.
Trust me.
“You’re sure you can get all of that just for working for the sex toy company? And it’s free?” Liam asked her, revealing way more of their whispered conversation than I wanted to know.
She nodded. “We’re beta testers.”
“Baby, I’m always an alpha
tester.”
One perfectly shaped eyebrow arched. “Not if I use one of those toys on you. Then you’re definitely
beta.”
I left the room. I can handle sex jokes and raunchy talk ’til the cows come home, but I really didn’t need to listen to these two talk about recreating the International Women’s Day scene from Deadpool. I had more important things to worry about.
Like getting on a plane the next morning.
When the band gigged on the island of Eden, I flew for the very first time ever. And I experienced a few problems, sure. If by a few problems you mean nearly getting arrested for violating a bunch of federal laws.
Now, though, I’m practically an air warrior.
Last year I forced everyone to go to Logan Airport with me and get approved for expedited lines. Mercifully, we all survived the background checks, even Frown, who I swore was gonna get arrested on the spot for having some seedy experience on his record. Nope. Whew.
This time I made everyone buy travel clothes and shoes without metal or anything suspicious. A bunch of twenty-somethings traveling with electronics and musical equipment are bad enough. Add in anything that triggers a security check and the TSA would be the ones administering butt stuff to Liam. Not Charlotte.
They all went along with it without complaint, until I imposed the following final rule: no drugs for twenty-four hours before we flew.
You would’ve thought I stood up and declared I was Jeff Sessions undercover.
That’s right. With twenty hours to go before boarding, all my guys were clean. Not a single hit off a bong. Not one dab. No shatter, no edibles.
Of course, that meant they were all high as kites right then, because exactly four hours before, they all got together and consumed enough THC to invent another universe. Our living room was filled with everyone except Maggie and Frown, because we didn’t technically need him, and Maggie couldn’t get the time off to go with us to Vegas. All the guys were flying high, so you know what that meant, right?
We women did all the packing.
If I’d’ve let Joe and Trevor pack their own shit, we’d have a fifty-pound checked bag full of Oreos and beef sticks and nothing else. While I love my men walking around naked, I was pretty sure that wasn’t going to cut it for the actual concert.
Plus, you ever stay in a hotel room with two guys eating nothing but Oreos and beef sticks for a few days? I have. Pretty sure it’s a form of torture somewhere in the fine print on some international human rights declaration. And by day three you’re ready to sneak them some sugar-free gummi bears and get yourself outta there.
“Darla?” Trevor called from the other room. I went in the kitchen and found them all around the small dining table, playing Cards Against Humanity and eating chocolate-covered pretzels with their diet Cokes.
“Yeah?”
“Can you remember to pack my special earplugs this time? I can’t find them.”
Sam started giggling helplessly. Amy couldn’t come that night, but would fly out on a separate flight the next day. He drummed his fingers on the table and muttered “earplugs” over and over. Jesus. How baked were they?
“You guys just vaped, right?” I asked.
“Shatter,” Joe said with a sigh.
“How much?”
“Enough.”
I looked carefully at Trevor’s eyes. He was half there.
“You two. You’re so wasted, if I gave you a blow job I’d get a contact high from swallowing.”
Sam sat up tall in his seat. “Is that possible?”
Joe grinned. “We’ll have to try next time. I wonder if we can test semen samples for THC and CBD?”
I walked away, leaving them to their Deep Thoughts on cannabinoids.
My earbuds were in and I was on the phone all day, on a dopamine high that was not artificially induced like some people need. In many ways I was at my best when I was juggling 8,000 different details all focused on the same goal. It was like the universe sent me 1,000 arrows and I had them all pointed in one direction. Once I lined them up just so, I could relax.
And bask in pride.
I got antsy when I was like this, as if an internal itch wouldn’t go away, and not the kind you treat with Monistat. Packing and repacking while I talked on the phone made it easier. Sex didn’t. Sex just made my mind go a million miles away into the mental river of chatter that flowed within.
“Darla?” It was Charlotte again, tapping on our bedroom door. I shoved Joe’s boxer briefs into another travel cube and looked up, startled. My heart sped up and I had one of those moments where I simultaneously looked her in the eye and pretended to be engaged while thinking about the fact that I needed to bring my period panties and some extra tampons because shark week was about to start. And that a call to Mama was in order before we flew out, and how the lock on Trevor’s suitcase broke last time we flew, and –
“Yeah?” I coughed up.
“Can I help?”
All the muscles in my face went slack, like a candle that got a little too close to heat. “Excuse me?”
“Can I help you? You seem like you’re taking on the brunt of the work while the guys all play Cards Against Humanity.” She thumbed in the direction of the living room.
“Yeah?”
She shrugged. “They’re currently giggling about children on leashes.”
I groaned.
“What if you just didn’t pack for them?”
“They’d end up with fifty pounds of Oreos and beef sticks,” I shot back immediately.
Charlotte proved she’s the opposite of Amy by not reacting and simply saying, “Good point. But… will they ever learn if you keep doing everything for them?”
“Isn’t that my job now?” I didn’t ask with sarcasm. I meant it. “I pretty much am in charge of making sure they can perform. I’m an obstacle clearer.”
“Down to packing Joe’s underwear for him?”
“That I do because he’s my boyfriend. I am not touching your man’s tighty whities.”
“Liam doesn’t wear underwear anymore.”
“I didn’t need to know that.”
“But now you do.”
“I hope to God he never has a wardrobe malfunction on stage.”
“If he does, and someone videos it, think of the viral publicity.”
“It wouldn’t bother you to have your guy’s balls all over YouTube?”
“Did it bother you to have Joe’s naked body hanging out a window with a gerbil and a chicken attached to him?”
“YES!”
She just laughed, a quiet chuckle of sympathy.
“Wait a minute,” I said. “Anymore? What do you mean, Liam doesn’t wear underwear ‘anymore’?”
Big smiling eyes met mine, even if her mouth remained neutral. “He just doesn’t.”
“Sex play?”
“What? No.”
“Then why not?”
“Personal preference.”
“That ain’t good enough.”
“Good enough for what?”
Even though Charlotte had no interest in law school, she’d fit right in with Amy, Joe, and Trevor.
“You’re not gonna crack, are you?”
“Darla, I live with hundreds of young adults and am in charge of interviewing them when there have been problems in the building. I am also the target of gossip, and have to protect my private life like I’m a celebrity. So no, I’m not cracking. Butt out.”
I put my hands up in a gesture of surrender. “Wasn’t butting in. Just curious.”
“Okay.” She had a way of handling conflict like it was just part of life. No big deal. No hurt feelings, no fragile egos. Problem identified, problem discussed, boundaries enforced, compromise made.
Issue resolved.
It made me feel like a four-year-old with mood swings. How could Charlotte be so mature when I was the same age and I had the conflict resolution skills of a North Korean intelligence officer combined with Gary Busey on a coke bender?
“GO!” Liam shouted from the other room, so loud we walked back to the living room to find all the guys on their licking apps, only they were so high they seemed to be performing oral sex in slow motion, like slugs making their way through a molasses spill.
“Thanks for the offer to help,” I added, pointedly looking at the guys. “But I got it.”
“You don’t have to do everything for them,” she reiterated. “You don’t have to prove yourself. You did that a long time ago.”
“That’s why you think I –”
Bzzz. My phone interrupted.
“Sorry.” I gave her the kind of smile you give a friend who you know is right, but you’re done talking about the issue. “Work.”
And with that Charlotte retreated, as I talked to the overnight-air company shipping the band’s equipment, her words pinging around my brain like shrapnel that ricochets.
JOE
I was still buzzed and that is why Uber is one of the best inventions to come out of Silicon Valley in years. Taking an Uber to Mom and Dad’s house also gave me an out. Call for an Uber and the driver would show up and I could just leave.
Mom’s cryptic conversation took second place to Darla’s mindfuck, frankly, so whatever Mom and Dad had to tell me felt small. After Darla left me in the lurch it took two strokes to spray the bed like my dick was Kermit the Frog holding a firehose.
I needed revenge.
I needed her.
The last thing I needed was a verbal showdown with my mother, Dad sitting there calmly taking it all in and commenting at the end, supporting Mom. I was there because she wasn’t using her normal tactics with me. Some part of this felt just weird enough that it was in my best interests to show up.
Besides, Trevor ran out of pot, so no reason to stay at home.
“Joey,” Mom said quietly as I entered the house, some sort of drink in her hand. As I hugged her, the palm of her hand was a sheet of ice. She’d clearly been drinking for a while, clutching some sort of inebriant for a long enough time to fortify her.
For what?
“Son,” Dad said, giving me that big-man hug he’s bestowed on me since I grew into my puberty body. There was a fierceness to them both, a gravity that made me think someone had died.
“Is, um, Gene here?” I asked, looking around, suddenly worried.
“What? No. This is family business,” Dad said quietly, blinking hard.
“Gene is family,” I said through gritted teeth, tired of this conflict.
“That’s not what Herb means, Joe,” Mom said. “Gene is family. You’re right. But not for what we need to discuss with you. And he already knows about it anyhow. No need for him to be here now.”
“You’re both scaring me,” I said in a joking voice, grabbing an orange out of the ever-present fruit bowl on the counter in front of the kitchen. “What is this?”
“It’s nothing for you to be scared of,” Dad said with a slightly stunned look on his face. “Just… it’s hard for your mother and I to wrap our minds around this.”
“Don’t tell me I’m about to become a big brother,” I joked.
“That would be a miracle of biblical proportion, given that I went through menopause already,” Mom answered with more information than I ever wanted to know.
“And we’re off to a great start,” Dad murmured, heading toward his office, motioning for me to follow.
At that moment, some part of me froze inside.
Because if we were having this conversation in Dad’s office, it was big.
My father’s home office was like the Oval Office to me. Had been since I was little. Barred from entering it unless invited specifically, I’d always viewed the room with a strange sort of reverence I didn’t have for any other space. Dad had talked to me about sex in here. Money. Relationships. Broke the news to me that his mom had died. Called me into the room when the September 11 attacks took place.
And we were meeting in there for some undisclosed topic that made my mother pour two fingers of Scotch, neat, and quick shoot them back like a party girl in Cancun on Spring Break.
As we entered the office, I saw three sets of manila folders sitting on his conference table. Dad motioned for me to sit in the nearest chair while he took the spot at the head of the table, Mom to his left. I grabbed my folder and opened it, scanning rapidly, expecting lab results or a doctor’s report or a certificate of adoption.
Not what I actually saw.
“Trust?” I saw an ancestor’s name on the paperwork. “The Herman Johannes Rossini Trust?” My eyes scrambled to scan and take in the legalese. I knew more than the average person but hadn’t studied trusts in depth.
Money, though, I understood.
Mom glanced at Dad, who gave her a half shrug, as if encouraging her to soften up. “This is a family trust,” he explained. “One that unlocked when you turned twenty-five.”
My throat went dry. Suddenly Mom’s drink looked damn good.
I kept reading, ignoring my body. I could deal with it later.
Mom’s hand appeared in my field of vision, flattening against the paper, obstructing, her diamond engagement ring so big, the recessed lighting above turned it into a blinding magnifying lens. “Can you wait, sweetie? Let us explain, then you can read all you want.”
Sweetie?
“A family trust? This seems to say I am getting money.” Excitement bubbled up in me, making me readjust my hips in the seat. It took everything in me not to start bobbing my leg and twitching like a little kid.
“You are,” Dad said in an amiable voice. “Quite a bit.”
“How much?”
“It’s not that simple, Joey,” Mom said.
“Money’s pretty damn simple, Mom. You either have it or you don’t.”
“And you do.” The way Dad emphasized the word you made me sit up straight.
“How much?”
He named a figure over one hundred thousand.
“Nice,” I said, immediately imagining the new car I could buy, or how much I could spend on an instrument.
“That’s the rough income of your portion.”
Hold on.
“Wait a minute. Wait a minute. You’re saying that’s how much I’ll receive from this family trust per year?”
“Yes!” Mom wailed, bursting into tears.
I do not understand women.
I doubt I ever will.
Dad rubbed her shoulder absentmindedly, as if her strange grief were normal, and went right back to talking with me.
“For how long?” I asked, mind turned into a thousand pieces.
“For the rest of your life, Joe,” Dad said with a clarity that sounded like restrained joy, but my Dad doesn’t sound like that – ever – so I must have invented it.
“You’re joking.”
“I’m not, son.”
“Did someone feed me some ‘shrooms? E? Did I just get roofied? This is a prank, right?”
Mom just sobbed.
“No,” Dad replied, moving Mom’s hand off my document. “Go ahead and read now.”
Legal documents are already boring, a snoozefest if you’re not in the right mood, so concentration was hard enough. Add in the serious burst of adrenaline in me and the words suddenly blurred.
“Why,” I asked Dad, “is Mom crying?”
“Ask her.”
“Mom, why are you crying?”
“Because this means you’ll never finish law schoooooooooollllll,” she moaned like a professional mourner, giving any female highlander a run for her money.
“Everything is about control to you, isn’t it?” I growled, letting loose. “You’re crying because I’m about to receive an inheritance I didn’t know I had, and all you’re doing is moaning about losing control over me? Jesus, Mom!” By the end I was flat out yelling, and I didn’t care. The numbers were tumbling around in my head like wet clothes at the laundromat, tossed inside a windowed dryer, going around and around.
Cotton candy set on fire filled my head, along with the image of piles of money stretched out in a line by the side of the road, endlessly proceeding into the horizon, mixing with Darla’s face. Now I really was the ‘rich’ man she called me.
“It’s not about control, Joey. It’s about raising you right.”
“Raising me right means telling me the truth! You both kept this from me.” I stared Dad down, hard. He didn’t back down, but he didn’t push back, either. A calm, steady gaze met mine.
“We made a choice based on what we thought was best,” he finally answered.
“Forever. I get the income forever,” I said again, dazed.
“Yes, Joe.” Dad smiled. “You do. The trust doesn’t break until your grandchildren’s generation.”
Mom sat up, wiping her eyes in that careful way women who wear eye makeup do, using the pads of her fingers and wiping in, toward the bridge of her nose. “You know, you could use the money to finish law school!” she said in a bright, fake voice.
“I could also buy a hell of a lot of hookers and blow with a hundred grand!”
She paled.
“Unrestricted funds, right?” I asked them, flipping through the paperwork.
“Yes,” Dad said. “I trust you to use the money wisely.”
“But Mom doesn’t.”
“Your mother really, really wishes you would finish law school.”
“You think? Because I wasn’t clear on that point. Mom can be so vague.”
Mom picked up her drink, pink tongue poking out to slurp up the last drops of alcohol.
“You’re never going to finish, are you?” she asked. “We just wanted to get you to a safe place.”
“A ‘safe’ place?” I asked, humoring her.
“A point in adulthood where you had the minimal accomplishments to feel a sense of pride in your work.”
“I get that from being in the band, Mom. Not from reading contracts or preparing cross examination questions.”
She looked like I slapped her, her throat making a wet gasp, the sound so authentic I wasn’t sure it came from her.
“I told you, Joanne,” Dad said softly.
Eyes like mine in a bigger face turned to me, evaluating me as if reconsidering as Dad gave me a long look. And then he said to me, “Joe’s proven he’s most certainly at a point in adulthood where he is both accomplished and knows the value of hard work.”
“But –”
Dad stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “No. No buts. He just is.”
“That’s right,” I said calmly, picking up the folder. “And now I have an independent income, too.”
“It’s not enough to live on,” Dad said with skepticism, “but it’ll help.”
Jesus. Darla was right. My parents were really, really out of touch with how most people lived if Dad thought making a hundred grand plus a year was “not enough to live on.”
Then again, until I met Darla, I might have said the same thing.
“It’ll be a struggle,” I said dryly, “but I’ll make do.”
“You’ll never go back, will you? My son, the lawyer, isn’t happening,” Mom whispered.
She didn’t deserve it, but I bent down and gave her a light hug. “No, but your son the rock star is
happening.”
“I guess that’s something.”
“It’s more than something, Joanne,” Dad said as he pulled me in for a hug. “It’s not the rock star part I don’t understand,” he announced, the scratch of his beard against my ear making me feel like a little kid.
“Then what?” I mumbled as he clapped my back again.
“How you don’t sleep around when women throw themselves at you at concerts,” he hissed in my ear. “All that pussy and you say no.”
“Dad!”
“I’m telling you the truth.” He shrugged, then let me go.
“I can’t wait to get back home and tell Darla about the trust.”
Mom moaned. “What do you think her reaction will be?”
I decided to dig in the knife. The final hold they had over me was gone. Just like that. My great-grandfather gave me a freedom he could never have imagined when he set up the trust.
I grinned. “Mom, do you have any idea how much Spam I can buy her with this kind of money?”
And with that, I walked out the door, requesting an Uber on my app, whistling softly to myself.
TREVOR
I’ve been to Vegas a few times, mostly for stupid college reasons, the cheap flight and lure of pure carnal activity a serious draw when I turned twenty-one. As we waited to get off the plane, Darla stretched across my lap from her middle seat, eyes big and excited, her face glowing.
Joe, on the other hand, sat in his aisle seat, annoyed by humanity.
All of it. Every last drop.
For whatever reason, he was even more tightly wound that day. If I didn’t know him better, I’d have asked why. But Joe was like an angry toddler in the middle of a tantrum on the inside when he got like that. He could hold onto his emotions and keep the outside in check.
But not if you provoked him.
Asking out of compassion about his feelings was a form of provocation, I’d learned. Everyone’s different, right? If you don’t ask Darla what she’s feeling, she takes the absence of the ask to be an affront. When I was younger, I always imagined I’d find the love of my life out there somewhere. I knew it would involve emotions and give and take, but I never expected to be in a long term emotional relationship with two
people.
And having two doesn’t make the intensity double. It goes up by a factor of more. I used to think it was a factor of four, but as time passes, I’ve given up trying to quantify it.
All I can do is experience it.
Darla made that raspy little sighing sound I loved. It was the sound of contentment, a casual noise you make when you can just be your real self with someone. I shifted in my seat and looked at her phone. She was wearing earbuds, so I couldn’t hear it, but she was watching more gambling videos.
Joe thought she was being childish and had no problem saying so, but I understood. The first time I went to Vegas it was like someone shot adrenaline straight into my heart, over and over, until I became nothing but a flesh balloon filled with excitement.
When you’re that high on nothing but eagerness, you need alcohol to mellow you out.
Which is why Vegas is the perfect party town.
“Hey,” I said, nudging her. “Planning on gambling?”
“A little. Why not? It’s like sweeping.”
Sweeping is Darla’s lingo for entering sweepstakes, which is what her mom does all the time. You go online and find contests and enter to see if you can win prizes. I couldn’t understand how someone could do that for a living, but Cathy does it seven days a week for a few hours. I guess if you’re disabled, it’s a way to get something extra.
The steady flow of ‘winnings’ that Cathy sends to Darla are bizarre, though. We know the UPS and Fedex delivery people so well, they come to all our parties, and Darla finally had to tell her mom we didn’t need more mugs, can coozies, or water bottles, because we were just donating them to Goodwill.
The year’s supply of condoms, however, came in handy.
“Gambling is nothing like sweeping,” Joe grumbled.
“Yes it is! You’re hoping for something you have no control over.”
“You most certainly have control in both cases.”
“If that were true, everyone would win.”
“You don’t have control over the outcome,” he groused. “You do have control over whether to play the odds.”
“You mean, like, the only way to win is to play?”
“Exactly.”
“But once you play, all you can do is hope,” she added, extending her logic. I agreed with her and wondered why Joe was digging in.
“No.”
“Make up your mind, Joe,” she chided. I watched him bristle. It was like a cat slowly discovering its owner wanted the cat to follow its human agenda.
Good luck with that.
“No, Darla, it’s not about hope. It’s about strategy.”
“And trusting that you have just as much chance at a positive outcome as you do of a negative outcome,” I said.
He gave me a withering look. It didn’t work.
“You sound like one of those Law of Attraction people. Did you read The Secret this morning while praying over your crystals?”
“Only after your mom gave them to me over breakfast,” I shot back.
Darla gasped, pulled out her remaining earbud, and sat up.
Joe didn’t even take the bait. “You can’t focus on positive vs. negative. You focus on strategy. Life isn’t about rolling the dice and getting lucky.”
“Sure it is,” I said. “We were lucky being born into well-off homes.”
Joe paled, the change in color so swift I thought my vision was impaired.
“And I was lucky meeting Trevor when he was hitchhiking naked, high as a kite,” Darla added as color slowly returned to Joe’s increasingly angry face. I hit some kind of nerve, but what?
“I’m talking about strategy for what you can control. For instance, you can choose whether to continue gambling or not. Choose to spend money or not. Choose to stay in a relationship or not.” Joe closed his eyes and pretended he was napping, but his body was taut, like a thick wire suspended between two immobile items.
“Is that relationship comment a hint?” Darla asked, eyebrow cocked.
“A hint at what?” he muttered.
“You thinking about leaving?”
“I’m giving an example, Darla. Not a hint.” Joe burrowed into his aisle seat, stuck his feet under the seat before him, and tried to brush Darla off.
Like that would ever work.
I sat up, on guard. What was Joe’s deal? He would always get tense before performances, but ever since he came home from visiting his Mom and Dad, he’d been off. Abrupt. More of a dick than his typical self, and I was getting sick of it.
“Joe, you okay?” Darla asked.
“What? Fine. Just let me sleep.”
She turned and looked at me, her shrug already half done. I gave it right back to her.
“See the roulette table, Trev? I think that’s where people who are inexperienced have the best chance.”
Joe snorted, covering it up like it was part of sleeping.
I glared at him. Even if he couldn’t see me, I did it.
“You’re right, Darla,” I said loudly. “The only way to win is to make sure you put yourself out there and give it a chance.”





CHAPTER SEVEN
DARLA
There are slot machines in the airport in Las Vegas. Slot machines, people. You walk off the plane, down the long hallway to the gate, and bam!
You can start gambling. Hell, you can start before you even pee, because the slot machines are closer to the plane than the bathrooms. This is a city that makes its priorities very clear.
For someone who had barely left Ohio before I met Joe and Trevor, travel was still a heady experience for me, but Vegas was already setting off all my senses in that hypermobile way that made me shift to a higher gear, both inside and out. I mean, Concord, New Hampshire or Carlisle, Pennsylvania are nice and all, but Vegas is a whole ‘nother planet.
It smells like money in the airport. Normally airports smell like bleach, rumpled people, and coffee, so this was an upgrade.
I left my bags with Joe and ran over to a slot machine, jumping up and down like I already won.
“SQUEEEEEE!” I screamed, looking wildly around, the flashing multi-colored lights like air traffic control signals to my wallet.
“You’re excited by a slot machine?”
“I got slots that get you excited, Joe.”
He gave me a look that said he conceded the point and wanted a nice angry fuck right then and there as part of the terms of surrender.
“Give me some money. I want to play!” I asked.
“Why? The casino will have plenty of slots. Besides, they’re all rigged.”
“Funsucker.”
“I’ve got some fun you can suck.”
“Quid pro quo. Give me money for the slots, I’ll suck your fun.”
Charlotte happened to come over as I said that, her mouth twisted in amusement. “Can’t you two wait until we get to the hotel?”
“That’s what I said!” Joe barked.
I reached into my own wallet, which I knew was nearly empty. Okay, I had two bucks.
Trevor came over and slipped me a ten, pointedly looking at Joe. “Here, Darla. Have fun.”
“It’s not that I’m being cheap,” Joe protested, reaching into his back pocket for his wallet.
“No. You’re being a jerk. Quit raining on her parade.”
I went over to the slot machine and looked for a place to feed money. None.
“You have to get tokens,” Trevor explained, pointing to a machine.
“Like at Chuck E. Cheese?” I asked.
“Exactly like that,” Joe said flatly.
Charlotte nicely took the ten from me, put it in the machine, pressed some buttons, and out came the tokens.
“You done this before?”
“Of course,” she said, giving Joe one of those big-eyed dismissive looks designed to put him in his place. “It’s good luck to do slots at the Vegas airport.”
“SEE?” I called out to Joe.
“I’m getting coffee,” he muttered, stalking off.
I inserted two coins and went to pull a lever.
“Where’s the lever?”
“You don’t pull levers. You just push buttons.” A manicured finger pointed, Charlotte’s amused grin making me feel comfortable with my geeky exuberance. “Push that button, and good luck!”
I pushed.
I lost.
“Play it out,” Trevor urged as I saw Liam and Sam go into the men’s room out of the corner of my eye.
I played.
I lost.
“That’s four bucks down,” I said, frowning. “Maybe I should quit while I’m only a little behind –”
Trevor’s hand covered mine where it rested on the slot machine. “No. It’s bad luck not to play that entire ten.”
“It is?” There seemed to be a bunch of unwritten rules when it came to Vegas.
“Yes.”
“Says who?” Joe appeared with a tray of coffees for the three of us.
“Says me,” Trevor said jovially, taking the coffee with the name ‘D-bag’ written on the side of the white cup. Mine said ‘Darla.’
Joe’s said ‘King.’
“Stupid rule,” Joe said before sipping, eyes darting around the cluster of slot machines. “Can we get out of here? I’m tired and want to take a nap.”
“Okay, Grandpa,” Trevor replied. “Let Darla play out. I’ve got a feeling about this one.” He pointed to the glowing button.
“You’ve got a feeling about everything,” Joe groused. “Slot machines are totally random. If you want to win, your best bet is to play the twenty-five-dollar slots.”
“Why?” I asked, wondering what the amount had to do with anything, but also slightly appalled. Twenty-five-dollar bets? That was a lot to lose.
“Because the odds are better. Don’t bother with one-dollar slots.”
“Someone has to balance you out, Mr. Dark Cloud of Doom.” And with that, Trevor urged me on, his fingers tickling my hand.
I played.
And I WON!
“I WON! I WON!” I screamed as the lights flashed and the machines beeped and whirled.
“Twenty dollars!” Trevor shouted, throwing his arm around me as I squealed and jumped. “You made twenty bucks on a six-dollar spend!” He kissed my cheek and grinned madly, throwing major shade at Joe while pushing a button on the machine.
It spit out a receipt.
“Here.” Trevor handed it to me.
“That doesn’t look like twenty dollars.” I eyed it suspiciously.
“You take it to the other machine and cash it in.”
“Welcome to Vegas,” I said, breathless.
“It’s a good sign,” Trev said, kissing me again, grabbing my boob.
“What’s that for?” I asked, laughing.
“Good luck. You’re on a roll, Darla. You should buy a lottery ticket!” he joked.
On a roll.
All those gambling videos I’d been watching started to flow together, the roulette ones the easiest to understand. Maybe Trevor was right. Maybe I needed to embrace this whole ‘everything’ll be fine in the end’ mentality.
Combined with asking the universe for what I really wanted, it might be potent. Empowering.
Powerful.
As I turned to take in the scene, my eyes caught the giant, glowing neon sign over a big archway that led out to the airport’s exit.
Welcome to Las Vegas, it said.
Like it was made just for me.

Joe

SO SHE WON TWENTY BUCKS. Who cared? That was one six-thousandth of what my trust fund would pay me that year alone, according to Mom and Dad. Good for Darla, but all the excitement over a stupid slot machine reminded me of that time she practically orgasmed over finding cherry cordial ice cream from some Ohio company at a store in Boston.
She got excited over the stupidest things.
Trevor was being ridiculous about that positive thinking crap, too. When did they all get to be so annoying? How had I spent three years with people who irritated me to the point of rage?
I drank my coffee and said nothing, barely able to tolerate the noise, the lights, the cheering. Sam and Liam were congratulating Darla, Liam’s arm around Charlotte’s waist. Trevor was chattering away with Darla about what to expect in the casinos. I was the only vigilant one, watching our bags, wondering if the baggage claim carousels had started, thinking about logistics while Darla mooned over a fucking twenty-dollar bill that I could have wiped my ass with.
If only she knew. If only Trevor knew.
That’s right.
I hadn’t told them.
And I wasn’t planning to.
Money changes people. In fact, when Darla had first joined us in Boston, a tiny sliver of my analytical mind wondered if she was there for our money. Not that Trevor and I were rolling in it – but our parents were. By comparison to Darla’s life in Ohio, we were Bill Gates and Warren Buffett combined.
I’ll never forget the look on her face the first time we went to Trader Joe’s for groceries. She kept asking to look at the shit we threw in the cart, checking the prices. By the time we were ready to leave, she froze, practically hyperventilating.
“You just throw whatever you want in there and buy it?”
“That’s how stores work,” I said slowly. I remember how Trevor and I looked at each other over her head, a dull panic transmitted between us. The woman had worked in a gas station – didn’t she understand?
“I know that,” she’d declared. “I just mean… how do you afford all this? And you buy all these frozen dinners, and sushi! Entire little sushi trays for more than ten bucks each! You must have more than two hundred dollars in that cart, guys.”
“Yeah?” we’d both asked, unsure about her point.
“But – how?”
“How what?”
“Are you just blowing money? How will you pay rent and electric and –” Her breathing had become erratic.
“Darla.” Trevor had stepped in, walking around the cart to touch her arm. So many people had watched us, making me self-conscious. If we couldn’t even go to the grocery store with her, I’d thought back then, maybe it had all been a big mistake.
“What’s wrong?” Trevor had asked gently.
“That’s more than Mama and I get in food stamps every month,” she had whispered, cheeks a furious red, a flush creeping up her neck.
A part of me felt like a warrior in that moment.
Another part was almost ashamed.
Shame wasn’t in my repertoire of emotions three years ago, though.
It was now.
I jolted, struck by insight, the kind that both hits you over the head like a massive, blunt blow and also rolls over you like storm cloud, cold and windy, blanketing your senses.
I wasn’t telling Trevor and Darla about my trust fund because I felt shame.
Why? Why the fuck would I feel ashamed of having money? I’d never experienced that before. Money was good. Money was great. Money gave me what I needed. People who figured out how to have money and grow money were powerful. They understood how the world worked.
I always wanted to be one of those people. I was born to that kind of people.
And now I was one of them.
Why wasn’t I jumping up and down, celebrating with my friends, with Darla and Trevor, sharing my good news?
I didn’t know.
That was the part that made me angry. I should have known. I should have either reveled in it or known why I wasn’t.
Instead I was standing at the Las Vegas airport, sucking down the rest of my coffee, glaring at my girlfriend who just threw six dollars away and then got lucky.
Lucky. Like me. Except instead of pressing the right glowing button on a machine, I got lucky when it came to genetics.
My money was entirely random.
Just like Darla’s.
TREVOR
There is a hum that begins in my bones in the days before a big performance. It’s a juicy feeling, the slow build of musical arousal starting with the fevered push of my blood through my veins, like my entire body is turning into one big hard-on as my mind turns into nothing but melody.
It’s divine.
Even Joe’s sour mood couldn’t chase it away, the thunder in the distance, the cleansing storm that races on the winds days ahead, coming for me. It’s the sound of my soul outside of myself, trying to find true north, eager to come home.
I open my mouth on stage and it fills me.
Completes
me.
No law textbook, no case study, no mock trial ever made me feel this sure. Even Darla and Joe don’t have this effect. It’s a chaotic good that spirals around me like a double helix of pure joy, grounding me in the singularity of all time, all ecstasy, every drop of what makes us real oozing into me from the outside in.
Call it harmonic osmosis. Label it karmic symphony. Whatever words you use to describe it pale in comparison to how it feels on my skin, against the tip of my tongue, sliding along my vocal cords, stroking my cock as I perform for thousands of people, taking it all in and delivering it right back to the world through my portal.
My mouth.
My voice.
The only one I can hear when I am on stage.
Because it’s the only sound in the world.
“Oh my God, is that a roller coaster right there, next to the street?” Darla’s nose was smashed against the glass of the UberX we were taking to get to the resort.
“Yeah,” Sam said, smiling. “Isn’t it cool?”
“Are we staying there? I totally want to drunkcoaster.”
“Drunkcoaster?” he asked, giving Liam a help me out, bro look. Liam just shrugged.
“You know. Get drunk and ride roller coasters.”
“That’s a thing?”
“It is until somebody pukes and you get banned from Cedar Point. But man, the pictures you get from those overpriced photo booths are priceless.”
“Your idea of fun is really unique, Darla,” Sam noted.
“If by unique you mean sick as fuck, you’re right. Quit bein’ so diplomatic with me, Sam. Just call it like you see it.”
“Fine. I’m never going on a rollercoaster in a seat behind you,” he said with quiet determination.
Darla laughed, her breath fogging the glass in the chilly, air-conditioned interior. “That is rule number one of drunkcoastering: don’t get so drunk you forget to sit ahead of – and never behind – the weakest link in your group.”
“Vegas has more than enough fun, Darla,” Charlotte said. “We don’t need to resort to drunkcoastering.”
“Well, if we get bored some night, we can give it a whirl.” Darla pulled back and squinted out the window. “Like playing roulette,” she said with a breathy laugh.
“Right!”
“I have a foolproof method, you know,” she ventured.
“For what?” I asked, confused.
“Roulette.”
Joe groaned.
Darla nudged him. “Shut up. Just listen. It sounds too good to be true, but –”
“Oh, God,” Joe muttered. “Here we go.”
“Anyhow,” she said loudly, overriding him, “I can’t do it. My scheme is too complex.”
“Too complex?” I asked, even more intrigued. Darla was the type to jump first, check for a parachute later. That she’d already analyzed ahead and determined not to do something was a surprise.
“I’d need to stay here for at least two or three weeks, hanging around the roulette table, before I could really master it.”
“Yeah?”
“And I’d need to hide a computer in my shoe.”
“What?” I asked, caught off guard.
Joe snickered.
Darla nodded, as if a shoe computer were a perfectly normal topic to talk about. “Even that isn’t out of the realm of possibility –”
“It isn’t?”
“The hard part would be learning how to type with my toes.”
“Now you’re pulling my leg,” I said, rolling my eyes.
“You’re only figuring that out now, Trevor? Took you long enough,” Joe sputtered.
“I’m serious!” Darla insisted. “It can be done, if you memorize the number sequences, and –”
“It’s roulette!” Joe exploded. “It’s a game of chance! You cannot possibly beat the house! Stop watching these stupid YouTube videos and being taken in like a sucker.”
“I am not a sucker,” she said calmly, though the red, flushed skin on her chest started creeping up to her neck, a sure sign she was pissed. “I am working on expanding my knowledge of a new area.”
“One that suckers fall for.”
I whacked Joe, hard. He frowned and went back to finger fucking his phone.
Dusk was settling in and all the bright lights were on, making the car feel like a spaceship. “It’s so bright!” Darla marveled. “So damn alive.”
So was I.
Meanwhile, Oscar the Fucking Grouch sat behind us, pretending we were all a bunch of naïve twits who got too excited over everything. Joe could take the most joyful event and pick it apart into nothingness. I’d shoved him in the back with most of our luggage when the eight-seater SUV had arrived, leaving the rest of the car’s interior for those of us who didn’t have a sucking chest wound in place of a soul.
If Joe ever won the lottery, his first reaction would be, “But now I have to deal with all the people who want something from me.” He wasn’t just a fun sucker, he was a fun Dyson.
Darla’s phone buzzed for the umpteenth time. The plane ride had been a nice change from being on the ground, because it meant Darla wasn’t surgically attached to her phone. But now we were back to business, though I was going to make sure we had plenty of time for fun.
Whether Joe liked it or not.
“An Eiffel Tower! A Ferris wheel!” Darla squealed.
“And a drunk bum puking on that tourist,” Joe said, flicking his hand to the right.
Instinct made us all look. Decency kept me from punching Joe.
“Is that Darth Vader carrying a glowing billboard on his back with naked titties all over him?” Darla marveled.
I followed her gaze and squinted. “Yes. He’s advertising a strip joint. It says, ‘May the foursome be with you.’”
“Massive trademark infringement,” Joe grumbled.
“The only fringe anyone at a titty bar worries about is the fringe on the pasties,” I countered. He stayed quiet.
“It’s endless!” Darla gushed as block after block of the Strip unfolded before us.
“It is. And it’s ours to explore.” I squeezed her shoulder, my fingers brushing a little side boob. God, she smelled good. We were road weary and hyper from the trip, the building excitement, and Darla’s slot machine win. That coffee Joe brought us gave me energy, but I didn’t need it.
What I needed was her. Sex. Physical touch to ground me, because my skin was threatening to peel off, taking tendon and muscle and bone, shredding me into a million tiny pieces so I could surf into the sun on the wind.
I stuck my tongue in her ear. She squealed, batting at me. “What are you doing?” she gasped, sticking her finger where my tongue had just been.
“Giving you a hint.”
“That cucumber bulging in your pants is all the hint you need to give, Trevor,” she said, grabbing my thigh with a possessiveness that made my cock roar.
“Get a room,” Liam muttered.
“What? It’s Vegas. Can’t you just have sex on the sidewalk, add a coffee can for tips, and turn it into a money-making venture?” I joked. “Why waste great sex on you prudes?”
Liam turned and caught my eye. “Great sex? If your idea of great sex involves sticking something in Darla’s ear, you need some remedial lessons.”
Joe snorted.
Good to know there was life in the backseat.
“Calm yer tits,” she said to me, bursting with attitude. “Plenty of time for that in the hotel room.” Her phone buzzed and she shoved an earbud in, talking in muted tones with the equipment guys who were transporting some of our stuff to the venue. For years we’d done it all ourselves, but never on the scale Darla managed. How she kept track of thousands of little details so we could focus on the music was some kind of miracle.
The SUV pulled into a hotel entrance and we piled out, Liam tipping the guy while we got our luggage. We stood in front of the entrance, grand columns lining the extended overhang, the ground made of marble, lush tropical plants arranged in stately ways.
“It’s like something out of The Bachelor,” Darla gushed, looking around, gawking.
Joe’s eyeroll could have towed a car.
“Let’s go,” he ordered, and we followed him in, Darla balancing a backpack awkwardly in her arms so she could pull out reservations. We got in line to check in, Sam chatting with Liam about some new Dave Smith synthesizer they both liked.
Inside, the lobby rose so high, it almost touched heaven, a great arching series of stained-glass windows gleaming down, casting a sepia-toned color into the crowd. The hotel was beautiful, with people crowding the lobby, the casino visible across the fountains, people of all ages and in various forms of dress going in and out of the revolving doors like ants in a fevered rush.
“Random Acts of Crazy!” shouted a man, and as we turned in unison my eyes locked on a tall, elegant man with long fingers and the most manscaped face I’d ever seen. His words carried an accent, faint but European.
“Giles?” Darla asked, looking surprised and a little scared. The man was wearing a crisp linen suit and loafers so new that they looked like some alligator was still in mourning for her mate.
“Darla! Welcome to the Borgia!” He kissed her on each cheek, but his eyes were attached to Joe, who was completely, angrily oblivious, tapping his toe, not even bothering to hide his frustration with the delay. Giles was the guy we had to thank for booking us, so I plastered on a smile, willed my cock to deflate temporarily, and walked over to shake his hand.
I got a hug instead, the kind of man hug you don’t expect from a stranger. Our bodies touched, top to bottom, chin to neck, chest to chest, groin to groin, knees knocking against each other. His clasp was strong and intimate, almost erotic, just long enough to make my pulse start to jitter and jangle.
By the time he released me I felt like I had been French kissed.
“Trevor!” he rasped, eyes still on Joe.
“Joe,” Darla said quietly. “Let me introduce you to Giles. He’s the one who booked us.”
“Hi.” Joe looked up from his phone, reluctantly put it away, and sauntered over, dispossessed.
“Ah, there he is. Mr. Ross,” Giles said, going in for a hug. I don’t know how Joe did it, but somehow he body checked the guy, a gentle, powerful maneuver that left him in a side hug with a handshake that rivaled Macron’s grip.
“Mmm,” Giles said in a guttural tone that made Liam and Sam shoot me a WTF? look, while Charlotte and Darla suppressed grins.
“Can you help us skip the line and check in?” Joe asked Giles, his voice like a Jedi.
“Absolument!” he said, the French word rolling out of his mouth like he was licking Joe. “Mary Beth!” he called out, clapping his hands twice.
The next sixty seconds were a blur, bellhops grabbing our luggage, keycards magically appearing, bottles of sparkling water and small gold boxes of chocolates in gift bags shaped like swans thrust into our midsections.
In a whirlwind of activity, we found ourselves ushered through back channels to our rooms, Joe engaging in light small talk with Giles, who hung on his every word.
“What is going on?” Charlotte asked. “That guy is eyefucking Joe so hard.”
“And Joe is milking this for all he can,” Darla said, winking.
“If that guy gets two minutes alone with him, it isn’t Joe who will be doing the milking,” Charlotte whispered back, making Liam do that sputtering cough act where you’re covering up laughter.
The elevator dinged and I grabbed Darla’s ass with hard intention, gauging her reaction. She wiggled her butt up against my hand, backing into me so my cock got a little love, too.
Good vibes.
Great
vibes.
We practically sprinted down the hall, holding hands, Liam and Charlotte splitting off, Sam lonely at his door, Darla, Joe, and I at our doorway, Giles murmuring quickly to Joe, who cut him off.
And then we were alone in the room.
“How the hell did you play that guy so well?” I asked, unable to help myself, delaying my time with Darla but seriously in awe over what Joe had just done.
“Make people think they’re going to get what they want and you can get them to do damn near anything,” he answered with a shrug, kicking off his shoes and bounding onto the bed.
“Is that all?” Darla asked in a teasing voice, stretching to her tiptoes, her fingertips brushing the ceiling. “You make it sound easy.”
“It is easy.”
“What happens when he comes back to actually fuck you?”
“I tell him no.”
Darla just blinked. Over and over, processing his words.
“You’ll use him and never give him what he wants?”
“Sure. Why not? He wants to use me, right? My mom wants to use me. People use people. It’s what they do. The trick is to use them back and make sure you win.”
“You make it really hard to love you sometimes, Joe.”
“You’re just overwhelmed by my logic.”
“That’s right. You figured me out,” Darla said, grabbing my hand and pulling me into the bathroom. She came to a screeching halt.
“Why is the bathtub right in the middle of the room?” Walking around it like Claire examining a naked Jamie in the Outlander books (Darla made me watch the TV show, which I have to confess was better than I expected), Darla stroked the edge of the tub, which was trimmed with gold.
“It just is. Now, what are you going to do for me?” I said, panting as one of her hands moved to my waistband and began undoing my button.
“Manipulate you into giving me what I want, then drop you cold,” she replied.
“What do you want?”
“Your cock in my mouth.”
“You make it very easy to love you, Darla.”
“I have to.”
“Why?”
“To counterbalance Joe.”
And then she manipulated me into oblivion.
DARLA
Men are so simple.
Just ask them.
They’ll agree with you. Insist that it’s true. Simple creatures who eat, breathe, orgasm. Make sure all three of those are in place and without obstacle and they are content.
After Trevor, Joe came around wanting the same and I gave it to him, except he gave back, too, our fevered sixty-nine leaving me wanting more just at the point where it was too late. You know that moment where you’re going down on a guy and it gets you hot – so hot you realize you need to stop and get on top of him? Men aren’t like women with our all-you-can-eat buffet of orgasms. They’re single-loader and require reset time.
You let him come in your mouth, then all you’re getting is some tongue and fingers, and while that’s fabulous most of the time, once in awhile you just need the D.
Joe came, I came, and Trevor was snoring lightly by the time we were done. I could tell something was eating away at Joe (aside from me), but the shadowed room, blackout curtains in full force against the dazzling glow of the Strip, wasn’t an inky intimate chamber like it sometimes was after sex.
Being with Joe felt cold and detached, as if he was wrestling with something I couldn’t touch. When he got this way, it was best to treat him nice and simple. We all had our demons, and Lord knew I had my moments when I was there in body but not quite in spirit. In those darker hours, sometimes my body being present was the only way to tease the rest of me back to Trevor and Joe. So I got it. I understood.
Joe needed space at the same time he needed touch. He could want both. Life was messy most of the time, and emotions had a right to be, too. Yeah, I know that contradicts what I said about men being simple. They are.
Emotions, on the other hand, are complex as fuck.
“You hungry?” I asked him as he curled away from me, his calves rubbing up against mine.
“Mmmm? No. Wanna sleep,” he mumbled.
Great. Two snoring men, me wanting more sex, and Las Fucking Vegas out there ready to be conquered. I looked over at Trevor on the other bed, his nice round ass jutting up, one arm across the extra pillows, the rest of him diagonal, sheets tangled at his knees.
Joe, on the other hand, was neatly tucked in, shirtless, his forehead turned down in a frown. The man stayed angry in his sleep, for God’s sake.
Bored and hungry, I stood up, a yawn trying to tell me to get back in bed but a mild growl from my stomach urging me to find those candies Giles gave us. Joe had told me not to eat his, right as he mumbled his way to sleep, but they were the first ones I found, so I gobbled them like I’d swallowed his cock, with a slightly rumpled eagerness and a touch of irritation.
The last one tasted a bit odd, like hazelnuts and hay. Huh. French flavors can get a little too
exotic.
Outside, even though the windows were soundproof, the sounds of the Vegas Strip called to me. Limos poured into the street like they were normal, as if everyone had one in Vegas and if you didn’t, why not? We were all rich. We were all lucky. And if you weren’t, it was all your own fault for not trying.
Fuck if I wasn’t gonna try.
Here’s the deal: I spent a lot of time getting ready for this trip, because life had been trying to teach me a lesson. And that lesson was simple.
Don’t just accept what you’re given.
If there was any place where that should be tested, Vegas was it. I could cling to what I had and be safe but never satisfied, or take some risks and have a shot at greatness.
If not greatness, a little more money.
I had a plan.
It just involved borrowing some money from my retirement account for a short time.
See, all those gambling videos I’d been watching weren’t some random thing. Joe and Trevor could tease me as much as they wanted, but there really was strategy in what I was doing. Joe was right.
Trevor was right, too.
And when both of my guys were more right about something than I was, that was one hell of a wake up call from the universe. I had no choice.
I had to listen.
I dressed quietly, making sure not to disturb them, and slipped out into the hall, my room card in my purse. I had a single credit card in my own name that I could easily use to charge up to a grand. Let’s see how much I could make.
For years, Mama traded time for winnings with her sweepstaking. All those companies that offered contests online made it so a disabled woman could spend her days being occupied and eventually winning some fun little goodies. I thought it was silly fun, something to pull Mama out of the dark little hole she lived in. What I later realized was that it connected her to other people, and as we figured out ways for her to spend more time online, she started to blossom.
And win some really weird shit.
Sweeping isn’t that much like gambling. I wasn’t planning to go downstairs and leverage my retirement for a year’s supply of beef-flavored gum or bacteria-sensing reusable tampon holders.
I was going to win cash.
The elevator dinged and I got on with a cute couple wearing party hats and holding hands. They were making out, so I stepped aside, a warm feeling diffusing through me. Maybe it was the taste of Joe and Trevor still in my mouth, along with those chocolates Giles gave Joe, but I felt so good suddenly. Like my heart expanded in my chest and I was just all warm sunshine about people. All people.
Even the tonsil-hockey-playing grey-hairs in front of me.
We reached the casino lobby for the resort. I couldn’t believe I was really here, at the Borgia. I’d heard about this place for years. It was featured on game shows sometimes as an all-inclusive package people could win. My hometown was going to need a gallon of Visine for collective dry eyes when theirs popped out of their head after Mama told everybody where my band was playing.
We had made
it.
I navigated around the elevator lovers, turning left just to go somewhere. Away. A blast of deodorizer and cigarette smoke hit me, along with air so air conditioned, it might as well be the arctic.
And there they were.
The tables.
To my left, I saw poker, roulette – you name it, all laid out in neat, tight rows.
To the right, slot machines as far as the eye could see.
I looked left. Then right.
To the right were my people. Dressed in flannels and jeans, loose t-shirts and simple short-sleeved floral prints, the men and women at the casino slot machines were, by and large, copies of all the people I knew from Ohio, like someone plucked ten people from Peters and just copied and pasted them. Over and over I saw them, a glow filling me.
This was a sign, right? I should give the slots a chance. I had won that twenty bucks back at the airport, so maybe turning to the right was a better idea.
“Slots are definitely more her thing,” said a snooty voice behind me, the added sniff the cherry on top. I turned to see a woman who looked like a copy and paste, too.
Of every elitist, stuck-up bitch I’d met in Boston.
She wore her hair in a layered look with a calculated blend of highlights and lowlights, designed to look sun kissed. Makeup was perfect, her clothes tailored for that casual beach look, but it was all calibrated, her fashion less about creativity and more about precision engineering. She stood next to an older guy, easily twenty years her senior, who was rubbing the small of her back like she was a talisman, a bottle with a genie in it he was trying to unleash.
“Victoria,” he murmured in that low, cultured way rich men have, as if chiding her while cheering her on.
I did a double-take, though, because that man looked just enough like an older version of my daddy that I blinked hard. If Charlie Jennings had aged well and dressed in fine, tailored suits, he’d have looked a lot like that man. The warm glow growing inside me plumed. I tried not to stare.
“This place has certainly gone downhill since you brought me two years ago,” she said, pointedly making eye contact with me.
Me.
Pretty girls have this way of looking at people like me, where their laser eyes comb over my body from top to bottom, cataloguing all my fashion failures through their lens of perfection. The comparison is glaringly obvious, but for years I thought they didn’t know how blatant their visual judging was, and snickered behind their backs for how shallow they showed themselves to be.
But then I reconsidered.
And realized it was so much worse.
They knew. They knew and reveled in it. The condescending inventory was done on purpose. It was a show designed to draw attention not to the victim, but to the pretty girl. Not to show off her looks.
It was to make sure she secured her queen bee status.
I bit my lips and turned away from the slot machines, marching right on over to the roulette table. I’d already taken out my entire retirement account in cash. All eight hundred thirty-six dollars was sitting in a bundle of fifties in my purse, ready for me to double it.
This is the part where you think I’m crazy.
And you would be right.
Except I’d studied this. Really. I had about a three percent chance of winning, but it’s not quite that simple. No, I haven’t taken a probability and statistics class like Joe and Trevor both did in college. I’m not there yet in my studies. But I do have a phone and can access YouTube, and when you can do that you are an expert on anything.
Anything.
Need to change a diaper? YouTube. Pop an ear zit? YouTube. Change a burned-out dashboard light on a 2003 Honda Civic? YouTube.
Learn how to milk a prostate?
Okay… YouPorn. Wrong place. Never mind.
Cashier’s window first. My wad of eight hundred dollars was quickly converted into chips of twenty, fifty, and one hundred dollars. Enough to fill my cupped hand, but no more. All my savings in one tiny, ineffective pile. It made me feel small. Inadequate.
Behind the rest of the world.
I walked up to the roulette tables and picked one, which had five people and the dealer scattered around it. I knew from the videos what I needed to do. Squaring my shoulders, I made polite eye contact with the four men and one woman there. Dealer wore a casino uniform made of a striped purple and black vest, a black shirt, and a name tag that said Mario.
Watching the wheel in real time was night and day different from observing via video. First of all, the scent of the casino air was overwhelming. A hint of exotic tobacco tinged with desperation sweat, expensive perfumes, and an intangible odor that made me feel exhilarated, refreshed, eager.
Ready to take on the world.
Twenty minutes of watching hypnotized me, the steady stream of people walking between the tables a form of entertainment in and of itself. So many different kinds of people walked by. I saw men in spa bathrobes, short little women using walkers, old people shuffling between the slots and the bathroom, women wearing hijab, every race and shade of skin. One guy carried a giant gold cross on his back, strapped to him with small bungee cords.
And then Santa Claus walked by.
I knew the casinos would be a soup of humanity, different bits and pieces floating together to make a tasty whole, but experiencing it was nothing like my imagination’s conjuring.
“Hmph,” someone next to me said, a female’s condescending voice shattering my observations. “Guess they let anyone bet these days, even at the higher-stakes tables.”
Before I even turned, I knew who I’d see.
Ms. Queen Bee.
Ignoring her, I kept watching.
“Bill!” she snapped. “Get me a vodka and Coke. Coke Zero. Only Coke Zero. If they don’t have it, I want nothing at all.”
“The waitress will be here soon,” he said in a bored tone. I kept stealing little covert glances at him, trying to view him from a bunch of different angles. I knew it wasn’t rational — not one tiny bit — but some part of me started to wonder if my daddy hadn’t really died in that car accident.
What if he was alive, a rich man who’d renamed himself Bill, and —
“But they always get it wrong!”
“I’m sure it will be fine.”
And was catering to a piece of shit who was all fussy over the difference between Diet Coke and Coke Zero.
“You know I don’t like being stuck with a mouthful of something nasty.”
I looked at Bill openly now. His eyebrow twitched, but he was a master at ignoring her. Why would a sugar daddy even bother with someone so bitchy?
Yet the way he moved, his scowl of chagrin, how he licked his lips before rolling his eyes — these were the mannerisms I’d seen in the rare home movies Mama had.
A roar went up among the crowd as someone’s bet won.
“Let’s go watch baccarat,” Queen Bee whined. “The people there know how to dress.” Her eyes raked over me and one eyebrow went up. I could taste her sneer in the back of my throat.
You know. A mouthful of something nasty.
She departed. I rejoiced. To my left, a loud shout and a groan made it clear someone had just lost some serious bucks. At that table, the stakes were lower. Joe’s comment at the airport slot machines pinged through me.
The more expensive bets have better odds.
Hundred-dollar minimums, with a maximum inside bet of twenty thousand. As if I’d ever get to that point, I thought, chuckling to myself. The dealer caught my eye and smiled at me. Mario cashed in some of my chips from house chips to table-specific chips, the color red being assigned to this one.
Red for risk.
I put the twenty I’d won back at the airport, plus another eighty bucks, down on black thirteen – lucky thirteen, as far as I was concerned – and just like that, I became one with the universe.
I didn’t have an abundance mentality.
I was
abundant.
And I don’t mean my gunt.
The dealer nodded and suddenly a hand brushed against my upper arm.
“What can I get you, sweetheart?” asked a breathy voice, her mouth smelling like mint cigarettes and orange, the cocktail server’s smile when she met my eyes one of those guarded looks. Too bad Queen Nasty Mouth left without getting her precious Coke Zero.
“Uh, something simple,” I said, feeling better and better, warmer and warmer.
Loose.
Lucky.
“Tequila?”
“Sure. Thanks.”
Seconds later, it seemed, she was back.
With a double shot.
I reached into my purse for some money and she waved me off with a smile. “Tip me when you win,” she said, my attention split between her and the wheel.
When.
But I didn’t. For the next six tries, I lost, $600 gone. Poof!
Gone.
Two chips left, both $100. Shit. I’d lost six hundred dollars. Six hundred dollars! That was all of our old lot rent plus utilities for a month back home in Peters, Ohio. I should have quit while I was ahead, except I wasn’t, damn it.
So when you’re already down, and you’ve spent most of your life with your face so close to a pile of shit you can smell nothing but, even if your face isn’t in it, you know what you do?
Lose until you can’t lose no more.
Just as I was about to place my hundred-dollar chip on red 31, Queen Bee arrived, carrying an amber-colored drink and a chip on her shoulder the size of her sugar daddy’s bank account.
“Losing?” she asked, her mouth twisted in a smile. She cut her eyes over to Bill. “The house loves people like that.”
If Joe had been a woman, he’d have sounded just like her.
In regular life, people talk like this, but I hadn’t heard it for a while. Back home in Ohio, bitchy talk comes from longstanding feuds, the kind that start in third grade when someone makes fun of your rainbow barrettes and by high school, you just hate her because.
Queen Bee here went from nobody to bitch-eating-crackers status in three seconds flat, on purpose.
“What the hell is your problem?” I asked rhetorically, giving her a grimace like she smelled funny. “You don’t need to comment on me, lady. You don’t even know me.” I half hoped Bill would rise up and defend me, the way a daddy should.
Bill had the decency to cast his eyes away, but it was a brutal gesture, one born of time and frequency. She clearly did this.
A lot.
And I guess sugar daddies didn’t get in the way.
“‘You don’t even know me,’” she mimicked, looking around the faces at the table for the bully connection. You know the look. When someone’s being a jerk, they need other people to validate their jerkiness, as if the only way to feel superior is to have other people agree that they’re superior.
No one bit. Not even Bill.
“I’m so sorry,” I said to Bill, touching his wrist as I slid my chip over to red thirty-one just in time, before the dealer spun the wheel. He met my eyes and gave me a kind, resigned look.
God, he looked like my daddy.
“Sorry?” she sneered. “Why would you tell Bill you’re sorry? Although,” she said, looking down her obviously cosmetically enhanced nose at me, “you really should apologize for that outfit.”
“Come on, Victoria. Let’s just go,” Bill snapped.
“I’m not leaving,” she insisted, watching the wheel like Narcissus staring at his own reflection in a lake.
“She’s expensive, huh? The high-maintenance ones always are, especially as they, you know, age out,” I said to him. Victoria’s beady little eyes cut over to me and I realized who she reminded me of.
Suzi.
Joe’s ex-fiancée.
I watched the wheel, ignoring her digs and nasty noises. Suddenly she sneezed, just as the roulette wheel was slowing down, my prospects strong for red thirty-one hitting.
But then the wheel did
something.
When you watch as much roulette as I’d watched in the previous few weeks, you get a kind of sixth sense for the wheels. Stability, balance, rate of speed, rate of decline – it’s a physics lesson. Back in high school, physics felt too much like complex math for me to be interested, but now that it was attached to dollar signs, it was suddenly exciting.
Just as that ball was about to give me a red thirty-one, it moved, the ball hitting a tiny little imperfection on my spot, rolling into double zero. The 00 mocked me as I groaned, another hundred lost, the queen bee rubbing her nose like it was her clit. I caught her eye and saw her pupils were the size of black holes, and it hit me.
She was coked out.
As the dealer took my money, I fingered my last chip.
I peered hard at the wheel.
“Lady, did you just shoot a booger outta your nose?” I said under my breath, contemplating the impossible and at the same time filled with a kind of glee to call her out on something so base, so disgusting, so unrefined.
So human.
“What?” She rubbed the end of one nostril, nothing but a wall of disgust coming my way.
The dealer began the next round, glancing at me but not examining the wheel closely. I fingered my chip.
What the hell, I thought, sliding it on red one. That was right next to the double zero. I would have bet double zero but that’s an amateur’s move. You don’t bet the number that just hit.
Bill laughed at me, looking at Victoria as he handed her a hankie. The dealer started the roulette wheel and I prayed.
God didn’t hear me.
The ball teetered, so close to double zero, then my number, and then kaput. It landed in double zero.
“Fuck!” I hissed.
Victoria laughed.
I got as close as I could to the wheel, squinting just enough to sharpen my vision. Sure enough, there it was:
Victoria’s noseburger.
Small but mighty, in the context of a roulette wheel. Even the slightest weight change could be calculated in my favor if I played it right.
My mind raced in the face of this fascinating detail because I don’t know about you, but generally speaking, a random piece of nose garbage doesn’t make me lose a hundred bucks. Even I have basic manners and know that pointing to Victoria’s nose slug and shaming her in front of all these posh casino patrons was gauche.
Crass.
Vulgar.
So I did one better.
I played her booger to my advantage.
When life gives you boogers, make money.
Not from the boogers directly, because that would be gross.
Hmmmmm, that chocolate Giles gave us was so divine, I almost felt high. High on life.
How, pray tell, did I take a piece of concentrated snotgreen and turn it into a five-figure win?
By not taking what life handed me and settling for less.
Without another word I stormed off, searching for my credit card on route to a cash machine or a cash counter, which was nowhere on me. All I had was the band’s credit card. The red and silver design on it was so pretty. Gorgeous and bold, telling me to do it. Go for it. Risk it.
Take – don’t passively accept.
I did a cash advance on the spot, maxing out the $8000 allowed on the credit limit.
My heart pounding in my chest like an angry Sam playing a solo, I cashed in the whole wad for hundred-dollar chips and carried my substantial (to me) pile to the table. Mario exchanged them for table chips without comment. Careful not to tip my hand, I checked the spot on the track to the right of the double zero on the wheel.
Yes! Green streak.
I played a hundred dollars each on black ten, red twenty-seven, green double zero, red one, and black thirteen. Why?
They were all in a row with the double zero in the middle.
Five hundred dollars on a single bet. The crazy math whizzes with their blogs and tutorials online better have been right. Here and there, one of them would say that if you could find the tiniest flaw in the roulette wheel and use it to your advantage, well...
The cocktail waitress delivered me another double just as the dealer spun.
“Black thirteen!” I squealed as the dealer removed my four hundred dollars in failed bets, left my hundred-dollar chip on black thirteen, and gave me $3500 in winnings. 35-to-1 odds.
I held my breath.
No. Mario the dealer hadn’t made a mistake.
My math brain improves remarkably when I am being handed four figures in winnings, and as my own microprocessors computed, working hard to finish before a hormone bath flooded them, I realized the odds added up.
Thirty-five fucking hundred dollars.
I was sitting on a total of $11,100. Up by $3100.
As I inhaled deeply, filling my lungs with the scent of success, with the taste of victory, I found the nasty, bitter flavor of being sneered at moments ago to be nothing more than a passing aberration.
I let black thirteen ride and this time positioned my bets like green double zero was midnight, trickling back to 10:30 on an analog clock. Green double zero, red one, black thirteen, red thirty-six, and black twenty-four.
This wasn’t random anymore. Holy shit. Joe was right.
Higher stakes meant a better chance of winning.
And a weighted roulette wheel no one else noticed, played right, was the best chance of all.
Spinning before I could blink, the wheel did its job. It turned, the ball bouncing, a tiny bit of the green weight of perfection eroding away. Yet again, the ball landed near green double zero, this time on black twenty-four.
My brain lit up, rainbow style.
“You’re killing it!” Bill shouted, turning to clink glasses with me. Mine was empty. At some point, I had sucked down that second double shot the waitress delivered.
We watched together, me and my new not-quite-daddy Bill, as the dealer took away my four hundred dollars in losing bets and gave me another $3500.
I knew about plenty of ways a woman could use balls to make money, but this was the one that smelled best.
I now had $14,200.
And a bad case of the vapors.
“Let it ride,” I said, leaving black twenty-four, betting on red thirty-six, red three, black fifteen, red thirty-four, black twenty-two, and red five, like covering 10:30 to 9:30 on a clock face. That tiny little booger weight was wearing off, ball stroke by ball stroke.
I needed to play my advantage while I still had it.
Crowds are how Random Acts of Crazy makes money. We love crowds. People clustered together in big and small groups to be entertained are the backbone of the music industry.
Yet those same crowds can be daunting when you’re suddenly shrinkwrapped against a roulette table, the flock descending to watch.
People who come to rubberneck are, by and large, bloodthirsty. They would cheer if I won, but they’d snicker when I lost, patting themselves on the back for not being the poor chump who threw it all away. But oh, how everyone loves them a winner, too.
Folks are funny that way, hedging their bets.
This spin of the wheel, the ball drifted further away from its weighted place, but damned if it didn’t land on red thirty-four.
“What’s your name, sweetie?” the cocktail waitress asked, bringing me another drink.
“Darla,” I said as I slipped her a hundred-dollar chip because wasn’t that what winners do?
We spread our money, the generosity a symbol of abundance.
Finally.
Now I got Trevor’s world view.
After all was said and done, I had $17,100.
“Go home with your winnings or try again, Darla?” someone in the crowd asked as I tried to be a computer, grasping pieces of my functional mind like they were sails on a pirate ship in a bad storm, the loose ends flapping in the wind. Try as I might, I couldn’t hold onto them, being lashed by forces beyond my control.
A woman took out her phone and snapped a picture of me. Security stepped forward as someone recorded a video on their phone. I didn’t catch it all as time slowed to a halt, my own brain working like it was walking through wet cotton candy.
Letting it ride on red thirty-four, I bet black fifteen, black twenty-two, red five, black seventeen, red thirty-two, and black twenty.
“Last one,” I muttered, just as Victoria appeared again, wobbling on drunk ankles, her makeup smeared. The woman clearly contoured, but as the day wore its grooves into her, she looked more and more like a Picasso painting.
And… spin.
Black twenty.
The table erupted.
Quick math told me I now had $20,000. Eight grand was the band’s, and my profit was a whopping $12,000.
“Let it ride? You’re on one hell of a lucky streak,” Bill said to me with a wink. Even old Barbie the Booger Queen seemed marginally impressed. Or maybe her tapeworm was acting up. Somehow, she showed a little interest.
Or I was drunk and misinterpreting.
“She’s too green to let it ride and bet it all, Bill. A casino coward. You know the type.”
Coward.
Coward?
You can call me plenty of names and I’ll let those roll off my back, but there are two words that start with c that you can’t call me. Coward’s one of them.
And you don’t call me a fucking coward in front of a man who invoked so many aching memories of a daddy I’d give anything to have back alive.
I looked at the wheel, surprised to find green double zero completely devoid of Victoria’s nostril dressing. That meant all the odds had changed.
“See, Bill? Amateur,” she said, shaking her head.
I finally spoke.
“Lady, I am twelve grand up. That’s more money than you probably make from a blow job.”
Bill sprayed Victoria with his drink.
“She’s way overcharging you, Bill,” I said before I took my chips and started dividing them to put on the table.
“You can’t do that if it’s over twenty grand,” the dealer said sternly.
“Huh?”
“See, Bill? Amateur.” Victoria wasn’t even trying to hide her fangs at this point.
My blood began to heat up, fired near to the point where my bones melted into the ground, impulse control razor thing.
“What’s the most I can bet?” I called out to the dealer. Looking at the track without being obvious, I could tell all traces of Victoria’s snot rock were gone. Game over. It was time to take my enormous winnings and the ocean of adrenaline churning through me and walk away a winner.
Joe and Trevor would be stunned and amazed when I went back and showed them. The band would love me. Bill would be impressed and somehow he’d reach up to heaven and get Charlie Jennings’ attention, so he could be proud of his baby girl.
I could take the eight grand I cash advanced, pay off the bill before anyone knew, and have a sweet twelve grand in the bank.
It was foolproof.
Bill beat him to it. “You can do an outside bet. An outside bet is –”
“I know what it is. I don’t need to be mansplained to,” I replied. I could bet on black or red, bet evens or odds. An outside bet was different from betting on one color and number combination. I stared at the wheel, debating, the room spinning from alcohol, my newfound financial cojones, and pure rage at Victoria, who was so far beyond bitch-eating-crackers territory by now.
“Mansplained? You can’t even be humansplained to,” she cackled. “No guts, no glory.” She made a clucking sound with her tongue.
“If you already know how to bet, what are you waiting for?” Bill said in an encouraging tone. “A lucky streak like yours doesn’t come along often.”
“Often? Try never,” I mumbled. The only downside to an outside bet was the small – like, a few percent – chance the ball would land on green double zero or zero, in which case I would lose.
“Then I’ve got a ninety-five, ninety-seven percent chance of winning,” I marveled aloud. When in the hell does life hand you them odds? And a man who reminds you of your daddy?
This was fate.
“Hedge your bets,” Bill said. “Or you can take your winnings and go home, always wondering what if.”
“Pfft, Bill. She’s the type who will always wonder. Look at her, drinking whatever the waitress brings, settling for whatever’s offered instead of asking for whatever she really wants.”
I stood there, slack jawed and gape mouthed, my skin turned to fire, eyes two red-hot pokers aimed at her.
“Whatever,” she said snidely.
Here’s the hard part: she was right.
So was Trevor.
Joe? Joe was dead wrong, though.
“Fine,” I said, shoving ten grand on black and red each, placing the maximum outside bet I was allowed. People gasped. The dealer glared. Tension rose up to tighten the air until it was indistinguishable from Victoria’s butthole.
It’s a guaranteed win, right? As close as I’ll ever get.
And then everyone got real quiet. Preternaturally quiet.
Too quiet.
The dealer spun. The ball bounced. I hit the pause button on the world, everyone swimming in a sea of excitement, awe, and phenomenal luck.
I was about to be a star.
Even better, I was about to prove Joe wrong.
Pop! Pop pop pop went the ball as it bounced, slowing down, my eyes and brain calculating the rate of change, the arcs of the bounce, the ricochet and the –
Fuuuuuuuuuucccccckkkkkkkk, noooooooooooooooooooo
It teetered. It did, for one ghastly second, and then it fell into green zero.
Bill let out a shrill whistle and turned to leave, snaking his arm around Victoria’s waist as she toasted me.
Toasted.
“To taking risks!” she burst out, her giggle a cackle that rattled my bones as all my chips disappeared.
All of them.
Every last one.
So.
That happened.
In slow motion, microsecond by microsecond, my world imploded. The roulette dealer pulled out his tool and slid my pile of chips toward him. My pile. Our pile.
Twenty thousand dollars in one big pile, all of it the band’s money.
“But!” It was all I could say, my words gone. Long gone. Gone with the chips. Gone with my not-quite-daddy Bill, who took off the moment it all went downhill.
Two big, strong men moved closer to me, casual but on guard. I got it. I understood. The flood of hormones coursing through my body, mingling with neurotransmitters and a little bit of alcohol – okay, a lot of alcohol – made me reckless.
But it didn’t make me suicidal. One wrong move and I’d be picked up, carried out, thrown to the curb, and left to rot.
Or worse, tied to a chair in a back room of the casino and pistol whipped.
My limited television and movie viewing of gambling made it hard to imagine beyond that.
“You’re done,” one of the big guys said, eyes hidden by black reflective lenses.
You’re done.
Yep. I was.
Next thing I knew, I was outside, the whoosh of transition from air conditioning to desert heat one that didn’t even register. I remember walking like I was in a dark, spinning tunnel, my feet slow but steady, working hard to maintain balance and not go rolling on my ass.
I inhaled. I exhaled. I lifted one foot and put it down. I lifted the other foot and put it down, a few feet ahead of where I just was. My fingertips brushed against the sides of my thighs. I stopped when the crosswalk said stop and walked when it told me to walk.
I was pretty much a robot. By the time I looked up and realized all the buildings were no more than two stories tall and I was long past the Vegas Strip, I was numb.
Not hot. Not cold.
Numb.
Eight thousand dollars of the band’s cash advance money. We had about that much in the business account right now. It was all the money sitting in the band’s account, some of it meant to be paid out to the guys, some of it waiting for bills and invoices to come in and be paid. It was our financial world.
And I blew it all on a ball.
A ball.
“Balls are nothing but trouble,” I muttered, feeling closer to the homeless guy offering hand jobs for casino chips than I did to the twenty-somethings hooting and hollering as they walked along the sidewalk, eating ice cream and smelling like weed.
Forget about my personal eight hundred dollars in retirement money. Forget the other twelve grand in profits I let slip through my fingers. I’d gone fucking nuts, using an ATM machine to take out all that band money. I felt like someone put a pod inside my neck and made me do it against my will.
That would have been so much better.
What kind of colossal mistake had I just made?
People poor as me can’t afford to make the same mistakes middle- and upper-class people can make, you know? That’s the gist of it. We aren’t just poor. Not simply unlucky. We are pretty damned near convinced we’re more than a little bit cursed.
But the difference between me and Trevor wasn’t poor and rich, scarcity and abundance mentality, female and male, Midwest and East Coast.
It was that he could make a mistake and I couldn’t.
Not the mistakes you make when you’ve decided you just don’t care no more. Those are easy to make without even thinking about it. I am a world-class expert in making those
mistakes.
It’s when you have a future you’re trying to secure, something to work toward, that you can’t fuck up. Can’t take one wrong step.
Trevor can, though. He’s got safety nets.
Me?
I fall once, I’m dead.
That may not have been true right then. I had some money in the bank for a brief time, until the bills all came due. Mama had a husband now who helped her. My level of external financial cushion was definitely stronger than ever before.
And I had Trevor and Joe as emotional safety nets, sure.
You’d have had to tell that to the part of me that didn’t see it. Didn’t want to see it.
The part that was convinced that the minute I let my guard down, the world would fall apart.
Like, you know, fucking right then.





CHAPTER EIGHT
DARLA
The mind can swirl.
You don’t see it from the outside. You don’t feel it when you touch a person, but it can happen. It’s an emotional blender, except I swear by turning it all the way on high, you end up exceeding the boundaries of the laws of physics, because emotional chaos that turns into an F5 tornado has an actual, palpable vibration.
It cannot be contained by the psyche alone. It leaks out, pouring into the veins and arteries, pulsing through the bloodstream into the heart, finding the soul and shaking, hard.
Shaking until all that’s left is the tremor, an aftershock with no core.
You inhale.
You exhale.
You hold your breath.
You let it out.
At some point, you start to realize you’re not breathing right, so then paranoia kicks in and you think you might actually die, right here and now, because you cannot remember how to breathe. It’s a mindfuck, for sure, because the act of thinking you don’t know how to do an autonomic process means you suddenly can’t. Anxiety rushes in to fill the void where rational thought should be, but isn’t, and then you’re a buzzing mass of cells that has no purpose.
And that’s even worse.
So what do you do when you’ve shattered your own world to the point where all the sharp edges of the pieces are hovering a centimeter above your skin, waiting to act?
You walk for a few hours, alone, in Vegas in the middle of the night, coming back only when the sun proved that it actually does rise even if your
world ends.
You walk past the giant sign on the side of a hotel with Donny’s pearly whites gleaming at you like an interrogation lamp, Marie grinning as if to say, “You could’ve come watch us at a concert if you hadn’t screwed up!”
You observe homeless people missing a leg, cradling sick dogs in their laps, and you toss a quarter in their cups because you need to feel like you’re still capable of doing something
good.
You step around puke, take a tract from everyone handing them out to make them feel productive, and watch buskers on the street and wonder how much money they make.
You look at the painted, topless Vegas showgirl pretenders charging ten bucks for a picture (and probably a grope), and you calculate how many pictures you’d need to take to erase your mistake.
Eight hundred.
You give your titties a long look. They’re good. Real good. Are they eight-hundred-pictures-in-a-day good?
You watch burly men unloading boxes at the resort’s rear entrance for the convention. Some of them are labeled “cat tongue vibrators” and you know you’re depressed when your entire reaction is, Huh.
You notice that more people are on the road, chattering happily, carrying takeout coffee and looking refreshed, animated, eager for the day of fun to begin.
You find yourself in front of your hotel and you stop.
You imagine the look on your boyfriends’ faces when you try to explain what you just did.
And then you go to an animal fetish convention in Vegas to hide.
There’s a lot of internal reorganization a person has to go through in order to walk into an exhibit hall where every single booth – more than three hundred of them, in total – is devoted to animal fetishism.
And yet it was my asylum in that very moment.
I needed something – anything – to distract me from my own looping unreality at what I’d just done. Make no mistake – I’d done it. I’d gambled and lost.
Lost other people’s money.
Being surrounded by animal kink brought small comfort, but I’d take what I could get.
While I wasn’t judging (okay, I couldn’t help it – I was totally judging), the level of visual, auditory, and olfactory exposure to paradigm-shifting concepts left the mind struggling to integrate it all, especially the animal sounds.
Human beings love homeostasis. We’re biologically primed for it.
We’re biologically primed for something else, too.
Connection.
And kink provides a kind of connection without parallel. I mean, sure, we’ve got tons of ways for humans to connect to each other in society that don’t involve sexual kinks. You can be connected by neighborhood. By religion. By schools. By shared hobbies. By online activities. Music. Art. Exercise. Sports.
All those are important. Of course they are. I wouldn’t be where I am if not for online music and fandom, where I was a slobbering filesharing fangirl who loved the band Random Acts of Crazy from six hundred miles away.
(For the record, I no longer fileshare. I understand piracy now. When you manage a band, you see the damage it causes when the artist doesn’t get paid for his or her work. Worst of all, it makes me a hypocrite, and that’s worse than being a pirate.)
All of this ruminating was good for about three seconds of distraction as I composed myself, trying to make my internal shakes slow down. I’d gambled away every penny of the band’s money in a moment of sheer drunken stupidity. I was no better than Aunt Marlene at Bunco Night at the American Legion Hall back home in Peters.
Well, I was slightly better. I wasn’t sucking off some Korean War vet to get a pack of smokes.
Not yet, anyway.
Charlotte’s free pass to the exhibit hall was a godsend. I had it in my back pocket, along with my buzzing phone, which I steadfastly ignored. I could hide from the band in the exhibition hall and not worry about being found. She only had one, and nobody else had a morbid fascination with this animal fetish con like I did. Without question, she’d slipped me the pass on the plane and declared it no big deal.
It felt like being given asylum.
How on God’s green earth was I going to come up with eight thousand dollars? That was every cent the band had, and our credit cards were now bursting. Payment for gigs wouldn’t come in for a while, and even paying minimums on the credit cards wouldn’t work for more than a few months.
The room reeled. Forcing myself to take a deep breath through my nose, I closed my eyes, widened my nostrils, and –
Smelled shit.
Horse shit, to be specific.
Then the tangy ammonia scent of chickens.
We’ve turned Mavis into a joke, the kind of insider story that evolves over the years among a group of good friends. Trevor was super weird about her – and by her, I mean the icon of Mavis. We didn’t have an actual chicken who was Mavis, but we had plenty of incarnations.
No one has ever actually fucked Mavis, mind you, so imagine my convoluted feelings when I turned and found an entire display booth devoted to chicken diapers.
For adults.
Fetishes and kink are funny things. People don’t have control over them. Sure, you can manage how you behave, but you cannot – absolutely cannot, ever – control how you feel. Sexuality is nuanced, complex, and rooted in nature and nurture. I should know. I spent twenty-two years thinking I was a hetero woman who was drawn to one man at a time, in serial.
Not parallel.
Being in a permanent threesome is not normal, if our standard for normal is monogamy between two people. Until a few years ago, I’da said a man and a woman, but we’ve evolved as a society.
Ain’t evolved far enough to make chicken love ‘normal,’ though. Not even close. In fact, I’m pretty damn sure there aren’t words for people who are sexually aroused by chickens.
In fact I’m sure of it, because as I looked at the chicken fetish booth, I was rendered speechless, and if I couldn’t find a single word to say about something, it was bad.
“BAWK!” said a grown man wearing rimless eyeglasses and a thick, bushy, red beard like a squirrel’s tail. He slipped one (thankfully) clothed leg into the diaper, and I turned away.
Laughing at a fetish convention seemed pretty much like farting loudly at a funeral.
The impulse to giggle felt good for a split second, until I remembered why I was here at this convention.
I was hiding. Hiding from Joe and Trevor, from the band, from me.
Maybe that was it. Maybe people with fetishes were just trying to escape who they were for awhile. I eyed the chicken diaper, the one not currently on the hipster dude, who looked a lot like someone who works at the Genius Bar at an Apple Store.
It would take a lot to get me to turn into a sexually-charged chicken to escape my life.
But not much more, at the rate I was going.
I wandered, checking out the Kegal-powered joystick you could sync with your gaming system. Not literally checking it out, mind you, but fascinated by it. Anyone who says Millennials are ruining this country hasn’t seen a demo of that
device.
Just then, I saw them staring at me, nudging each other with little smiles and smirks long before they realized I saw them. One of them pulled out a phone, tapped rapidly, and the two of ’em looked up and down over and over, obviously comparing me in real life to something on that phone screen.
They looked like pecking chickens.
Not just because their heads went down then up abruptly. That alone wouldn’t have made them look like fowl.
It was the full-on chicken costumes that did it.
What the cluck?
One was a Rhode Island Red, just like Mavis. Rust-colored feathers, a large barrel-chested breast, and a bright red rubber head with a large multi-colored beak. He wore tights the color of chicken legs and bigass feet like Big Bird’s, from Sesame Street.
The other was your plain old white chicken. Just white, with a red top and a yellow beak. Nothing fancy. Something about her simplicity set me the fuck off.
Sick, tired, shaky, horrified, and so humiliated I felt like my tongue was going to flee my body out my ass, I stormed up to the couple and shouted, “Take a picture! It lasts longer!”
Not original, I know, but I was basically a furious four-year-old who felt responsible for her daddy dying. No, losing all that money wasn’t the same, but when you’re coming off being drunk, acting against every instinct inside you, and losing eight thousand dollars of someone else’s money, you don’t exactly possess a sparkling vocabulary. Or insight.
“Can we?” Rhode Island Red asked with surprise. “We wouldn’t want to invade your privacy.”
“What do you call gawking at me?”
Their heads huddled, the necks moving in jerks and fits like they were pecking and scratching ticks out of thin air.
“What the fuck are all of you?”
“I’m Rooster, actually,” the tall one said, his beard poking through the costume’s beak, making him look like he had a hairy tongue. Chickens don’t have tongues, or if they do, I ain’t seen one. The cognitive dissonance made me want to point that out, but the rest of my brain was focused on the ridiculous fact he’d just spouted.
“And I’m Mavis,” the white chicken said.
“Mavis?” I squeaked. I looked her up and down. Trevor had a thing for Mavis, but if Trevor ever wanted to move that into real-life sexual play, Rooster was the shit. He was allllllll bear. He was a bear dressed up as a chicken, and my brain cracked like the fragile shell of a fresh egg, all the insides oozing out in a disappointing display of weakness.
“I know,” Mavis said sheepishly. “He should be Mavis, because Mavis is a Rhode Island Red, but…” She shrugged, as if that explained everything.
“Guh,” I replied.
“And you’re Darla. Darla Jennings, from the band Random Acts of Crazy, aren’t you?”
Guh.
You spend enough time working as band manager in the music business, talking to other managers and staff, chatting with the performers, and you hear stalking stories. Plenty of them. So confirming my identity wasn’t high on my list of ways to fuck up.
Then again, I’d already fucked up. Maybe I should just get all my fuckups out of the way in one big burst on a single day. You know, like those diet days when you start out with a chocolate PopTart and figure you already blew it, so go ahead and buy an entire cheesecake and make it lunch, dinner, and your midnight “I hate myself” snack?
“I am,” I answered, because why not let go of every single boundary I had?
They bawked.
Bodies covered in chicken costumes complete with more feathers than three hundred burlesque dancers packed into a Greyhound bus, they’d left their heads bare, adding feathers and beaks, making me read their emotions in their eyes.
They were ecstatic.
It was exciting to them to find me here.
Mavis shoved her phone in front of me, the video already playing. I knew it at a glance, poor Joe’s bare ass hanging out that window in our old apartment, Trevor’s brother’s gerbil clinging for dear life to Joe’s ass, claws embedded so close to his puckered sphincter he might as well have been a conjoined twin.
“Do you have any idea how popular you are on CluckBuddies?”
“Cluck what?”
“CluckBuddies. Our slogan is: Where people go to find a good lay.”
I looked around the room. This was a joke, right? Maybe I was just dreaming. We got off the plane, I won twenty dollars at slots at the airport, we checked into the hotel, and maybe I was actually asleep right now. Maybe I hadn’t really lost twenty grand at roulette, and maybe –
“Darla,” Mavis gushed. “May I call you Darla?”
Shit.
“It’s my name,” I started, ready to bolt.
“Darla, you’re a cult goddess in our world. You, Trevor, and Joe. When we heard Random Acts of Crazy was performing here at the same time as the AnFet convention –”
“The what?” These people had more jargon than that PhD student at the Harvard Extension School who was the teaching assistant for my intersectional feminism course last fall.
“AnFet. Animal fetish.”
“Got it.”
“It felt like fate. We’re chickens, you see.”
“I kinda got the hint.”
“And we really get off on Mavis.”
“You... Okay. Mavis.”
“Do you have any idea how hot that video of you all having sex with Mavis is?”
“Sex with Mavis?” I echoed. I was pretty sure I’d rather lose a hundred grand of Joanne Ross’ money than have this particular conversation.
“To see fellow chickies so bold, so fresh, online and unashamed of the true nature of their love, is like – it’s a –” She dissolved into hyperventilating tears.
I was about ten seconds away from joining her, but not for the same reason.
“You changed our worlds,” Rooster chimed in, his big bushy eyebrows tightening over eyes that were shining with tears of happiness.
“I changed your world all because my Sybian malfunctioned and threw Joe out the window?”
They peered at me, confused, and let me tell you, them beady-eyed little chicken pretenders look almost alien when they squint, and more judgmental than they had any right to be.
“No. Because you paved the way for animal love to be more acceptable.”
“I what?”
“You, Trevor, and Joe,” the other one explained. “That video is the AnFet version of a women’s suffrage or civil rights march.”
“Don’t try comparing an electrical malfunction of an oversized sex toy because I couldn’t hold on with my overlubed hands to that,” I argued back, furious at the ridiculous statement. “You get off on chickens. Own it. You’re kinky little fuckers.”
“Pluckers,” one of them corrected me.
“Excuse me?”
“We’re kinky little pluckers.”
“You get off on plucking each other?”
“Grooming.” Rooster jutted his neck out. “You can call us pluckers or cluckers, but not fuckers.”
“You have standards,” I replied.
“Just because we’re sexually wired differently from other people doesn’t mean we don’t have rights,” Mavis declared.
My irritation level was sky high, throat tight and the skin at my chest stretched like a piece of cold taffy. “I can’t do this, folks. I need to –”
“Where is your booth?” Rooster asked, clearly trying to get me to stay.
“Booth?”
“You’re signing autographs and doing fan photos, yes?” Mavis inquired, like I was Stephen King at ComiCon.
“Huh?”
“Oh, please! Can we do a selfie? How much do you charge?” She and Rooster nodded eagerly, beaks bouncing.
“Charge?”
“Most of the celebrities here charge a fifty-dollar minimum for a selfie and an autograph,” Rooster explained.
My ringing ears came to a halt.
“People charge fifty dollars for that?”
“But for you, our cluckbuddies would pay far more,” Mavis said in a reassuring voice, as if pre-emptively trying to prevent me from being offended.
Pay.
“Did you say ‘pay’?” I asked, intrigued.
“Are you available?” she asked.
“For what?” I clarified.
“Chicken play.”
“Chicken play?”
“It’s like puppy play, only more fowl.” They snickered, clearly wearing an old joke nice and thin.
“What’s puppy play?” I asked, confounded.
“Haha,” Rooster. “Anyone as avant garde as you in the bedroom probably views us as amateurs. I can only imagine the kind of AnFet role-play you and Trevor and Joe engage in.”
A few hairs on the back of my neck started to rise. These people knew a lot about me and Trevor and Joe. Maybe I should disengage.
“Would a thousand an hour for both of us be enough?” the woman asked, all fast and quick with a cough at the end, as if that mitigated the weirdness of it all.
“A thousand what
an hour?”
“Dollars.”
As surreal as every other part of the last hour had been, this stood out. Was I really negotiating my chicken fetish consultant rate? I was a celebrity in this narrow kink niche? How did I not know this, and if it wasn’t some hallucinogen-based delusion, how had I reached the point in life where one accident during sex had made me a focal point for these people?
“You want to pay me a thousand dollars an hour to do what, exactly?”
“To, well...”
“Cough it up,” I demanded. “I have one nerve left, and you’re tap dancing on it. Give me the truth. Lay out what you want.”
“Be bold,” Mavis whispered to Rooster.
“Would you walk us? On a leash while we wear a chicken harness and a diaper?”
See? Surreal.
“You want me to put a chicken diaper on you?”
“No! No! We’re not perverts!”
Right.
“We can put the diapers on by ourselves.”
Huge distinction, right?
“Just the leash. And feed us.”
“Feed you?”
A sack of chicken feed made its way into my hand as if by magic.
And then so did the money.
“Please,” she whispered.
“I don’t have a leash, Mavis,” I protested.
Within seconds, three passersby offered me theirs, while she fumbled in her bag for one.
I had myself in a bona fide moral dilemma, didn’t I?
Walk the chicken perverts and make a thousand dollars or –
Wait.
What dilemma?
“How’s this go on you?” I asked Mavis, shoving the money in my front pocket then running the leash through my cupped palm to get to the metal hook. She was already wearing a collar.
Every single person at the convention was, except for the people manning the booths.
“Like a dog,” she said, her voice cracking at the end with something a little too close to orgasmic pleasure. I brushed my fingertips against her neck feathers and she shivered, the leash clicking easily.
“And me?” asked Rooster.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
If chickens have eyebrows, his went up. “Rooster. I told you before. Remember?”
“Right. Of course.” He handed me a leash and I repeated the act, finding myself about six feet behind two fully upright adults dressed as chickens, wearing diapers.
And off we went.
“Where do you want me to walk you?” I asked.
Mavis paused, then turned to look at me with confused eyes. “BAWK!” she answered, widening those beady little orbs in a way that made it clear she was communicating something.
“Bawk?”
“BAWK!”
Ah. Somehow, our Chickenish made sense. We were on the clock. Mavis wasn’t a person with language skills.
She was a clucker.
I was in charge.
You ever done something so embarrassing that the only way to get through it is to pretend other people can’t see you? I’m not talking about when you’re five and pee yourself in public and no matter how many times your mama tries to get you to change, you refuse because if you just pretend it didn’t happen, it didn’t.
I’m talking about adult embarrassment. Not shame – that’s different. Shame comes from someone else deliberately trying to disconnect you – like that elitist bitch at the slots and roulette table.
Embarrassment is when you disconnect yourself from society all by yourself. It hurts less than shame, but it’s one hundred percent on you.
Right about now, I had that shield up nice and firm as we began to promenade around the room. If I just pretended there was a forcefield around us that made us invisible, then I could last fifty-nine and a half more minutes, right?
A bright red banner with lipstick and handcuffs caught my eye. It shouldn’t have, because that particular combination seemed popular, but Charlotte was standing up at the table, holding a butt plug with a clit attachment, demonstrating the object to a potential customer.
I steered my, uh, herd to the left.
“BAWK!” Rooster said. Approving looks, most filled with a wistful envy, greeted us. I felt a bit like royalty walking along, an increasing number of chicken people looking our way.
I wished life had a pause button.
I needed to breathe.
But that was a luxury for other people. People who don’t get stupid and spend their friends’ money. People who don’t take a chance for the one time in their life, who decide to go for it and take a risk and lose. I’m a loser. Might as well tattoo a big old L on my forehead while I’m here in Vegas, the city where regret goes to party, the city littered with losers who once had a few minutes of glory.
All of it fake.
As I led Rooster and Mavis out to the back hallway, through a throng of people dressed as animals, I searched for sunlight. A wide bank of patio doors, some open, beckoned to the right. We walked outside into the crazy dry heat, sunlight burning my skin like I was raw, as if I had no actual protective layer, like the sun was cooking me, sealing in my failure under a burn.
What had I done?
My legs were numb but they moved of their own accord, pulled forward by the chickens, who moved quietly, clucking here and there. I spotted a walkway that surely led to the front of the enormous resort.
Please don’t make me walk through the casino, I thought, my insides tearing apart as though being dissected, each organ weighed and evaluated.
My heart felt like hamburger, all senses nothing but atoms rubbing together, forming a hum. I was a vibrating meat bucket. Nothing more.
Just then, a group of human puppies led by a man in a black leather biker jacket exited from a doorway that looked safer, less crowded, than the rest. Following them, I prayed to the only God left in my world, the one who performed lesser miracles like leaving enough toilet paper on the roll or giving you all green lights when you’re massively late for an appointment.
That’s right.
I wasted my prayer on an exit where I’d be the least embarrassed.
When you lose a high-stakes bet, everything else is low stakes in comparison, but there’s still something at stake.
The Strip stretched out before us, the Eiffel Tower to our left, the roller coaster way down the street, so far in the distance it almost looked like part of an alien planet in another solar system.
“Bawk!” Rooster uttered, then let out a cock-a-doodle-doo to the delight of the puppies ahead of us. To my right, a beggar held a sign about being a homeless vet. One of Mavis’ white feathers broke off and floated down, landing perfectly in his cup.
“Fucking cheap beer,” he muttered before turning to the side and barfing.
Mavis heard it and jolted, Rooster imitating her until they looked like foolish chickens jabbering in the sun, useless and annoying. I pulled the leash hard and took us down toward the coaster, remembering our entrance into Vegas last night, when I was light and carefree and joked about drunkcoastering.
Before.
Before I ruined everything.
“You ever actually fuck a chicken?” I asked Rooster as we stopped at a crosswalk to wait out the light. People cluttered the corner as time went on, all of them eyes ahead, avoiding contact. A few looked at the chickens, but with blank expressions.
Chickens on leashes? That was the Vegas definition of ‘vanilla.’
“Of course.” He pointed to Mavis.
“No, no, no. You know. A chicken.”
“BAWK!” Mavis was offended.
“A genetic chicken?” Rooster asked, clearly horrified.
“What is a genetic chicken?”
“One born a chicken.”
“What other kind is there?” I asked, stumped.
Mavis piped up. “There’s so much debate in the AnFet community over this.”
“Hold up.” I put a hand on Rooster’s chest, the feathers surprisingly soft. Silky and smooth, they made me want to cuddle him. I shook the sensation away, aghast at myself, and blurted out, “You didn’t answer the question. Have you actually fucked a real chicken?”
“Please don’t use the word ‘real.’ It’s so discriminatory!”
“You’re tone policing me about chicken fucking?”
“It’s offensive! If we don’t call people out on micro aggressions, we’ll never feel free.”
“Let me get this straight. Calling a real chicken a ‘real’ chicken is a micro aggression against people who are sexually aroused by pretending to be a chicken.”
“Of course!”
I scratched my head and ran my hands through my hair, digging my fingers into my scalp to buy time and also get the blood flowing back to my brain. Conversations like this were turning my bloodstream into mud.
“Rooster.” I grabbed him by the shoulders. “Have you ever actually fucked a chicken? A ‘genetic’ chicken?”
“God, no. What kind of person do you think I am!”
“Well…”
“I would never, ever commit avisodomy.”
“Avi — who?”
“Avisodomy. The term for a human attempting to have sex with a genetic chicken,” Mavis explained.
“That’s an actual term?” What do you know? I was wrong earlier. My 11th grade English teacher was right. There really is a word for everything.
“Everyone knows that sodomizing a chicken is the epitome of evil!”
“I didn’t say nothin’ about sodomizing one. Just— ”
Mavis cut me off, her eyes filled with anger, beak bouncing as fury took over. Or, at least, I thought it did. Hard to tell in that big costume. “It’s a crime to have sexual relations with a chicken, and that includes anal sex.”
“Did — did someone actually need to spell out the difference at some point in time? Was there ever a question that anal sex with a chicken is unacceptable?” I asked, agog.
“Yes.” She looked ready to cry.
“This is exactly why they have to print ‘do not eat’ on those damn silica packets in food, isn’t it?”
“It’s even military law,” Rooster elaborated.
“MILITARY? Some soldier took it upon themselves to have anal sex with a chicken?”
“United States v. Sanchez,” Rooster explained, jaw tight, nostrils flared. Up until this point, I figured Rooster was misnamed, because he totally acted like the bottom in this relationship, but suddenly he was all protective, ready to fight to preserve the assholes of chickens everywhere. “Sodomy with a chicken is clearly cause for courtmartial.”
“You’re fucking with me. That’s not real.”
“It absolutely is. I can pull out my phone and show you,” Rooster said defensively. “Except I don’t want to break out of my chicken self right now.”
“Was this a recent case?”
“No. 1960s, I think,” Mavis replied.
I would have to ask Joe and Trevor about this point of law. Two law school dropouts would surely be interested in learning that we narrowly escaped being tried for having sex with a chicken after our Sybian accident was caught on tape.
Rooster’s beady eyes narrowed. “You do know that having actual sex with a genetic chicken is a gross violation of human rights.”
“But. Chickens. Aren’t. Human,” I explained slowly.
“They’re closer than you think!” Mavis protested. “They’re sentient beings with emotions and thoughts and — ”
I tuned her out, a question forming in my mind that I couldn’t repress. “How does someone have anal sex with a chicken? Like, operationally?” I grimaced and shivered.
Rooster gave me a bald look and said dryly, “Very, very carefully.”
I left myself wide open on that one, huh?
Mavis hit Rooster in the chest. “This is not funny! Darla, do you really not understand that you don’t have actual sex with genetic chickens?”
“Of course I understand that!”
“And when you, Joe and Trevor had Mavis with you, you weren’t, uh…actually having, uh…” she continued.
“What? No! That was all Trevor’s fault.”
“Trevor has sex with chickens?” The two gave each other a look that said maybe, just maybe, they’d misinterpreted me, Joe and Trevor.
“NO! NO ONE HAS ACTUAL SEX WITH GENETIC CHICKENS,” I screamed.
Why I cared about whether they thought we were into bestiality, I’ll never know, but I needed to cling to one tiny shred of respectability, and this was, apparently, my line in the sand. I could walk human chicken fetishists on leashes for money, but by god, don’t accuse me and my boyfriends of fucking real chickens.
Excuse me. “Genetic” chickens.
To my surprise, not a single person around us flinched. Then again, one was dressed as a ferret and the other was a puking homeless dude, so my behavior wasn’t up for much scrutiny.
“Bawk!” Mavis declared, changing the subject, bending down suddenly, jerking my arm a bit. Rooster kept his face forward but rolled his eyes toward me in some silent signal, poking his beak up over and over.
“What?” I asked, distracted, feeling like I was walking through pudding made with all the stupid choices I’d ever made in my life, sweetened with a heaping dose of cold remorse.
“Mavis is hungry,” he said, breaking character.
I found the small bag of feed I’d shoved in my pocket and opened the drawstring, pulling a few pieces of corn out. I held out my hand, like feeding a pony at a petting zoo.
“That’s not how you feed chickens!” Rooster insisted, his eyes filled with an angry shock. “Don’t you know better?”
I tossed the feed on the ground and watched, bile rising, as Mavis licked it off the ground, moaning and shuddering as she did it. Her cheeks flushed with the kind of arousal you never see in porn movies, the authenticity making me stare longer than was proper.
I was making horrible fun of these folks, but they were just being real. Mavis was happy. Aroused and fulfilled, doing what made her centered in the world, finding her place.
Who was I to judge?
“Oh, mercy, Ed. Look at that chicken!”
I whipped around, because that woman’s accent was beyond familiar. It was flat, with a slightly stretched out e. People from my part of Ohio sounded like that.
“Adorable costumes!” Ed boomed. His laughter would be infectious if my world hadn’t just ended on a roulette table. The woman was about my mama’s age but in better shape, eyes wide and round, without the hollowed puffiness my mama had carried on her face since I was little.
Ed wore white socks with black loafers and knee-length khaki shorts.
“What’s this? Peggy, do you have the camera?”
Peggy pulled out an actual camera. Like, just a camera. It had a little lens that poked out as she turned it on. For a moment, I wondered again if I was dreaming all this, because it’s 2017 and who uses a separate camera to take pictures?
“Excuse me!” Ed said to a guy walking by, making eye contact.
Eye contact with strangers on a city street in Vegas?
Oh. My. God.
“Are you from Ohio?” I asked.
“How did you know?” Peggy squealed.
I looked at Ed’s footwear situation, his gleaming white tube socks like Chiclets in the sun. “Parma?”
“As a matter of fact, I am from Parma! We live in Alliance now, though,” Peggy replied with a friendly grin.
Alliance was a few towns over from my hometown.
Ed waved at the complete stranger, who ignored him. “Excuse me, sir?”
The guy was about my age, with jeans slung low, the edge of his underwear peeking out. Mirror shades, one of those foreheads that was rapidly losing the battle to keep a hairline, and a uni-nostril. You know – where there’s so much hair you can’t see the midline break.
“What?” The stranger was brusque.
“Would you mind taking a picture of us?”
Ed got a bird as an answer, and I don’t mean one of the chickens.
“That was uncalled for!” Ed called out to the guy, turning to Peggy with a scowl. “I told you we shoulda gone to Branson!” he groused. “Bet they know how to be nice there! I just wanted a few moments of help to capture the moment.”
My people.
Oh, oh, oh… my people.
“You know what, Ed? Let me find someone to help.” I looked around, all along the sidewalk near the stairs that led up to the above-the-street walkways. The streets were half full, the night crowd still sleeping off last night’s drunken revelry. I spotted Wonder Woman, Deadpool, and a very scraggly elf in green tights.
I squinted.
Nope. Green Lantern. The fact that it was hard to tell the difference wasn’t my fault, though. He was rough.
Wonder Woman caught my eye and sized us all up, the two oblivious tourists, my cosplaying kinky pluckers, and… me.
“Want a picture? Twenty bucks,” she said, wiggling her fingers at me, beckoning.
“Twenty dollars to take a picture for tourists on vacation?” Ed huffed. “People told me Vegas would be expensive, but...”
“No, Ed,” I explained. “She means she wants twenty for a picture with her.” I looked Wonder Woman over and realized quickly that aside from a blue g-string, the rest of her costume was painted on, the strapless breastplate nothing but shades of body paint.
Ed wrapped one beefy arm around her shoulders, looked down at her, and turned heart-attack red.
“Where is your top?” he asked in a garbled voice, panic seeping in damn fast.
She just nuzzled up to him with a grin, a little paint smearing on Ed’s red and blue plaid shirt.
“Say cheese!” Peggy said, clicking with her actual, honest-to-goodness camera. As she moved her arm, a whiff of baby powder and Fels Naptha soap hit me. I was instantly homesick.
“Let’s, uh, get a picture of us all,” Ed said as he handed Wonder Woman a twenty.
“I can snap it,” I offered.
“No, no. Um, Ms. Wonder Woman, can you take our picture?”
“Sure!” Wonder Woman looked at the camera like it was an alien. “Don’t you have a phone? I’ll get a video of you, too.”
“Bawk!” Rooster said, pecking at Peggy’s hair. Peggy giggled and cuddled up to Ed, who was staring at Wonder Woman’s breasts like he was trying to read a hieroglyph.
I dropped the chicken leashes and took in everything, a slightly faint feeling taking over my body. It’s not so much that the world spun or anything. Not that dramatic. The weight of what I’d really, truly just done started to settle in my bones, pulling me down, making me feel closer to the earth.
I lost eight thousand dollars of my friends’ money. Technically, the band was my boss. We always joked that I was the boss, but that wasn’t really true. They employed me.
And what happens to employees who gamble with their company’s money?
They get fired.
“Ed? What is that chicken doing?” Peggy’s querulous voice made sensors inside my brain light up so fast, I pulled a tiny muscle in my neck, going down to my shoulder blade, from turning too fast.
Mavis was squatting.
“Is she going to the bathroom, Ed? Is she doing a...” Her voice dropped. “Number two?”
Wonder Woman watched, her gum cracking against her teeth as she chewed noisily, nipples hard as rocks through her painted costume. She held up Ed’s phone and started tapping her toe just as Mavis shat on the ground.
“Oh, my God, Ed! The chicken just laid an egg!”
“Cock-a-doodle-dooooooooo!” Rooster crowed.
Delirious from just too much – way, way too much – I looked on the ground, wondering how Mavis managed that feat. The brown egg sat in a crack in the sidewalk, among chewed-up gum and cigarette butts, Mavis slowly lowering herself over it.
“Good chicken!” I said, petting her red head like we were in chicken obedience school and I’d trained her to do that.
Rooster started to shake, a tight, tense movement that was quickly followed by a stifled moan. Wonder Woman moved closer, holding the phone toward us.
He moved over to Mavis and whispered, “I just came.”
Ed heard that, grabbed his phone from Wonder Woman, and ushered Peggy out of there, muttering about perverts. Meanwhile, Mavis clucked and settled down over that fucking egg, her chicken diaper in the way. How had she managed to get the egg out from the folds?
Darth Vader and Jar Jar Binks walked by, looking at Mavis, saying nothing. I tugged on her and Rooster’s leashes, wanting to continue down the road, movement my only friend. If I just kept putting one foot in front of the other I could get my mind off the agony of the trapped sensation that plagued me. Distraction wasn’t just a form of relief.
It was how I would survive the next few hours until I had to face Joe and Trevor and ’fess up to what I’d done.
And then I turned around, leash in hand, my belt heavy with the bag of chicken feed weighing down –
– to find Joe staring at me.





CHAPTER NINE
DARLA
“Do you have something you want to tell me?” he asked in the baritone version of his mother. Good grief. For a moment I thought Joanne Ross herself had spectrally projected her soul into my Joe.
“I don’t… think so.” Sure, I had plenty I could tell him, but I didn’t exactly want to tell him anything right now. Where would I start?
“You’re walking a chicken on a leash, Darla.”
“Yes.”
“More than one chicken.”
“Yes.”
“A human dressed up as a chicken,” he clarified, as if I didn’t know that.
“Mmm hmm.” When you’re caught, don’t incriminate yourself. Stick to noncommittal consonants.
“On the Strip in Las Vegas.”
“Yes.”
“For… fun?”
“No.” The word came out all round and heavy in my mouth, protest in a single syllable. I looked at him like he was crazy. “I’m being paid.”
That didn’t seem to satisfy his inquiry. Joe’s frown deepened.
“And why, exactly, are you being paid to walk a human dressed as a chicken?”
Joe shouldn’t have dropped out of law school. His interrogation skills are exemplary.
Unfortunately.
“Because I’m exploring new career opportunities.”
His eyebrows shot up, eyes doing that half-closed thing where he’s trying to be patient. “I didn’t realize managing the band was just a way station in your life.”
“What? No. It’s not. Just, you know, picking up a side gig.”
“Bawk!” Mavis interjected, her neck pecking my ankle as she bent impossibly low. The woman must be a yoga teacher in real life. She was so bendy, knees bent down, ass feathers rubbing against the filthy sidewalk, that if she turned her head to the right she could have licked herself.
Now why would a woman who could perform autocunnilingus ignore that and walk around being sexually aroused by a chicken costume? Hell if I knew.
Autocunnilingus wasn’t paying me a thousand dollars an hour, so who cared?
And for the record, if it did I’d have been a fucking millionaire by age twenty.
“This is Mavis?” Joe pointed to her. “Then who is that?” He pointed to Rooster.
“Rooster.”
Joe pinched the bridge of his nose like he was in pain. “And they are?”
“My flock.” Rooster let out a small groan, the kind men make when they’re on the edge of orgasm.
Joe swallowed hard, his features tight and conflicted. “Your flock?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Is that the Joe Ross?” Rooster asked in a shaky voice. Mavis began making little chicken noises like she was about to start running in panic and excitement.
Joe turned sharply toward him. “Who in the hell are you?”
“BAWK!” Mavis let out a single little bleating sound, then collapsed slowly into a fainted pile of chicken parts.
“Oh, geez.”
Rooster threw his wings around Joe, shamelessly crying happy tears, completely going out of animal character. “It’s such an honor to meet you!” he gasped.
Joe looked at me over Rooster’s wing feathers and mouthed, What the fuck?
I shrugged. Joe stayed still, arms extended with a rigid finality.
“I can’t believe we’re really meeting you!” Rooster let Joe go and then finally seemed to notice that his cluckbuddy had a bad case of the vapors. “Oh my God, Mavis!” he exclaimed, dropping down to hold her head.
Joe looked at me, shaking his head slowly. “I don’t want to know what’s going on, do I?”
“No.”
“But you’re going to tell me.”
“Yes.”
“Let’s get out of here so we can do it unmolested.”
“I’m still on the clock.”
“On what clock?”
“Their clock.” I pointed to the floor, where Rooster was reviving Mavis. She shot to her feet, flustered, eyes locking on Joe with awe.
“Who cares about their clock?” he demanded.
“I do. They’re paying me.”
“To walk them on a leash?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because –”
“The truth, Darla. The truth.”
“Can we get a selfie first?” Mavis asked, clearly recovering from her overwhelm.
“No.”
Joe grabbed my wrist and pulled me out of the growing throng of people into a small corner where a single glare from him emptied out two human puppies. In my peripheral vision I saw Rooster and Mavis in heated discussion as Joe forced me to look at him, brow deeply creased, dark eyes blazing with a warrior’s awareness of entering battle.
If I’d had a white flag, I’d have waved it.
“I lost eight thousand dollars of the band’s money,” I blurted out. “And all my retirement savings.”
“You what?”
“Don’t yell at me!”
“I AM NOT YELLING!”
I don’t cry very often. I’m not one of those women who use tears as currency or to manipulate. It just comes natural.
I cried.
“Shit,” Joe muttered, red faced and furious, his lips baring his teeth like a pissed off little yippie dog being told its owner was all out of Kraft Singles as doggie treats.
“All of it?” he choked out.
I could only nod.
“On slots?”
I shook my head.
“At a table?”
I nodded.
“Roulette.” His voice went supernaturally low, like he was channelling a demon. Then he groaned. “That video on YouTube? The English guy who bet his life savings on roulette and won? Darla!”
“I know! I know! I swear I didn’t mean to do it!”
“What do you mean, you didn’t mean to do it? You didn’t have a gun to your head.”
“I was so sure I’d win that it did feel like someone had a gun to my head, Joe!” I said, breathless and wet, my mouth full of salt and remorse. “You ever just know something is so right that you don’t feel like you have a choice? Like you’re just magnetically drawn to do something so contrary to everything you know, except it feels like fate is screaming out that it’s going to work no matter how irrational it seems?”
He gave me a tense look and stayed all strong and silent, red and pulsing, for just long enough to make my skin start to feel prickly.
Finally, he said, “Oh, yes. I certainly do.”
And then he sighed and pulled me into his arms.
“It’s all Trevor’s fault,” I said through a long line of snot and a mouthful of salty tears. “He told me I spent too much of my time settling for what life hands me. That I needed to learn to ask the universe for what I want.” I pounded Joe’s chest a few times, then remembered his heart surgery scar.
Maybe I shouldn’t hit him in the breastbone.
I’d aim for his nuts instead.
“You, too,” I told him. “You said it, too.”
“I did?” He was so gentle and nice. So not the Joe I knew.
Aw, fuck.
That meant I really
screwed up.
I bawled harder.
“It’ll be okay, Darla,” he whispered in my ear. I cried even harder, because if Joe was shining me on, the world was about to end. The man didn’t do bullshit. He didn’t say nice, kind words to calm people down because it was compassionate.
In fact, I thought he was incapable of it.
I sniffled, letting my choking gasps be absorbed by the cloth of his shirt, my personal horror as I cried making his shirt wet with tears of shock. How could I lose? I had a solid shot at winning. I’d studied roulette carefully. If anyone in the world was an expert on roulette, it was me.
Ok, drunk me thought that. Sober me knows I’m no expert.
But the game is a game, right? At least it sure seems like it. That meant a better-than-average chance. I had a booger weight advantage. It was a once-in-a-lifetime deal.
And yet… I’d lost.
Worst of all, I’d won all the risky bets and lost the play-it-safe one.
Abundance mentality was for people like Trevor. He was born with a golden roulette ball in his mouth, one I was sure would have gone in the right place if he’d been the one betting all that money. Me, I came into this life eating a shit sandwich and it looked like I’d spend the rest of my life in abundance, all right.
Abundantly full of nothing but shit.
“It’ll be okay,” Joe said again, his arms feeling warmer, stronger, tighter. “We all screw up.”
“Not like this.”
“No, not like this, but we all do screw up.”
“It’s not all my money, Joe. Only eight hundred of it. The rest is the band’s. They’re going to hate me. How can I ever look at Liam and Sam and Frown again? I can’t believe I did that!”
“Shhhh.”
“Why are you being so nice to me?”
“Because nothing I can say is worse than what you’re already saying to and about yourself.”
He had me at that.
“I think I need to be alone,” I said, surprising myself.
“You want me to leave?”
I thumbed toward Mavis and Rooster. “I owe them time.” Rooster saw me point to them and jutted his neck, pecking Mavis. She turned and looked, eyes bulging out, pinging between me and Joe.
Joe just blinked. “Wait a minute. You’re seriously getting paid to participate in some animal fetish? You’re a chicken dom?”
Rooster overheard that and made his way over, Mavis behind him.
“We prefer to call her a CluckDom, sir.”
“Shut up.” Joe looked at Rooster with an expression of utter incredulity, his neck tight but loosening as he tilted his head to really take in the spectacle.
“There’s a term for it?” I asked, intrigued. “I’m a CluckDom?”
“Technically, we also call you ‘farmer,’ but –”
“I can’t believe this,” Joe muttered.
“You and me both.”
“But you’re the one who – how did you find these people?’
“They found me!”
“Chickens,” Mavis reminded him. “We’re not people right now. We’re chickens.”
“If you were really a chicken you wouldn’t tell me you’re a chicken!” Joe exploded.
“BAWK!” Mavis screamed, a little shrill. Rooster pulled her into the most awkward hug ever.
“How did you find me?” I asked Joe. “How did you get here?”
“Charlotte. No one knew where you were, and then she recommended I come down here and look. I got a temp pass from her and looked in the convention hall. When she told me you walked out with, uh, chickens… well, she was worried about you.” He gave me a strange look. “And rightly so.”
“I needed money,” I said bluntly. “The chicken play fell into my lap.”
“I am remarkably relieved to learn you didn’t seek it out.” He frowned. “You didn’t have them in your lap, literally?”
“I’m going to walk away now and take these two peckers on their walk.”
“How much are they paying you?”
“A thousand dollars an hour.”
“Each?”
“No. For both.”
“You undercharge.”
“You think I could get more?”
“Joe? Mr. Ross?” Rooster appeared. “Would you?” He held out his leash’s end, a look of pleading in his eyes.
“Two grand,” Joe snapped back.
“You’re being rude,” I said out of the corner of my mouth.
“I’m negotiating,” he said.
“Same thing with you most of the time.”
“We don’t have two thousand dollars,” Rooster said sadly. “That thousand we gave Darla is our life savings.”
“Your life savings?” I repeated, stunned.
“Yes,” Mavis said, embarrassment clear on her face.
“Wait a minute,” I asked. “Where you from?”
“Southern Indiana,” Mavis said.
“What do you do for a living?” I dug in.
“I’m a hotel maid.”
I poked Rooster.”And you?”
“Retail shift supervisor.” He named a national sporting goods chain.
“Aw, shit,” I said, digging in my front pocket, producing a pile of cash. I thrust it back at them. “I can’t take this from you.”
“But –”
“Look. I might be down and out right now, but I’m not so low that I’ll take the entire life savings of people like me. I thought you were rolling in it and just throwing your money around for shits and giggles.” I looked at Joe. “You know. Like your mom.”
“Did you really have to mention my mother at an animal fetish convention, Darla?”
“If ever there were the right place to mention her, Joe, I’m pretty sure this is it. She’s the one who puts diapers on her free-range chickens. Outdoor
chickens.”
Rooster perked up. “She what?”
“She doesn’t want the chickens messing up the landscaping at their mansion,” I explained, loving Joe’s gimlet-eyed response as the entire scene changed, like someone turned it ninety degrees and I could view it all from a new angle.
Handing all that money back to Mavis lifted a burden off me I didn’t realize I wore around my neck. Suddenly lighter, I felt punchy. Silly. Like I could joke again.
I had fucked up, but it was all just action. Not who I was. I made a mistake but I wasn’t a mistake.
The difference mattered.
“If you want my help, making fun of my mother isn’t going to help you,” Joe pointed out.
“Since when?”
Joe’s lips twitched with a suppressed smile. He planted his hands on his hips and turned on Rooster.
“No money needs to change hands, but here’s how we’re going to do this.”
Mavis and Rooster moved closer.
“I’m leaving,” he said to me. “I am going to go and figure out how to get the band’s money back.”
“What’s your plan?”
“Let me worry about that,” he insisted. The way his jaw went nearly square as he closed his mouth, shoulders flexing and fists closing, told me Joe was managing a swirl of emotions that had turned physical.
“But how will you –”
“Let. Me. Worry. About. It.” He nodded toward the chickies. “You help them.”
“I can’t!”
“Before you go, could we get a selfie?” Mavis squawked.
Joe’s face went flat, expressionless in a way that I knew very well. It meant he was pissed.
“Sure!” I peeped.
Joe looked murderous.
“It can’t hurt.”
“You should take their money.”
“Naw. Not when they’re like me, only before I met you and Trev and got out.”
“Why do you assume everyone from the Midwest is trying to ‘get out’?”
“I never said that. Not everyone is. But the ones who are working as maids in a hotel or as a shift supervisor in retail aren’t living the life of luxury, Joe. But Rooster and Mavis have each other.” I reached for his hand and squeezed it. “Those two are way ahead of where I was when I met Trevor and you.”
“Fine. One picture.”
Mavis and Rooster huddled in, their big feathery masks making my nose tingle. Joe stood rigid, his face turned to the side, no smile.
“Say ‘cheese,’” I said, nudging him.
“Purdue,” he muttered.
“You have to take this,” Rooster said uncertainly, pushing the money on me. “We really do want you to, you know...”
“I do know that,” I said earnestly, smiling nicely at them, my brain racing as I refused them.
Rooster handed me the leash end. “Would you? Bawk?” The soft puff of his cheeks as he asked nicely, back in animal character, gave me pause to laugh.
“Of course,” I said, taking up the reins, so to speak.
Bzzzz.
I grabbed my back pocket, but my phone wasn’t the one buzzing.
“Eeep!” Mavis said, reaching into her costume and pulling out a phone. “It’s our turn in the ticketed celebrity line!” She named a well-known movie actor who had been in a television show about a furry. “We’re so sorry, Darla, but we have to go! They moved up our spot in the line and this is our only chance to meet him!”
Amid a flurry of hugs, feathers, and quick selfies, I found myself laughing, lost in the sheer joy these two exuded at meeting me. Me.
Because I represented something they needed.
“How can you laugh at a time like this?” Joe asked, turning tight and hard, his earlier display of emotion too much for him to deal with. Normally I’d be his emotional caretaker, but right now I needed someone to manage me.
“I am a sick, depraved woman who is one can of body paint away from going out on the Strip and painting a Wonder Woman top on myself.”
“Remember the last time you did that?” He grimaced. “Nasty way to learn you’re allergic to red paint dye.”
I looked down. “Good point. Getting a leprosy-like rash wouldn’t be good for business.”
“Or our sex life,” he added, looking more pained. “You wouldn’t let us touch you for two whole weeks.”
“I had hamburger nipples, Joe. My breasts looked like a PETA documentary on factory farm cow-processing. Plus, you’re the one who convinced me to paint on Wonder Woman’s pants, so don’t blame me about what it did to my...” I wave at my hoo haw.
“Look,” he said, changing the topic quickly. “I need to go do something for a few hours. Will you be okay?”
“It ain’t like I got money to go anywhere.”
The pained expression deepened. “Right. Let me go see if I can help you.”
“Help? How are you going to help? We don’t have money sitting around we don’t know about.”
He reddened.
“Just... bye.”
Joe was off, on a quest to get my money back. How in the hell did he plan to do that, exactly?
As he faded out of sight, leaving me wondering how I managed to upset Joe on top of everything else, I found myself suddenly thirsty, my body making itself known. I walked quickly back to the convention hall, the ground moving beneath my feet at a fast clip, the motion so soothing. Moving between people dressed as animals, from ferrets to bears to kitty cats, felt less unusual. I was habituating to my surroundings.
Not sure whether that was good or bad.
Water stations were set up around the edges of the room, so I headed toward one, mind running a million miles a minute. As I poured myself some lemon water, I began to walk slowly into the crowd, observing.
Not judging.
Not comparing.
Not worrying.
Just… being.
I started laughing softly to myself, because really? How had my first day in Vegas turned into such a shitstorm? It couldn’t get any worse than this, could it?
And then I remembered that every time in my life I thought that – it did.
As I finished my cup, I searched for a trash can, finding one near a booth with fox tails all along the top, hanging from –
Wait a minute.
The shitstorm just turned into a shit tornado.





CHAPTER TEN
DARLA
“Darla!” Charlotte caught my attention, saving me from a flock of chickens hovering by a trash can, clearly trying to get up the courage to approach me.
Oh, great. I’d told Joe the truth about losing all that money, but I couldn’t face having to tell anyone else just yet. Hiding the truth while having an actual conversation was going to be impossible. Charlotte had those big round eyes and a face that was like a mirror. Contemplative and cool, she was always so composed. Plus she worked as a resident director at a college. If anyone knew how to stare a person down until they coughed up the truth, it was her.
Charlotte grabbed my shoulder and gave me a concerned look. “Joe found you?”
“Yes.”
“I, uh, saw you.” She nudged her head toward the chickens. “Leaving the room, with those two on leashes. I assumed you were being held against your will, kidnapped into AnFet sexual slavery,” she joked.
I tried to laugh. I failed.
“Darla.” Her voice dropped into immediate concern depths. “What is wrong?”
I started crying again, my face feeling puffy and huge, my tear factory a perpetual machine.
Wrapping her arm around my shoulders, she guided me to the back of the enormous convention hall, the air alternating between stifling hot and freezing cold as we wended our way through the crowd. Everything was a blur of posters and stands, samples and toys, all the colors and feathers becoming streaks of color on an artist’s palette.
Double black doors at the back turned out to be the entrance to a private room where people who worked the booths could take breaks. Charlotte plopped me down at a big circular table with eight chairs and I sobbed, trying to be quiet. In half a minute she returned with a cup of water and hot coffee with cream. Sitting next to me, she reached for my back and rubbed it in slow circles, trying to calm me down.
“Whatever’s wrong, it’s okay. It’ll be okay.”
“No. It won’t. I fucked up so bad. So bad. Way worse than anyone.” This was, I had to admit to myself, worse than getting your cellphone stuck in your vagina. I had hit rock bottom.
I was worse than Amy.
“Is it something illegal?” She took a careful, almost orchestrated sip of her coffee, long lashes touching the bones of her eye sockets, not quite hitting the edge of her sculpted eyebrows. Blinking once, she waited me out.
“Not technically.” I pursed my lips and thought for a moment, breathing in the aroma of my coffee, remembering thousands of times when that scent alone was enough to make me relax, recharge, rejoice.
“Are you in trouble with Joe and Trevor?”
“Kinda. Joe’s trying to help me.” I took a deep breath and grabbed the ice water, my lips trapping the thin lemon slice against the edge of the glass as I sipped.
“Joe knows about your problem?” Her tone made me roll my eyes.
“I’m not pregnant.”
Regret washed over me instantly as I remembered how much she and Liam wanted to have kids, and how Charlotte had a blood clotting disorder that had led to two miscarriages. My conscience had a brief but intense conversation with my heart and reckoned that I hadn’t said anything offensive, but to stay away from the topic.
She just nodded. And waited.
“It’s a financial problem,” I admitted. Being with Charlotte was like being with Wonder Woman, except one who was fully clothed but knew how to use the golden lasso. Was it getting hot in here, or what? And while Charlotte would never be mistaken for Gal Godot, with the dark hair, the big eyes...
Same response from her. Silence, a nod, and patience. Charlotte was mercilessly thorough when it came to making me be real. No artifice could get past her, so why not cough up the truth?
“I borrowed a bunch of money I can’t afford to pay back.” That was a little bit of truth, so don’t judge me. I was trying. Being in denial is a rough place to live. Some people make it their permanent home, custom designed for their individual tastes.
Me? I was a foreigner in Denialand, trying to read the signs that made no sense, wondering if I could figure it all out because it was safer than No Man’s Land.
“You need money?” Her eyes narrowed.
“Yes.”
“I thought you were frugal.”
“I am. I just made a mistake.” It felt like a chicken bone was caught in my throat.
“How much of a mistake?”
“Does it matter?” Did it, really? Was the magnitude of my fuckup somehow bigger if the dollar signs were higher? The true error was in borrowing the band’s money without permission. Once that transgression happened, the rest was just trivia.
“No. But it sounds like it’s not a small number.”
“It’s not.”
“And Joe is going to help?”
“Yep.”
I was growing weary of her questions, and yet at the same time they provided a road map to linear thought. This was strangely soothing, being led to face what I’d done. Joe was trying to rescue me, but Charlotte? She was trying to get the whole picture out of me, one question, one pause at a time.
“Do the chickens have something to do with this?” she asked, then sipped.
“Indirectly.”
She set down her cup of coffee, leaned in on one elbow, and said, “That requires an explanation.”
I could totally see the dominatrix in her.
“The chickens asked me to be their CluckDom,” I started to explain, Charlotte’s arched eyebrows flying high.
“Because of the YouTube videos?”
I gaped at her. “You know about that?”
“You don’t?”
I stared at her. I was determined to out-wait her, and I did. She pressed her red lips together and finally said, “Liam showed me a subforum on Reddit where they talk about you, Joe, and Trevor as if you’re gods.”
“Chicken-kinky-sex gods,” I said, starting to snicker.
“I can’t believe you didn’t know! You’re so up on social media and viral videos.”
“Only if it’s about the band, though. If people are taking videos and doing weird shit behind the scenes with ‘em, I don’t know about it.”
“You know about the Random Acts of Crazy fanfic on Wattpad, right?”
I laughed. “Yeah. Nothing any fangirls write is actually as weird as we are in real life, you know.”
“Why does that not surprise me? I just watched you walk two human chickens on leashes.”
“That ain’t even the worst of it.” Mavis and her egg came to mind. What had she done with the egg?
“Do you post on Wattpad?” she asked suddenly, tilting her head slightly. “I know you’re writing fiction.”
“Me? No. Not there, but it’s a good idea.”
“Where do you post your writing?” Her questions were intimidating, different from talking about this with Amy. I wasn’t sure why, but it also felt more prideful. Like I was being taken seriously.
“I, uh.” Huh. I hadn’t planned to reveal this just yet to anyone but Amy, but why not? “I’m about to self-publish a book. It’ll be available on all the major eBook retailers.”
“Seriously? You’re going for it?” She smiled at me, her excitement such a change from her normal composed self. It felt good to make her react so positively. “Maybe that’s your answer.”
“My answer to what?”
“Your money problems. If you sell enough books, you can make more money.”
“I would have to sell a lot of books to get out of this mess.”
“Why not you? Why can’t you be the lucky one who hits the jackpot?”
Ouch. My chest tightened and the panic returned all at once, like being dive-bombed by a flock of hungry buzzards.
“Right,” I said weakly, grabbing the coffee and gulping a few mouthfuls, grateful for sustenance. It wasn’t even about the coffee itself. Charlotte’s caretaking was rejuvenating. I thought of Trevor and Joe, how Joe had come and found me, worried. Where was Trevor? And what would he say when I told him what I’d done?
My phone buzzed. I ignored it. Facing Trevor right now felt like a kind of death.
While I chugged my coffee and let the caffeine kick in, I came to realize Charlotte was talking to me, her words washing over like a river with a quick current. I tuned back in.
“– it makes sense, Darla. Given your notoriety in the chicken fetish community. And then there are your books –”
“What do my books got to do with animal fetishes?”
“Well, you’re writing about animal shapeshifters...”
“WHOA! Hold on there. You cannot equate the two. Ever.”
She peered at me. “Why not? I would think that women who read about men who become animals are into that.”
My long, frustrated sigh was the first truly real, in-touch reaction I’d had in hours. “I am not going to even try to explain this right now. You’d have to talk to Amy about this to get a really thorough explanation.” I took more gulps, then said, “Speaking of Amy, where is she?”
“Sam went to the airport to get her.” Charlotte looked up as a group of people came into the lounge area through the double black doors. “I might need to use your pass for her tomorrow. She is going to die a thousand deaths if she comes in here and sees all the AnFet booths.”
“She’s pretty uptight, isn’t she?”
“Yes and no. She tries so hard to look respectable on the outside, but underneath she’s as dirty and kinky as the rest of us.” Charlotte poked my shoulder. “You finished?” She looked in my coffee cup. I slugged down the last inch, grateful.
“I’m good.”
“You said Joe’s out there, trying to help?”
I closed my eyes and imagined him out in the universe, a place like heaven, surrounded by white clouds and nothingness. Finding eight thousand dollars somewhere wasn’t going to be a simple prospect. Joe’s offer was beyond generous, but I couldn’t imagine how he would pull this off.
And then it hit me.
“Shit!” I hissed. “He’d better not borrow money from his parents! I’ll never hear the end of it.”
Charlotte shook her head. “I doubt it. Joe has really changed.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’ve changed him, actually. First of all, there was a time he never would have offered to help you. Now he’s helping, but he’s also more independent. He always chafed against his parents’ control – especially his mom – but now I think he’s carved out a life where he isn’t just making decisions to try to please her or to piss her off. Instead, he’s making his own decisions to meet his needs.”
“And how does that connect to not borrowing money from his mom?”
“He wouldn’t want to give her that leverage. He’ll find any other way but that, unless your life were in danger.” She frowned. “It’s not, is it? You didn’t borrow from a loan shark.”
Not unless the band is changing its name from Random Acts of Crazy to Loan Shark, I thought.
“No.”
“Then whatever help Joe’s giving won’t involve his parents.”
“I wonder what he’s up to.”
Her phone buzzed. She looked at the screen. “I have to go. The booth ran out of silicone urethral soundings. Who knew the big ones would be so popular in this crowd?”
I flinched, then curled inward, like a guy protecting his balls. “You got some job there, Charlotte. What in the hell is a ‘urethral sounding’?”
“For urethral play. You stick the long spike into the urethra and –”
“STOP! I’m good. Geez. Your company sells that?”
In the middle of standing, Charlotte froze, only her eyes moving to zone in on mine. “You’re judging, Ms. Chicken Tender?”
“Fair enough.” I stood with her, my stomach growling, bladder filling. All the parts of my body that had gone numb were slowly coming back online. I needed to get back to being in the real world and to start to face the consequences of what I’d done.
“Besides, the new trend is electrosex.”
“Electro-huh?”
“You shoot electrical pulses through a special sounding.”
“I thought Sybians were hard core, but now you’re telling me people use electricity inside their bodies?”
“You might be edgy with your permanent threesome, Darla, but underneath you’re pretty vanilla.” Her manicured hand patted me with a condescension that made me really start to wonder about Liam.
“I don’t know whether to be pleased or offended.”
She hugged me, her chest vibrating with laughter as she changed the subject. “Whatever’s wrong, Joe and Trevor will always help.”
“But they didn’t fuck up. I did.”
“They love you. You’re a team. In a team, the weakest member gets help from the strongest. That’s how teams work.”
A team.
“Right,” I said as she turned away, refilling my coffee cup, handing the white paper cup to me. We exited the small room and found ourselves inundated by light, the rush of stale air followed by an arctic wind, and trickles of different melodies creating a strange orchestra of cacophony.
“See you later. Go find Trevor. You need connection right now, Darla. Nothing you’ve done can’t be undone.”
“But –”
She waved, doing that quick, small-stepped high heel walk women perform when they have no choice. The crowd ate her up and then I was alone.
Lonely.
Just me.
And that’s when I knew this was all a dream, a nightmare gone wrong, some subconscious trek through the deepest, strangest layers of the system of cells and emotions called Darla, where monsters and dragons played in the ocean of tucked-away terrors and all my naked-on-final-exam-day dreams took a back seat to the main show.
Because standing right across the way from me was Calvin.





CHAPTER ELEVEN
DARLA
I could not believe my eyes. I reached up and rubbed them, then waited for the fuzz to clear.
Nope. Still there.
I closed my eyes and took three deep breaths. Looked.
Still there.
By this point, I’d seen damn near everything you could possibly goggle at. Animal fetish conventions will do that to a person.
But the last everloving fucking person I thought I’d see standing in front of a real fur butt plug booth was my stepdaddy.
That’s right. Calvin was chatting away with some woman, holding up a purple glitter butt plug and making some pretty obscene gestures. I heard him say ‘unicorn’ and the woman laughed, tossing her hair like she was flirting.
He just smiled back, then patted her shoulder.
Maybe I still had alcohol in my blood. Maybe my nerves were so frayed, I was inventing shit.
Or maybe my stepdaddy was fucking a woman he met in a crowd of people all sexually aroused by imagining themselves a level or two lower on Charles Darwin’s evolutionary scale.
Ducking behind a big plant with leaves taller than me, like someone shoved palm tree leaves into the soil stem first, I watched Calvin.
Definitely him. Bill at the roulette wheel had reminded me of my daddy. Calvin and my daddy looked nothing alike. Calvin was long and lean, tall and tendon-y, and was a quiet dude you’d never suspect of lying to his wife.
What in the hell was my stepdaddy doing at an animal fetish convention when Mama told me he was on a fishing trip with his buddies?
Don’t answer that.
I know.
“Oh, God,” I moaned to myself, hands flying up to my temples, fingers threading in my hair as I tugged, hard, hoping this was a nightmare.
Naw.
Calvin had lied to my poor, sweet Mama back home in Ohio. He was fishin’ all right.
Fishin’ for pussy.
Or horse. Maybe dog. Possibly hedgehog. The man must have had some kind of kinky fetish if he was here.
He set the butt plug down on the edge of the booth. I tracked him as he and the woman – who I will now refer to as the AnFet Whore of Babylon – walked slowly away from the booth, right past the guy selling bridles for ‘Bad Horsies.’
Images of my mama sitting at home, watching Wheel of Fortune, thinking her wonderful new husband was out with his buddies shitting in the woods, not showering for a few days, fishing from a canoe, catching and releasing all day.
Calvin looked like he was catching, all right.
Catching himself a whore.
I know, I know, you’re thinking I was being unfair maligning that poor woman, but my circuits weren’t exactly wired properly when it came to someone threatening my mama. And make no mistake – having her husband cheat on her was a threat.
Any woman I thought was the Other Woman was target practice. Does that make it right? No.
Hell no.
Because when someone cheats on their spouse, it’s the cheater who is breaking the vow. Not the other person they’re fucking.
Logic, though, has a tendency to disappear when I’m watching my stepdaddy in Vegas at an animal fetish convention while he smiles and hugs some floozy.
Like my day wasn’t bad enough?
His name formed in my mouth, the C catching at the base of my tongue like it was lining up to march right on out at full speed and name him. I see you, my mouth wanted to call out, to disgrace him, to make him face me as a surrogate for my poor, cheated-on mama back home.
Some part of me stopped my mouth, though. And that is no small feat.
Mama always said I invented stupid explanations for perfectly ordinary events. My imagination, she said, always got the better of me. Maybe she was right. Before I stomped on over to him and screamed, perhaps I should take a few minutes to see if there was a perfectly rational explanation for this.
I slipped my phone out of my back pocket and surreptitiously aimed it at Calvin and the whore.
Er, woman.
Click.
I knew photography was strictly prohibited at the event, but I had to give it a try. Mama might be in denial if I had to make this known, and a picture is worth a thousand words.
And one divorce.
My phone rang suddenly, making me eep! and draw attention to myself. Fortunately, the sound was close enough to some animal that people ignored me.
Mama, the phone display said. Why on earth would Mama, of all people, be calling me now?
I answered.
“Mama?”
“Darla?” She sounded so nervous. “Where are you?”
I looked around the convention hall and lied so hard, my ass started to warm up from imagining what hell is like. “In Vegas with the band, like I told you.”
“You left a message on my personal voicemail! You know I don’t listen to that!”
“Personal voicemail?”
“I, um, you know. Calvin and me have the business voicemail and I have my personal voicemail.”
“For someone who wouldn’t touch a cellphone until 2014, you sure do have a lot of tech, Mama.”
“Where, exactly, are you in Vegas?”
“Why all these questions, Mama? Is there a problem? Do you need me to come home? I know you said Calvin was on a fishing trip. Did something happen?”
“Uh...” Mama sounded fidgety, and if anyone knows what that sounds like, it’s me.
“Mama, why do I get the impression you’re lying to me about something?”
She sucked in so much air between her teeth, I’d swear she was beta testing for jet engines. “I know my hearing ain’t what it used to be, but there is no way you just said what you said, Darla.”
“Then what is going on? Did Calvin do something to you?”
Genuine shock hit my ear. “What? No! The man is an angel! He’d never hurt me. Besides, you seen the difference between him and me? I could squash him in a fight.”
“He still on that fishing trip?”
“Yep.”
Oh, shit.
“Okay, Mama,” I said slowly. “Why’d you call?”
“Just… I didn’t realize the band’s in Vegas now.”
“That’s why you’re calling? We were rescheduled. You just now figured it out?”
“Something like that.”
I pulled my phone away from my ear and stared at it, open-mouthed.
My mama sounded like me when I was trying to find a way out of a mess without admitting I’d gotten myself into it in the first place.
“Where did you say he was fishing?”
“Salt Fork.” That was the name of a nearby state park in Ohio. My eyes tracked him as he and his lady friend sampled edible candy bridles. Amazing what you could do with licorice and a 3D printer.
“You’re not anywhere near the Borgia, are you, Darla?”
Considering I was standing in said hotel, here came another huge lie.
“No. Why?”
“Nothing. I just heard they had a bad bedbug outbreak and wanted to make sure my baby girl wasn’t caught in any of that nastiness.”
Oh, I was caught up in some nastiness, all right.
“Good to know, Mama. I’m not staying in that hotel,” I lied. If you’re already going to hell, might as well light a big old bonfire.
Her audible sigh of relief made me goggle at my phone. “Good. Wouldn’t want you getting bit by them things.” I felt her shudder.
Since when did my mama give a shit about bedbugs in the hotels the band stayed in while we toured? I was more likely to get typhoid from one of the filthy bathrooms in the rooms we stayed in on the highways than bedbugs in Vegas. I knew a lame excuse when I heard one – because I’d spun more than my fair share of them over the years.
Something was wrong.
But more important: Mama thought Calvin was on a sports trip with his buddies while I was watching him, right here in front of me, laughing with some strange woman and sampling dog treats at the puppy play booth.
Wait.
She was handing him something.
Oh, dear motherfuckingtwatwaffle, hell to the no!
She was giving him a hotel room card.
Calvin was a dead man.
“I’m gonna kill him,” I muttered, forgetting I was on the phone.
“What those boys been up to now?”
“Who?”
“Joe and Trevor, Darla. Who you think your boys are? Sam and Dean from Supernatural?”
“I could use a good demon to invade my life and distract me right about now, actually.”
“You’re making no sense, Darla.”
“I’m tired, Mama.” Tired of watching my stepdaddy flirt and get that woman ready for wick stickin’.
“You taking care of yourself? I know you spend so much time taking care of everyone else.”
I was about to take care of Calvin, too.
“I’m good, Mama.” I made a fake yawn. “Just need to get back to the hotel room and catch a nap. You know, my non-bedbug hotel room.”
“Right.” A really loud sound came through the phone on her end, just seconds after someone announced on the loudspeaker in the convention hall that a contest for a bat bar was beginning.
What the hell is a bat bar? I wondered. Like, a theme bar for Batman fanboys and fangirls?
“Hang your lovies from this carefully designed doorway bar with spring tension and ankle cuffs,” the announcer said.
Ah. There was my answer. Literally, a bar for bat people to hang from for sexual kink. So not what I was imagining.
Raucous noise on the phone combined with the loudspeaker in the convention hall made my ears go haywire for a moment, until I finally realized Mama was saying something so loud, it was like I heard it twice.
“– got to go now. Love you. Stay out of trouble.”
Click.
My chest went tight, all the air in the world trapped in there along with a ball of fury on my mother’s behalf. Calvin was cheating on her, right in front of my face, and Mama was convinced he was just out fishing.
My eyes lit on Calvin.
And my body acted.
I can’t claim responsibility for what happened next.
“Calvin McMasterson, look who the cat dragged in,” I called out, turning a few heads. Um, that’s an expression. Not a sexual innuendo.
“Darla!” I’ve never seen blood run out of a face like that. Calvin looked like he belonged in Madame Tussaud’s wax museum.
“How’s the fishin’?” I asked, giving a big old fake wink. My words were jocular but my face said he was a dead man.
“Fishing?” He had the gall to look genuinely puzzled.
“Yeah, you know... hook, line, and sinker?” I looked at the woman he was with and smirked. “Or, should I say, hooker?”
“I don’t understand, Darla. Cathy said you wouldn’t be here for a few months.”
His words hit me, hard.
“You mean you planned this trip around my travel schedule? You planned to come to Vegas and fuck some pieces on the side and you actually asked my mama when I would be in town so you could avoid me?”
I let my confrontation sink in while Calvin did his best imitation of a caught fish.
“And you!” I turned my attention to the whore. “Do you realize he has a wife?”
“Of course I do!”
Wasn’t expecting that
answer.
“You know he’s married and you’re still fucking him? You’ve got some nerve, lady. Where I come from, people don’t sleep around with other people’s husbands.” Except for my Aunt Marlene, I realized, but now was not the time for logical consistency.
Now was the time for hair ripping.
“I –”
“And a good, loving, devoted wife who has been to hell and back in her life. She’s disabled and worked damn hard to rise above tragedy, only to find love in her later years and have it ruined by a woman like you who can’t handle having empty holes!”
“Empty what?”
“You’re a holestuffer!” I pointed to the butt plug. “Doubly so! You’re fucking my stepdaddy and my poor mama is back home, thinking he’s being faithful and all.”
Calvin cleared his throat and whispered “I’m sorry” to the woman.
“You’re saying ‘I’m sorry’ to her? HER? My mama is the one you need to apologize to! My daddy would never, ever have cheated on her like this, you asshatdickfacefelchingcumbasket of a man!” I screamed.
You know that phrase, ‘seeing red’? I saw the rainbow, every last glittering wave and particle blinding me with all the colors in the world as I descended on Calvin, ready to kill him.
Joe’s warm, hard body was suddenly behind me, his arms hooked in my elbows, pulling me back from murder.
“What are you doing?” I screeched.
“Trying to save you from embarrassing yourself, Darla. Or going to jail again.”
I yanked free of him, propelling myself into a display of cat tongue vibrators.
The cardboard display was no match for my righteous fury, and while Joe tried to keep me up, he failed, grabbing only the back of my shirt, which ripped right down the neckline with an impressive, aggressive noise that I couldn’t hear over the sound of my screams.
I heard “bitchwhore” and “asshat” and “holestuffer” and a bunch of other words that got lost coming out of my mouth as eighty or so vibrator wands with pretend cat tongues rolled over me, covering me with pink pussy plastic.
The giant stuffed cat that rested on the top of the display landed with a surprising whuff sound, right between my legs, its face on my hoo haw, tip of the nose exactly where my clit was underneath my clothes. The precision was almost calibrated, and for a brief second I thought to myself, maybe these animal fetish people were on to something, because what guy gets it dead right like that the first time he goes into the pink jungle?
Blood rushed through my head to the point where all I heard was an erratic buzz, my nerves so shot, it felt like scores of pieces of sandpaper were touching my body, scrubbing and stroking.
And then I realized that wasn’t a metaphor.
Some of the cat tongue vibrators had turned on and were actively performing pussylingus on my body, in broad daylight, my shirt ripped to my navel.
This was my low point, I thought to myself. I’ve hit rock bottom.
“Darla. Josephine. Jennings.”
Every molecule in the universe fell into my big toes.
“What in the hell do you think you’re doing, chewing out your stepdaddy in public, at his workplace?”
Mama? What in the hell was my mama doing in Vegas?
And just like that, I realized I’d been wrong.
This was rock bottom.
I knew that wasn’t an actual question out of Mama’s mouth. More like a belt whuppin’ in word form. This wasn’t even a lash. It was that moment when your parent grabs the end of the belt and you know what’s coming.
Just then, a life-size dildo robot rolled on by. Looked like R2D2 with a mushroom cap. It was handing out venison-flavored condoms.
Workplace?
I turned around to stare straight into the eyes of my mama, holding onto her cane, her prosthetic foot wearing a three-inch high heel boot (along with her regular foot), her body dressed in a slinky black outfit, all silk and sleek over her round self. Her eyes were smoky and done, made to look like a cat’s.
And she was wearing whiskers and a headband with cat ears.
“JOE!” I bellowed, climbing to my feet while my ankles were licked by fake cat tongues.
“I’m right here,” he said, inches from me, dodging the vibrators like they were mousetraps.
“You fed me peyote! Or PCP! What hallucinogen did you sneak into my food, damn it?”
“Nothing! I swear.” Trevor’s blond head bobbed in the distance behind Joe, clearly looking for us. I didn’t know whether to be relieved or horrified, but as I looked at Mama, I realized I needed all the reinforcements I could get.
Mama was the color of the canned beets she used to make me eat when it was the day before her disability check came in and we had nothing else in the cupboard.
“Aw, now, don’t you wish this was just a figment of your imagination, Darla Jo. I sure do wish I was just imagining it. But nooooooooooo. This is my worst nightmare. My baby girl screaming at my husband that he’s a fornicator, and doing it in front of our customers, ruining our livelihood.” Mama reached for a riding crop on the table next to hers and Calvin’s. “Why don’t you just gag me and whip me right here in public? Use a cat ‘o nine tails. It would hurt less.” She jabbed the crop at me, mouth twisted down in rage and disgust.
“I am never, ever complaining about my mother again,” Joe said under his breath.
“Hardcore,” Trev replied, wincing, now next to Joe, looking deeply uncomfortable.
I swear I heard a few people in the small crowd behind us whispering “Do it.”
As I stood in place, Calvin behind me, Mama shooting laser beams at my soul, I felt my body expand, like someone hooked up a bicycle tire pump to it and I just grew. Each breath made me bigger, my eyes going wide until I could feel the skin around them growing too tight, almost to pain.
Not quite. Close, though.
“You have the brass balls to come to Calvin and scream at him when he’s here running our business, Darla?”
“But you said he was on a fishin’ trip!” I shrieked.
“Because you been acting all weird, asking questions about him. You spent the last year treating him like a piece of wallpaper and suddenly you’re asking more questions than a sweepstakes investigator for a major brand. Something was fishy all right, and it wasn’t Calvin on a canoe trip.”
“I treat him way better than wallpaper!” I shouted.
“Just ask Josie,” Trevor mumbled.
“You’re not helping!” I screamed at him, able to unleash my anger directly on him but hopelessly chastened by Mama.
My mama. Who was here, in Las Vegas, at an animal fetish convention, dressed as a cat.
Remember how I said it was gonna get weird for a while?
Shit just turnt.
And not in some good way.
“Hold on there, Mama. What in the hell ‘business’ does Calvin have at an animal fetish convention? Why was he giving a hotel room card to that woman? And why are you dressed as a cat? ”
The implications of those two separate questions and some of the answers hit me like, well, like a box of vibrators being thrown from a distance.
“Cathy,” Calvin said from behind me, his voice laconic and slow, like always. “We can handle this in private.”
“Hell no! Darla attacked you in public. She’ll take her punishment in public, too.”
The word punishment was like spraying aerosolized Spanish Fly and ecstasy in the room. By and large, animal fetish folks were a kinky bunch, and there was a strong subset of BDSM AnFet devotees in here, too, judging by the flushed faces and heaving breasts.
“If you’re going to whip her, which animal will she be?” asked a very interested giraffe.
“I ain’t whuppin’ my mama!” I screamed.
Calvin had deferred to Mama the entire time, standing quietly by, letting her take the reins. While he twisted his hands with worry, I could tell he was also thoughtfully taking in the full scene. As I started screaming, though, he walked towards us, holding some kind of chocolate lollipop as a peace offering.
It was a chocolate chicken.
“Darla, I am so sorry about the confusion,” he said, long face even longer as he spoke with a solitary sadness that was so stark. “Your mama and I didn’t want to tell you the truth because it’s just too weird.”
“What’s too weird?”
“We sell real fur butt plugs to people with animal fetishes,” he explained, nice and simple. Forthright.
Blunt, even.
“You… what?”
“You heard me. I take tails off animals and attach them to sex toys for anal pleasure.” Calvin’s description was hypnotically atonal, like he was reciting a carefully memorized elevator speech.
What was next – Mama and Calvin on Shark Tank?
“How did you start – what made you think butt plugs and taxidermy – how on earth did you two stumble into this profession?” I asked, dumbfounded.
“Jenna.”
Jenna was Calvin’s daughter, my slightly-creepy stepsister, who was younger by a few years. It all started to click into place.
“Jenna’s into cosplay, Calvin. You told me so when you and Mama got married.”
“Yup.”
“She doesn’t, um...” I gestured toward the display of butt plugs. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a sale sign. Foxes were twenty percent off. Huh.
“No! Or, if she does, she keeps that part secret,” Calvin corrected himself, blushing just at his cheekbones but keeping my eye. “She told me there was a demand for certain items in the cosplay world involving authentic fur. She suggested this.”
Jenna has now been upgraded from “slightly-creepy” to “don’t look in her freezer.”
“You mean plastic that people shove up their asses for sexual pleasure, with dead animal tails attached, so they can pretend they’re an animal while they fuck people,” I clarified.
“That’s another way to put it, yes.” The man blinked about twice a minute. All two blinks happened in about one second.
“So my stepsister got you into producing real fur butt plugs.”
Calvin pivoted slightly and turned back to me, holding a butt plug with a long feather at the end. “And chicken tail feathers. They’re very popular today,” he said with a bit of a pinched look, as if surprised.
“Cluckbuddies,” I muttered.
“Would you two quit talking to each other like Darla didn’t just walk into the middle of the room and take a big hot shit on top of the new TV Guide?” Mama hissed. “We need to do damage control here for the business.”
“Cathy,” Calvin said with quiet authority, putting his hands on her shoulders. “I think your relationship with Darla is a higher priority.”
Mama and I are cut from the same cloth, because we both just looked at Calvin like he was an alien.
“I know that,” she exploded. “Jesus fucking Christ, Calvin, this ain’t about my relationship with Darla! It’s about the fact that she is wrong.”
“I see where Darla gets it,” Joe muttered to Trevor in the background.
When Mama was done with me, they were so, so fucked. And not in a pink hole kinda way.
“I am wrong!” I shouted. “I admit it, but come on, Mama. You have to admit you’re wrong, too.”
Time stopped.
Universes folded in on themselves.
All matter contracted to nothing.
Whiskers twitching, Mama turned to me, lips slightly parted, the folds of wrinkles from years of smoking etching lines in her face that might as well have been artifacts.
“Excuse me?”
“You lied to me, too, Mama. I wouldn’t be here screaming at Calvin and his whore if you hadn’t.”
The whore lifted her hand to her necklace and looked at Calvin. “You think I’m sleeping with him?”
She had the decency not to be a Pretty Girl and give him the visual once over, but I could hear it in her voice.
Calvin turned a furious shade of red.
Mama, to her credit, looked right at the woman and said, “I’m so sorry for my daughter’s confusion. It’s a strange mix-up we’re experiencing here, Pauline. We’ll get it sorted out, but yes, my daughter thought my husband was sleeping with the account manager for our new international distributor.” Anger radiated out of Mama’s eyes.
Toward me.
“I – uh – well,” I stuttered, looking at the whore and realizing she was anything but. “I’m so sorry I ever thought Calvin was wick dipping in you.”
“That ain’t helping,” Mama hissed. “Stick to the basics.”
“I’m so sorry, Pauline,” I tried again. “It was a serious mistake on my part and I hope you can forgive me.”
Pauline looked at Mama, then Calvin. Her eyes darted over to Trevor for a long, hungry look, then bounced over to Joe, her fake eyelashes flying up to brush against painted-on eyebrows. “Oh, my. Are these your boyfriends?”
Not the response I was expecting.
“Uh,” I said, looking at Mama with a questioning look.
Mama jutted her chin out. “I told her. Of course I did. In this business, having a daughter with a crazy love kink is an asset.”
I didn’t think I could feel more embarrassed, but then Mama went and upped the ante.
“You – you bragged about me? Me and Joe and Trevor and our...”
“Permanent threesome? Yes. I wouldn’t call it bragging. More like I just told Pauline and some of the other people in the business. I’ve never been in a more welcoming environment than this one, Darla.” Her face hardened. “Not even with you.”
I shrank to the size of a pinhole.
“Mama,” I said, voice breaking. “I’m so sorry.”
“Well, you should be.” Her voice was tight, but I knew we were close. So close. “I miss my baby girl,” she added. “I miss having you around in my life. Not on a phone, not with them stupid texts, but in real life. I mean, it’s nice to finally be accepted by the women at the Bible study at church, but you think I can talk about this with them?” She swept her arm toward the other booths and toe-nudged a dying cat tongue vibrator. Her eyes burned with emotion when she looked back at me. “So when Jenna suggested Calvin get into this business, I wondered if it was God’s plan.”
Pauline’s eyebrows shot up.
“Maybe being part of a kinky business was a way to understand you better. To be closer to you. I miss you.” She rolled her eyes. “Aw, hell. Maybe I’m overthinking this.”
Her words made me well up, a tsunami of emotion coming up so far, I got swept up in it, my mind and heart running long past the point of reason. I didn’t know what I would say when I opened my mouth.
“Know what I miss, Mama? I miss having a daddy. I know I had one, and I build these little stories inside my head from the scraps of memory I have inside me, and the stories you and other people tell me. I have my own version of a daddy who lives in me, but I know it ain’t true. I know it’s just some imaginary man I’ve invented, like a child building a castle out of duct tape, leftover boxes, and toilet paper rolls. Good enough for pretend, but not even close to real.”
Of course a vision of Bill popped into my head just then, which just made me want to cry, because I couldn’t even conjure up a real picture of my real daddy in my mind when I needed to.
“Oh, Darla,” Mama sighed, her face turning down with a pained expression, the little cat nose and whiskers dropping as if they were melting off her face. “How in the hell did we get from the topic of fox butt plugs to your daddy?”
“I don’t know, Mama, but let’s just go with it, because I can’t keep feeling like I’m only half here.”
She closed her eyes and nodded.
“The worst part, though, is that, God damn it, I should have had a daddy. Everyone should. But we don’t. And when I get what’s supposed to be mine taken away from me, it’s like I spend the rest of my life walking a line between trying to act like it don’t matter and seeking out a daddy. Any daddy. If I can’t have the one that’s rightfully mine, then maybe I need to find a facsimile. Except I watched enough girls in high school do that and get knocked up at fifteen by the daddy they picked to fill their hole. Literally. I knew right away I didn’t want that. So I tipped myself over the line into pretending it didn’t matter.”
“But it did.”
“Fuck yeah, Mama. It did. Not having the daddy that was rightfully mine and pretending it didn’t matter meant I learned to settle for whatever the world threw my way, because that was one hell of an early lesson. It don’t matter what I want. What I want don’t bring Daddy back.”
“I didn’t know, Darla. I didn’t know it lingered like this in you.”
“It will always be in me, Mama. ‘Til the day I die. It’s not even that it’s in me. It is
me.”
“You can change. I did.”
“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’ve changed. Trevor and Joe changed my whole life. It’s only in gettin’ comfortable that I figure out my patterns. All this time I thought I acted out of common sense. You always praised me for that. Common sense. Turns out I’ve been twisting it all in my head, telling myself stories that are true if you look at them from one angle, but really, really wrong if you just move a step to the left or right. I’m as guilty as anyone else of spending a lot of energy on deluding myself. Maybe I haven’t elevated it to an art form like Joe’s mom, but I’m well on my way. And you know what, Mama?”
“Hmmm?”
“It’s just as hard to live like that as it is to change. Inside, it feels like I’m flipping a coin.”
“Or spinning a roulette ball,” she said under her breath. “Bet on one? Bet on twenty? Either way, you’re just flipping a coin.”
Mama had no idea what I’d just done at the roulette table, so this made me wonder if she was taking up real estate in my brain, like a portion of her DNA lived in me and just knew.
“I was afraid of change,” Mama said slowly, like her words swam through molasses. “After Charlie died, it felt like a betrayal to change. I told you when I was marrying Calvin.”
“Yeah.”
“And now I wonder why I ever let myself cage my life like that.” She looked around the room, eyes big, a half grin on her face, shaking her head until her cat ears started bobbing. “This sure ain’t what I thought I’d get when I changed.”
“Me, neither,” I confessed.
“Me, or you?”
“What do you mean, Mama?”
“You never thought you’d run into me by accident at a Las Vegas kink convention, dressed as a cat, did you?” she asked, the words accusatory. All she needed was a ciggy hanging from her lower lip with a half-inch ash and a can of Schlitz clutched in one hand while watching Unsolved Mysteries for me to feel like I was ten again, sitting at home, wondering how I could make her feel better.
“No, Mama. I did not.” Truth is an absolute defense to being scolded by your mama.
“Well, I never expected to find myself enjoying it so much. Me and Calvin keep it quiet. We figure it’s not hurting anybody. People here are weird as fuck, Darla, but they’re nice. And if someone wants to pay Calvin for scraping the tails of roadkill off the Ohio roads and turning ‘em into things they shove up their ass for pleasure, who am I to judge?”
“Right,” I said weakly. Joe coughed discreetly to cover a snicker.
“You know I love you,” she said.
Now that is what you call a non sequitur.
“Yes.”
“And you know you owe Calvin an apology.”
“Yes’m.” As the shock and stress of seeing Mama and being dressed down started to fade, it was replaced by the memory of my colossal fuckup at the roulette table.
Just then, Rooster appeared, dragging Mavis, brown feathers leaving a trail like they were Hansel & Gretel, only instead of bread crumbs they were leaving little feathers.
“Darla! Mavis needs you.” Rooster said. “She’s about to lay another egg!”
“Mavis?” Mama’s eyebrow arched.
“It’s a long story.”
“I got all day.”
Just then, Joe appeared in my line of sight again, strong and composed, with a look of contemplative understanding that made me feel ten feet tall.
And I burst into tears.





CHAPTER TWELVE
JOE
It’s hard to comfort your girlfriend in a room full of people either dressed up like animals or walking said human-animals on leashes.
It’s even harder when you look over her shoulder and see a table full of butt plugs with animal tails, real ones, handcrafted by her stepfather.
In addition, the two chicken freaks were pretending to lay eggs or something, their eyes glassy and spaced out as they got their jollies off my girlfriend. A simple glare made them scatter. Good.
Add in her mother glaring at you, dressed as a cat, and this whole scene was more uncomfortable than accompanying my mother to her gynecologist appointments.
But I had an ace in my pocket.
Not literally, because that’s the fastest way to get your legs snapped and your body thrown out of a casino, but I had the next best thing.
“I got your money,” I whispered.
“What money?”
“Your money. I won it back.”
She froze, then began to shake, like an earthquake started in her heart.
“How could you win my money back? Did you go back in time and play the right number at the roulette table?”
“No. I spent some time at a poker table.” Total lie, but the best I could come up with.
“You won eight thousand dollars at a poker table?”
“Nineteen thousand, actually.”
“Now I know you’re joking.” She hit my chest, hard. “You didn’t borrow the money from your parents, did you? Because I’ll kill you.”
I shrugged. “What? No! I wouldn’t borrow from them. Don’t need to.”
That made her even more skeptical. I sighed. “I didn’t pick the number. I was just trying to get back your money.”
“You’re not kidding.”
“No.”
“Joe. You seriously waltzed over to some table, joined in, started playing, and won that kind of money in a few hours?”
“Yes.”
“Why don’t you play poker for a living?” she asked in awe.
Oh, fuck. Wasn’t expecting that question. Now was not the time to reveal my trust fund, but she had a great point. If I could magically make five figures at poker – and that was my lie – why not do it all the time?
I had to scramble for an explanation, and the only one I could come up with on short notice sucked.
“Because I become overconfident.”
“Overconfident? Since when has being overconfident turned out to be negative for you? Other than losing friends because you become a raging asshole.”
“Raging assholes get shit done. And for the record, I don’t become a raging asshole. I become a calm, cool, rational
asshole.”
“You realize that’s the definition of a sociopath, with a sprinkling of narcissism.”
“Do you want my help or not?”
She shut up.
“Joe,” she said softly. “You’re not kidding?”
“Not kidding.”
“You won nineteen thousand dollars at poker?”
“Uh huh.”
“Then that’s your money,” she said in a voice that made my gut tighten. Her voice dipped low, to an octave she doesn’t normally use, when she was being stubborn. I could be obstinate, but when Darla shifted into this gear, it was like moving a boulder.
“It’s our
money.”
“Nuh uh. You cannot rescue me out of an eight-thousand-dollar mistake.”
“You rescued me out of a life that would have been a mistake. Let me do this, Darla.” I was surprised by my own vehemence, my tone one of pleading. She jerked, looking at me like I was a strange animal in a zoo that suddenly pounded the glass wall between us so hard, it threatened to break. This felt dangerous, unmoored, uncharted.
Because it was.
“You mean let you give me that kind of money? No. Let you rescue me? Yes.”
“That is one big contradiction.”
“So am I.”
She had me there.
“I’m offering you the money, so you’ll let me rescue you, but you won’t let me give you the money?”
“Yes.”
“Then you want a loan?”
“No.”
“Then....”
She started crying again.
“I have an idea,” I said in a low voice. “How about you work it off?”
“Work off the money? How?”
I made a nondescript but innuendo-filled sound deep in my throat.
“You want to turn me into a whore?”
“You were willing to walk human chickens on leashes for a thousand dollars an hour, Darla. We’re long past name calling here.”
“I am never, ever going to hear the end of that, am I?”
“No.”
Darla came in for a stronger hug and I realized we had an observer. More than just Trevor.
Cathy, with her cat face, was the one staring at us with an expectation.
“I think your mom wants to talk to you,” I told Darla gently.
“I know she does. Just walk me backwards out of the convention hall and put me in the witness protection program.”
“If I thought that would actually work, Darla, I would have done it for myself years ago.”
“Dang it. I knew there was a flaw in my plan.”
“You’ll be fine.”
“When did you become Mr. Encouragement?”
“When you let me.”
With that, I peeled my arms off her and started to walk away.
“Don’t go,” Cathy called out. I halted, really needing to get away from the mess, but also knowing that listening to your girlfriend’s mom was a show stopper. I couldn’t be rude.
As easy as it would have been.
“Okay.” I turned around, trying to stay in place and not escape. Darla’s mom was someone on the periphery of my life. We saw her at her wedding, at Josie’s wedding – and now. She was someone I saw because of circumstance.
Not choice.
I didn’t have a specific opinion about her, but considering she and her husband were selling sex toys made from dead animals and Cathy was dressed up as a cat, it was hard not to judge.
TREVOR
Charlotte pointed to my right, her hand hesitating for a split second, breath changing as she took in the scene. Both Joe and Darla had ignored their phones, and Charlotte seemed to be the only person who had a clue where they were.
This was not what I expected when I went in search of them.
Darla stood in the center of a pile of vibrators.
Vibrators with tongues.
And… whiskers? Cat ears?
Her mother was talking with Joe, who looked like he would rather be in charge of giving vasectomies to llamas than having that
conversation.
“You boys are here to play in the band,” she said as I approached, making eye contact with me and giving a little nod of acknowledgment.
“Yes.”
“And Darla’s in this convention hall because...?”
“Because our friend Charlotte sells sex toys and gave us passes to get in.”
“So you’re connected to the business,” she said matter-of-factly.
“Not technically. We’re just –”
“I don’t want you giving Darla shit about this.”
“Excuse me?” Joe matched her hard tone in a way that wouldn’t have been possible a year ago.
“You heard me. Your ears ain’t broken.” Cathy shifted her weight, her bad leg clearly causing her pain. Her shoulders dropped and her breathing went steady, like someone rooting themselves in place to prepare for a fight.
“You think we’d give Darla shit because her mom sells sex toys?”
“I think you two love her. I also think you – ”
“What you think about us doesn’t matter,” Joe declared. “What Darla thinks about us matters. What we feel for Darla matters. And so if you’re defending her against us, you can stop. We’re not the enemy.”
“I never said you were.”
“But you’re acting like it.”
“I’m making sure none of what I do hurts her.”
“Then you have a terrible way of executing your goal,” Joe said with more emotion than I expected.
Darla gasped from the sidelines, her face falling, eyes pinging between Joe and her mother, who suddenly seemed locked in a verbal battle that came out of nowhere.
“I don’t want –”
“You kept this secret for a long time,” Joe interrupted her. “For the same reason Darla kept us secret for a long time. From you.”
Cathy gave him a long, hard look. It was difficult not laughing, though, because when a woman dressed as a cat at a fetish convention is glaring at your partner, you should be able to be amused.
“I see why Darla puts up with you,” she finally said. “You’re smart.”
“And hot as fuck,” someone in the crowd murmured.
“Mama,” Darla said, interrupting finally. “It’s all good.” She walked over to Calvin and opened her arms. “I’m sorry, Calvin,” she said as she gave him a big hug. “I was wrong to assume.”
“It’s okay, Darla. You were just protecting your mama the way Joe and your mama are protecting you right now. Loyalty is what makes love shine.”
Darla’s mom married a walking Hallmark card.
But his hug seemed nice. Fatherly, with a touch of patient grace I knew well. You had to have plenty of it to deal with Darla. I imagined the dose went up with her mother.
“I didn’t mean to –”
“You did mean to. And it’s okay. I’ll handle Pauline. She’s our biggest distribution client, but I’m pretty sure all you did was give her something to laugh about. That room card was for special access to a secret exhibitor’s room in another wing. Not,” he said pointedly, eyebrows up. He looked like a minister as he paused. “Not for a hotel room.”
Darla looked so embarrassed.
Calvin’s phone buzzed and he looked at the screen, then his wife. “Cathy! We got to go to the loading dock. New shipment of badger tails just come in.”
“Badger?”
He shrugged. Cathy limped over and gave Darla a fierce hug. “Don’t judge.”
“I ain’t judging! What other people put up their butts ain’t none of my business.”
“Well, it is our business,” Cathy said with a laugh.
“And it’s good business,” Calvin added as he wrapped his arm around Cathy’s waist and led her toward the back of the room.
Darla sagged against me as I stepped gingerly over a cat vibrator. “I cannot believe how many ways I have fucked up in the last twenty-four hours.”
“You are allowed to make mistakes,” I said slowly.
“I make plenty of them. Remember jail? Tortilla? Joe’s mom bailing me out?”
“Yes.”
“And the waxing incident with the wallpaper? Cost me a lot of money to fix Josie and Alex’s wall.”
“Uh huh.”
“You two are falling all over each other trying to convince me that it’s all fine and okay, and you’re using soothing, overly careful voices to make me not cry, but the reality is I fucked up and fucked up big. Nothing you say – no forgiveness, no pass – will make up for that.”
“You don’t deserve to beat yourself up badly for it, though.”
“How will I learn if I don’t do that?”
“Do what?”
“Beat myself up. It’s the only way to make sure I don’t do it again.”
“No, it’s not. You just make sure you learn.”
“How?”
“You just… do.” Joe and I both moved close to her, my grip tightening, his hands going to her shoulders as we let the dawning realization we shared pull us in, like gravity.
“Guys?”
“Yeah?” we asked in unison.
“I’m tired.”
Our hug got tighter.
“Take me back to the room and put me to bed.”
“How about we take you back to the room and put us all to bed?” Joe asked in a low voice.
“You’re interested?” Darla’s voice dripped with judgment. “After all this?”
“After? More like because of,” I said.
“You’re turned on by this animal fetish shit?”
“I’m turned on by you,” Joe answered, kissing her forehead. Our eyes met. “But Trevor is definitely sporting some wood for the chicken people.”
I pulled Darla away from him and we began walking out of the hall, passing Charlotte’s booth as we left. She was demonstrating a face harness for a dildo, jutting her chin up like a chicken, hands on her hips like a boss. Like a pro.
Like Wonder Woman.
I didn’t say hi. And I definitely didn’t think about Liam.
“Where are you going?” Joe demanded, on our heels.
“I’m taking Darla to the room to have sex.”
“You expect me to –”
I shut her up with a kiss. She was exhausted, I knew, and whatever trouble she’d been in, it looked like Joe had figured it all out. Later, they’d fill me in on all the details, but right now, I felt intense pressure to reconnect with them both.
And not because Mavis the chicken set me off.
Not even a tiny bit.
Nope.
DARLA
Sex? They wanted sex after everything I’d gone through that day? What did they think I was?
Oh. Yeah. They knew what I was.
A horny twenty-five-year-old woman who used sex sometimes to escape from really intense emotions.
“Get me upstairs. Draw me a bath. Give me more chocolates. Talk me down. Because in the last day I’ve managed to lose all the band’s money, my retirement account, walk two human chickens for money, find my stepdaddy cheating on my mama, get yelled at by my catwoman mama here in Vegas, have one of my boyfriends win all my money back, and… shit, I lost track of it all.”
“That’s a lot,” Trevor commiserated. He took in a deep breath through his nose, then let it out, the guttural tone turning sinister. He was ten different shades of red, giving Joe looks that made it clear he expected explanations.
Stat.
“Too much,” I groaned as we found the elevator and stepped in, like it was waiting for me all along. As I prepared to explain – not that I knew how – to my surprise, we rode up in silence, unable to put into words whatever it was we needed to express.
Still without a word, Trevor entered the hotel room and took a sharp left into the bathroom, the faucet’s bubbling sound turning quickly into the rush of a hot waterfall against fiberglass and porcelain. Humidity poured out of the bathroom as Joe flopped on the bed and closed his eyes, kneading his forehead as if trying to unknot himself.
Trevor collapsed on the bed next to me, changing the weight distribution, pulling me toward him. He smelled hot and musky, like someone nervous but cool now.
I sniffed my own armpit.
Oh. That wasn’t him. That was me.
“I have questions,” he whispered. “Lots of them.”
“I know. And I’ll have answers. Just give me a few minutes.”
My mind raced as I rested on my back, staring up at the ceiling, feeling the room start to slowly spin. After a few minutes it all calmed down and Trevor stood, walking into the bathroom as I followed him. More silence as I undressed and climbed in, Trevor reaching for a small beige burlap bag and holding a handful of something over me.
“Is that chicken feed, Trevor?” I sat up in alarm, sloshing some water over the edge.
“No.” He looked at me strangely. “It’s lavender. Why would I pour chicken feed in your bath?”
“Fetish?”
He laughed softly, sadly, sprinkling the greyish-purple seeds into the water as Joe came in and leaned against the doorjamb, eyeing me with a look that said it was all on me to explain.
But first things first.
“Did you hear about the woman who died by suffocating on a guy’s penis?” I asked, all out of the blue. That’s how my brain worked sometimes, and hell if I understood it. Given any set of crises, I could compartmentalize and let at least one loose strand of gray matter float off in the wind, brought back by a breeze with a strange little factoid tucked away in the outback, coming forward to be uttered out of my no-filter mouth.
Plus, I needed time for the brain’s back burner to figure out how to give them an answer that fully conveyed my apologies and regret for being so stupid. Given that, why not distract them with a huge-dick story?
Trevor and Joe groaned in unison. They knew how I worked.
“He was from Peters, Ohio, wasn’t he?” Joe asked.
“I’ll get beer. We’re going to need it if this is one of her stories,” Trevor said, standing up and shaking his head as he and Joe exchanged a look I didn’t understand.
“No, not from Peters,” I said. “Trust me, if a guy back home had a cock that big, I’d know about it. Or have been dead long before I met you.”
They both froze, then slowly turned to look at me.
Oops.
Trevor left and came back with two bottles of beer, popped them open on the tab attached to the wall, and walked over to Joe, arm outstretched. Joe took it and the two drank down their beers, glorious Adam’s apples bobbing in rhythm, like they were swallowing to the same beats they use when we fuck.
Trevor’s slower, Joe’s with more military precision.
Trev broke his guzzling first, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and asked me, “Are you serious?”
“About what?”
“About the woman who died giving head?”
“Yep.”
“Did she swallow?” Joe asked, giving Trevor an evaluative look, as if that somehow made a difference.
“You can’t swallow when you’re dead, Joe,” I pointed out.
“Yet another reason not to be into necrophilia,” Trevor mused.
I threw the bathtub neck pillow at them. It bounced off Trevor’s knee and fell with a sound like a wet melon on tile.
“Dude must be hung like a horse,” Trevor added.
“It’s a burden some of us have to manage,” Joe said with a self-satisfied sigh, clapping Trevor on the shoulder. “I’m so glad you were spared.”
“Fuck you.”
While Trevor and Joe argued about their penises (which, for the record, are both the biggest I’ve ever seen in my life – they’re so huge! Gigantic! Like their egos!), I worked on figuring out how on earth I fucked everything up so badly.
Didn’t take long. I know how. I’m the one who did it all.
Because I’m me.
“Who ate my chocolate?” Joe called out, holding up his little gift bag as he returned to the bathroom where my lavender buds were soaking up hot water, making the bathroom smell so good. “The candy Giles made for me?”
“I ate it.”
We looked at each other.
“You ate it? All of it?” Joe was alarmed.
“Sure. It was only four pieces in that little bitty gold box. You can have mine in exchange.”
Joe’s eyes widened in shock. “You ate my
chocolates?”
Impatience set in. “So what? Eat mine in return.”
“Darla.” He started to chuckle, his face filled with the blank astonishment that comes from piecing something together rapidly. “You ate my candy from Giles?” He flipped a little tag on the gift bag handle. It said “Joe.”
“Geez, Joe, when did you become so territorial about chocolate? You’re like Amy!”
“Darla, Giles made those for me.”
“Ooooo, what’s the matter? Jealous I ate your boyfriend’s special present?” I teased.
“They were a special present. Giles whispered that to me when we arrived.” Joe crossed his arms and gave me a speculative look. “He knew I had a penchant for trying out new edibles.”
“New edibles?” One of my eyes squinted while the other one tried to decide what to do as my mind furiously processed what Joe was saying.
“Oh, God,” Trevor groaned. “Not again.”
“What do you mean again?” I demanded.
“Darla,” Joe said, grabbing my shoulders, holding me in place like I was already hysterical. “You got drugged. Again.”
“Drugged?”
“Giles put some fun in those chocolates.”
“And by fun you mean –”
“Hallucinogens? Maybe some THC, maybe –”
“Aw, shit. No way!”
“Yes way.”
“That last one I ate tasted like hazelnuts and hay,” I remembered.
“Fuck,” he hissed.
“You mean I was high on some mind-altering drug when I played that roulette wheel?”
“Maybe? No idea what your tolerance is, but if you ate the entire box...”
I remembered the floaty feeling I had, like something wasn’t quite right, and yet I still had focus. Clarity. “And the cocktail waitress kept bringing me alcohol and I mixed that with whatever magic dust Giles put in the chocolates?” I asked, trying to sort it all out.
“Not magic dust,” Joe clarified. “Probably more like –”
“THAT’S NOT THE POINT, JOE!” I shouted. “You’re saying it’s not my fault!”
“What?”
“I gambled while I was on acid or something and then I drank alcohol and gambled away all that money and it wasn’t me. It was me after being drugged!”
“I guess.”
“Does that mean I completely imagined the chicken fetish thing? I didn’t really walk Mavis on a leash and change her chicken diapers, then? And all that shit with Mama and the cat tongue vibrators.”
“No. That was all real.”
“Damn.”
“Why was Giles spiking your chocolates and not ours?” Trevor asked.
“Because Giles thinks Joe is a dominant twink,” I explained, which made Trevor laugh until he was wheezing.
Joe just stared at me and asked,“Was it a roofie?”
“No. I didn’t pass out. I wouldn’t be in this mess if I had,” I said with a sigh. “Wish it had knocked me out.”
“Giles said he wanted to give me a welcome to Vegas I’d never forget,” Joe explained as he walked to the edge of the tub and bent down, his face closer, eyes gently amused.
“He succeeded.”
“Now the mystery is solved. You didn’t go crazy. You just lost control.” He stroked my wet hand with a tender touch.
“And it wasn’t my fault.”
“No.”
“But I still lost all that money.”
“Yes.”
I kissed him then, a furtive press of the lips that was both an attempt to stop the conversation and to start sex, water sloshing all over the floor as I moved up to meet his mouth. Not that I needed to do a single damn thing to start sex – Joe and Trevor were perpetual motion machines in that arena.
Joe’s kiss was intense and soulful, making me melt just enough to remember what it felt like to loosen up and turn into a puddle of contented nothingness. It was enchanting and enticing, layers of panic and fear starting to evaporate the longer he kissed me.
I felt hope again. Maybe it would be good once more. Maybe I could get over what had just happened. Maybe sex was the answer.
And then Trevor stopped us with his anger.
TREVOR
Having five different feelings at the same time feels like juggling all four chambers of your heart along with your detached dick, but instead of my hands doing the juggling, it’s Darla who’s in charge.
And it hurts.
I stumbled across her and Joe at the animal fetish convention, wondering where they’d both disappeared to. Giles, our booking manager, had been in a panic looking for her. Darla wasn’t answering texts about logistical issues, and that made panic bloom in me.
Darla didn’t shirk her business duties. Ever.
Finding out that she’d gambled away band money, hidden that detail from us, rented out her services as a — what do you call chicken walking? — and that she’d turned to Joe but not me was one hell of a ripping pain.
I tended not to make waves. Music was what I cared about, second only to Darla and Joe. While being in control was Joe’s reason to live, my day-to-day existence was decidedly less anal retentive, especially since leaving law school.
Maybe I erred on the side of silence too much.
“I still can’t get past the fact that you didn’t tell me,” I said, bracing myself for a barrage of excuses. Darla was standing in the bathtub, naked and wet, cuddled in Joe’s arms. He clearly didn’t give a shit about being wet, because why would he? We were about to get naked and pretend they hadn’t just edged me out.
Reality sucks. My reality sucked. But I wasn’t going to hide my feelings or act like it didn’t matter. We’d been together too long to play games like that. The glue in long term relationships was honesty.
They were about to get a big dose of it.
“You’re right. I’m sorry,” Joe said, facing me square on, grabbing my forearm. His eyes were alert and caring.
Damn it.
Anger builds up inside us all when we can’t express it. Even if we can say what we’re feeling when we’re pissed, it doesn’t always go our way.
“I,” Darla started, looking down, unable to make eye contact with me. “I snuck out of the hotel room and went gambling last night.”
“I understand that part.”
“And then I had a strategic advantage at the roulette table,” she continued.
Joe interrupted her. “A strategic advantage? In a game of chance?”
“The roulette wheel got weighted.”
“You rigged a roulette wheel? In Vegas?” He touched her arms, then thighs. “You’re fucking lucky to have all your limbs!” Said limbs were looking pink and warm, beautiful and curvy. Darla’s naked beauty made what I had to say even harder.
“No, no,” she refuted. “I didn’t rig it. It was all because of Victoria’s booger.”
My heart sank.
“Do not turn this into yet another Doc Oglethorpe story, Darla. I’m serious,” I said to them both, my heart moving slowly, like it knew the heavy burden on it needed to be moved deliberately, with great care.
“Who is Victoria? And what does a booger have to do with winning at roulette?” Joe persisted.
“None of that matters,” I said through clenched teeth, knowing there was a long yarn to be spun and that if I let them, they’d deflect. Not on purpose. No one seemed to deny that my feelings were on target.
It’s just that when you’re with two people for three years, you develop a new communication layer. It’s not a sixth sense or anything surreal. It’s more like a deep subtext that frees your mind up for smaller nuances.
“A booger on a roulette wheel that allowed Darla to hit a $20,000 pile of chips does matter,” Joe protested.
“Not now. Later,” I said, pointing at him.
“I think what Trevor’s trying to say is that he’s more important than any of Victoria’s nose goblins.” Darla’s show of support was admirable. Really.
“Yyyyyyyyes,” I said slowly, pretty sure I agreed with her.
“Look, it wasn’t intentional,” Joe said, breaking the physical tension by grabbing a thick bath towel for Darla and wrapping it around her. I offered my hand and she stepped out, her feet on the white tile floor. In the warm glow of the steamy bathroom she was luminous and angelic as she looked up at me, eyes pleading in silent apology.
“I wasn’t in my right mind. Literally and figuratively,” she said softly, reaching for my hand. I threaded our fingers and looked at her, trying to find the way back to not being so upset.
“Then that makes me even more pissed off,” I said just as softly back. “Because that’s when you needed me most. It makes me think you don’t trust me.”
“What?” Her eyes filled with tears like I flipped on a light switch in her heart. The wrong one, though. I didn’t want her to cry.
“It’s partly my fault,” Joe said grudgingly. “I woke up, found Darla, and when she told me what she did, I went into rescue mode.”
I gave him a sharp look, torn between Darla’s weeping and Joe’s obvious lie about how he came up with nineteen grand. “Don’t even get me started on you,” I said, the anger turning into something less hollow and more solid. He cocked one eyebrow and normally, he’d get mad.
He didn’t.
I was challenging him and he wasn’t getting defensive.
“What do you mean?” Darla asked, wiping her eyes, looking confused as her gaze flitted back to me, her breathing uneven.
“You pokered your way to a nineteen grand gain?” I said with a laugh. “In a few hours? That’s as believable as a booger helping Darla win at roulette.”
“But it did!” she insisted.
“I believe you,” I clarified. “Weird as your story sounds. But I don’t believe Joe.”
We both stared at him.
He shrugged. “I fixed it, didn’t I? Everything’s fine. Darla’s okay now, no one needs to know, and the money is working for us in ways that make a positive difference.”
“And I didn’t need to walk chickens for eight hours,” Darla said with obvious relief. Joe frowned at that and went to the minibar, grabbing two bottles of wine and starting to guzzle.
“Hey!” Darla protested. “Those are expensive — ”
Joe cut her off with a glare, then added, “Maybe you hallucinated your magic booger.”
“Maybe I what?”
“Giles spiked the candy. Maybe you just thought you saw a green booger. Some people see little green men. You saw a little green — ”
“I did not imagine the booger, Joe,” she insisted, but her eyes were filled with doubt. Green eyes the color of boogers.
Huh.
“But if you did imagine it, then you bet your way that high with no strategic advantage,” Joe elaborated. “And if there was a booger, you played the odds well. Either way, I’m impressed. Again.”
“But I lost it all!” she moaned.
“And yet you played very well to get to that point.”
I knew what he was doing. Avoiding his shit. It was easier to focus on Darla than to deal with scrutiny from me.
I walked across the room and joined him, grabbing wine, beer and peanut butter cups. “You buying, Mr. Moneybags?” I asked him. “If you really got your hands on nineteen grand out of the blue – from poker or wherever – you’re paying for this.”
He didn’t argue.
Joe didn’t argue.
Darla walked up behind me as I chugged a tiny bottle of Riesling, her hands on my shoulders, kneading my neck. “I love you, Trevor. You know that. I didn’t come to you because I felt so stupid. I didn’t seek out Joe. He found me, walking Mavis and Rooster, panicked and desperate. It’s not like we were in planning mode, you know? I just did whatever I thought would take me out of my blind panic at any given second. Rationality wasn’t exactly part of my life for those hours.”
“Don’t ever do that again,” I ordered, turning around, grabbing her arms at the elbow. Her towel was tucked between her breasts, curled in using the corner, and it dropped like a veil being lowered.
“Walk chickens for money?” she joked with a sad smile.
“Not come to me. There is nothing you could ever do that would make me shun you.” I kissed her then, hard, tasting the sweet white wine, her tears, and my own fading anger.
DARLA
I couldn’t get into it. As the water washed the crazy day off me, the air’s chill drying the last little bit on my naked body, I tried to drive the swirling thoughts out of my mind. They were like knives being thrown at me, over and over, some part of me dodging the rain of blades. I was successful, but the effort made it impossible to focus on anything but the act of avoiding being hurt by my own psyche.
That’s a very low place to be.
And exhausting.
Trevor sensed it, threading his hand through my wet, thick, untamed waves that lined my back, his palm cupping the back of my head. “You’re not okay.”
“Not even close.”
“We don’t have to do anything.” When you’ve been in a relationship with someone for a few years, the topic of not having sex comes up more and more. It’s a minefield, for sure, but it’s also one that demonstrates a certain maturity in the relationship and in all three of us. Being able to openly say “not interested” without making the others feel rejected is a dance, a tango, a few steps forward, a few steps back. In the beginning, I always said yes because — are you kidding me? Have you looked at Trevor and Joe?
Also, being in our threesome means two guys with needs. Good thing I’m a horny woman with a libido the size of a small cow (and, maybe, an ass about as big), because normally I could meet all their requests.
Right now, though, Trevor was focused on my needs. And I didn’t know what I needed, because I felt robotic. Plastic. Like cold wax being moved from place to place. My limbs didn’t feel like mine. My lips were someone else’s. In the grand scheme of life, this was a short episode. I had just enough awareness to know that. Tomorrow, with the benefit of rest and time for my biochemistry to settle back to its usual chaotic good state, I would truly process what I had done, interrogate Joe on where he “won” so much money, and find a way to feel squared away with myself.
But in this moment, I was coated in a layer of unreality that followed the contours of my body to a T, like a spacesuit, a shrink-wrap, a second skin.
“Darla?” Joe asked, his hand on my thigh, paused. “What are you feeling right now?”
“Shame,” I blurted out, surprising myself. “I am so ashamed.”
“Oh, Darla,” Trevor said, dropping to his knees next to me, eyes filled with empathy. “You have nothing to be ashamed about.”
“I have everything to be ashamed about!” I roared back through a sob, salty tears and copper regret turning my mouth into a bitter battlefield. “Everything! I lost control, I put pride before reason, I embarrassed my stepdaddy, I got caught by my mama, I borrowed money I shouldn’t have and I screwed over my friends! I most certainly should be ashamed!”
“If I did all of that, would you shame me?” he asked kindly, holding my hand. My inner sense of feeling emotionally dirty calmed down instantly. It didn’t go away, but it became more manageable, like glitter in a bottle of water shaken hard, allowed to settle, the first few bits finding where they need to be.
“Depends.”
“On what?”
“On whether you made it right.”
“And how would I make it right? If I did all that?”
The answer stuck in my throat. It sat there like a part of me that had been jarred loose by stress and bad choices, waiting for me to put it back where it belonged.
Except I didn’t know where it should go. Instead, it migrated through me like a virus, a disease, a parasite that fed off my shame, wreaking havoc.
As Trevor kept his gaze on me, I whispered, “Apologize. Never do it again.”
“Then you know the answer. And you’ve already done most of that.”
“No one in the band knows.”
“And they don’t have to,” Joe said, coming into my field of vision. “You can pay the eight thousand on the credit card tomorrow. No one checks finances regularly. Liam, Sam and Tyler don’t need to know.”
“That feels wrong. I should — ”
“Darla. Darla!” Trevor called out over my objections. “Why are you beating yourself up like this? You fucked up. Yes. But you are fixing it. It’s over.” His hand moved up my arm, moving to the soft skin under my biceps. “It’s like you’re flogging yourself because you don’t know how to stop.”
He had me there.
“I don’t. Every bad decision I’ve made before only hurt me. Maybe Mama, a little. But this — it’s the whole band! It’s everyone. It’s my whole world. The world I’ve built, on my own. It’s fucking scary to realize I could lose it all because I let my ego get in the way. I thought I was smarter than I am. I was wrong.”
“No. No. Don’t turn this into more self abuse.”
“Self abuse? I’m not masturbating!”
Trevor was taken aback. Joe snickered. “I meant verbal self abuse. It’s like you’re beating yourself up because you don’t know what else to do, and I won’t tolerate it.” Trevor said firmly.
“You won’t what?”
“Me neither,” Joe said, suddenly serious. “You’re beating yourself up for all the wrong reasons. Plus, it’s unnecessary.” He turned to Trevor, who pulled me in for a long hug.
“You’re not worthless,” he whispered into my hair.
“I never said I was.”
“Some part of you is trying to make you feel shame. And you don’t need to. Let’s love the part of you that can’t stop hurting you. Maybe it’s the same part that thinks you just have to take what life gives you.”
“He’s right,” Joe said, his hand on my hip suddenly, the hug turning into a pile-on. Linked to each other, we were stronger like this, but especially me. I was stronger. Better for having their hands on me.
When I attached myself to my people — my men — I was suddenly able to drive out the shame, like borrowing their power gave me a tool to leverage my strength, to push the rock up the mountain, to overcome what needed to be defeated.
Shame.
Shame has a purpose, but it’s meant to be used in tiny doses. Like medicine, it’s the dose that matters. And all you need is a tiny bit of it when you’re off course and trying to steer back.
Some part of me was a shame factory, and it was time to pull the plug.
I stood on tiptoes and kissed Joe’s cheek. “Thank you,” I murmured, breaking contact to kiss Trevor next. His stubble scratched against me, light and simple, the taste of his lips as he caught mine for a deeper kiss a salty treat, turning wet and loving as our tongues stroked each other, the bones in the palm of my hand like paperweights pressing into him, holding him in place so I could kiss him long enough to truly believe every word he was saying.
That would take a while.
“Let us love you,” Joe said behind me, his fingers raw and surprising on my bare skin. “You don’t need to be ashamed. You’re human. We all are. We all make mistakes. The difference between people who screw up and people who don’t isn’t perfection, or moral superiority.” He kissed the back of my neck as Trevor broke away from my mouth, his hands cupping my jaw, making me look up at him. Joe’s words were Trevor’s voice in that moment, almost telepathic.
“What is the difference, then?” I asked, turning my head to nuzzle closer to Joe.
“Risk. People who make mistakes have a kind of courage you can’t get from coloring between the lines your whole life. You taught me that, Darla. Until you I was living my life like paint by numbers.”
“And now?”
“We’re just one big Jackson Pollack painting, babe.” Joe shut me up with a roaring kiss just then, his scent filling the air between us, his words crystal clear and unambiguous.
He was right.
They both were.
Whatever scrabbling, desperate little animal living inside me that sought to bang the shame drum over and over wasn’t me. It wasn’t real. Joe and Trevor were reality. My chosen life in Boston was reality. Joe’s hand cupping my breast, Trevor’s fingers soothing my tight neck, followed by wet kisses that made me shiver — that was my reality.
We were who we were, mistakes and bad decisions and scars and all. My hand slid under Joe’s shirt, index finger finding the heart surgery scar from his infancy. A part of him had been broken through no fault of his own, and yet he’d been fixed through love and skill. About equal measures of both.
We three had love.
And these two had plenty of skill when it came to connecting our bodies and hearts.
It was Trevor who took the lead, making me want what I didn’t think I wanted, calling to the part of me that knew this was how I could heal. Sex wouldn’t fix a damn thing. It never has, not once in the history of all that is fucked up and holy.
But sex with them? That was different. Because we needed to start calling what we did when we were naked something other than sex. Three letters were woefully inadequate to convey what happened when Trevor, Joe and I threw inhibition down into the holding pen where it belonged, distant and contained, and unleashed the rest of us.
One of the best parts of sex is the getting naked process. I was already here, the distinct boundary of clothing against my bare belly its own allure. Being nude with a close partner feels elicit and naughty in a private, evocative way. Unwrapping Joe was like being given a gift, my fingers undoing the button of his jeans like tugging on the end of a bow, my hands sliding his pants down around his ankles like tearing wrapping paper on a big box you weren’t expecting. The promise of what comes next is captivating, and soon Joe’s silky skin and rock hard erection were all I knew.
They guided me to the bed, my skin tingling from cold air and the growing ability to turn off the numbness that dread had instilled in every fiber of my being. As it drained out of me, I felt myself come back online, each sector of my skin finding a way to join the party.
Trevor cupped my breasts while Joe kissed my back, the three of us on the bed, me stretched out diagonally with Trevor in front of me, Joe behind. We were dark and light, my blonde hair and Trevor’s catching in the outside light’s glow, Joe’s sleek, onyx hair like a silkie in bed, searching for my wet sanctuary.
“When we’re together, nothing else is more important,” Trevor murmured as he kissed my collarbone, my thoughts still so fast, my hands finding bare muscled ass, a long, thick erection, Joe’s chest with the scar. His thighs were thickening, a gradual growth that seemed to come into both of their bodies, though represented differently. I’d never been with a guy long enough to notice non-surface-level changes in them. Haircuts, clothing, shaving, beards – sure.
Structural changes? Emotional explorations and analyses, followed by actual change?
Not until now.
Joe ventured first, his fingers titillating as they fluttered over my ass, one finger finding my wet, hot pussy waiting for him. I moaned into Trevor’s hair-dusted inner thigh as Joe found his way to getting the last vestiges of my overwhelmed mind to surrender.
I’m not always into anal sex, so let’s just put that out there, but when we’re together, having them fill me turns a mere sex act into something so much more. We go from being pieces of flesh that you put into and accept from and we are a union. Forged through lack of inhibition, curiosity, time and love. The three of us.
Pleasure becomes the goal, but not pleasure for pleasure’s sake. That’s fine and all. Erotic and hot, it can be a rockin’ free-for-all that leaves you sweaty, sticky, breathing hard and bonelessly wanting more. It’s like having all your frustrations and insecurities vanquished from you until all that’s left is your essence. When you let your essence meet another person’s essence on such an intimate level, and in a committed, bonded relationship, it’s a cornerstone of intimacy. Closeness. Vulnerability.
Connection.
Joe’s fingers lightly stroking my anus sent zings through me, the forbidden always delicately turning me on. Even three years of sex with these guys wasn’t enough to make it routine. Once we got going, it was so much more. The air changed when I touched them, like a chemical shift we caused. I don’t know if it happened to other people when they were intimate, but it sure did for us, and sometimes that feeling was the gateway. It’s how my body knew it was time to stop letting my mind be in charge, to give over to my body and just feel.
Trevor’s mouth moved down my body, leaving one wet nipple to be assaulted by cold air, the sudden icy feel like a dom’s demand. My body rose to their touch, emotion like mercury, measuring the heat between us. My leg brushed against Joe’s hip as Trevor moved against me like a thief in the night, coming to steal all my shame and throw it into the stardust to be reclaimed by nature, remixed and reimagined into nothing at all.
“I love you,” Joe said, his fingers playing me, pushing just enough against the tightness to make me gasp, the rush of his hot breath against my hip making me moan, intensity building not just from nerves and pinpricks, from caresses and sighs, but from the requited love of two men who were determined to make all my problems go away one by one, stroke by stroke, each second that passed in connection another reclaimed bit of time where we were kings and queens.
I couldn’t reply, too wrapped up in the exquisite feel of his fingers in me, his chest and abs pressed against my side, the way he kissed my spine like a combination lock that he opened by superstition and guess, ingenuity and passion. I was wet and ready, the familiar slow build turning hot and heavy on a dime as Trevor moved just enough and I grasped his shaft, licking the tip and sliding my free hand up his abs, enjoying the tactile roller coaster ride up his body until he dipped his head and took one of my fingers into his mouth.
Sucking him while he sucked my finger shot my blood through my body, my moans growing louder as Joe’s finger did its magic. I removed my finger from Trevor’s mouth and brought two, then three wet fingers up to my clit, making me tighten as I moved my hips and Joe slid into my pussy like it was the easiest thing in the world, like it was fate, like it was meant to be.
Because it was.
With one man in me and one man in my mouth I was ensconced by hair and skin and musk and the all-pervasive knowledge that I belonged here. I was pinned in place between them, a perfect conductor, plugged in. My mouth took Trevor’s cock down nice and deep as if I were accepting his soul into me, the sounds he made more of this web of connection. He smelled like sweat and soap, wine and a tangy, sexy odor and it made me give him as much of my mouth as I could.
Joe moved slow and steady behind me, urging me onto my knees as his thighs crashed into my ass, hands roamed up and down my ribs, my breasts, my back, fingers woven into my hair and tugging.
So much sensation. I didn’t know the body could integrate like this, taking conversation and glances, touches and urges, moans and requests, turning them into a naked ball of three people in love. We were making love, having sex, fucking each other’s brains out, sucking and licking and thrusting and smacking and grabbing until all that mattered was touch.
And it mattered.
A lot.
I started to shake, trying to enjoy Joe’s body slamming into mine while keeping Trevor’s cock wet and silky, feeling his ass clench as his orgasm grew near. I should have drawn it out, made it last longer, given him more of a journey than a quick ride up, but a joyous sense of pleasure took over.
I wanted us to to come together.
Now.
So we did, my screams of ecstasy buried by Trevor’s enormous erection, the vibrations from my low sounds making Trevor grab my face and freeze, his hot seed spurting into me as Joe fucked me so hard from behind we started body clapping, like an audience cheering us on. My hand continued down under me, fingers on my clit and that one touch – one finger, one tiny bit of pressure –catapulted me to the moon.
They came with me, so I wasn’t alone. Surely, when someone makes you orgasm so hard to move beyond the boundaries of your own skin, they should be invited on the journey, yes?
Each movement Joe made, his long thrusts turning staccato with power until the air and my juices mixed to create the most divine sensation as he pulled out and hammered back in, over and over, until my abs tightened so hard I caught him in me, my throat opening up for Trevor, my body seized by love and lust and tightened to the hardness of a diamond, shining in moonlight.
I stopped breathing, stopped thinking, just stopped, weightless and floating as I exploded and shivered, muscles run out of any other way to say I love this.
I love you.
By the time my body was done, I dropped Trevor out of my mouth and rested my cheekbone on his thigh, panting, Joe collapsed against my back.
We were a pile of crazy. One big old random act of actual
crazy.
I can’t tell you what happened next, because all I know is at some point in the middle of the night I woke up and had to peel myself off Joe and Trevor, skin literally sticking to them, our sex goo dried to bind us together. It was a fitting metaphor.
By the time I got back to bed Joe was on his back, Trevor on his side, both leaving a generous spot between them for me.
As it should be.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
DARLA
It was the day of the band’s first performance. Three nights in a row, three sold-out shows, opening for a superstar with the power to get us into huge venues.
No pressure, right?
A day and a half after my gambling fiasco, I was sitting in the lounge of the hotel, drinking a coffee with everyone as we got ready for the guys to split off and do last minute practice, when Amy started doing an impressive imitation of a woman with a live mouse in her bra.
She’d arrived the day before, while Joe, Trevor, and I were sleeping off our crazy day, and I’d woken up to find her here, sucking down lattes from some coffee shop at a nearby resort that she raved about, all her first day excitement a little much for me to handle.
“Darla!” Amy hissed, looking at her phone. Her jaw dropped like she was about to give a guy a blow job, and I half wondered if she was getting ready to do the licking app.
“What?”
“You’re all over the news.”
“What? Me? I’m not on the news!”
“You are on Reddit. Trending now.”
“Reddit ain’t the news!”
“It practically is,” Trevor interjected. “Better than mainstream news, at least. And if you want the newest – ” He shut himself up as Amy showed a video.
Of me walking the chickens on the Las Vegas Strip.
You ever watch a group of kids in a trailer park when the ice cream truck arrives, especially the day after payday? That’s what every member of the band looked like as the video came into clear view.
Like iron shavings to a magnet.
“What are you doing?” Sam asked, tilting his head as if that would make what he was watching make more sense.
“Ignoring all of you,” I answered truthfully.
“No, I mean – why were you walking a human chicken on a leash?” he clarified.
“Kink,” I shot back, which made everyone look at Trevor and Joe, shifting the attention off me.
Briefly.
Everyone watched the video, which was of poor, shaky quality until it wasn’t, the video slow and steady toward the end. I couldn’t help myself. I looked.
The video was on the Random Acts of Crazy YouTube account.
“What the fuck?” I called out. “How did Wonder Woman pull that one off? How’d she upload that straight to our
account?”
“Wonder Woman?” Amy asked, giving me the hairy eyeball. “What does Wonder Woman have to do with this?”
“She was the one recording me when Mavis laid her egg.”
I gave the video a long, careful look. Wait a minute.
No Ed. No egg, either. Just me, walking them on leashes through the convention hall. I was a zombie. The expression on my face was so blank, it might as well have been a whiteboard wearing a bad blonde wig.
“Who recorded this?” I demanded. “And which one of you uploaded it to the band’s account?”
“Check it out,” Liam said. “Eighty thousand views already.”
That shook me out of my stunned state. “Huh?” Views on YouTube meant making money from revenue.
Joe was grinning like a fool.
“Why,” I asked, suddenly suspicious, “are you so happy?”
“Because that is how you’ll earn back all the money you lost.”
I gave him a wide-eyed shut-your-piehole look.
“What money?” Liam asked, curious. “I thought you won at the slots.”
Charlotte just looked at me with that laser stare of comprehension she should patent. People who work in student services at colleges must have entire seminars devoted to mastering that look. It’s the look of a police detective. Of a Weight Watchers leader.
It’s the look that patiently dares you to lie.
“Oh, no biggie,” I said, waving him away.
“Is this about the financial problem you were describing to me when my company ran out of urethral soundings?” Charlotte asked. Every guy in the room tucked his abs in.
Before I could reply, Joe spilled the beans.
“Darla accidentally got wasted and lost eight grand of the band’s money on roulette,” Joe said, so blunt he might as well have used a baseball bat instead of words. The man could play Negan on The Walking Dead.
The room turned into an ice chamber. I know because every pore on my body tightened at once, all those eyes on me, shocked and pissed.
“What?” Sam gasped.
Liam made a low whistle.
Charlotte gaped and sputtered, “I didn’t know it was that!”
I just closed my eyes nice and tight and said nothing, braced for the inevitable, mentally re-composing my apology I’d rehearsed a thousand times before in my mind.
“You bet the band’s money?” Liam choked out. “Without our permission?”
“We got it all back,” Joe said, rushing in to my defense.
“But you lost eight grand?” Liam persisted.
“Go big or go home,” I said weakly. “No one ever talks about the going home part. I’m so sorry. I am so, so
sorry.”
“You gambled band money?” Charlotte said, her tone more one of curiosity than outrage.
“Never mind,” Joe said, his protectiveness endearing. “It’s all back in the bank.”
Amy pulled me aside, down a small hallway in the room, away from everyone else, clearly looking to have a private conversation. Eager to escape, I followed. She gave me one good reason to get out from under the spotlight while Trev and Joe defended me.
“Hah! You finally did something worse than me!” Amy crowed.
“I’ve done way worse. Pulling a four-foot chunk of my aunt’s wallpaper off the bathroom wall with my butthole wasn’t comparable?” I insisted.
Liam gaped from the hallway behind Amy. She had no idea the entire band was queued up behind her in the suite. They were all staring.
Aw, yeah. This was gonna get good.
“You know what I mean. You lost eight thousand dollars! I only lost my cellphone.”
“In your vagina.” I giggled. That fact would never, ever not be funny.
“It was a minor tech glitch.”
“That’s what you call using a phone vibrator app and shoving it in so hard, it hooks behind your pubic bone? A glitch?”
“User error. Have you ever googled it? Happens to more women than you would think.”
“That’s your excuse? ‘It happens to other people, so it’s okay that I did it’?”
She thought that one over for a few seconds, then shrugged. “Sure.”
“Then I am going to appropriate that excuse. Other people lose money gambling, so what I did is fine.”
“You lost eight thousand dollars in money that wasn’t yours, Darla!”
“And you lost an entire telecommunications device in a pink tunnel. What the hell did you use for lube – quicksand?”
Liam couldn’t breathe, he was laughing so hard, folded in half, red faced. Amy whipped around and while I couldn’t see her face, the way her shoulders tightened and the skin around her neck flushed told me she wasn’t exactly happy he’d overheard us.
“Does Sam know?” I asked.
“Yes.” She turned red.
“And?”
“And what, Darla? Why would there be an and to that question?”
Good point.
“Let’s get back to your fuck up. Not mine,” Amy insisted as Liam turned toward Sam.
“Sam!” Liam shouted. “Your woman shoved her cellphone in her snatch? What’s up with that?”
So much for making this about me.
All our phones buzzed at once.
“Time to get to the venue for prep!” I shouted, grateful for the interruption. “Showtime’s in a few hours.”
Confession: I almost forgot we had a concert – the mess from my gambling and Mama and Calvin all swirled together in a way that made my regular life fade into the background. You’d think that being in charge of a band that was about to make a major career leap forward would have been more in the forefront of my mind, but between being accidentally drugged by our booking dude, gambling away the band’s money, walking human chickens for pay, and most of all – hiding all this as I tried to escape the truth – took up more mental real estate than it should have.
Our purpose here in Vegas was this: the concerts. We were gonna rock.
Time to rock hard.
“I’m sorry,” I said to all of them, making sure to make eye contact with Sam and Liam, then Charlotte and Amy. “I truly am. What I did was wrong. So wrong. And I understand if you can’t trust me. If this changes things and you don’t want me managing the band, I get it. Take your time, talk about it — ”
“No,” Sam said. Liam echoed him.
“No, what?” I asked, confused.
“No, we don’t want you leaving. But we’re about to go warm up and here’s what I care about,” Liam said. “Is it fixed? You paid back the money?”
“Yes.”
“Are you ever going to do this again?” Sam asked.
“Hell, no.”
Sam gave Liam a frowning look. “Then I’m cool.”
“Cool,” Liam echoed.
“Well, I want details,” Charlotte announced, Amy nodding furiously.
“After the performance tonight,” I pleaded. “Let’s get through that. That and understanding the new viral video of me with Mavis and Rooster.”
“Mavis is never going away, is she?” Sam asked as he grabbed his sticks and a small duffle bag, Amy holding his hand, carrying a bag of her own.
“Nope,” Trevor said. “And that video – how’d it really end up on our account?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted.
“It’s on the Random Acts of Crazy YouTube account. Going viral. Darla, you’ll make more money off that video than you lost gambling,” he said, pointing to the number of views it had already accrued as we watched now on his phone.
Joe grinned.
“Who took that video?” I asked him as we walked to the elevator, my brain a rush of ribbons all flowing in a massive windstorm, each tied to a detail I had to manage.
“Your mom,” Joe whispered.
“Mama? My
mama?”
“Yes. Turns out she was watching you all along and started videotaping the second one of the chickens handed you a leash. When I explained how YouTube and viral videos worked, she handed it over to me. It’s ours for copyright purposes. She only asked to plug her business at the end.”
“Plug?” I snorted.
He groaned.
“That’s not where you got the money, though, is it? No way could we get a bunch of revenue already from that.”
One corner of his mouth curled up in a mysterious smile. “I got it playing poker, remember?”
I eyed him the way Mama looked at me when I told a whopper. “You gonna tell me the truth?”
“No.”
“Eventually?”
“Yes.”
I frowned. “You know we’ve been together for three years. Big secrets aren’t our thing.”
His eyelids closed slowly, shoulders dropping with a resigned sense that he knew that I was right, and his conscience was giving him a big old wrestling match inside him.
“I know. I do. And I’ll tell you and Trevor. Just…let’s get through the performances. I can’t be creative and throw myself fully into the music when I have too much emotional chaos in my life.”
“And what I just did made for one hell of a mess, huh?” I said, feeling bad.
“You could say that.” Joe’s face looked so mature. “The truth is, I — ”
My palm flattened against his chest as I caught his eyes. “Good enough. I understand. Tell me when the performances are over and when you’re ready. I trust you.”
His face folded in, like I pained him with my willingness to defer. Joe opened his mouth to say something, and then —
“Hey guys! Time to go downstairs,” Liam announced, all of us grabbing our stuff, moving in one crowd, like starlings in a bush, headed on out into the sun.
Showtime.





EPILOGUE
DARLA
“Done.” Amy dropped the thick stack of marked-up manuscript pages on the couch next to me. The slightly battered pages were neatly blocked into a chunk of dead tree that reminded me I was truly finished. I’d written an entire book, had it professionally edited, and now a devout romance novel reader had gone through it with a critical eye.
And?
“And?” I asked, nervous as fuck.
“And it’s fabulous.”
“Quit shining me on.”
“No. I mean it. It’s got all the elements of hot shifter romance in there, and you damn well better keep this series going. How’s book two?”
Sweat covered every part of me, tickling my armpits, welling up between my breasts, making the underboob bands of my bra feel like I was wearing socks in the shower.
“Book two? I’m almost done with it.”
“You’ve been saying that forever!”
“Well, it’s true. It’s been almost done for ages. I’ve been busy.”
“Busy walking chickens on leashes. Oh! And I love Mavis. She’s hilarious. I can’t believe you really wrote a chicken shifter into your book.” She gave me a look that I let her indulge in without challenge. I could tell some deeper question was stirring inside her, trying to find its way out with the best, most cogent set of words.
Finally, she asked, “How does it feel?”
“Feel?”
“To do what you said you were going to do. To do it your
way?”
“All I did was write a book about a bear and an owl who are humans and turn out to be shapeshifters who have a lot of sex, Amy. It ain’t a Pulitzer Prize winner.”
“But you did it. On your terms. Your way.”
“Yeah. I did. I do lots of things like that.”
“But this one turned out to be really good.”
“Are you saying the rest aren’t?”
“You lost all the band’s money, Darla.”
Point taken.
“I don’t know,” I confessed. “You’re gushing about a stupid book I wrote –”
“STOP! Not stupid. Don’t do that.” Her long brown hair curled lightly around her shoulders, her eyes big behind her reading glasses. Amy’s kind eyes were a jarring contrast to the closed-off, slightly defensive look she typically gave me.
“Do what?”
“Cut yourself down. You don’t normally do it and it’s really freaking me out.”
She was right. I didn’t normally do it, so why now?
“And I love the title.”
“It’s a play on rock songs.”
“I could tell.”
“Wait until you see the cover.”
“Where is it?”
I bit my lips, suddenly shy.
She grinned at me, throwing her arms around me in a hug as I pulled out my phone to show her.
🐻 🦉

CHECK OUT DARLA’S shifter book right here, right now. Have fun reading, you dirty little reader you. <3
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