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        Jess

      

      

      

      Today should be different. Bigger, somehow. A day upon which I launch myself into the abyss of adulthood.

      But, it’s not.

      It’s my 18th birthday but also, Tuesday means two hours of violin lessons, forty-five minutes in the car, and a whole night of orchestra practice. The car ride to the hall with my parents isn’t over yet, and I’m already dizzy with tiredness.

      And I’m hungry. So hungry.

      I’m also hot, and North Carolina humidity makes leather seats squeaky, sticky, and uncomfortable. Right now I’m in the backseat of my parents’ Range Rover, feeling slightly carsick; Dad is driving, Mom is shotgun-driving. I watch her foot push on an imaginary brake as she nervously rubs the pad of her thumb over her perfectly manicured nails.

      My stomach makes a rude gurgling sound and I suck in my belly. “Mom. Do we have anything to eat?”

      Without turning to face me, she plucks a Ziploc bag out of her purse and tosses it back to me.

      Celery. Again. For crying out loud. “Anything with any flavor? Or anything with nutritional value?”

      “Eat your celery, young lady. And put those ear buds in. That lesson was a disaster. You’ve got a long way to go.”

      I swallow a groan. The reason the lesson didn’t go so well is that my stupid fingers were bleeding because she made me practice for four hours and sixteen minutes yesterday, which I told her was a Very Bad Idea. But did she listen? Oh no she did not. As freaking usual.

      I press my thumb against the pad of my first finger. Hardly more than a papercut, but super painful. From my backpack I grab a Band-Aid and some antibiotic cream. My mom turns slightly and her eyes flash.

      “Make sure that isn’t the numbing kind! We can’t have your fingers numb for practice.”

      Correction. We can’t have our fingers any way at all because they are my fingers. I dab the antibiotic cream on and wrap it with a Band-Aid pre-treated with an analgesic agent. I am all about the little rebellions these days, even if they come in the form of basic first aid.

      “It’s not the numbing kind. See?”

      I hold the tube up for her and she squints. She’s way too vain for glasses and she has to keep her face pinched up like that half the time. It makes my heart hurt.

      She used to be lovely and soft and wonderful. She used to remember my birthdays and let me eat like a normal girl. But slowly she’s hardened and now she’s got so many brittle edges that I hardly recognize her anymore.

      She is all about control. And my dad, he’s all about making my mom happy. But my dad is softer and kinder, less obsessed with my music, and never focused on my weight. And yet not strong enough to stand up to my mom, either.

      I guess it’s tricky for them in some ways. I have a talent, a real talent, or so I’ve been told since I was barely five. And since I was five, my mom has treated my music like her own personal obsession.

      At first cradling it, fostering it, but then slowly controlling it, judging it, managing it. And so now, she really is more my manager than my mom. I don’t think I need a manager, and I sure do miss my mom.

      Her obsession with my music got so intense that my parents held me back a year in seventh grade to give me the best chance possible at a stellar music career. But it also means I had to repeat seventh grade, which was miserable. And now it means I’m a year older than all my friends, but not in a cool kind of way.

      More in an ugly-duckling-never-a-swan kind of way. That’s how it feels, anyway.

      I shove a piece of celery in my mouth, and as I chew, I indulge in a soon-to-be-realized fantasy. The one good thing about orchestra practices is that there are no parents allowed in the building.

      It’s the top orchestra in the area, and at some point, somewhere along the line, the orchestra founders realized that we young musicians feel much more comfortable without our parents hovering around us constantly, constantly, constantly. So for four hours twice a week, we’re free.

      And so even though it’s hard and tiring work, it’s a little slice of something better than this.

      Next to me, in an actual freaking car seat, sits my violin, strapped in with its own seatbelt. It’s the most expensive thing in our house, except for our house itself. And I love my violin. With all my heart. But sometimes I wish I could just scoop her up in my arms and…

      …. Run.

      But that’s not an option. Because I have no money. And no car. And no control. All I’ve got are my music, my private thoughts, and my little rebellions.

      Here’s another one. When I am at orchestra practice, my mom allows me two bottles of water, that I pay for at the vending machines with the debit card she gives me. Two-fifty a pop equals five dollars. If I spend more than that, I’m in trouble. But do you know what else equals five dollars?

      A bag of M&Ms and a bag of pretzels. Woot!

      I munch my celery and imagine sweet and salty goodness coming my way. I sigh and watch the world whiz past. Wild hydrangeas in bloom streak along at 70 miles an hour, fuzzy comets of white.

      With a stick of celery pinned between my teeth, I fish my earbuds from my bag and put them in. Then I unlock my phone. My mom turns to watch me. “The Paganini. On repeat. Show me.”

      I suppress an eye roll and nod. I flip open my music app and star the Paganini. It’s pretty, or it was, until Mom decided it was what I’d be playing for my chair tryouts. Now it’s only this-much-better than nails on a chalkboard. I show her my phone screen and she settles in to her seat, foot still pumping her imaginary brake.

      Once she looks away, I make two quick swipes of my thumb. And just like that, Paganini turns into Taylor Swift. Yessssssssss.

      I close my eyes and let T Swift transport me to another life, where I can do what I want and eat what I want and live like I want. Where I wear cozy sweats and get gel manicures and have winged eyeliner. But through her sweet, sweet singing, all poppy and peppy and unclassical, I hear my parents talking. And then I hear the magic word.

      Mike.

      I swallow hard. Just his name drives me absolutely bananas. I tap my phone to pause T Swift. Because that’s how much I want to know about Mike. He beats T Swift. Every. Single. Time.

      Dad is talking. “Mike is on top of it, Janet. I’ve seen the financials. Fantastic ROI, low risk. You know he knows what he’s doing. You know we’re going to make a killing at it.”

      Mom clucks her tongue and looks up at the sunroof. “I know, Ben. But self-storage? Really. Really? How am I going to tell my bridge partners that with a straight face?”

      Dad grumbles and changes lanes to get around someone learning to drive. Like I probably never, ever will. “You can tell them whatever you want, Janet. All the way to the bank.”

      Mike is my dad’s investment partner, but he is so very much the opposite of my dad. My dad is loafers and golf shorts and aftershave. Mike? Mike is jeans and big boots and motorcycles. And a beard.

      And tattoos.

      My dad has been henpecked into submission by my mom. But Mike, Mike is single, and as cocky as rooster.

      Cocky.

      Cock-y.

      Cock.

      I feel a honey-warmth fill my body. Instinctively, I press the cold celery bag into the V of my lap trying to cool down the throb between my legs.

      I haven’t always felt this way about Mike. He’s my best friend’s dad, actually, and for years he’s been nothing more than a kind-of uncle to me. The sort of uncle you have a girl-kind of crush on but never really understood what it meant.

      But in the last year or so, I’ve noticed things I never noticed before. Muscles. And veins. And cologne. And in the last few weeks, as I’ve gotten closer to my birthday, I’ve noticed a new way he has of looking at me. A certain twinkle in his eye. A certain intensity. A certain… heat.

      I press the celery against myself a little harder. That heat, I must be imagining it. I must be. Because he’s never done anything to encourage these feelings in my heart. Or this wetness between my legs.

      The sound of a motorcycle cuts through the air conditioning and my heart leaps into my throat. I know the sound of his bike; I’d know it anywhere.

      And it’s him, with my best friend Sam riding behind him. They’re so cute together. Mike, all big and burly, a former linebacker. And Sam, thin and elegant and oh-so-wonderfully gay.

      They wear matching custom black leather motorcycle jackets—Mike’s rippling around his huge muscles, ruched and worn at the creases at his elbow, stretched tight over biceps and his massive, muscular back; Sam’s is delicate and smooth, perfectly fitted, like couture. They are yin and yang. They are the best. I see Sam’s face streak past, beaming, and the two of them disappear between traffic.

      He'll beat me to orchestra, as usual, but he’ll be waiting for me as soon as I walk in the door, arms open, and singing, “Yasssss Queen!” Sam is only in orchestra because I am, and because it’s some of the only quality time we get to spend together during the week. He’s been playing since he was around ten but it’s not his passion like it is mine.

      Or my parents. I’m not sure anymore, it’s hard to differentiate between what I want from what they want.

      But, Sam and I make the best of practice time, for sure. And I happen to think we go together just exactly like pretzels and M&Ms.

      We are so attached to each other that when my parents held me back, Mike held Sam back, too. It was the nicest thing in the world but Sam also had struggled with a learning disability when he was younger so in essence it was kind but also the right thing for Sam. And it meant I went from the girl who had to repeat seventh grade to girl who had to repeat seventh grade with her best friend. It made all the difference.

      I watch Mike weave back and forth between cars, hugging the center line. “No matter how long it’s been, I still can’t believe that man is your business partner and best friend,” mom says, all judgmental and icy. And then turns away in a huff.

      I press my thighs together. I honestly can’t believe it either, but I’m so very, very glad. Because I don’t have much of a private life, but whatever I do have in my head that is private features Mike Hawthorn. All. The. Time.

      My nipples turn to peaks thinking about him. I’ve indulged fantasies of him for so long but lately, it’s about more. About us. Being us. Him. Being. Mine.

      I turn T Swift to a reasonable volume as we near the orchestra building. It’s a concert hall, three towns over from where we live in Cherryville. By this time in the day on Tuesday and Thursdays, the parking lot is empty of staff and visitors. Now rows of white SUVs and over-priced foreign sedans sit tidily in each space, each one holding a pair of helicopter parents, waiting for orchestra to be done, parked as if in suspended animation, with brake lights on and air conditioning running.

      I scan the parking lot for Mike’s bike, but of course it isn’t there. He never waits around. He’s got other stuff to do. With bikes. And muscles. And whatever else he’s packing in those jeans of his. God.

      We pull up to the loading zone and I unbuckle my violin from her car seat. I glance from my dad to my mom and back again.

      Surely, they haven’t completely forgotten today. Surely one of them will remember. Surely my eighteenth isn’t the year when Tuesday means more than birthday. I decide to give them one more chance. “Does anybody know what day it is?” I ask, with my hand on the doorhandle.

      My mom shoots me a look over her bony shoulder. “It’s Tuesday. One week until your chair tryouts.”

      I nod, let out a sad sigh, and slip out of the door.

      Mom says pointing to the Ziploc back on the back seat, “Jess, don’t forget your….”

      And I slam the door hard, cutting off the word celery before I lose my freakin’ mind.
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        * * *

      

      Practice goes well—Schubert’s No. 8 in B Minor, the Unfinished—until the very end. Because by the very end, our conductor has been hitting his water bottle of gin and tonic all evening and now he’s getting tipsy. And handsy. His cheeks are flushed with gin-fever redness.

      I watch him like a hawk as I carefully pack up my violin, nestling the polished burl wood into its velvet padding. He saunters over to me in uneven steps, leaning on my music stand nearly knocking it over. “So, Jessica.”

      I watch him with slow blinks as I rub rosin on my bow. “So, Dr. Markham.”

      He sniffs with a smug superiority. He likes that, being called “doctor.” Though I honestly don’t know how a Doctorate in Musical Arts qualities anybody to be called doctor. But whatever. I know full well that it’s best if I stay on his good side, because he will make or break me next week. If I get first chair, it’s my golden ticket to Julliard. If I get second chair, my music career is effectively o-v-e-r.

      To be honest, I like the sound of o-v-e-r. But my parents most definitely won’t.

      “Next week are your tryouts. How is practice going? Still planning on the Paganini?”

      Screeeeeeeech go the nails on the chalkboard in my head. It’s time for another little rebellion. “I’m not so sure, Dr. Markham. The Paganini is coming along. But I’m also working on something else. Something more… daring.”

      I note the greedy flash in his glazed eyes. I’ve heard the rumors—there are rumors like this about conductors everywhere. Basically it boils down to this: if you put out, you get moved up. The music business will always be locked in a time before Me Too and HR complains and Harvey Weinstein and the rest. It’s full of sleazy men taking advantage of young girls and guys. But I have never been able to get a good read on Markham. Until he says…

      “If you’re up for something really daring, then we should talk.”

      Bastard. Now it’s confirmed and I want to take a cold shower and wash myself clean of his lustful glances. Gross.

      “By daring I meant Tchaikovsky, opus six, number six.” I snap making it clear what daring means in this context.

      He looks mildly annoyed. And that annoys me, because Op. 6, No. 6 is magic, and all this jerk can think about is nookie. “What a shame,” Markham says.

      Is it? I’m not so sure. There’s something about him that just screams antibiotic-resistant chlamydia.

      “See you next week, Dr. Markham,” I say. And then slowly, gracefully, stand up from my chair and make my way to the back door. When I’m sure the coast is clear, I karate kick it open with my foot and stomp through the back exit.

      Sam is waiting for me, taking a delicate drag on a delicate little French cigarette. “Queen. Calm. Now.”

      “I hate him,” I seethe, shoving a handful of pretzels and M&Ms into my mouth. I’m mad enough that I don’t even mind that a few M&Ms land on the hot asphalt. “Genuinely,” I sputter.

      “I hate him. Gross, gross, grooooooooosssssss.”

      Sam carefully stubs out his cigarette on the brick wall and places it back in his antique case. He only smokes a tiny bit at a time. A pack lasts him six months. “What do you say we walk down to Chilis, get an onion blossom, two burgers, and get shitfaced on a huge wine-a-rita in a fishbowl glass?”

      That sounds amazing. But I grip my violin case to my chest. “I can’t.”

      Sam pouts. “I’m not receiving you, girl.”

      I can’t help but smile and my mood starts to lighten just being around him. He always says that. When he doesn’t like something, or won’t hear of it, he says, “I’m not receiving you.” He learned about it on Tik Tok. It’s very empowering.

      “I’m eighteen as of two weeks ago. And you’re eighteen as of right now. And the great state of North Carolina, in its questionable wisdom, will let us both drink wine and beer tonight. So?”

      I tip the last of the M&Ms into my mouth from their paper packet, thinking it over and savoring the crackle of the candy-coating shattering against my teeth. There is exactly zero chance I am ready to go home. It’s my birthday, and it’s time to celebrate. “Can we get the seasoned fries?”

      “Yes, we fucking can, girl!” Sam says.

      I nod and inhale, and then pull out my phone. Even though my parents are parked on the other side of the building, I call them instead of going out to the car. I don’t like lying and especially not directly to their faces. But this is a very special occasion. As the dial tone whirrs in my ears, I whisper to Sam, “Think your dad would let me stay the night?”

      “Pffft. Let you stay? He’d like you to live with us, Queen.”

      Oh geez. A hazy image of Mike in boxers drinking coffee in the kitchen every morning pops into my head. His dark hair with a hint of silver speckle coming through. He’s successful and does things his own way. Never brags or acts pretentious but I know just from being around, he’s got to be close to being a billionaire but he doesn’t act like it. He’s big like a protective bear and I bet his thighs are like marble and in that split-second, I realize I’ve never seen him in shorts, or a bathing suit…but the idea of thin, wet, nylon fabric clinging to his--

      My mom’s voice, sharp and annoyed, fills my left ear. “Yes, honey?”

      “Hi. I’m going to stay late to practice, and so is Sam. We are going to really knuckle down for a couple more hours. Then, tonight we’d like to practice more, help each other. He knows the Paganini and his critiques are brutal.” I say watching Sam nod on a silent laugh. “Then, I’ll just stay over at his house.”

      Mom sighs. I know she’s going to say yes; Mike and Sam’s is the only place I’m allowed to stay. She knows Sam won’t put the moves on me, because I’m not Sam’s flavor of ice cream. And Mike, even though she thinks he’s irritatingly rough around the edges, is like a member of our family. Sort of. Or he was, until I started admiring those veins in his forearms. “I suppose. But make sure you practice but also sleep.”

      “I will, Mom. Love you.”

      “Love you, too, and sweetie?”

      My heart swells. Here it comes. She’s remembered. She’s remembered today is my birthday. “Yes?”

      “Make sure you don’t get into all their junk food. You know they have some very poor eating habits.”

      My heart plummets and a stinging of sadness fills my nose. “Yes, Mom,” I say, and end the call.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later and I’ve got a tummy full of buffalo chicken sandwich and seasoned fries and an onion blossom, and dining room at Chili’s seems…wobbly. I smack my lips around the straw that sits in the almost-finished wine-a-rita. “Are you sure it’s just wine in here?”

      Sam giggles. “Yes. But seeing as you’ve never had a drink of anything more adult than club soda, you’re gonna have the spins.”

      “The spins, oh my god, yes. I think I am heading into the spins.”

      “Right, you’re cut off, you lush,” Sam says, taking the fishbowl away from me. He pecks at his phone with an elegantly manicured finger then says, “Dad. SOS.”

      Mike’s gorgeous face appears on the other side of the FaceTime screen. I resist the urge to swoon right into a heap on the slightly sticky booth seat.

      Mike sweeps his big, muscular hand through his salt and pepper hair. I can tell from what’s behind him that he’s not at home; things that look vaguely like motorcycle parts line the shelves behind him. So that’s what he does instead of hovering. “Tell me.”

      Sam flips the camera around as he explains, “Wine-a-rita. Big one. Chilis on Route 8.”

      Mike chuckles out a laugh. I hear keys jingle. “You good, Jess?”

      I prop my face up with my hand and can’t help but stare at him like a star-struck little girl. Even his eyebrows are gorgeous. “We’re going to have brownie sundaes next. Gonna be ‘mmmmmmazing.”

      Mike lets out a deep, sexy laugh. “I’ll just drop off the bike and grab my pickup. I’ll be there before you know it.”

      He looks at me for a long second and behind my belly button there is this fluttery warmth then he says, “Happy Birthday, Jess. Welcome to adulthood.”

      And the screen goes dark but everything inside me light up.

      Our sundaes arrive, mine with a candle in it, and the whole waitstaff sings happy birthday to me. I am dying with embarrassment but loving it so much. And then I am lost in the magical land of warm brownies and cold ice cream and caramel sauce. The best.

      Once we’re done eating, I manage to gulp down two big glasses of water. Sam pays the bill and we totter off toward the unisex bathrooms. “God. I love gender equality!” Sam says, holding the door open for me. Together we pee, in adjoining stalls, and then do our lip gloss in the big mirror. Sam is just fussing for the sake of fussing. But I’m fussing… for Mike.

      Sam’s phone chirps and he takes my arm in his, leading me outside into the fresh night air. A group of guys is off to one side, being loud and rowdy. But I barely notice them. Because there, standing by his big, burly, black pickup, is Mike.

      And my whole body says, Hiiiiii.
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        Mike

      

      

      

      I’ve known her for her entire life, but not until this past year did I start seeing her the way I do right now.

      And not until this moment did she make my dick rock hard.

      This is not supposed to happen.

      But the truth is, I fucking want her. With every cell in my goddamned body. Even though I know I shouldn’t. Even though I know we can’t.

      It’s like my entire being knew I had to hold it together until today. The ethical and moral balancing act happening in the background of my consciousness has reached the finishing line and fuck, the things that have swept through my mind today nearly brought me to my knees.

      I crack my neck side to side and open the passenger’s door of my pickup. Sam gracefully jumps in the back of the king cab. Jess, though, is a little more unsteady, and instinctively I grab her hand to steady her and guide her up into the passenger’s seat.

      I wish I could give her something for her birthday. I thought about it for months. Wanted to send her a thousand orchids or roses or something but I had to hold back my obsession. She’s fucking eighteen and I’m twice her age plus a few years.

      She looks up at me, wide and innocent. In the parking lot lights, I see her pretty cheeks flush. Her lips are shiny and full. She’s not a girl anymore. She’s a woman. And fuck, she is so goddamned beautiful.

      She blinks a few times and squeezes my hand. The way she’s touching me, it’s different than it used to be. It’s softer. And sweeter. Like she’s trying to tell me something with every touch.

      Fuck almighty. Is she flirting with me? With her fingers?

      I can’t let my head go there. She’s tipsy and I know it. First and always, I want to look after her. “Thanks for coming to get us,” she slurs, her words a little sloppy but her eyes are crystal clear.

      Seeing her tipsy and vulnerable, it triggers all my alpha protectiveness. I want to be her shelter from everything the world. In my periphery I see a group of guys watching her climb up into the passenger’s seat. One of them lets out a whistle, and I level him with a glare.

      I raise one fist. Watch your fucking mouths, dickheads, I tell them, without a word.

      It works. Fucking right it does. I’m an intimidating bastard when I want to be and I know it. One of them says, “Dude, sorry,” all sheepish, and they turn away.

      I refocus on Jess. She’s not usually clumsy, but the wine-a-rita is making her adorably uncoordinated. She’s in the cab now. She’s got her violin case pinned between her knees and her flip-flops have come halfway off. She yanks on the seatbelt too hard, and it gets caught in its housing, so the buckle only goes about four inches.

      Every time she yanks on it, it makes her tits jiggle, like fresh vanilla pudding.

      She tries once, twice, three times, and lets out a frustrated growl.

      “Stupid thing.” She says then growls again.

      That growl. Fuck, the places that growl would take me in my head. If I let it.

      I don’t let it. Not right now. I stay focused and protective. Sam snickers in the back seat and I give him a look. Be nice. He nods, looking brotherly at the back of her head.

      I take the buckle from her hand and guide it across her body, letting my forearm brush against her tits, feeling the soft coolness of her long red curls kiss my skin. I haven’t been with a woman since Sam was born. Me and his mother had a thing but that’s all it was.

      A thing. Then, she was pregnant and in college and her career was more important than being a mom but no way I was going to let her give up my son to another family so I took on the task of parenting him on my own for the most part.

      His mom had visitation and was around for holidays but I did the grunt work. The heavy lifting and I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. As well, once I held him for the first time, I knew I’d never be with another woman unless she was ‘the one’.

      And fuck almighty if that turned out to be his best friend and my best friend’s daughter.

      I’m so screwed.

      “Thanks, Mike,” she says in a whisper. She does nothing more than that to encourage me. But touching her, it’s like an electric shock to my system. And fuck almighty she smells good.

      I’m so hard for her that my balls actually ache.

      I yank myself away, pissed at my inability to control even my thoughts. I close the door and turn away, walking it off and going to my side of the truck.

      But I can’t take my eyes off of her. Not even for a second. The dome light in the cab shows off her curves. And her valleys. And that tantalizing V right where her pussy meets her thighs.

      Christ. I gotta knock this off. Now. Right fucking now. It’s Jess. Sam’s Jess. Our Jess. She’s like my fucking daughter.

      And I’ve got no business thinking about what’s underneath those leggings. No business at all.

      Jess dozes off on the ride home. I keep stealing glances at her face, lit by the dashboard lights. Fucking gorgeous. Perfect. I’m counting her freckles. Naming each one and it takes all my willpower to keep my eyes on the road.

      Somehow, I pull it off. Even though I want her, I want to keep her safe even more. Sam opens her door and jostles her awake after I get the truck parked in the garage. She wakes startled and wipes her face like she’s been drooling, her eyes unfocused dreamy. “Oh my gosh. I fell asleep, didn’t I?”

      “Mmmhmm,” Sam says. “And girl, you snore.”

      Jess’s mouth drops open. “I do not.”

      Sam nods. “Yeppers, you do. Like a fucking freight train. Right, Dad?”

      Jess swings her head around to look at me. She looks totally embarrassed, and a sexy little blush creeps up her cheeks. “Mr. Hawthorne. Don’t tell me I was snoring.”

      “Jess.” I grit my teeth. “If you don’t start calling me Mike we’re going to have a problem.”

      The blush on her cheeks spreads down her throat and blooms on her chest. “I don’t want any trouble.” She teases biting into her bottom lip making my dick twitch. “Mike.”

      "Better.” I grunt because hearing her say my name has my heart thundering as it pounds blood down low and I have to turn away to take my next breath. In truth, she was snoring. No louder than a puppy. Cute as fuck. But I’m not going to rub it in. “No, you don’t snore. He’s just giving you a hard time. Now let’s get you two some water and then you gotta get to bed.”

      Sam chortles. “But officer, we’re eighteen. Both of us!”

      Goddamn I love that kid. Still, though. It’s a school night for him, and I know Jess has a big tryout in a week. It pisses me off, how hard her parents push her; they held her back years ago, and then pushed her to finish high school early? That’s bad then it made it impossible for her and Sam to spend their last months of high school together. What kind of fucking nonsense. But whatever. She needs her rest—they both do—I take that seriously.

      I nod toward Sam. “My house, my rules. We clear?”

      Sam mutters a loving, “Buzzkill!” and Jess lets out a sweet little laugh.

      We open the door from the garage into the mud room, and Sam’s chihuahua skitters joyfully around on the tile. His name is Lagerfeld and Sam has made it his person mission to make him the best-dressed chihuahua in the Carolinas.

      Right now, he’s wearing a teal silk bowtie, which Sam has decided is his Tuesday around-the-house attire. I pretend not to be interested at all. But goddamn he’s a cute little dog. Especially in the bowties.

      We make our way into the kitchen with Lagerfeld running circles around us. I pop open a beer and get the kids both a Topo Chico from the top shelf.

      The house has turned out well and every time I walk into it, I’m fucking proud of it. But I’m even prouder of the life I’ve made for Sam. It isn’t easy being a single dad. But he and I? I got lucky with him. That’s for damned sure.

      Sam’s phone chirps with a reminder, and he sucks in a breath. “Shit. I’ll be right back. Just need to submit this assignment for history tomorrow.”

      Jess gulps down a glass of water and nods. “’Kay,” she answers with an adorable little burp. “Is it for Mr. Harris?”

      Sam rolls his eyes. “Yeppers.”

      “Don’t be cute with your margins or the font size. He measures,” Jess says.

      “Copy that. Be right back,” Sam salutes, and runs upstairs with Lagerfeld chasing behind him making happy panting sounds.

      Which leaves Jess and I all alone, face-to-face in front of the sink.

      She’s swaying a little, still tipsy. She raises her pretty green eyes to me. I can tell she’s not hammered, not messy-drunk. More relaxed. Maybe a little less prim and proper. “You’re sure it’s okay that I stay the night?”

      Something about her tone of voice, it makes me think of all the things she isn’t saying. About her sleeping two rooms away from me. About her bra on the floor of my guest room. About her showering tomorrow morning in the shower I tiled myself. Such fucking intimacy. Such closeness. I need her so much more than she knows or I ever admitted to myself before now. “Of course it is. You know that. Always.”

      She nibbles the inside of her cheek like she does when she’s nervous. Her lips pulling to the side then popping together on a tight, little grin.

      Fuck. I’d give literally anything, literally everything, to feel those lips on mine.

      “Mike,” she says, on a whisper, tracing the edge of the countertop with her fingertip and that jolt I felt earlier when she used my first name is back with a vengeance.

      “Yeah.”

      She lifts her eyes again. They’re shimmering, but not with sadness. “Is there… something going on?”

      I keep my gaze right on her. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      She swallows, and I watch her pulse flutter in her throat. “Here. With us.”

      Holy fuck.

      The thing is, it’s impossible to ignore. And now I know she’s feeling it too. Fucking chemistry. 101. Pure and primal.

      And I can’t ignore it. But I can definitely deny it. “You should sleep,” I tell her, keeping my voice between a warning and something warmer and kinder. And doing my best to keep the lust out of my voice while talking down my hard-on.

      Her eyes trace my face and she takes a step closer. Inches between us now, no more. “That doesn’t answer my question. Is there something going on here?”

      She taps my chest with her index finger then points to her heart.

      I don’t say a fucking word. I don’t move a muscle. Because I know that if I do, if I let myself move at all, the next thing that happens is my mouth on hers, and me kissing her breathless and bending her over the back of the sofa and feeding her the ten inches of meat she’s brought to life .

      Her tits rise and fall as she watches me. Time slows down, dream-like. My cock throbs in my pants. My balls tighten and feel heavy.

      I have a flash fantasy of scooping her up on the granite countertop, right here, right now, and sliding my fingers inside her tender little wet hole, before I…

      No, fuck no. You fucking animal. Your job is to protect her. Even if it means protecting her from yourself.

      Sam’s footsteps coming fast down the stairs snap me back to reality. “I’m going to bed, Jess,” I tell her, and then turn and force myself, fucking force myself, to walk away. Without another glance back at her beautiful body. Her beautiful face. Her beautiful self.

      “Mike,” she calls after me. “Please, wait…”

      “Night,” I growl, and head down the hall.

      From around the corner, I hear Sam come back into the kitchen. His Vans squeak on the floor.

      Somehow, even from around the corner, I can feel the tone change between them. “Real talk, girl,” Sam says. “Are you….are you okay? After earlier? I did not want to talk about it in front of my dad, because, girl, you know he can be nutty when it comes to some stuff. That’s protective streak of his…”

      Now hold the fuck up. I freeze in my tracks. I don’t like the sound of that one bit. If someone hurt her, if someone offended her, I’m gonna fucking…

      Jess lets out a heavy sigh. “Yeah. I guess.”

      “Spill it,” Sam says. “I want to know every-fucking-thing.”

      She sighs again. It sounds sad and defeated. All my protective instincts kick in hard like the rest of me. Possession, passion, protection. All of it.

      I listen, pressing myself against the wall as she goes on, “I mean, I know that trying out for the first violin puts a great big grubby target on my back. But If I don’t give Dr. Markham what he wants, if I don’t…I guess put out for him…whatever that means.”

      Oh hell no.

      “…then he’s going to cut me from the orchestra, Sam, and then what am I doing to…he said it’s his word against mine if I say anything.”

      She’s still talking, but I’m not hearing anything but the sound of bones breaking and a death rattle from that fucking conductor.

      I always hated him. I can read people and his asshole needle has always been in the red with me even though he thinks he hides it well.

      He’s threatens her and that means he’s threatening me. And I’ve got the red haze so fucking bad it’s making me want to sink my hand right through the goddamned drywall.
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      It’s been a whole week and nothing has changed. I grind my teeth together holding my head in my hands.

      One, I can’t stop thinking about her. Not for a second. Not for an instant. She’s the first thing I think of when I wake up in the morning and the last thing I think of at night. I’ve even stolen a photo of her from Sam’s bulletin board to keep in my bedside table. Her face. Her body. Her eyes. Her scent. It’s locked in and I can’t do a fucking thing to change it.

      She’s in my thoughts, my dreams, my every waking moment. Even though I haven’t seen her for a week, that shows no signs of calming down. If anything, the obsession is getting worse.

      And worse. And worse.

      Two. My rage and death wish for that fucker Markham is worse than ever. If anything, the more I think about her feeling threatened, the more protective I feel. And the more I want to poke that fucker right in the eye with his goddamned conducting baton. Dickhead.

      I might not be able to do a goddamned thing about the lust I feel for her. But as for the red haze, that is something I can fix.

      The day after I overheard her talking to Sam, I made a few calls. Moved some money around. Pulled a few strings. Hired a guy to hack into a few emails. And now, as the newly minted top doner to the North Carolina Junior Symphony Orchestra, I’m sitting on the board of directors. And thanks to my generous donations, the board was very happy to hear my thoughts on Markham. HR was very interested in his reputation. And very happy to terminate his contract effective immediately especially when I danged another six-figure donation in front of them.

      I’m sitting in the board room right now. I sit on many boards. Work has been my only focus outside of Sam and it’s served me well. My degree in criminal law didn’t take me in the direction I thought I wanted being a cop.  That wasn’t the life for a single dad so I found my first job as a marketing rep for a medical supply company.

      It sucked balls but I learned in the trenches about business and sales and using every skill to turn people to your side. I took those skills and started my own company. We sold medical supplies to start then, merged with a up and coming medical equipment manufacturer that needed some good marketing and sales representation.

      They ended up taking over the market and I sold off my part of that business when Sam was five and bulked up my bank account into the nine figures.  From there, I took over other businesses, turned them around and sold them or took shares in trade.

      It’s been a ride and I don’t need to worry about money ever again but the thrill of the chase is still there.

      And now, on a different sort of board I sit with Markham iacross from me, looking hungover. He’s lost access to his beloved conductorjerrymarkham@ncyso.org email, he’s been removed from the programs, and his picture has been taken down from the “Conductors: Past and Present” display in the hallway outside the practice rooms.

      He’s also had zero opportunity to see or be in the same air space as Jess again. I made sure of that. He missed Thursday practice due to a blown motor on his pretentious as fuck Hummer as well, he had a serious case of the shits from a gift of gourmet brownies delivered from a secret admirer.

      I’ve never been so fucking happy to make a person miserable.

      And today, on his last official day on the payroll, I’ve made him come in to turn over his building keys, like a disgraced cop handing over their badge and gun.

      “Keys,” I say to Markham. I tap the table like I’m asking for another card in poker. “Right now.”

      He looks like a beaten man. “But Mr. Hawthorn, I never, I didn’t…”

      Blah blah fucking blah. Jess doesn’t lie. That’s all I know and all that matters. He should be fucking dead but I held back my urge to un-alive him only because there was a chance that I’d be caught and convicted which would take me away from Jess and Sam. “I said, keys.”

      Markham sheepishly fishes them out of his pocket. He struggles to get them off his key ring before finally handing them over. “Just tell me this. Who’s going to replace me? Who’s going to conduct them through the Schubert? Hmmm?”

      He thinks he’s got me there, but he doesn’t. Time to ante up. “We’ve poached Miriam DeWitt from Duke not that it’s any of your fucking business but wanted you to know because she’s a whole fucking flight of stairs up from your sorry ass. She starts tonight. But I suppose you didn’t read that in this afternoon’s email newsletter, did you?”

      He pinches up his face. “What newsletter?”

      I nod, letting him see all my cocky arrogance. “The one you didn’t get. Because you’ve been permanently unsubscribed from the newsletter mailing list.”

      Markham slaps his key on the table and stands up, fixing the mother of all wedgies as he does. “Fine. Fine. I know when I’m outmatched. I hereby tender my resignation.”

      I laugh in his face. “You can’t resign after you’ve been fired, man. Now get the hell out of here. And good luck on finding another line of work. Because I’m going to personally guaran-fucking-tee that you never work in this business ever, ever again.”

      Markham walks out mumbling some grumpy, woe-is-me shit, leaving the smell of gin thick behind him. When the door swings shut, I lean back in the big board room chair and stretch, then stand up to get a glass of water from the table by the window.

      And there, down in the parking lot, is Jess.

      It’s the first time I’ve seen her in a week and it sets my body on fucking fire. I get hard instantly. My focus narrows, my balls ache. She looks amazing. Her red hair is loose and long. She’s wearing dark green leggings that hug her perfect ass, and a modest, white lace top that accentuates all her tits.

      One of the big upsides to being the top donor is now I get to move freely around the concert hall—they even gave me a fucking office—and I might, might, have picked the lock on her practice locker two nights ago when the orchestra was practicing Schubert on their own due to the conductor’s sudden illness and car trouble, and spent as long as I possibly could with my face buried in her little black cardigan. I figured out the scent—lilac lotion, which she keeps in her locker, and which I might have bought a bottle of for myself and used almost all of it already fucking my fist using the lotion as lube.

      But it’s not just the lilacs that makes me crazy. It’s also the scent of her skin, her warmth. Fucking magic.

      Once I get my fucking head out of my pants and back to reality, I realize it’s not just a happy conversation between her and her parents down in the parking lot. She’s got her hands on her hips, her violin case sitting at her feet and she’s looking furious.

      Her mom is looking stern and angry as well. Her dad, Ben, my oldest buddy, is looking completely unsure how to handle whatever it is that’s going on between the two women in his life.

      Like a shot, I’m booking it down the back stairs, out the side door, and around the corner. I try to look nonchalant about it, but I’m laser-focused on her. Because nobody, not even her fucking parents, has the right to make her upset. Not on my watch.

      “You have got to be kidding me!” Jess roars. “I’m eighteen! Do I look like I need a nanny when you go out of town?”

      And just like that, I’m right up to speed. Ben is standing off to one side, and that’s how I make my approach. Best way to deal with Janet is to flank her. “Everything okay, man?”

      He rubs his knuckles into his eyes. “Christ,” he mutters. “I don’t know. I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t right now.”

      Now Janet puts her hands on her hips and gets right up in Jess’ face. “You most certainly do, young lady! You have no discipline. No willpower. There’s absolutely no way we’d leave you alone for an entire week, unsupervised. If this issue with your father’s tax situation wasn’t urgent, trust me we would not be leaving but with your father’s messy bookkeeping, we could very well land in jail if we don’t take this meeting with the IRS agent and his attorney.” She spits the words toward Ben and I hate her for making my friend feel so inadequate and airing her dirty laundry in front of her own daughter.

      Jess spins away, her sandals scratching the gravel. “I am not a child anymore, Mother. I can cook, I can clean, I can feed the cat. I don’t need you to be here micromanaging every little last thing I do and say and eat and think!”

      I sniff hard. Obviously, Jess is totally fucking right. But there’s a way to handle this that won’t piss off Janet more than she is already. No reason to upset the dragon ore than she is. “Why doesn’t she stay with Sam and me?” I ask trying to keep the bitter, anger out of my voice.

      Janet’s Botox-frozen face turns to me. She blinks a few times, like she’s not quite sure how to react.

      I’ve known Janet a long time, and I know she doesn’t like someone having a better plan than she does. But she’s not stupid. And she knows this would be the right answer.

      I lean into it, but not too firmly. That’s another thing Janet doesn’t like—men telling her what they think is best.

      So I keep my tone even and calm. “I’ll make sure she practices, make sure she gets everything done. You know I’m good for it, Janet.”

      Janet’s eyes dart over to Ben, who lifts his hands to say, The man’s got a point.

      So I push harder. “You know she’ll be safe at our house. And anyway, isn’t her old nanny like 85 now? That’s a lot of responsibility, Janet. What if she breaks a hip? Then I’d probably be the one to come help anyway. So let’s just make it simpler and have Jess stay with me.”

      Now I finally let my eyes slide over to Jess’ face. Her expression has completely changed. She isn’t angry anymore. Now she’s soft, and wide-eyed, and almost smiling. Fuck, yeah. I’d do anything to see that smile.

      She holds back a smirk and leans into the game with me. “We wouldn’t want Nanny to break a hip. That’s true.”

      The wind picks up and catches her hair. She scoops it up in her hand, and as she adjusts it over her shoulder, the curly ends tickle her cleavage, and her nipples tighten into beautiful little knots under her lace shirt.

      For one fucking millisecond, it dawns on me that this might be a very bad idea. Her. With me. Under my roof. Showering in my guest bathroom, using my towels, sitting across from me at every meal. With these fucking feelings sitting between us all the goddamned time.

      I’ll have an unrelenting permanent hard-on. For my best friend’s daughter.

      But for the moment, I drag my eyes away from her. The most important thing to me is that she’s happy. I’ve got a pitch to sell and I can’t let her sweet ass distract me. “I’ll make sure she checks in with you twice a day.”

      “And what about what she eats?”

      Here we go. This thing with the food pisses me right off. So much so that I’ve instructed the maintenance guy at the concert hall to make sure all the M&Ms and pretzels magically come out of the vending machine for free from now on. Because if it’s up to me, she’s gonna eat exactly what she wants, exactly when she wants it.

      But for the sake of keeping the peace, I play along and lie right to Janet’s face. “I’m eating the Mediterranean diet for the next six months, Janet. So you’ve got nothing to worry about there, either. Tonight I’m having salmon with mixed greens. And I’ll make sure that she has the same.”

      Jess isn’t keen on that, and her eyes narrow. But I meet her gaze with a wink. Double cheeseburgers with onion rings then chocolate brownie ice cream for dessert, baby.

      Janet huffs and she crosses her arms, like she’s trying to think of some other objection. But finally she sighs and nods. “Alright. Fine. We’ll bring her over after practice tonight. We’ll be gone for probably five days. But if she starts giving you any trouble, Mike…”

      I shift my eyes to Jess. She’s looking up at me, with that same sugar and spice she had on her face when she asked if there was something going on between us at the sink. And now, she’s stone cold sober. It’s just her and me and no wine-a-rita haze clouding her judgements.

      She wants it.

      And so do I.

      If this is trouble, bring it the fuck on.

      “It’s no trouble at all, Janet,” I answer, without taking my eyes off of Jess. “I’ll take good care of her. You have my word.”

      I turn to head back into the concert hall, and Jess trails after me.

      I fight the urge to grab her hand and pull her next to me when she says, “A little birdie tells me you’re now the top donor here.”

      I give her a lift of my chin. “Yeah. And?”

      She smiles a little, flashing a cute little dimple. “And I guess maybe that means that you can make sure I get first chair.”

      You little vixen. “You think you’ve paid your dues enough to make that happen?”  I ask before I think, then run my fingers over my forehead on a grunt and re-group. “Have a good rehearsal, Jess,” I say, and book it back up the stairs to my office without another word.
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      My parents bring me to Mike’s, and the approach to the house feels a lot like being dropped off at school or orchestra practice. Mom telling me that celery really is the best choice for a snack. Dad asking if I have all my chargers and my computer.

      As we near the front door, Mike steps out. He’s wearing worn cargo pants, low around his waist, a well-worn Tar Heels tee-shirt, and a perfectly fitting EAT LOCAL hipster trucker’s hat from the farmer’s market that makes him look just…

      I cough and try desperately to stop myself from doubling over into the rippling arousal deep in my center. “Celery, check. Chargers, check.”

      My dad shoots me a sympathetic glance in the rearview mirror. “You’re sure this is okay, sweetheart?”

      My heart thaws a little. I do love my dad, henpecked and all. “It’s perfect. I’ll be fine.” I hold up the Hunger Games sign to him, in our secret code from when I was younger. It was one of the few things that was just ours. Sam and I went with Mike and Dad. It was awesome and it totally became our thing. Mom refused to watch it—"too violent, too crazy!” But that was okay. Because no matter how insane my mom gets, the odds are ever in our favor.

      Dad smiles, giving me Katniss’ signal back. “You call if you need us, okay?”

      “I will,” I answer on a smile, and slip out the door.

      But my mom won’t let me go that easily. She pops out of the passenger’s side, fussing and checking and babbling to Mike. “You’re sure this is no trouble, Mike?” she asks like letting me stay is such a dreadful imposition. “She can be a real handful.”

      Now even he looks a little annoyed. The cool-as-a-cucumber and sexy-as-sin vibe wavers just a little. His eyes slide over to me under the bill of his hat, like he’s sick of her shit.

      I blink at him. Tell me about it.

      “No worries about anything, Janet. I’ve got her. No problem.”

      I distract myself from the sudden pulsing between my legs by grabbing my stuff out of the trunk. Mike takes my bag from me but lets me hang onto my violin. It’s a little thing, but I appreciate it. It shows trust. And it’s so different from my mom who acts like at any minute I could toss it in front of a bus by accident.

      I lean in to give my mom a kiss on the cheek but she stops me, putting her finger in her mouth and rubbing hard on something on my cheek.

      “Mother, gross and it’s a freckle. I have hundreds you should recognize them by now.”

      “It is?” Her finger is hot and unpleasant on my skin.

      “It is. It’s a freckle. Mom. Leave it.” I swat her hand away.

      

      She squints then I hear Mike add in allow mutter so only I can hear, “Two-hundred and six to be exact. That one is named Lily.”

      “You’re sure you remembered everything? Claritin? Nighttime retainer? Antacids? Your acne cream?” She leans forward and puts the cherry on top, “Your girl-time products?”

      I swear I feel Mike chuckle next to me, but I don’t turn to look because I’m so stinking embarrassed. “Mom.”

      “Nose strip in case you snore?”

      Oh, for crying out loud.

      I wrap my arms around her and give her a squeeze more to stop her from speaking than to impart any affection. Though, she does drive me bananas, I still love her. She’s still my mom. “Have fun. Relax. Don’t worry about me.”

      She is rigid through the hug, but I do get a kiss on the cheek. I let go and turn to walk toward the front door. Mike is walking beside me, and I let my eyes fall on the massive muscles that line his forearms. Those snaking veins. That scent of man and sex.

      If I knew what sex smelled like but I’m sure it’s part of his natural make-up.

      “Thank you again, Mike,” Mom says from behind us. “And apologies in advance. She’s been very willful the last few days.”

      I spin around with on hand on my hip. “Willful? What am I? A Jack Russell terrier?”

      Now Mike really does chuckle. “Have a good time, Janet. See you when you get back.” Mike tips his head toward my parent’s car and raises the Hunger Games signal himself. My dad acknowledges it with a friendly beep of the horn.

      I love Mike’s house. It’s so different than my parent’s house which is a complete McMansion with no soul or originality or design. Mike designed this place himself. It’s what I’d call mid-century modern meets arts and crafts.  It’s warm with sleek lines and tons of glass but rich with comfort and utility.

      The walls are bright with paintings Sam has done throughout his life and a few of mine as well when we used to finger paint together as kids when I would come over. It’s alive where my house just feels staged and on life support.

      We watch my parents drive slowly and sensibly down the tree-lined drive and then we turn to walk inside the house. Sam comes out in swim trunks with a kombucha with a little umbrella just in time to meet us, with Lagerfeld looking fab in a black tutu in toe. But before Sam gets close enough to hear, Mike says, “Willful, huh?”

      I squeeze my violin case to my chest, accidentally making my cleavage spill over the hard edge and Mike’s eyes flash as I dig my incisor into my bottom lip. “Very willful.”

      He traces up the line of my curves, my throat, my face. “Willfulness needs a firm hand,” Mike growls.

      Oh Lordt.
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      My mom’s preference for my swimsuit would be a 1920s bathing dress that comes halfway down my thighs and is the color of surgical support stockings. However. Because I’m at Sam’s, it’s bikini time.

      I wriggle out of my panties in the guest room and slip on the tiniest one I’ve got. Sam knocks and comes in.

      “Hello, bombshell.” He signals for me to do a twirl, and I do, feeling a little shy. But also very, very happy to feel so free and unencumbered like I do when I’m here.

      “Now where did this teeny-tiny thing come from?”

      I wriggle the bottom out from between my but cheeks—or is it supposed to snuggle in there like that?

      “I ordered it on a whim, told my parents it was an accident, and then ‘forgot to return it.’ Oops!”

      “Mmm-hmmm!” Sam says, swizzling his kombucha, and then handing it to me. It’s tart and sweet and mango-ey. Heaven.

      I follow Sam down the upstairs hallway toward the steps. “Girl. Just a head’s up. My mom is in town and I’m meeting her for dinner, so you’re on own with Dad. This whole-spend-the-week with us came upon pretty fast, so things were planned.”

      I grip the stair rail, blinking. Everything feels spinny, like it did after the wine-a-rita. Only worse. Much worse. Or better? Because me. Him. Alone. Here. Together.

      “That’s fine. It’s no problem. It’ll be nice to see your mom, I bet.”

      Sam sighs. “I guess! Except my two favorite people are going to be here and it’s kind of a drag that I can’t be with you tonight. Just promise you won’t have too much fun without me.”

      Gulp. “Promise.”

      Together we trapse down to the pool, where Mike is set up with his laptop on the teak patio table. Normally he faces out at the big field beyond their property, with its thick woods and fireflies at night, but today he’s facing the pool.

      Which means he’s looking right at me.

      As soon as his eyes lock on mine, the teeny-tiny bikini feels even teenier and tinier.

      And for a moment, I’m a deer in the headlights. Do I like his gaze on me like that? Do I like that fire, that intensity, that heat?

      I’ve never felt this before—never from any man and certainly never from him.

      I take a deep breath, I scoop my hair over my shoulder then up into a messy knot on the top of my head and smile back at him. Looking him right in the eye. Because you’re damned right I like being this deer in those head lights. You’re dammmmmned right.

      With his usual gusto, Sam cannonballs into the deep end on a ‘yee haw’ fit for a Texas rodeo star, and Lagerfeld tumbles awkwardly and happily into the pool behind him, doggy paddling around wearing his custom-made flotation device, looking for Sam amongst the bubbles, smiling and laughing like only little doggos can.

      I’m a devotee of a cannonball myself, but this time, I take it slower sure the teaspoon of fabric covering my bits would not stay put after a good cannonball so I slip down the pool stairs at the shallow end, watching Mike all the time. His fingers are on the keyboard of his laptop, but they aren’t moving. I can see his eyes under the bill of his hat. And they’re right on me.

      I’ve been in their pool with Mike around hundreds of times, but today, everything about it feels different. Buzzing. Alive. As if I’m on display just for him.

      I let the water creep up my thighs, feel it between my legs, against my pussy lips. Up my bellybutton making me hiss as the coolness meets my hotness then up to my nipples.

      Mike swallows, his Adam’s apple sliding up his muscular throat as he drops his head for a second like he’s praying.

      I push back gently, floating on my back, watching him all the time. And in that moment, it’s like everything, everything fades away. He raises his head back, eyes locked on me and he doesn’t move another muscle. He doesn’t give himself away. But even from this far away, I can feel the heat, the desire, the intensity coming off of him. And all for me.

      But before I can give him another sexy glance, Sam swims up under my legs, scoops me up onto my shoulders, and catapults me through the air. My giggle mixes with Mike and Sam’s laughter, and Lagerfeld’s happy-barks, as I splash into the warm deep end, dappled with sunlight, turquoise and white feeling like my life has somehow just started over.

      An hour later, my skin is pruny and tight from the chlorine. Sam gets out of the pool and rinses off Lagerfeld in the outdoor shower, and I slowly emerge from the water. Mike checks to make sure Sam is busy with Lagerfeld and then stands up, bringing me two fluffy hotel-white pool towels. He wraps the first towel around my shoulders, and I inhale his warmth. The scent of cologne, soap, yummy manliness.

      “Thanks,” I whisper my voice barely above a hush.

      His eyes dart over to Sam again, who is currently shampooing Lagerfeld, cooing at him, “Good boy, goooooood boy. Such a good boy…”

      “I hear we’re going to be alone tonight,” I say softly.

      Mike’s eyes meet mine. His teeth are set, and his jaw flexes. Serious and intense. “Careful. You might start something here that you can’t finish.”

      A rush of wetness spills out of me, warming the cold, wet triangle of skimpy swim suit between my legs. “What if… what if I don’t want it to finish?”

      I can’t tell if he likes that or hates it. “You need to practice.”

      I nod up at him. “Yes. Tryouts are tomorrow.”

      “I know they are,” he says firmly. “So how long do you need. Not want. Need to practice.”

      I sigh, squeezing the water out of my hair. “I don’t know. As long as it takes.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not your fucking mother. You’re an adult. Tell me what you need, what you really need, and I will make sure you have peace and quiet.”

      The energy with, it’s the polar opposite than with my parents. So different. Here, there is trust, seriousness, respect, one hundred and eighty from the over-the-top micromanagement I get constantly at home. And I feel a little unsure of how to handle it. I’m like a dog being let off its leash for the first time.

      “If I practice too long, I’ll hurt my fingers.”

      His eyes tighten, like with a flash of buried anger. “So let’s not have you practice too long. Give me a time limit and I’ll watch the clock.”

      A limit. A limit. Never has that word come out of my mother’s mouth. “If I put in ninety minutes, that should be the sweet spot.”

      His eyes flash. “I like that. The sweet spot.”

      God. “Me too.”

      He hands me the other towel.

      “Ninety minutes then. You shower. Eat something—as much as you want, whatever you want, but there’s no fucking celery in this house. Then get to work. And dinner will be waiting when you’re done.”

      I wrap myself up tight in the terry cloth. My skin prickles with goosebumps, but I’m not at all sure it’s from the cool breeze. Because this chemistry between us? Ka-boom.

      “Thank you, Mike.” I emphasize his name and see his brow knit together, an inhale sounds rough through his throat.

      He traces my face with his eyes. I can tell he wants to touch me, but he doesn’t. Instead, he says, all deep and dark, “Anything for you, Jess. Anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Just as I’m getting settled in the beautiful, spacious den to practice, Sam pokes his head in to say goodbye.

      I rub rosin gently on my bow. “You’ll be back later?”

      Sam nods, winks, and blows me a kiss. “Yeah, probably late. Be good.”

      He says that all the time, but this time it hits me differently. I wonder if he can sense the energy between his dad and me. Maybe, maybe not. But if he can or no, it’s there. Like smoldering embers. In my stomach, a hundred butterflies spring into flight.

      “You too,” I say, doing my best to keep cool and calm.

      I focus on the notes on the page, and hear Sam say goodbye to his dad. The door swings open, and then shut, and I hear the deadbolt lock behind him.

      “Ninety minutes, Jess,” Mike says firmly. “Starting right now.”

      Right. I stretch my neck side to side, fully expecting Mike to come in and watch me. But he doesn’t. I can hear him moving through the house—now up the steps, now out into the garage. He is giving me my space, and for really the very first time in as long as I can remember, I feel relaxed as I begin to practice. Relaxed, and safe, and comfortable.

      I go through both the Paganini and the Tchaikovsky, not once but three times. As I play, I feel the deep hush and comfort of the house, and also the liberty to make decisions to play how I want to, without my mom meddling, without her constant tuts and inhalations and the aura of anxiety that follows her everywhere through our house. When I am at home, so much seems to be riding on every note. But here, it’s just me, and my violin, and the music. And it makes me so very happy.

      I come up on a tricky part of the Tchaikovsky—measure 26, frustrating as all get-out. But instead of my mom tip-toeing outside the room, I hear the soothing sounds of football recaps quietly playing from the kitchen, and the sound of Mike rinsing something in the sink. The click-click of the gas burner coming on.

      And just like that, like magic, I make it through measure 26 without a hitch.

      As the minutes pass, I let myself trust myself. I let myself enjoy the music. And let myself decide that I won’t know which piece I’ll play until I sit down for tryouts tomorrow. I won’t have to explain it to my mom over dinner; I won’t have to justify it. I can decide. Me. And only me.

      The light grows lower, and the den lights come, without Mike coming into switch on the lamps. As I slide down a tumble of triplets, I find myself smiling, glancing at a smart outlet.

      And then, as I’m nearing the beautiful decrescendo at the end of the Paganini, I smell a wonderful smell from the kitchen. The smell of…could it be?

      Oh yes. Oh it is.

      Moroccan lemon chicken. My very, very favorite thing in the world.
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      I’m just finishing piping the last frosting petal on the last rose on her birthday cake when she comes into the kitchen.

      “Oh my goodness,” she chirps, pressing her hand to her chest. “You…bake?”

      Awww yeah, I do. My fondant is the fucking bomb. But I fucking love the surprise in her voice, the flush in her cheeks. Truth is, I’ve been prepping for her 18th for a year, minimum. But when I bought my first set of frosting pipettes, I had no fucking clue how bad I’d want her now.

      “I’ve got all kinds of secret talents.”

      Her eyes flash. She presses her lips together. Her cute pink-painted toes wiggle on the tile floor. “But doing frosting roses. Mike. Seriously?”

      I slide my eyes up and down her body. She’s wearing comfortable clothes now, sun-kissed from being out in the pool this afternoon. Her hoodie is zipped up just to the best part of her cleavage. That little zipper is just begging to be undone. With my teeth.

      “You sounded great. You’re going to knock it out of the park.”

      She smiles a little, picks up an apple from the fruit bowl but then glances at the time and puts it down.

      “Eat the fucking apple if you’re hungry.”

      She shakes her head and puts it back in the bowl. “You’ve made dinner, too, I think. I can smell it.”

      I nod taking in every succulent inch of her as she stands in my kitchen all eighteen and ripe for picking.

      “Your favorites. Sam said you didn’t have a party or anything and I fucking hated hearing that. It’s not every day a girl turns 18. Not every day a girl becomes a woman…”

      She blinks quickly, watching me close. The words hang there in the space between us. Because age is one thing. But only I can really make her a woman. I’m going to make her a woman. Deep dick her until she knows just how long I’ve waited for her.

      Fuck. The need to claim her is so strong, it almost knocks me back. I shouldn’t be thinking this way. I should not be thinking this way. But she’s there. And I’m here. And I want her so fucking much I’m going to explode.

      She looks away, breaking the tension. Her eyes land on the table, set for two. “Did you know Sam would be gone for dinner tonight?”

      Fucking right I did. His mom planned this conference months ago. But I don’t answer. Sometimes, silence is the best thing of all.

      She takes a step closer. “I can tell the answer is yes. Isn’t it?”

      Now I can smell her. And she smells like lilacs again. Goddamn it, this woman. She’s setting me on fire from the inside out. “You should go get changed for dinner.”

      Her eyebrows shoot up. “Very Downton Abbey of you.”

      Shit. Her, me, in some big house with nothing but time, money, and riding crops? Not a bad idea at all. “Nah, but it’s a nice dinner. And even though you look cute as hell in that hoodie…”

      She nods slowly, trailing her finger along the granite, letting her fingertip linger in a little pit in the stone. “What do you want me to wear?”

      Those words, they take me from hard to throbbing. Me. Dressing her? Fuck. “You sure you want me to answer that?”

      “Mmmhmm,” she says, eyes growing darker, breath coming quicker.

      “I want you to wear something that shows off that body. However you want me to see it.”
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        * * *

      

      She comes back down wearing this tiny little dress; white, made of some gauzy white fabric that shows off her nipples, her curves while making her look like some innocent wide-eyed bride unsure what’s about to happen. And proves once and for all what I’d known already—she’s not a girl anymore. She’s blossomed into a woman.

      Almost.

      I like sitting across from her at dinner a whole fucking lot. It feels so fucking natural, so fucking easy. And even though she’s only eighteen, she’s got an old soul—always has had one. She’s thoughtful, kind, and I feel connected to her now in a way that isn’t just because I’m her dad’s best friend.

      It’s because of her. And me. And whatever this is between us.

      Dinner is slow, soft, sensuous. We eat Moroccan style, which I know she loves—no utensils, only fingers. And that means I get to watch those pretty lips suck her fingers clean. Again and again and again.

      Halfway through the main course, I’m so fucking hard that I can barely see straight. She looks up at me, sucking her thumb clean.

      “You okay?”

      Okay? I’m in fucking heaven itself.

      “Yeah. I just… I like that you’re here. With me. Like this.”

      She takes a slow sip of her wine. I like that too; she’s eighteen now, and there’s nothing stopping her from getting lit if she wants to, but she doesn’t. Such a good girl. “Me too. So much.”

      The noise of both our phones dinging at once breaks the moment. Our eyes connect, and I can tell she’s as annoyed as I am that life is intruding.

      “It’s got to be Sam on the group chat.” I sigh feeling the tension break.

      She nods. “I’ll go check.”

      I hold up a finger. “Don’t you dare. I got this.”

      My phone rings to life with a call before I can even unlock it. Sam, as I suspected. I answer the call and the noise a busy restaurant comes through the line.

      “You alright, bud?” I ask him.

      “Yep, but tipsy! So I’m going to stay the night with Mom in her suite. She doesn’t want me to leave. That alright?”

      I feel my balls tighten. That means that Jess and I will be alone. All. Fucking. Night?

      Is that a very good thing? Or a very bad thing? “You know she’s here to work, Sam.”

      “Pffffft. Work, schmerk!” he says. “We’ve split a bottle of wine and now she’s trying to con me into an Irish coffee. Imma probably have to peel her off the floor.”

      Probably right. Things with his mom are so far in the distant past, it feels like a lifetime ago. I hear her laughing in the background, and it only confirms what I knew already. I never felt for any other woman what I feel for Jess. Not even fucking close.

      “Love you, Dad! Gotta go! Back tomorrow.” Sam says and ends the call.

      I turn to face Jess. She’s already standing. Blinking slowly, taking a step toward me. “Tomorrow.”

      As she comes toward me, all the pent-up passion of the last year starts to shift from molten lava to a raging fucking volcano inside me. She’s got no fucking clue what I’m feeling. If she did, she wouldn’t be looking so cute and sweet.

      But she ignores the warning in my eyes. She shifts her hair over her shoulder, revealing the creamy line of her neck, the shell of her ear, the edge of her collarbone, the hollow of her throat.

      “Remember what I told you, little girl.”

      That makes her perk up in a new way. Like I’ve dared her. Like I’ve taunted her.

      But she doesn’t back down. Instead she takes another step into me, getting closer. Closer to my desire. Closer to the fucking danger.

      She’s right up against me now. Skin to skin. Breath to breath. I inhale her sweetness, her warmth. And she gently, so fucking gently, runs her fingertips up my forearm.

      “Remember what I said too, though. What if I don’t want to finish what I’m starting?” Her words tease but her eyes are all in.

      Like a fucking pistol going off inside me, I grab hold of her—hands to her hips, grabbing her thighs, pulling her close and shoving her back onto the dining table. Dishes crash, glasses break, and I don’t give a fuck.

      “This what you want, little girl,” I growl at her, shoving my rock-hard dick against her open legs through my pants. “You wanna drive me crazy? You think a good hard fuck is going to set you straight?”

      She’s scared, I can fucking feel it—eyes wide, breathing quick. But she doesn’t fight me. Instead she hooks her legs around behind my hips, leans in, and slides her tongue up my jaw.

      “Yes.” She breathes the word into my neck then looks back at me with a challenge in her eyes.

      I kiss her hard, mean, my tongue right down her sweet little throat. She tastes like heaven and she kisses like a fucking angel. So sweet, so tender. I hate her for it. And I hate that she won’t be this sweet for long, either. Not if I’ve got anything to do with it.

      I sweep her tongue aside and kiss her deeper, meaner, more possessive. Because this sweet little piece of ass is mine. And it always has been. Always will be.

      I pull away from the kiss, her cheeks reddened with my stubble. I yank her dress hard, ripping the thin fabric, pulling her tits free. God, her motherfucking nipples. Oval, pink, so young and sweet and new.

      I suck hard on the left one, drawing it into a tight ball between my teeth. She hisses, lets her head drop, hanging onto my shoulders with her hands.

      For a second, I zoom out. Me. And Jess. On my fucking dining table. Together.

      The wrongness of it all sets something off inside me. I pull her closer, almost fucking angry with her. Because fuck this little thing for screwing with my head. Fuck this little girl for making a mess out of what is right and what is wrong.

      “How fucking dare you,” I growl into her ear.

      “How dare I what?”

      “How dare you be so fucking perfect.”

      She pulls back a little then, eyes glinting, hair loose down her back, nipples tight and hard. I lean in and bite that tender place where her bikini had been, the line between sun-kissed and purely white.

      I look up at her as I do it. Her cheeks flush, dark pink to red. Her eyes shift back and forth between mine, like she isn’t sure where to focus. “This is crazy. Crazy.”

      “You’ll never get me to stop. Not now. Not ever.”

      Fear fills her expression. In that moment, I see just how young she is. And it makes me want to possess her, keep her, have her, make her mine. Lock her away forever. For me. For being my everything.

      Keeping her close with my hand at the small of her back, I unzip my pants. Because I can’t fucking take this anymore. I have to be inside her. It’s a fucking biological imperative. This cock. That pussy. Now.

      She gasps as my cock springs free, the tip pressing against the cotton crotch of her panties.

      “Mike. Wait. Wait a minute.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Now it’s not just fear, it’s terror in her eyes. Because I know what I’m packing and it’s no fucking joke.

      “Will I be your first?” I ask, pretty sure I know the answer because Sam would have told me otherwise. At least I fucking hope he would have then that thought sinks in, knowing I probably would have murdered anyone that tried.

      Or suceeeded.

      “Answer me.” I bark. “Has anyone else touched you? Fucked what’s mine?”

      She swallows hard enough for me to hear the gulp. “Yes. I mean no. I mean…No one has touched me and yes, you will be my first.”

      “Good. Your first and only.” I take my dick in my hand, stroking the length, pushing the tip against her panties, feeling her wetness against the head.

      I nudge upwards, compressing her clit under the fabric. I shift her skirt aside to get a better look. Gripping my cock, the head crushed tight between my first finger and thumb, I shift aside her panties, push her pussy lips open, and tease her clit with my dick.

      She sucks in a breath, and I feel her relax into me. “Oh my god.”

      Fuck. I have no idea if that’s new to her too, but I know I have to go slow. Slower than I want. Slower than I need. But I’ll do it. For her? Anything for her.

      I knit my hand into her beautiful red hair and draw her neck back, opening her throat to me, to my tongue and my teeth and lips. On her skin, I taste her perfume, but under that I taste the saltiness of her sweat. The smell of her pussy wafts up as I nudge her clit with my dick, making my fucking head spin.

      She moans as I work my cock against her clit, drawing the pleasure out of her.  “What are you going to do to me?” Her voice is thick, sweet, dark with need.

      My cheek to hers, savoring her, finally bringing her close. I jack off slowly into her clit, wishing—fucking wishing—I were inside her already. But not yet. Not fucking yet. I dip into her opening, just a little, to moisten the tip and her body shudders in response.

      “Your job now is to let go for me, Jess. Let me see you cum. Give it to me. Don’t you dare fucking hold back.”

      With my hand to the back of her neck, I tip her face up and kiss her hard as I work my length against her tight little clit. Every move, ever gesture she makes helps me learn her, memorize her, fucking know her and her pleasure.

      I guide my cock back down toward her opening, teasing her and making her squirm. And I fucking like that—the power. The power to take her right here, right now. To pop her cherry just like this.

      I tighten my grip on the back of her neck, digging my finger into her cheek.

      “Good girl, angel. Give me that orgasm. Feel how hard you make this dick.”

      She paws for my cock, my balls, my thighs, frantic for more pressure, more intensity. With a shift of my hips, I change position, sliding the shaft up her slit, keeping pressure right there where she needs it.

      She moans out a messy little whine. “Oh my god.”

      I feel her thighs tighten, quiver, tense.

      “Atta fucking girl,” I growl into her ear, stroking myself harder, getting closer with every breath she takes. “Give me what’s mine, Jess. Cum all over this dick. Don’t pretend like you haven’t been thinking about this, too.”

      She shudders out a groan. “I have. God, I have.”

      I kiss her again, slow and deep. “I know. So do it. Right now.”

      I stroke harder, more violently, jacking off in a rage against her pussy. I’m one fucking centimeter from being inside her, and I hate that I’m too good a man to fuck her now like this.

      “Cum for me or I’m taking that cherry, whether you want me to or not.”

      She hangs onto tight, and her wetness thickens, coming out in creamy drips, sliding down her folds and onto the table below.

      “There you go. That’s right,” I said, encouraging her as I pump my cock again and again against her. I feel my cum building in my balls. I’m close, but she goes first. Always.

      “Give me that orgasm, little girl. Right now.”

      She lets her head drop, presses her forehead against my shoulder. I pull her close, keep her safe, protected, sheltered. And whisper, “Cum for me, Jess. Now.”

      She looks up at me, eyes glazed—beautiful, dreamy, high on us. “I’m gonna...”

      I nod down at her. I press a kiss to her forehead. I feel her body shudder and buck. “That’s fucking right.”

      She grips my shoulders hard, her little hands strong but powerful and so fucking intense. “You’re going to make me....”

      I tighten my grip on my dick and imagine shooting my cum up into her body. Into her womb. “Do it, right now. Cum with me. Now.”

      “Oh Mike, I’m…”

      Her cheeks flush with anew shade of red, and my orgasm roars up through my balls and my cock. As soon as the first spurt of my cum hits her clit, she’s coming too.

      She pulls me in close, biting down hard on my shoulder as she comes and comes and comes. And I bath her fucking pussy in so much cum, I might as well be a teenager again. Holy mother of fucks.

      “Such a good little girl,” I growl at her. I double-down on myself, jacking off so hard that my balls feel like they’re about to fucking explode.

      My cum shoots out all over her cunt, her lower belly, her thighs. “You’re mine now,” I growl as I’m coming. “All fucking mine.”

      “All yours,” she pants, her body bucking with the last aftershocks of her orgasm.

      Fuck. Fuck. I wrap her up in my arms, keeping her close and tight and safe. Our breathing slows together, I press my nose to her hair. And inhale the scent of her shampoo.

      Slowly, very fucking slowly, the lust-haze of the last half hour starts to clear.

      And I realize what I just did.

      My job, now and always, is to take care of her. Her dad trusted her with me, her mom trusted her with me. And now she’s a fucking puddle of cum and sweat on my dining room table. So young.

      I have never hated myself more.

      I step away, pulling up my pants. She reaches out for me, eyes wide, accepting hopeful. But I shake my head. There is no universe in which this is a good idea.

      “That was a fucking mistake,” I tell her.

      And then I turn and force myself to walk away, from this, from us, from her—before I do something that we’ll both regret. Forever.
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      My phone buzzing on the beside table wakes me up from a half-doze. It’s after dawn, but not much. The light is low and the birds are chirping and I’m pretty sure I just heard the garbage truck go by. But I hardly slept at all, thinking about Mike, thinking about us, thinking about last night. About the fireworks between us. And the way I came. And the way he came. But then how he…

      Mistake. Mistake. Mistake.

      My heart constricts painfully, thinking about the way he turned his back on me. It didn’t feel like a mistake to me—it felt like heaven at the time. But the fact that he thinks it is just makes me almost sick.

      My eyes start to blur with tears, but I take a deep breath and shake it off. No point crying over it. Not again. Not yet.

      My phone whirrs again and I paw for it, annoyed. Unsurprisingly, it’s my mom. And it’s 6:17am, which means two whole minutes after I’m supposed to be awake.

      For a few rings, I just stare at the screen in defiance, wondering what would happen if I toss my phone out into the bushes and pretend she doesn’t exist at all.

      But I’m too much of a goodie-two shoes for that. And so I dutifully hit the accept button. “Hi, Mom. How’s the IRS stuff going?”

      “Rise and shine!” she chirps into my ear ignoring my question. There’s something about the way she says it that confirms she’s had at least two cups of coffee already. Black. With a small bowl containing exactly 3.5 ounces of plain Greek yogurt. Rock and roll.

      “Morning.” I snuggle back into the sheets, inhaling the scent of the detergent, which isn’t the detergent at home, but is almost like home. Even better than home, really. And suddenly I get a flash of Mike washing laundry. And in my hazy morning lazy unrested brain, I flash to a fantasy of him washing baby bibs and a onesie and a little blanket decorated with tiny blue whales.

      Michael Dean Hawthorne, Jr. your son…

      “Oh my god, I’m losing it,” I mutter.

      “You are not, young lady! You are not losing that first chair position. Not if I have anything to do with it. Now tell me the plan for the day. Twenty-minute increments. Go.”

      I stare up at the ceiling, at the pretty light fixture that I remember Mike installing. A linen drum shade with a frosted glass base.

      “Can’t I just share a Google Doc with you after I’ve peed or something, Mom? Do we have to do this now?”

      I hear her gel nails clatter nervously on at tabletop. “Paganini isn’t going to practice himself, young lady.”

      I find myself laughing a little. It sounded vaguely dirty somehow. “Alright, alright.”

      “So because I knew you wouldn’t have your day planned yet, here’s the schedule I put together for you today,” Mom says, and launches in. Around about the time she starts determining the exact number of ounces of oatmeal I can eat with breakfast, I drop my phone on the pillow, without putting it on speaker. It dulls her shrillness just enough to make it bearable.

      But it also means that now, I can hear Mike’s footsteps down the hall, in the master bath. The sound of running water. A toothbrush. The click of a doorknob.

      My heart shoots into my throat, and I swear my pulse goes from 65 beats per minutes to 165. From adagio to presto, because of his freakin’ footsteps. Great.

      I grab a pillow and stuff it over my face, resisting the very real urge to scream and scream. I want him. I need him. And he thinks it was a mistake. What the heck am I going to do?

      “Are you listening, young lady?” I hear my mom snap.

      I pull the pillow off my face just far enough to say, “Yep. Taking notes. Really appreciate this, Mom. You have no idea.”

      And off she goes with her scheduling insanity again.

      I rub my fingertips hard against my eyebrows, hard enough to make it hurt a little, to help wake me up. Then, on the other end of the line, I hear my mom saying, “No, you cannot talk to her. I haven’t even gotten to lunch, and what about practice, Ben? What about practice?”

      “Oh for Chrissake, Janet,” my dad grumbles. “Give me the damned phone. Go take a walk around the block or something. You’re making my ulcer flare.”

      I fumble for it quickly, putting it to my ear. “Dad. Hi.”

      He inhales slowly. “You okay? I feel a tremor in the force.”

      I blink up at the ceiling. “Yeah. I’m just…” Lovesick. Distracted. Horny. Needy. Lost. “… nervous.”

      My dad sips his coffee, which I happen to know is light and sweet and utterly delicious. Like a donut in a cup. “You’re going to be fine, sweetheart. No matter what. How about I talk to Mike, real quick.”

      I glance at the door. “I’m still in bed, Dad. Why don’t you just call him?”

      “I tried, but he’s got it on Do Not Disturb.”

      I growl into the pillow and then roll out of bed. I get a quick glance of myself in the mirror. Do I look cute? Is an old 2019 Carolina Youth Symphony tank and mismatched girl-boxers cute? I have no clue. At all.

      Mistake.

      It doesn’t matter.

      I place my hand on the knob, open the door, and almost drop my phone.

      Because there’s Mike. Waiting. Looking dreamy, and sexy, and vaguely like he’s been eavesdropping on my every word. Which I find extremely hot, for reasons I can’t even begin to puzzle together this early in the day.

      Everything about him pulls me powerfully toward him. Like a magnet. Like I’m a moon in his orbit. His jawline, his eyes, the way his muscles ripple under his tee-shirt. And I don’t even begin to look below his beltline. I’m dimly aware of gym shorts. I’m such a goner.

      My face flushes hot, and I realize there’s a very real possibility I have those awful little makeup globs in the corners of my eyes. I shove my phone toward him.

      “My dad. For you,” I say, and spin away, stomping back to bed, rubbing my eyes as I do.

      He clicks his tongue to get my attention and I shoot a glance back at him. And for one beautiful second, he holds my gaze, looking protective. And handsome. And apologetic.

      And it just makes my whole entire body ache.

      But his words from last night ring clear and nasty in my ears. That was a fucking mistake. I snap my gaze away from him and stomp back toward the bed. But I’ve barely begun to move before he grabs my hand, yanks me toward him, and shoves me powerfully up against the wall.

      Whoosh goes the air from my lungs. And when I suck in a new breath, it’s all him. Soap, and cologne, and his delicious masculine warmth underneath.

      “Yeah, Ben, I’m here,” Mike says, grinding against my hips with his rock-hard cock, with his thighs, with his power. I suppress a groan, desperate not to let my dad hear, and desperate not to let Mike know just how much I want him.

      “She’s good. You know that. Don’t let Janet’s bullshit wind you up, yeah? Just focus on your issues there and man, if you need me to help with anything…”

      I hear my dad talking on the other end of the line. The tone shifts, now to work. Something something settlement, something something liability.

      Mike makes all the right noises, says all the right yeahs and nos. But he’s as distracted by me as I was by him when I was on the phone with my mom earlier. This thing between us, it is all-consuming. It is so intense that it makes it hard to even breathe.

      Mistake. I avert my eyes, feeling angry and rejected, furious still, but he tries to distract me with soft touches of his rough fingers on my cheek. As soon as he touches me, my pussy gushes with wetness. My heartbeat becomes clearer; I can feel it behind my eyes, in my fingertips, in my belly.

      He cages me in tighter, slipping his free hand down my body. Down my stomach, past my waistband. But for as much as I want him, for as desperate as I am for his touch, I am also so stinking angry. How dare he make me cum, how dare he cum for me, and then leave me standing in his freaking dining room, with my heart on my sleeve, feeling vulnerable and ashamed. What an ass.

      I snatch his hand away and shake my head, setting my teeth. No, I mouth at him. No.

      That word, it ignites something in him. I can feel his body change, his intensity strengthens. Like I’ve said the thing he never wanted to hear. Or maybe that he always needed to hear.

      And then Mike locks eyes with me. Angry now. Livid.

      Dangerous.

      Wetness spills from inside me. I like the danger. I like this fear. Maybe it’s because I’ve led a sheltered life. Maybe it’s because I’m a stupid little girl who doesn’t know what to do with a man like him.

      But either way, I’m afraid. Desperately afraid of what comes next. Because I’ve pissed him off now. And I can just feel I’m about to pay for it.

      “I gotta go, man,” Mike says, all dark and growly. “I’ve got a fucking situation unfolding here. And it’s going require my full attention.”

      He ends the call, tossing his phone onto my bed. And as he does, in that split-second when he’s shifted his eyes away from me, I shove him away with all my strength...

      …and run.

      I make it out of the guest bedroom, but I’m so nervous, so scared that he’ll catch me that I take a right instead a left, and before I know it, I’m in the master bedroom.

      I circle around to the other side of the master bedroom, and he circles the bed, too.

      “How dare you fucking run from me.”

      Oh god. The tone of his voice. So intense. So scary. So hot. It makes a rush of wetness spill from between my pussy and I feel the hot moisture against my thighs. I lock eyes with Mike and fake him out to the left.

      He falls for it, trying to grab me, but I go right, and book it out of the bedroom and into his big master closet. I can hear his footsteps behind me, heavy and serious, but I manage to get myself hidden in the back, in and amongst his clothes, hidden behind dark fabric that smells like danger and power.

      I will myself to be calm and still. All these years of performing, of being watched, of controlling my nerves, it finally pays off. I still my breathing and slow my heart, letting myself focus on the coolness of his shirts against my cheeks.

      “What the fuck, Jess,” he growls. I see him from between two long sleeved blue shirts. I press my butt up against the back wall of the closet, tucking my hands behind me, focusing on way the wall feels cool against my fingertips. “You know I’m going to find you. You know how this ends.”

      Do I, though? Do I? I’m in a house alone with a man that I want so much that I can barely see straight. A man who is not only like a surrogate dad to me but who is also my best friend’s dad. A man whose body, whose face, whose scent has haunted my dreams for months.

      So do I know how this ends?

      I don’t have a stinking clue.

      But my body certainly wants to find out. And so does my heart.

      Footsteps closer now. His breathing, measured and intense. Even though I can’t see him, I can feel his power, feel his strength, coming off him like heat. The scratch of metal hangers on the hanger rod. Closer. And closer. I hold my breath. I close my eyes. I stop my breathing.

      And then, when he checks the other side of the closet, I bolt back out the door.

      Around the corner. Down the steps.

      The rush of the chase taking on a life of it’s own.

      The house that I know as well as my own becomes a fuzzy blur. Carpet on my feet. Now tile. Now wood. Now out the back door, the feel of the patio stones on my bare feet, the dew of the grass kissing my ankles.

      Running. Running. Breaths are burning now. A hitch in my side as I will my feet to go further.

      Then, a strong arm whips around my waist, now a stumble, and whump, I’m down. I land face-first in the dewy grass, gasping for air. My body panics, screams out in worry.

      I cannot breathe, I cannot breathe.

      But I remember this feeling, from horseback riding. I’ve been winded, that’s all, and I force myself to suck in a breath.

      Strong hands on my ankles, pulling me, dragging me, taking me. I squirm and kick to get away, and dig my fingers into the roots of the grass, trying to claw my way away.

      He flips me over, straddling me, one hand to my throat. He’s wearing gym shorts, and I feel his erection pushing hard into my belly, through my little “STRINGS ATTACHED!” youth symphony tank top.

      “Fuck you, you little tease.”

      The words are hard and demanding, but the tone—it’s hot caramel on an ice cream sundae melting my creamy center.

      I watch him, with my chest heaving, with my tits almost spilling out. His eyes flash down at my hard nipples and I feel his cock twitch against me.

      Lord have mercy on me and Mike Hawthorne.

      The temperature my body starts to rise, rise, rise, radiating out from my pussy, like a sunburst, like an explosion. And as the heat rises, so does my desire. I’ve never wanted anything so much as I want him.

      “You terrify me.”

      “So do you,” he growls. He sounds angry about it. Angry enough that I can’t look away. “You and me. That’s what I need, Jess. You’re all I fucking need. All I fucking want.”

      He unpins me a little, shifting his weight. I feel the blades of grass tickle the back of my neck as he pushes my legs back slightly. Now I feel his erection against the wet spot that my pussy has left in my boxers.

      I let my eyes flutter shut as he groans.

      “Look at that mess you made, little girl.” He slides his finger just inside my boxers—not penetrating me, but caressing that soft spot where my labia meet my lips. That fleshy ripple that nobody but me has ever seen.

      I look up into the sky, into the cloudless morning light. We are outside, in his yard, but surrounded by trees, hidden and sheltered from the entire world. It’s like an out of body experience. I can see us together, as if looking down. Big Mike Hawthorne, and little, freckled messy me, with my red hair all in knots in my ridiculous PJs.

      And it’s just so beautiful, so right. Us together.

      I trail my fingers down his forearm. “I can’t stop thinking about you. But…” I swallow hard, letting my thoughts trail off.

      He leans forward, brushing a lock of hair from my cheek. “But what, baby girl.”

      I study his face. His jawline. The sparkles of deep blue in his eyes.

      “But what will everybody say?”

      His expression hardens. And from the feel of his dick against my thigh, so does his erection.

      “I’ve never given less of a fuck about everybody than I do in this moment.”

      “Me neither,” I say, hardly louder then the wind in the trees.

      My body shudders as he presses into me, and he smiles, cruel and knowing. “Feel what you do to me?”

      I nod up at him, my skin feeling like it’s burning up against the cool grass. This feels too, too good. Too good to be true.

      In one quick movement, he pulls his old tee-shirt off over his head. His body is a mass of muscles and ripples and tattoos. I let out an audible gasp, I can’t help it. I’ve never been so close to so much power before in my life.

      It’s almost too much for me. Too much muscle, too much man, and my body involuntarily recoils a little. But his gaze holds me captive.

      And somehow I know that only me, in all the world, can tame this man.

      But my goodness. It’s crazy. SO very, very crazy. “Mike, I… I’m just…”

      His eyes tell me that the time for protests are long-since over. He leans down, scooping me up into his arms, and kisses me deep and slow. This is different from last night at dinner. That was frantic and crazed and frenzied. This is tender and careful. And deliberate. Like he’s been planning it for ages.

      My thoughts swirl in the dreaminess of his lips, his tongue, his stubble against my cheeks. My pussy throbs in time with my heartbeat, molto allegro, ticking away with excitement and anticipation. My body bucks in his arms, involuntary and primal. This desire I’m feeling, it’s all most too much to bear.

      Does he know that I’m a virgin? Does he know that he’s my first?

      As he kisses me, I stream back through what I’ve told Sam, which is just about everything. So surely Mike must know that this, right now, is my very first French kiss.

      His eyes open as he kisses me, and I feel him smile into the kiss. He has no idea how much this means to me. No idea how important his is now just now but always. Because he has always been my anchor. My sane place, my safe place, my shelter from my crazy family. My safety and my strength.

      But not until now did I know it for sure.

      He sinks deeper into the kiss and my body responds powerful, with a shiver and a trembling belly. I clutch his massive body tight, digging my fingernails into his rippling muscles, making him gasp into the kiss.

      I can’t stand this foreplay anymore. I need to taste him. I need to know him. I need to be his for real.

      I pull away from the kiss, and slip onto my knees in the grass, placing my hands on his marble-hard ass. Gently as I can while still being respectful, I nudge him up to standing, while I stay kneeling before him in the dewy morning grass.

      He looks surprised, intrigued. “What. Now that I’m Mister Big Symphony Benefactor you think you can suck my cock and get what you want?”

      A giggle slips out of my lips. He really is such a jerk.

      “Maybe, Mr. Benefactor. Maybe that’s my long game after all. Isn’t that how this all works? I pay my dues, then I get what I want?”

      He bites his lip, gently touching my own lips with the pad of his rough thumb. Without breaking his stare, I pull down his gym shorts, hooking my fingertips over the elastic until his huge cock springs up in my face.

      Gently, very gently, I take his veined rod in my left hand. It responds with a dribble of something clear and a little watery. And though this is my first time, though I know literally nothing about sex, a hundred million years of biology tells me that’s a very, very good thing.

      “Tell me what that was.”

      He laughs a little. “Pre-cum, baby.”

      “Pre-cum,” I repeat back.” Looking up at him, I carefully clean the drop from the head. God, he tastes amazing. And I’m so surprised at how delicate the skin of the head is. So smooth, so soft, so tender. And yet so utterly powerful, too.

      “Fuck. I have thought about this for so long.”

      “For how long?” I ask, gently toying with his cock, kissing and licking and pressing the shaft against my cheek.

      His eyes flutter, and his expression changes. “A year. Tops. I’m not some fucking creep. Just so we’re clear.”

      I never thought he was. Never thought that at all. “A year is a long time.”

      He nods slowly and strokes his dick a few times. “Tell me about it.”

      The way he talks, the feelings I can feel underneath his words. His power, his intensity. This is not a boy with a crush on me, stealing kisses between movements in Mozart’s Second. This is a man. This is Mike.

      And the way he makes me feel, it’s the difference between a flutter and an earthquake. This raging, smoldering unbearable need to give myself to him. To have him make me his.

      To belong to him. Now and always.

      I feel bolder with every moment. I slide my hand down his massive shaft. His cock is so big that my fingers barely meet around it. I take it fully in my grip, clenching it hard. And my pussy responds with a shivering pulse of please.

      As I stroke him, his head falls back. The stubble over his throat pulls tight over his Adam’s apple. The veins in his neck pop out and throb, as he delicately strokes my hair as I work his length. I can feel him losing a little control and I revel in that power. There is so much powerful energy radiating from him to me, so much warmth and need. It feels like a dream. But a dream come very true.

      “You’re gonna earn that first chair, aren’t you, baby?” Mike says, knotting his fingers into my hair possessively. And then looks down at me, so possessively and darkly and with so much need.

      I know he’s playing with me, teasing me. If only this was all just a game to get that first chair place. If only it were that simple. If only this didn’t matter so much.

      And yet, I like the naughtiness of it. “Yes, Mr. Hawthorn,” I say, teasing back. “Let me pay my dues.”

      Mike laughs up at the sky again. “Fuck.”

      I study his cock closely, every detail, every ripple. The way the skin curves tightly over the mushroom of the head. The lacework of veins running up the shaft. And now I feel the weight of his massive close-trimmed balls in my hand. They are heavy. And full.

      “Those need to be emptied. As soon as fucking possible, little girl. So suck that cock like you mean it. Suck that cock like there’s a prize inside and we’ll see if you earn that chair.”

      My toes curl tightly and automatically underneath me, so tight and hard that it makes my feet fill with cramps. But I ignore it. And I open my mouth and gently circle the rim of the head with the very tip of my tongue. Popsicle-licks, little tastes, learning and watching all the time.

      I have no idea what I’m doing. But I follow my instincts, I follow my desire, and I watch him close to make sure I am doing what he likes.

      I am. Oh, I definitely am. I play with his dick in my mouth, growing bolder, taking him deeper, looking up all the time.

      I get more into it with every passing second. He’s huge in my mouth, but I like that fullness. I suck and kiss the tender flesh of his dick, enjoying his taste. His musky warmth, mixed with the freshness of his soap and cologne. And the more I taste him, the more I want to taste him and only him forever.

      I take his cock deep into my throat, fighting my gag reflex. His body tenses and he lets out a primal groan of desire that eggs me on, past my gag reflex, past my body’s protests. I know, in my heart, that he could fuck the hell out of my throat right now. I know he could hurt me. I know he could make me cry.

      But he doesn’t. He lets me do the work, lets me bring on my own tears.

      And that makes all the difference.

      I find my confidence and I start sucking his dick like I was born to do this job. Another drip of precum dripples from the tip and I suck it clean, pushing into the opening of his urethra with the tip of my tongue. He groans at that, clenching his ass to thrust in deeper. I look up at him and see him start to surrender. I’m making him feel amazing and that makes me feel even more amazing, too.

      “Fuck, you look so good with my dick in your mouth.”

      I move it around, batting my lashes, teasing the tip with my teeth. I press the head into the hollow of my cheek, licking down the sides. I pull it clean and lick all the way down the base, from shaft to tip, all around, and then use the wetness of my saliva to lubricate my hand as I draw the skin up to the tip and back down again.

      He feels amazing against my tongue, my lips, my cheeks. Like I was made for him.  The veins and ridges ripple under my tongue and lips. As I take him more deeply into my throat again, my pussy reacts, pulsing and clenching.

      And all I want, in all the world, is for him to be inside me.

      I can’t believe I am enjoying this so much. But I am. So much. I shift my foot a little bit so I’m grinding my clit into the back of my right heel. I groan against his cock with the pleasure of it. I’m enjoying this so much, I might just cum myself.

      I open my throat, relax my body, and take him another inch. The tip presses against my esophagus. I gag again and my body feels split in two—the rational part of me says stop that. While the deep primal part of me says keep doing that until you both come.

      I look up at him to check I’m doing okay. And the look on his face, it’s pure bliss. Pure power.

      He pushes into my mouth, taking my throat a little. “You’re such a good little girl, Jess. That tight throat. This huge cock. You think you can fucking handle me for real?”

      My god. Those words. They light a fire in my belly. He knows me well enough to know that’ve never met a challenge that I didn’t like. And his words are just that. A challenge. Halfway to a dare. Little innocent me versus big manly him.

      I’ll show him who can win this one, alright.

      My body warms up and my throat loosens. I take him faster and deeper and more, more, more.

      I hear his groans, feel his thrusts. I push right past my limit and on into uncharted waters. And God, I love swimming in these unknown depths.

      Finally, I can’t take anymore, and I pull away, gasping for air.

      Mike’s cock springs up slick and spit-covered between us. He wipes the spit off my lips, smiling down at me with so much pride, so much need.

      “Have you ever done this before, baby girl?”

      I look up at him and shake my head. “No. Only you.”

      Mike looks relieved and possessive. And for one second, I wonder what would have happened if this wasn’t my first time. If he wasn’t my first. He’d probably kill whoever it was that came before. “So this is your first time. Your first time for all for this.”

      I nod up at him yes. His dick bobs against my lips. I gather up a mouthful of saliva and let it dribble into my palm, then take him again in my grip.

      “This is my first time for everything.”

      Mike groans, his body reacting physicall7y as he does. I didn’t think it was possible, but he gets even harder, and now new veins throb powerfully at the base.

      “You’re so good, Jess. Suck that dick nice and slow. I want to feel every inch going in and out. Because after that, you’re fucking mine.”

      Mine. His. Only his. I relax my throat, take a deep breath, and go in for another round. I take him as far inside my mouth as I possibly can, until my chin nudges my balls. And as I feel their heat and power, I’m reminded that they have a very specific purpose. To make babies. And that thought, that idea just about sends me right over the edge.

      As I get bolder and dirtier, as the morning sounds of birdsong mix up with the slurping of me worshiping his magnificent cock, I taste another spurt of precum. More, this time. With a new taste.

      I want to feel myself get lost in him. But more than that, right now, I want to feel him get lost in me.

      I want to be the one to make it happen. Now. In this moment. Right here, and right now.

      But Mike knots his fingers into my hair and pulls me off him. Rough, aggressive. “Not a fucking chance, baby girl. You come first. Then me. And me inside you. Always. We clear?”

      I swallow hard, looking up at him, feeling my toes cramp again. “Yes.”

      His eyes harden. “Yes, what?”

      He’s wanting something very specific. “Yes…Mr. Hawthorn.”

      That isn’t it. I can tell that right off. “Close. But not quite.”

      The word pops into my head unprompted. The most natural thing in the world. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Atta fucking girl,” He growls, drawing me up to standing, and swatting my ass. “Now, get on your fucking knees. And let me take what’s mine.”

      With his hand guiding me by the back of my neck, he leads me over to a chase lounge by the pool. I let a whine of pure, basic, simple need. He spins me around, the clean roughness of the pool deck rasping against my feet.

      “Strip. Now.”

      I nod, without breaking his stare. I pull my little tank top off and his expression gets darker. He takes my nipples his fingers, rolling them between them, making me gasp. I feel my heart clench, right along with my nipples. And he growls at me, primal and dangerous.

      And right then, I know that we’ve crossed the point of no return. I see in his eyes that same danger that I saw before—before I took off running.

      And still, it scares me. Still, it petrifies me. But this time, I let that fear settle down in my belly, dense and hot.

      “God, you’re a fucking dream, Jess. Everything I’ve ever wanted and more.”

      He lets my tits go and then steps back, tipping his chin at me. “Everything off.”

      I nod up at him again and wriggle out of my girl boxers until I’m standing there naked in front of him. Bare and vulnerable.

      He takes a second, studying me top to toe. His eyes slide hungrily over my tits, my curves, my belly. And he smiles, shaking his head. “I’m going to make you cum until you cry.”

      His cock catches my eye again, standing straight and proud and throbbing. But before I can take it in my hands again, he grabs me by the hips and turns me, forcing me down to all fours on the blue cushion of the chaise lounge.

      For a long moment, nothing happens. The wind catches the blooming sage, the sound of seagulls in the distance. But no touch, no growl, no demands.

      I look back over my shoulder slowly, and there I see him watching me, studying me, halfway crouched down behind my pussy. Studying me. Memorizing me. My pussy, my hips, my ass.

      I feel so exposed, so vulnerable, that I have a powerful urge to drop my hips and tuck into a ball. Maybe even to take off running again.

      But when his eyes meet mine, there’s warmth there. Paternal, protective warmth. “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      I let out something between a laugh and sob, full of gratitude and relief. “Really?”

      “Yeah. Fucking really. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to wreck that perfect pussy, we clear?”

      I swallow hard and watch him work his length. God, that cock. How will I ever take all of that cock inside me?

      I am quivering with anticipation, with need. I’m so nervous I feel the world swimming around me, but I don’t want to miss a moment of this. I want it all to be locked into my memory forever. And so I take a deep breath, and still my thoughts, and let my face press softly into the cushion. As I get ready to become his.

      He takes a step forward, placing his fingertip at my opening, but not penetrating me yet. “You’re a juicy little peach, Jess.” He traces a line through my opening, letting the pad of his finger linger on my clit, teasing and certain and intense.

      I feel so vulnerable again. The wind catches the trees and makes my nipples pucker, cooling the wetness on my pussy and thighs. I suddenly feel so much younger than my eighteen years, and I slip my arm over my breasts to shield myself, even just a little.

      Mike clicks his tongue. “Nope.” He gently but firmly moves my hand aside, placing it on the cushion.

      The touch of his skin on mine, it brings me so much confidence. So much security. “Okay,” I whisper back. “Whatever you say, Daddy.”

      He growls out a response before he says a word. “God, Jess. I don’t know if I want to worship you or tear your apart. Or both.”

      My toes curl again, so hard that my feet cramp once more. “Yeah?”

      “Fuck. Look at those fucking toes curl,” he growls again.

      And I can’t help it but laugh, sultry and relieved into the cushion. Because for as much as he scares me, he also makes me feel so safe. And so good. And like everything is going to be alright.

      I feel less vulnerable than ever, and I lift my head from the cushion. I look back at him, smiling, and sway my hips to show off. “Please, Daddy.”

      “You’re beautiful when you say please.”

      He takes another step forward, letting his cock rest between my legs, letting the shaft part my folds. Not penetrating, not yet, but just… pushing. Resting. Letting me get used to him being close. Then with two fingers he dips into my opening, watching me all the time. “Just want to see what we’re up against here.”

      I don’t know what that means, not exactly. Unless I do.

      He groans again. “Gonna be fucking tight. So we better warm you up properly first.”

      “Anything,” I manage to say through my hazy desire, “Anything you want.”

      In one powerful movement, he hooks his arm around my hips and hoists me up in his arms, my back to his massive chest. He carries me a few feet away, and places me on top of the table where he was working yesterday when I was teasing him out here. It’s a massive wooden thing, with slatted wood pieces on a circular tabletop.

      He lays me down on the table, face up, with my heels just at the edge of the wooden surface.

      Then he grabs the chair where he was sitting, and pulls it up between my legs, and takes a seat.

      “Time for Daddy to eat, baby girl,” he growls, without ever taking his eyes off my folds.

      My body rolls with a surge of desire and excitement, so powerful that it I can feel it right down in my bones. I want him. I adore him. I need him.

      And I can’t believe this is happening.

      He kisses the insides of my thighs, nice and slow. First the right side.

      Then the left.

      And then back again.

      And once again I have that out of body feeling, floating above us. Watching us from above. I can’t believe that this is happening.

      I can’t believe that Mike and I are doing this. Together. Finally.

      His thick stubble tickles the soft skin of my inner thighs. I reach down, running my fingers through his thick dark hair. Noticing the beautiful lines at the corners of his eyes. The years of emotion. The experience. The wisdom. That just makes me melt.

      He takes my knees now, shoving them back. It surprises me and I let out a gap that turns into a yelp. He doesn’t relent, doesn’t hesitate, and pushes me wide open.

      But then takes another long moment. While he studies me like art all over again.

      And he stays there.

      Breathing. Growling. Wanting. All because of me.

      But with every passing second, I feel my courage start to fall away. There’s no way I can do this. I’m not ready. I’m not even close to ready.

      In all my fantasies about Mike, all my crazy dreamy thoughts, I never thought about this. Here. His power, his force. My fear. My innocence.

      My body shakes uncontrollably as he gets closer and runs his fingertips up my clit.

      “All your life I’ve looked after you, Jess. As long as I’ve known you, I’ve wanted to protect you. To love you. To have you right in the center of my life.”

      My heart nearly bursts at the way he’s looking at me. But it feels so good that it feels impossible. Like this is all some crazy, impossible dream.

      I savor the dream. Real or not, this is what I need and what I want. And for the first time in my life, I feel wildly, powerfully, genuinely beautiful.

      The dappled light spills down onto us from between the leaves of the ashes above. The warm breeze shifts back and forth, making the little clumps of pampas grass sway. And now I focus in on his handsome face, his serious eyes. The determined intensity of his expression.

      He parts my folds and sucks my clit into his mouth. My back arches up off the table. It’s so sensitive, I almost shove him away. My hips wriggle, my body twists, and I try to get away. But he’s much stronger than I am—much—and he pins me down on the table. Making me accept him. Making me let go.

      He moves his tongue over my opening, exploring my folds, tasting my wetness. I grip his wide shoulders with my hands. Wondering if I might be about to come already.

      “You’re mine now, Jess. And there’s not a fucking thing you can do about it.”

      He licks his lips and wipes his face on my inner thigh. In his eyes, there’s something brand new. Ownership. Pride. Mine.

      He goes for me again. Eating me out, going like crazy, devouring me like a starving man. He fucks my opening with my tongue and slips his big finger inside me. I feel the resistance of my hymen pushing back at him. And the pain of it, it makes my vision flicker, my hearing sharpen, the world come into ultra-fine focus

      Could anything be better than this?

      I don’t know. But I very, very much doubt it.

      He’s so skilled with his tongue. I just let myself imagine himself doing this before, with other women, before my mind says no, none of that. Because it’s just us, him and me. For as long as we can. How can anything feel so good? It’s impossible. Unthinkable. But this magic is happening. And it is happening between my own legs.

      He slurps and sucks and licks, lewd and unapologetic. “This fucking pussy. It’s like heaven itself.”

      I raise my head from the table. “Really?”

      And he goes in for another round, nodding into my folds.

      Now he grabs my tits, pinching the nipples again, eating me out and working my breasts with something like rage. I let myself relax into this magical place, seeing flickering lights and twinkling stars, in the morning light.

      His tongue pushes into my body, and then back to my clit, and my whole heart throbs with yes.

      I reach out for him to steady myself and he spreads me even wider. I am so bare, so exposed, so vulnerable. But I am not shy about it. Not embarrassed. He is everything I’ve ever needed and I am so very happy to get lost in him, in us, together.

      I look down and see his happiness, his focus, his power. I roll my hips into him, begging for more, and more, and more. And he gives more, until it feels like we are merging into one.

      He pulls away for a breath. “Alright, baby girl. Give me that come. Don’t you dare fucking hold back.”

      Once again he goes into me, tongue deeper, pushing against my walls. It is heaven, and then it is heaven squared.

      He is so good at this. He is so determined to give me pleasure that it takes my breath away.

      His tongue slows, but the pressure intensifies. He pushes his finger in further, testing my hymen again, and I cry out a scream of pleasure and need and pain, wanting this release, wanting to dissolve into his mouth and hands.

      And now I am spinning and spiraling. It is happening and it is happening on his tongue. Total peace, total pleasure. I am myself and then I am us. And I know that there is no way I can ever live without this ever again.

      He takes my hips in his massive hands and steadies my writhing body with his mouth. One more wave of pleasure starts to bubble up before I break, and I squeeze his face hard with my thighs.

      Pleasure tangles up inside me and then…

      Release. Explosion. Crescendo into a new thing I have never felt before.

      He licks me through it, through my screams and writhes, and his movements mirror mine as my pleasure softens and evens out.

      My entire body is warm now, not hot, both inside and out. And he stays right there between my legs, kissing my pussy gently now, bringing me back to earth.

      I grip the edge of the table hard, still with my mind and body shivering and spiraling. My ears squeal, my heart thumps in my chest. I feel my heartbeat in every muscle, every fiber.

      I find my way up on to my elbows, and look down at him, only to find him smiling up at me.

      I am woozy with coming. The world is spinning and far away. “This makes that wine-a-rita look like a joke.”

      Mike laughs, coming up to standing, knitting his hand in mine. “Lie down. Relax. Catch your breath.”

      I give his hand a squeeze and look up at the sky. Then he steps forward and scoops me up into his arms, and carries me gently across the pool deck, as though I’m light as a feather. I wrap my arms around him, feeling safe and secure, and very slowly he steps down into the pool, letting the water take my weight.

      I sigh out a gasp of pleasure as the warm water touches my nakedness.

      “You know, earlier? When you ran from me?”

      I open my eyes slowly, squinting a little bit in the dappled sun. “Yes.”

      He shakes his head, looking serious.

      “I never want that to happen ever again. I never want you afraid of me. Not like that. And if you run, I want you to run toward me. Always. Is that understood?”

      Oh, my heart. This ache in my heart. I let my eyes close slowly and smile.

      “Yes, Daddy. Understood.”
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      I carry her from the pool, wrapped up in a towel, and bring her inside. She feels like fucking heaven itself in my arms. Like she was always meant to be there.

      I place her right in the middle of the bed, pillows behind her head. And then I place my knees on either side of her, pinning her down, letting her feel my weight.

      I can’t tell if she’s scared or excited. And I can’t tell if I want her to be scared or excited. Maybe I want fucking both.

      “I’m nervous,” she whispers, looking up at me.

      “But do you want it, baby girl?”

      “Yeah,” she says, on a whisper. “Yes, Daddy. I do.”

      Fuck. Fuck me and this Daddy thing. Never in my life has a word sounded so sweet, so right.

      I let her feel the weight of my cock, the pressure of it against her pussy, still damp from the pool.

      “You might regret it, baby. You think you can handle this dick?”

      She paws at me, a new hunger in her eyes, a new intensity. Baby girl’s finding her power. No fucking doubt. But I pin her hands back, holding her little wrists tight, feeling her pulse pound on my palm. As I do, I feel her wetness intensify against my shaft, and I let out a groan. A primal fucking groan like I’ve never heard myself make before.

      “Tell me about what you’ve done before, baby. Tell me how many boys have made you come.”

      Even as I ask it, I feel the rage build inside me. There’s a real possibility I’ll kill every one of the fuckers if she gives me names.

      “Nobody has, Daddy. Nobody until you, last night and today. I said, this is my first everything.”

      Shit. Fucking shit. I lean down and kiss her, sweeping her tongue aside. “Sweet as cream and just as pure.”

      She laughs into another kiss. “Maybe. Until today.”

      I’m so hard that I’m fucking spinning with it, rolling on it, high as a fucking addict for her. I’d do anything to get to her pussy now. Blow up buildings. Destroy business deals. Even fucking sabotage old friendships. Because all that matters is her.

      “Mine. All fucking mine.”

      I press a kiss to her forehead, feeling halfway fucking guilty for what I’m about to do. But not that guilty. Because I’m about to take her cherry and I’ve never been so smug about anything in my life.

      I nudge my dick into her wet hole, pushing past her initial tightness until she begins to welcome me in.

      She swallows hard, and I see the uncertainty in her eyes.

      “Is it going to hurt, Daddy?”

      Fuck she’s so sweet, so tender. “A little, baby. But only a little.”

      She nods obediently up at me, her long lashes dusting her sun kissed cheeks.

      Her innocence, her uncertainty, it just makes me want her more. From this point forward, there’s no way she can stop me. And once I’m inside her, nothing will stop me from shooting my load inside her. Where it fucking belongs.

      My need for her runs deep; I feel it my gut, in my muscles, in the blood in my veins. I need to feel her. I need to fuck her. I need to make her mine.

      Still keeping my cock at her opening, I take one of her sweet tits in my mouth. Nipples the color of cinnamon. Skin like milk. Her areola puckers under my lips, changing shape, the same as her clit did when I was sucking her into orgasm earlier.

      As I suckle her, her nervousness starts to recede. And she legs her legs fall open wider, sighing with her cheek against mine.

      Suckling her tits, I can’t help but imagine what this would be like if she were making milk for my fucking child.

      But hold up, hold up. Not would be, I realize. Will like. Because there is no universe in which I don’t knock her up, and keep her that way, because I want to drink milk from these cinnamon tits forever.

      God, the fucking thought of that. Her. With my baby. Making my milk. I feel it in my balls, my fucking cock, and my goddamned heart.

      She writhes under me, nipples sensitive, tits tight and firm. She paws for my face, sweet little fingertips against my stubble. And I let her tit pop from my mouth and come up for a kiss.

      As I kiss her, I adjust the position of my cock at her opening. I nudge aside her flesh with the tip of my cock, parting her lips with my fingers, getting into position to press into her. And to make her a woman for real.

      But even as much as I want her, I could stay here forever, kissing her deep, caging her in, pinning her with my dick. The scent of her wetness intensifies, filling the room with sweet salty sticky need.

      The longer I stay like this, kissing her, making her wait, the more she writhes, and the harder she digs her fingernails into my shoulder.

      And fuck, I like that. Making her beg, not with words, but with writhes and digs and sighs.

      “Don’t make me wait anymore,” she hisses, sounding more vulnerable but also bossy. Needy and a little bratty too.

      I inhale and pull away from the kiss. Then pull my dick out from her opening. I shake my head down at her.

      “Rule one. It’s my cock and I decide. You don’t fucking decide. This is my dick. And you are mine. And it’s that fucking simple. We clear?”

      Her eyes flash, shocked with it. But then her pupils dilate—the dopamine rush. “Yes, Daddy. We’re clear.”

      I pinch her cheeks a little and kiss her again. “Good girl. Wait. Be patient. Don’t be a brat. And you’ll be rewarded soon.”

      I make my way back down her body, resisting the very real, very primal urge to just power-fuck her here and now. I want to make this last. I want to make her hungry. And when I do finally push into that tight little virgin hole, I want it so fucking ready for me that she’s damn near coming on my cock as I take her virgin blood.

      I get down between her legs, keeping her thighs parted wide, holding her firmly enough to make handprints in her flesh.

      I kiss her pussy again, watching her blush. Watching her squirm. She tastes different now, from the chlorine from the pool, and I don’t like it. I want her taste, just her, with no fucking bullshit in between. So I lick her clean, lick her wet, lick her until she starts dripping for me again.

      And with every pant and plead, my balls fucking throb.

      I take my time, going slow, teasing, and stretching and twirling her clit with my tongue. I suck it into my mouth, teasing it with my teeth until she yelps. Then I let it go, and on the heels of the pain I tell her something she better not fucking forget.

      “After today, you’re mine, Jess. And I’ll kill any other man that ever looks at you.”

      She groans out something between a growl and a laugh. “You would, too. I know you would.”

      “You’re goddamned fucking right.”

      I penetrate her with my middle finger, then my first and middle. Her body reacts, bucks and writhes. I start to eat her out again, but she tries to squirm away.

      “Not a fucking chance.”

      This little girl. What wouldn’t I do to have her? To keep her? To protect her just to destroy her?

      There is no limit to what I’d do to have this. Now and always.

      She’s getting so sensitive that she’s fighting me, and I fucking love to feel her fight. Still with my mouth on her pussy, I reach up her body and slip my thumb into her mouth. She bites down hard, sobbing and gasping.

      “Oh Mike,” she whimpers, her tongue pushing against my thumb, then sucking it and biting it again. “Oh Mike.”

      “Nu, uh. Not Mike, not when we’re like this, who am I?”

      “Daddy.”

      Aww yeah, fuck yeah. I’ve got her where I want her. Pussy wet, clit swollen, and sucking my thumb like a baby. I go for her pussy deeper, harder, more, and now the fight is gone. Her legs fall open in surrender. And I drink her up, pulling her from no back into yes.

      She starts to cum for me again, and my senses sharpen. Her warm flesh, the scent of her lotion, the touch of her little fingertips. The tenderness of that touch, especially, tells me I’m fucked. Now and always.

      Now-lust-now-rage fills my body, fills my core, my dick, my balls. I can’t fucking believe Jess is in my bed. I can’t fucking believe she about to be mine.

      My fingers tell me she’s damn tight, which I knew already. But now, I really explore her inside, feeling her hymen pushing back against my fingertips, feeling the tightness of her walls. This pussy, it’s not going to let me go slow. This pussy is going to need to be popped. Hard. It’s going to be bloody and messy and painful.

      And the thought of that makes me damn near shoot my load against the sheets.

      I groan into her tight little cunt. I part her gash with my middle finger, letting go of her clit. I fucking hate the feeling of her body parting from mine, but it’s necessary. For now.

      “Time to break you in, baby girl. Time to teach you how to take Daddy’s dick right.”

      She grips the sheets with her hands, looking up at the ceiling, eyes sheened with tears. “Yes, Daddy. Please.”

      I try to move my finger deeper, but she’s just so fucking tight. So fucking young. So fucking strong.

      “Breathe, baby. Relax and breath.”

      She nods slowly, smiling. “Okay.”

      “I’ll never hurt you on purpose. Except this once. And after that, only when you deserve it.”

      There’s that laugh, that soft giggle. “Yeah. I know.”

      I nestle my chin on the curve of her lower belly, reaching up at taking her hand. “You ready?”

      She lifts her head from the pillows. “Yes. I think so anyway.”

      That willingness; that sweetness; that desire. I’m the luckiest bastard in the world. And now it’s time to do it for keeps. It’s time to take her as mine.

      I reposition myself on top of her. In my mind, I flash to fucking her on every surface of this house—vertical and horizontal—I imagine doggy style and one knee bent and her on her knees spreading her ass wide. But this time, this first time, it’s fucking missionary. Because I need to see her. I need to be closer to her.

      I need to make her now she’s utterly safe.

      I press into her opening again. My cock fucking throbs with the ache of needing her. I stroke myself firmly but slowly as she watches me, and I let her understand with her eyes what’s about to happen inside her.

      Knowing I’m going to hurt her, it hurst me. Maybe. A little. And I feel a little fucking guilty for it too.

      But just that. Only a little.

      Because all her life, I’ve protected her as a girl. And now it’s going to be my job to protect her into womanhood, too.

      She nudges my thigh with her cute little toes. “Talk to me. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      She’s watching me stroke myself, watching my work the length of the cock that is about to split her in two. Her eyes are locked on it, and the blush in her cheeks makes my core fucking smolder.

      “I’m thinking about taking you. About hurting you. About how I should feel fucking back about it, but I don’t.”

      Her toes curl even tighter, and she moans out a whimper that is fear mixed with need. That sound, more than anything else she’s done so far, it’s like a fucking starting pistol in my head. Because it tells me she wants it. Needs it. And that’s what matters to me most.

      I place myself at her opening again, feeling her walls part and clench. I place my elbows on either side of her, above her shoulders, pushing my forehead against hers. And then, when our eyes are locked, I clench my hips, and push, push, fucking push inside her virgin hole.

      The viscous wetness of her desire is washed away by her hymen blood. She cries out in pain, gripping my shoulders, holding me as close as she can.

      Fuck, I love this. I need this. I revel in her pain and her embrace. “There’s no other way to do this, baby girl. Just breathe. Just fucking breathe.”

      I inhale deeply, letting my pecs press powerful against her tender breasts. She mimics my breathing instantly, no questions, no doubts. Such a good fucking girl, through and through.

      My whole body is on fucking fire. Burning up with need. Every fucking muscle, every fucking drop of blood and cum—it’s all need, pure need. For her. For this. For us.

      She fights me hard, squirming, kicking, digging her heel into my thigh. But the more she fights, the harder I push.

      “Shh, shh, shh,” I say, my lips wet against the shell of her ear. “It’s okay. It’ll be fine in a second. Do you trust me?”

      “Yesssss,” she sobs out, “Yes.”

      “Good girl. Just lean into that pain. Be strong for me now, baby. Just let it ride. I’m not moving until it’s done.”

      I keep her close and safe and tight against my body. She’s fighting me hard, willful and scared. I feel the hotness of her tears against my shoulder. “It hurts, Mike. It really, really…”

      Protect her. Keep her. Hold her. Be the man she deserves. Don’t fuck her; not yet. Not yet.

      “You’re so little, baby girl. And I’m so big. Of course it hurts.”

      “You are, Daddy. You’re so big,” she says, but as she says it, I feel the pain start to ebb away. She writhes again and it makes me even more desperate to lust-fuck her into a begging mess. “I don’t know if I can handle this.”

      Those words make my body tense up. Her, with her fucking discipline and focus, her with her fucking intensity and skill, if she can’t handle me, then I’m really at her fucking limit. And her reluctance, it lights a fire in me. To take her to limits she’s never even imagined. Fuck. Here comes the rage. But I keep the rage at bay. I stay buried deep inside her, as gentle as nine inches of throbbing cock can be inside a virgin hole. “If you keep fucking fighting, baby girl, I’m going to give you something to fight against.”

      She sobs into my shoulder, and I feel her body begin to relax. The threat of more pain, it lessened the current pain. And that was the whole idea.

      “Okay, Daddy,” she whispers. “Okay.”

      I bury my face in the curve of her neck, that creamy flesh, that cool young skin, sucking on the edge of her earlobe. Her body reacts instantly, and her pussy tightens powerfully around my dick. I go slow, I’m tender and kind, and it’s just what she needs to star to let go. Her whines and fight slip in an instant to whimpers and flutters of her soaking-wet cunt.

      “That’s it, baby. Just like that.”

      Her consent, her acceptance is almost timid, almost shy. Her back arches, she pushes her head into the down pillows. “Oh, Daddy, Daddy, Daddy.”

      “There you go. Feel that pussy throb. Your body wants this. You want this. Because this is what you were put on this earth to do, baby girl. You were built for me to take you. You were built for my big cock.”

      She hooks her legs around my waist, ankles at the small of my back. The shift in her hips lets me get deeper, lets me push past her battered hymen and right up against the tight knot of her cervix.

      I pull out half a length, feeling my balls fill with even more cum. Locked and loaded. But not yet. Not fucking yet.

      I dive back in, groaning over her cries and moans.

      “Atta girl, baby. Taking your first cock. My cock. So spread those thighs and take it,” I say, with a thrust that jiggles her tits. “Do it. Fucking show me you can do it.”

      Her face flushes, like it does before she’s about to cum. I can see she likes that praise; responds to it, needs it even. Just as much as I need to give it. We are two halves of the same whole.

      Now her little cunt is gushing as I fuck her harder and more. God almighty, what if on top of everything else—on top of her beauty, on top of her sweetness, on top of her innocence—what if she’s a good little squirter, too?

      “I want a lifetime of this, baby girl. I’m going to have a lifetime of this. Now that I’ve got you,” I say, driving into the hilt, “There’s not a fucking chance I’m letting you go.”

      “Please don’t let me go, Daddy,” she begs. “I belong here. I need to be here. With you.”

      Fucking right. She’s pleading with me through her confidence, and that’ just makes me fucking wild. Her wetness thickens, making it easier for me to fuck her deeper, making her not so achingly tight. With every pounding thrust, she gives me a new whimper, a new moan, and it just fucking kills me from the inside out.

      I force myself up, while still staying deep inside her, and then reposition her left leg, so that I’m fucking her on her side, while she’s curled up into a tight little ball. As my position inside her shifts, so too does the sound of her growl. “Oh my god, that’s…”

      A flutter seizes my shaft, damn near milking the cum out of my dick. I bury my face in the soft curve where her neck meets her shoulder, and then I fuck her like an animal. Desperate. Greedy. Brutal. But keeping her safe and in a little ball all the time.

      Her walls grip me powerfully, tightly, and all I can think about is filling her to fucking bursting with my seed.

      My hard muscular thighs slap against the softness of her thighs and ass, making her curves jiggle in the most mouthwatering fucking way. The harder I fuck her, the harder I need to fuck her, and with every powerful thrust I feel my balls grow heavier, until they’re damn near busting out of their sack. I need to cum inside her. And I need to do it now.

      Everything in my life, every decision and every choice, has led me here. To this. To her. To the only thing that has ever mattered or will ever matter in the entire fucking world.

      The tenderness that I feel for her, it only feeds my rage. “Give me another orgasm, you filthy little slut,” I growl into her ear. “And give it to Daddy now.”

      “Oh my god,” she roars, “How dare you call me a…”

      One more powerful thrust and I feel her pussy start to throb. I reach between her legs, getting my fingers on her clit, rubbing hard to deepening that orgasm, intensify her pleasure, until she can’t take it anymore.

      “You’ll never have anybody else, baby girl,” I say as I pound into her, starting to feel my cum shoot up from my dick, filling her wet little bloody hole with my life-giving cum.

      “Never, Daddy,” she screams. “Never. Only you. Only you.”

      “Goddamn it, I fucking love you,” I growl, as I feel another wave of cum shoot out from me and deep into here, exactly where it belongs.

      She gasps, reacts, and I know I’m an asshole. Telling her I love her now. In the middle of this. But I can’t stop. Won’t stop. Never less; always more.

      Now she’s coming and she’s coming hard. And as she does, I feel her start to squirt into my hand and come on my dick and milk my seed right out of my balls.

      And now we’re coming together, fucking animals together, fucking primal in our union. The simplest fucking thing in thing in the world.

      Hers. Mine. Ours. Together.

      “I love you, too,” she growls, and clenches my dick so hard, so tight, that I have no fucking choice but to release all of myself into her. Every last drop. Until my balls are empty. And my dick is spent. She’s nothing but a panting wet met mess of sweat and cum and virgin blood.

      And as I wrap her up in my arms, her salty sweat on the tendrils of her curls, I know that from this point forward, my life is her.

      No matter what.

      No matter how.
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        * * *

      

      Once I put her back together, bathing her gently in the shower, making sure she’s fed and comfortable and happy, I take her out in my Mercedes, with the sunroof open and the wind in her hair.

      I steal a glance at her as I get on the highway. She’s wearing a teal sundress with tiny heart-shaped polka dots. Pale yellow bra underneath. Her hair is loose and damp from the shower, and as soon as she feels me looking at her, she looks at me with a sweet smile. And a wink.

      Fuck. I’m so in love with her it makes my goddamned eyes blurry.

      I’ve told her the destination is a surprise and it’s killing her. So far, she’s guessed Target, the Body Shop, the fro-yo place, and super fancy stringed instrument shop where they still repair instruments like it’s the year 1780. Note to self: we’re going to all those places, no question about it. But not right now. Because there’s something way more important than any of that.

      Because now she belongs to me. And I need her to know it.

      She purses her lips over to one side, and the puts her hand on her hip thinking, even though she’s sitting down.

      “Oooh! Cupcakes?”

      I shake my head. “Hush. Play some music. Just trust me; you’ll like what I have planned.”

      “’Kay,” she says, crossing her arms, making her tits spill over the scoop of her tank top. She grabs my phone, putting it up to my face to unlock it, and then opens the playlists. “We’ll listen to the Paganini because try-outs are in,” she glances at the time, “nine hours and counting.”

      Goddamn it, her parents have done a number on her. All work, no play.

      “Nope. We’re not listening to the Paganini. In fact, I’m pulling the fucking Daddy card now, little girl. Whatever we listen to, it’s gotta be post-1990.”

      She blinks at me. “Seriously?”

      “Daddy doesn’t like to repeat himself.”

      “Oh god,” she moans, curling her little toes on her flipflops. “Alright. Time for a big truth bomb, then.”

      “Hit me,” I say with a cocky sniff.

      “Whenever my mom tells me to listen to whatever in my earbuds in the car, what I’m really listening to…” she taps and swipes on the music app, “is this.”

      Guitar, drums. And then Taylor Swift’s Love Story.

      “Atta fuckin’ girl,” I say, and accelerate down the highway, so happy it feels like a dream.
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        * * *

      

      The jeweler’s place is high end, fancy as it comes in this area. “No way,” she says in awe when we pull into the parking lot.

      I get out first and open the door for her. “Way.”

      Inside we go, into the coolness and stillness. The place feels expensive, as it damned well should. Only the best for her. Now and always.

      She thinks we’re here for rings, but we’re not. I take her hand and lead her to the side of the store, where a row of glittering cases showcase some very particular, very specialized jewelry. The kind that locks. The kind that makes a binding fucking promise.

      She studies the bracelets and the necklace, each of them with some different sort of lock—some delicate, some gaudy—accompanied by a key.

      She understands it immediately. “Oh,” she says, eyes sparkling. “Oh, I see.”

      No, she doesn’t. Not yet. But she will. Over time. And with lots of fucking and loving and caring and training and learning and tears and orgasms.

      “Which one do you like? If Daddy lets you have a say.”

      She bits her lips, averting her eyes, as a blush sneaks up her cheeks. “Let’s see.”

      I give her some space, watching her close all the time, but letting her have some freedom to think and look around. Because y I want to own her, now and always, but I also don’t want to suffocate her for even one goddamned second. She’s only known suffocating love until now. From today forward, she’ll always be able to breathe.

      I hang back a bit, by the men’s watches, letting her explore the D/s jewelry, and even turn my back on her for a second to check my phone. But when I turn back around, she’s talking to the guy who works here. He’s giving her the eye, and then I watch her swing her hair over her shoulder, flirting right back.

      My vision clouds with the red haze. Worse, way fucking worse, than when I overheard her talking about that dickwad Dr. Markham from the orchestra. Because this fucker, this motherfucker, is talking to my baby girl.

      And she’s talking back.

      And this not fucking happening.

      I crack my neck side to side, resisting the very real urge to leap over the beveled glass cases and rearrange his facial features like a motherfucking live-action Picasso. I come up right behind her and possessively slide my hand down her ass.

      “So?” I ask giving her round flesh a squeeze.

      She lifts her eyes to me, warm and innocent and welcoming. Not a hint of deceit, not a hint of residual flirtation. She’s just clearly so fucking glad to see me that it feels like a punch to the sternum. It’s only because I want her so fucking bad that I doubted her, that I misread the swing of her hair.

      But I didn’t misread the clerk at all. He looks deflated like any guy does when he gets royally cockblocked.

      “Sir. Hello.”

      At least he didn’t keep flirting with her when I showed up. But I don’t acknowledge him at all. “So tell me what you want, baby. Because I need to talk to you outside. Now.”

      “Oh!” she says, looking surprised and a little disappointed. “We can go, if you want? I mean, I hadn’t really…”

      Bullshit. I’d seen her linger over by a rock of a diamond solitaire with a heart-shaped lock on the clasp. Delicate and beautiful and discrete. “It’s the diamond, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” she answers, smiling and shy. “But it’s too expensive.”

      The fuck it is. I slip my wallet out of my pocket and take my credit card from my money clip.

      “We’ll take it,” I growl at the salesguy, without ever taking my eyes away from Jess.

      He goes off to get us squared away and I take a step into her, caging her in by the pearl earrings.

      “Let’s get one thing straight. No flirting. With anybody. Not even if it’s innocent, we clear? Not even to be polite because...”

      She looks scared, surprised and interrupts me. “I… I didn’t mean to…”

      I hold up a finger, shaking my head. “Let me finish. I know you didn’t mean anything by it, baby girl. But I can’t fucking stand it. So for the sake of the safety of any man that comes across your path, for the sake of me staying out of jail for murder, no fucking flirting. Got it?”

      Her eyes widen, excited and surprised. “Because… you can’t handle it. Literally can’t handle it.”

      “Yeah. And you flirting means a man flirting back, and that equals me doing twenty-to-life for a felony. Which would seriously fuck up my life plan with you.”

      She snickers out a laugh. “Alright.”

      I’m smiling too, but I’m not fucking joking. The clerk brings back my credit card as well as the locking solitaire. “So, this key can be hard to use. Should I put it on the lady for you, sir?”

      How about I slam your nutsack in the vault door?

      “I got it, thanks,” I say, holding out my hand without looking at him, and without breaking Jess’s loving, sultry gaze. It’s like we’re the only two people in the universe. It’s all I want and all I need.

      Hand in hand, I take her back outside. She has to walk fast to keep up with me, and I like that—I like fucking pushing her outside her comfort zone. It’s not the first time and it definitely won’t be the last.

      I take her around to the side of my car, double-checking our surroundings. Parking lot is empty, and this side of the car is shielded by a thick row of boxwoods, taller than we are, and on the other side of that is an empty area, so that nobody can see us from behind.

      I open the rear passenger’s side door, take her purse from her shoulder, and put it inside. “Hands on the seat.”

      “Yes, Daddy,” she whispers, doing exactly as I say.

      I undo my belt and unzip my fly but keep my pants up. Then I hike up her dress and push into her, making her body buck with a deep, primal groan.

      Still buried inside her, I take the solitaire from the velvet box. “Move your hair, baby.”

      She nods, gathering up her long red tresses in her hand. I slip the necklace around her throat, and she automatically lets her hair fall to the side, pressing the diamond against her skin. “Oh my goodness. It’s huge.”

      I know she’s talking about the diamond, but I can’t resist—I give her a little pump of my cock deep inside her. “And it’s all fucking yours.”

      Which she answers with a clench of her pussy that makes me wild, to possess her, to keep her, to rule her, to fucking breed her, right here and now.

      The intensity of my feelings for her are fucking overwhelming. But the more I feel, the more I know we have to lose—I don’t just love her. I need her. Just like this. Just us. Forever.

      But I know I’m risking a lot. My friendship with her dad. Hell, even my relationship with my own son. But nothing fucking ventured, nothing fucking gained.

      I keep my focus on her, on us, on what matters most now. I close the clasp at the back of her neck, making sure not to catch any of her beautiful hair. And then I take the little key and lock it tight. “There. You’re mine now, baby girl. You’re mine for fucking keeps.”

      And then with two deep, brutal thrusts, I’m coming inside her. Claiming her as mine.
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        Jess

      

      

      

      I don’t practice at all that day—not at all, not even a little, for the first time in as long as I can remember. I’m still on cloud nine by the time Sam’s mom drops him off so we can go to the symphony for tryouts. But as soon as he gets out of her car, with Lagerfeld trailing behind him, it hits me just how crazy this is.

      And reckless.

      And impossible.

      Sam bursts in the front door, and right away I can tell he can feel a change in the vibes. He’s like a heat-seeking missile—I can get away with nothing. And time for real talk: I did just lose my virginity and I’m sure it’s written all over both my face and my body.

      Sam’s eyes go wide and intense, and he clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Queen. Spill it.”

      My mouth opens to make a word, but nothing comes out, but my face lights up in what feels like a five-alarm blush.

      His eyes dart over to his dad, who is sitting on the sofa answering emails on his phone, with his yummy thighs spread wide and just a hint of a bulge.

      Just a glance at him makes my pussy pulse and my nipples tighten. I automatically press my hand to the solitaire, and I avert my eyes.

      “So, how was it?” I say.

      But Sam narrows his eyes at me. I’m never one for small talk, and right now it feels especially weird.

      “That’s some obviously-not-cubic-zirconia you’ve got there, Queen.”

      Oh no. Instantly I am transported back to my childhood, and the way my mom would stare at me when she actually caught my hand in the actual cookie jar. That horrible feeling of having done something naughty that you just know is against the rules.

      “It’s…” I say, trailing off, searching for some plausible reason why twenty-four hours ago I had no necklace and now I have this necklace, which probably cost almost as much as my violin.

      “Alright kids. Let’s get this done,” Mike says. The tone of it, though, it’s very much Sam’s dad, not Mike. But then he glances at me, all dark and broody. The desire in his eyes is pure Daddy.

      And my whole body turns to hot chocolate inside.

      I busy myself with getting my violin and music, double- and triple-checking that I have everything that I need. I’m just making sure my rosin is where it should be and that I have plenty when there’s a knock at the door, and Sam’s mom comes in, holding Sam’s phone.

      “You forgot this, sweetheart.” She says and I feel like the temperature in the room drops twenty degrees.

      I’ve met her before, but it was quite a while ago. And it’s clear immediately where Sam got his superpower of sensing emotions and situations without a word.

      Her perfectly made-up eyes go from me, to Mike, and back again. And the expression on her face says, Oh I see.

      Mike comes between us, and says, “You remember Jess, don’t you?”

      One perfectly groomed eyebrow slides up. “I have. But you were just a kid when I met you. And you’re not a kid anymore.”

      Another five-alarm blush blazes across my cheeks. I know it’s absolutely obvious to everybody. The curse of red hair and freckles.

      “Oh you know,” I say, with a sort of painfully awkward giggle. “Just, growing up!” To which I add a horribly awkward Tony the Tiger pump of my fist. Nice one, Jess. Nice!

      I cross my arms in front of me, trying to stop myself from more awkward movements. As I do, I guess I must make my cleavage spill out in some kind of way, because I’m positive I hear Mike growl-sigh beside me.

      Sam’s mom inhales slowly. Somehow, it’s quite clear to me that she knows exactly what’s going on between us.

      Shoot. Shoot. Shoot.

      I turn away, staying as far away from Mike as possible, tying my Converse and doing a quadruple-check of my case and music bag.

      Sam’s mom continues, talking to Mike. “Sam tells me you made a big donation to the symphony, which is great and all, but isn’t everybody going to think it’s Nepotism City if he ends up with first chair? Or,” she says, pausing for effect, “if Jess does?”

      The words, they fill my body with a weight and a sadness.

      I press my fingertips into the velvet liner of the case.

      What if people do think that?

      I press my eyes shut, feeling an awful rollercoastery sinking in my belly. And I feel myself start to stumble off Cloud 9.
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        * * *

      

      The ride to the symphony is capital-A awkward. I’m in the back, behind Mike, and every time I look at the back of his head all I can think about is how good it felt to run my fingers through his hair as he made me come again and again.

      But the more I think about it, the wetter I get, and the more aware I am that my best friend is right there in the passenger’s seat and none of this is okay, none of it.

      Mike’s eyes meet mine in the rearview and he hits me with a dreamy wink.

      So simple. So small. But more powerful than all the cannon fire in the 1812 Overture.

      My phone, tucked between my legs, begins to buzz. And I see it’s messages from Sam. From right there in the front seat.

      Sam: WTF is happening in this car?

      Sam: WTF is this energy, girl?

      Sam: Did my Dad give you that necklace?

      Sam: Did you and my Dad…?????

      A sting of tears pinches my nose. Never has a row of question marks said so much.

      Because yes we did. And yes, I wanted to, and yes I want to again and again. But what if it means losing my best friend in the process?

      I’m spared from answering those question marks by Mike pulling up in front of the orchestra building. But my silence, it says everything, and Sam gets out of the passenger’s seat in an angry huff.

      “You two? Seriously?” he says, looking back and forth between us, leaning in the passenger’s side.

      When neither of say a word—me out of embarrassment, Mike out of his natural quiet calm—Sam growls out a dramatic, “Gross!” and slams the door, stomping off for the front door, furious and without a backwards glance.

      I let my head slump down, pressing my forehead against the back of Mike’s leather headrest. “Well that was awful.”

      “Hey, hey,” he says softly. “Come here.”

      I sniffle and scootch over a little so I can lean closer. He turns, his eyes nothing but certainty and calm. “It’s fine. We’ll work it out. You just focus on the tryout. The rest of this shit can wait.”

      The thing is, looking deep into his eyes, I believe him. Because I trust him. Because I love him with my whole heart. I push down my emotions and nod, smiling a little, almost in spite of myself. He winks at me again and then leans in for a kiss. A long, dreamy, sexy, yummy kiss.

      A rapid angry knocking on the window ruins the moment.

      My eyes pop open and I pull away. And in that instant, I tumble down to Cloud Negative Nine.

      Because there, looking outraged and angry, stands not Sam but…

      …my mom.
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        * * *

      

      The one thing I’ve always been able to do, as soon as I pick up my violin, is focus. No matter how I was feeling or how I was doing or what was going on in my life.

      Until today.

      My tryout goes by in a messy blur. I play the notes, I turn the pages, but my mind isn’t on the music at all. And then, just like that, it’s over. The new conductor and the deputy directors take notes, tell me thank you, say the nice soothing things.

      Walking out of the audition, I don’t know if I did well or badly. I don’t know if I hit every note or none of them at all.

      And now I am sitting in the back of my parents’ car again. My mom isn’t speaking to me. My dad is distant. Mike didn’t say a word after I finished. And Sam won’t reply to my texts.

      I have a made of a mess of everything. And I don’t know what to do.

      And so I put in my earbuds, find Albinoni’s Adagio in G minor. And let the tears slip down my cheeks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mike

      

      

      

      Things are fucking tense with Sam at home that night. We’re waiting for word on the auditions, but that’s not what’s bothering him. It’s me. And Jess. And me and Jess together.

      Nothing I do—not ham and pineapple pizza, not two hours of Project Runaway reruns, not special-ordering Lagerfeld new Swarovski crystal rhinestones for his in-progress pride vest—seem to help one fucking bit.

      Until I make us both a hot chocolate with a whole bag of marshmallows like I used do when he was a kid and say, “Talk.”

      He sits down across from me. Eyes set and hard. I can see he’s pissed. Pissed and confused and maybe betrayed. All of which is totally understandable.

      So I go first.

      “I was going to tell you. Of course I was going to tell you, son. But you hadn’t been in the door thirty-seconds before you figured it out yourself.”

      His eyes soften. He takes a marshmallow from the bag and dips it into his mug. Progress.

      “Of course I did, Dad. It was like I just walked into a soap opera. The desire was so thick it was like angel food cake.”

      I lift my hands. “Still. I was going to tell you. I was about to tell you. Alright? Don’t bust my balls for being quicker on the draw than me.”

      He huffs but then nods with understanding. “I get that. But that’s not really what’s bothering me.”

      “What then?”

      He nibbles his lip and fusses with the mascara on his lashes. “What I want to know is this: Is it real? Are you happy?”

      Two questions. Two big questions. Two questions. “I can’t speak for her. But speaking for myself? Fuck. Yes. It’s real. And I’m happier than I can even remember being.”

      Sam smiles a little, looking down at his cocoa. “It’s real for her, too. I can see it.”

      I sure hope so. I think so. But she’s got me as upside down as a teenager. “You think?”

      “Pfffft, yeah. For real, for real. I can see it on her face. And honestly, Dad, I’d have been so freaking stoked all along if only you’d told me what was going on. But instead I come home to find my bestie playing Mommy Dearest and my dad looking like he’s never known love before.”

      Goddamn it, this boy. Every once in a while, he cuts right though it all to say the thing that needs to be said. Because have I ever known love? Like this? Until now?

      No. Not even close.

      I lean back in the dining chair. “I do love her. And I have loved her. But I didn’t want to get between you two. And I had no fucking idea that she felt the same.”

      Sam sips his cocoa. “Why wouldn’t she, Dad? You’re a catch. All the moms at orchestra think so. And all the mom’s at school as far back as I can remember.  I mean, come on, how many casserole’s were gifted to you in the pick up line in elementary school?  Those were booty offers Dad, not charity.”

      “I’ve never given less of a fuck about the orchestra or school mom’s than I do right now,” I say, and eat a marshmallow from the bag.

      Sam wags his finger. “There’s one orchestra mom that does require that you give at least a single fuck.”

      He’s got that right. “Janet.”

      “Mmmhmmm,” he says, scooping up Lagerfeld from the floor. Right now he’s in this sort of flannel pajama set. Very cozy. “Her parents are the obstacle. And don’t forget her dad is your bestie. But if you really mean it, Dad, if she’s the one?”

      The one. The one.

      She’s the one. For now and always. I’ve never known anything with so much certainty in my life. “I can’t be without her, Sam.” My voice is thick with emotion, gravely and deep. “I need her in my life. She makes everything makes sense.’

      Sam nods, wise beyond his years and with a heart of pure gold.

      “Then go on. Finish your cocoa, Dad. And go see her. Because you gotta fix this shit and I gotta make some peace with my best friend being my step-mom.”
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        * * *

      

      Janet answers the door with a big glass of wine and an even bigger resting bitch face.

      “Shall I call the cops now or do you want me to go ahead and wait until we start screaming at each other?”

      I don’t answer directly because I don’t negotiate with her controlling bullshit. “Let me talk to Ben.”

      She purses her lips. “Ben!” she calls out. “Your totally untrustworthy Don Juan of a best friend is here!”

      I glare at Janet. “Nice.”

      “Nice yourself,” she hisses, and then shuffles off toward the kitchen.

      In the living room, I watch Ben fumble desperately with the remote to pause whatever he was watching. Then he barks at Alexa to pause the TV, but he calls her Siri, and his watch answers.

      “Goddamn it,” he says, punching buttons on the remote.

      I step in and take the remote from him, pausing the history documentary he was watching. “We need to talk,” I say.

      He nods at me, not angry but seriously fucking confused. “Let’s go out back and have a beer.”

      Over two IPAs, we talk it out. Direct to the point, no bullshit, no anger. And it doesn’t take long before Ben’s feeling about as good about things as Sam was.

      “I can’t say I’d be sorry,” he says, glancing over my shoulder to make sure Janet isn’t eavesdropping like some kind of goddamned prison guard. “I’m not sure she could do better than you, Mike.”

      Fuck. I don’t know about that, but I’m going to spend my life trying to make her happy. “I don’t know what I’d do without her, man. I can’t think. I can’t eat. Even now, not knowing if she’s here or not? All I want is to see her. Please.”

      “She’s…” Ben says, trailing off. But no sooner has he started the sentence than Jess herself comes flip-flopping out onto the patio.

      She marches straight up to me. Mad. Furious. With her phone stuck out straight in front of her. “See what you did? See?”

      I squint at the words and make sense of them even from a distance. Congratulations. First chair. Violin.

      “Fuck,” I say, standing up to take her in my embrace. “I knew it. I knew you could do it.”

      She waves her finger in the way she learned from Sam—all sass and sparkle. “Oh no you do not, mister. I want no part of a position that someone bought for me. I paid my dues, Mike. I worked hard. And there is no way I can sit first chair because you greased the wheels to guarantee it would happen.”

      Wait a fucking minute. It was one thing that Sam’s mom was skeptical: that’s her nature. But to think of Jess worried that I’d been undermining her?

      “What the fuck are you talking about, baby girl?” Ben grumble-gasps. And I swear I see a little glimmer of laughter in Jess’ eye. It’s only once the words have left my mouth that I realize that it was entirely inappropriate to say that in front of her dad. But whatever. Give a fuck. I can’t have her mad at me for something I didn’t do. “Don’t look at me, baby. It’s all you.”

      “Are you telling me you had nothing to do with this?”

      I take her phone from her and set it down and then take her hands in mine. “Of course not.”

      I take her in my arms, holding her close, pressing my lips to the top of her head. “Really?” she says muffled against my shirt. “Really?”

      “I swear. On you. On your dad. On Sam. Hell, even on your mom. And your mom hates me. So surely there’s some kind of superstitious jinx shit I’m putting on myself there. But I fucking swear. You earned this. Clean and straight. I didn’t pull a string or say a word.”

      Now Janet comes running out on the patio.

      “I’ve just seen the news on the Facebook page! First violin, sweetie! You did it!”

      I step back to let Jess have a moment with her mom and dad. And for as tense as it feels, I fucking love being here for this. I fucking love being in her world.

      Once the hugs and kisses have ended, Janet turns her fury on me again. “You can go, Mike. We have to celebrate, and I don’t want you here, are we clear?”

      I reach out and take Jess’ hand in mine. Her little fingers slip right between my big ones, and finally—for the first fucking time since I kissed her in the car earlier—I feel whole.

      “I’m not going anywhere. Not without Jess.”

      “Let him stay, Janet,” Ben says. “He’s a part of the family. Always was but now more than ever.”

      Janet doesn’t like that at all. The prisoners are taking over the jail and she’s not standing for it. She shakes her head. “Nope. No way, Mike. Get out.”

      I shake my head again and turn to face Jess. When my eyes meet her, my heart fucking throbs. And deep down in my gut, I feel the primal urge to be inside her as soon as is fucking possible.

      “I’m not leaving without her. So I guess I’ll just call some movers to move me in. Unless you’ve got a better idea, baby girl.”
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      Two weeks later and it’s Tuesday again, but this Tuesday is very, very different from the Tuesday when this all started. So much better in every single way. Because today, our life begins together. In Mike’s house. As a couple.

      My dad is all for it. My mom, not so much. But she’s… thawing. Slowly. Like an iceberg in the winter sun. And that’s progress in my book. For sure.

      They figured out their IRS issue. An error on the part of the government and I stared at my mom until she apologized to my dad for doubting him. I’m slowly learning my voice is as important as hers and it feels like my footing with her is more secure every day.

      Sam comes thundering downstairs with Lagerfeld spinning circles behind him. Sam is as happy as I’ve ever seen him. Turns out, what Sam really wanted for his eighteenth was to find a place of his own, but he didn’t want to leave Mike in the house alone. But since I came into the picture, Sam has felt a lot more comfortable spreading his wings, which makes me so happy. He’s enrolled in a few classes at the Carolina School of Design while he finishes up senior year next month.

      So with me moving in, Sam decided it was time to move out. And the move is just about finished. Mike’s rented him a nice new condo less than a mile away on the lake so he’s going, but not far, thank goodness.

      As for me, I’m also as happy as I’ve ever been. I accepted the first chair position, but instead of applying to music conservatories, like my mom has been pressuring me to do since I was five, I’ve decided to apply to work in music education. Less stress, less pressure. More living, more learning. Much, much better all around.

      Mike comes around the corner into the kitchen. He’s been moving boxes into Sam’s new place all morning and there’s a sheen of sweat on his burly forearms, and just hint of sweat between his pecs. I suppress a swoon. I am the luckiest girl in the world.

      Mike pops open a sparkling water for the three of us. “You got everything?”

      Sam nods happily. His eyeliner is so on point that it makes me a tiny bit jealous. “Yeah. And as a bonus, last night was the last night I’ll have to hear my bestie banging my dad! Hollaaaaaa!”

      Mike and I groan in unison. We’ve tried to be quiet. We really have. But apparently not quiet enough.

      Sam bursts out in a contagious giggle. “It’s fine, lovebirds! If you’re happy, I’m happy. But now, we’re outta here!”

      We say our goodbyes and watch Sam head down the driveway, with Lagerfeld’s nose poking out the passenger’s window, open enough just wide enough for smells, but not wide enough to get bugs in his eyes.

      Mike and I wave until Sam disappears and then we turn to each other.

      Every time I look at him, he seems to get even more handsome. The more time I spend with him, the more I can’t bear to spend a second without him.

      “So,” Mike says, taking my hands.

      “So.”

      “I’ve got a question for you.”

      The heat in his eyes, it makes me almost woozy. “Anything.”

      He lifts an eyebrow a little. = He knows I mean that. For two weeks, he’s taken me every which way. Rough, soft. Kind. Brutal. Hungry, sleepy, demanding, dark, light. Anything he wants is his. Always and forever. Because I belong to him. And he belongs to me. It’s the most obvious thing in the world.

      Standing on the front porch, he smiles down at me.

      And then lowers himself in front of me. On one knee.

      Oh. My. God.

      From his pocket, he takes a black velvet box. He pops it open and reveals a diamond that looks to me about as big as an ice cube. “Marry me, Jess. Please.”

      Something about him, my big burly strong Mike, saying the word please…. It just absolutely melts me. I am so surprised, so bowled over, that I can’t even find the words. This feels too good to be true. But too perfect to be a dream.

      Mike blinks at me. Sniffs. “This is where you say something, baby girl.”

      Oh my god, I haven’t answered. I get so lost in his eyes, I hardly know what I’m doing. And I hope that never changes. “Yes, of course, yes!”

      “Atta girl,” he says, laughing, as he frees the gorgeous ring from its velvet cradle. He slips it on my finger and it catches the light like a disco ball.

      “Yes,” I say again. “A thousand times yes.”

      He stays kneeling and holds me in his arms, pressing his ear to my belly, holding me close. “I love you. And I’m never letting you go.”

      I wrap my arms around him in return, gently caressing the short hair at the nape of his neck. But before I can say something beautiful in return, my stomach answers for me, rumbling out a big, ungraceful growl right against his ear.

      I cringe. “Sorry!”

      Mike laughs into my stomach. I can’t see his eyes, but I can see the lovely smile lines that make my heart ache with happiness. “Let’s get you something to eat, baby girl. Anything you want.”

      “You’re what I want, Daddy,” I say, keeping him close. “Always.”

      “You’ve got me, little one. Forever.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside in the cool kitchen now. Mike opens the refrigerator, and I scan the stocked shelves. Plump blackberries, fresh peaches, this amazing French yogurt in these adorable little glass containers, olives, and these delightful little peppers stuffed with mozzarella and pepperoni.

      But none of it really does it for me. I scan my mental inventory of snacks. A lot has changed in the last few weeks, and especially how free I feel to eat like a human being. “Do you have any…”

      I search my body, trying to think of what it is I’m hungry for. And then it hits me. I find there’s one thing I am really, really craving. And it honestly makes no sense. “Do you have… any celery?”

      Mike spins around, looking puzzled. “Have any…what?”

      I look down at my stomach, feeling equally mystified. I press my now dazzlingly ringed hand to my growling tummy and look up at Mike.  “I’ve never had a craving so strong for anything in my life.”

      Who looks at me, blinking. I can’t really read his expression. Something between smug and happy, but I can’t imagine why. “A craving,” he says slowly. “For celery.”

      I nod at him. Creamy peanut butter. Sweet raisins. And cool, crispy sticks of nutritionless fiber. “Celery. Isn’t that…weird?”
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      Epilogue -40 Weeks Later

      

      “Push, honey! Push!” hollers the doula, roaring it out like she’s screaming from the sidelines at the Super Bowl.

      Jess bears down, digging her heels into the wall of the inflatable birthing pool. I’m right behind her in the warm water, and I feel her body press hard back against mine. I tighten my body to give her something to push back against. “Pushing!” she roars back.

      Fuck, she’s a force of nature. But I’m so fucking nervous that I think I might pass out right here and now.

      The room starts to spin, and I feel two familiar hands on my arms. On my left is Sam. And on my right, of all people, is Janet. “Woah there, big guy!” Janet says, smiling at me, all the ice in her voice from nine months ago gone now. “Breathe, Mike! Breathe!”

      Now I’m doing fucking Lamaze because I don’t know what else to do. Blowing in, blowing out, I focus in on Janet to try to get my bearings. She nods at me encouragingly, doing the “hee-hee-hoo-HOO!” breath right along with me.

      As I breathe in and out, in and out, the last nine months flash through my mind in still frames. Taking the pregnancy test, holding Jess in my arms. Our wedding, just a simple afternoon at city hall, followed a fantastic party, where she drank sparkling apple cider but nobody but us and the waiter knew it because it was too soon to share the news. Her baby shower, hosted by her mom. Ben and I painting the nursery. And every night, sleeping with my Jess, my wife, my universe, nestled in my arms.

      The spinning starts to slow, and Janet grips my hand with a wink. At first, she fucking hated me. Hated. Me. But things started to change as soon as we found out Jess was pregnant. And now, things are so much fucking better it’s like a brand-new day.

      “We can’t have you passing out, now can we?” Janet says. “Sam. Juice!”

      Sam shoves the bendy straw from a Capri Sun in my mouth. “Drink, Dad. Keep your sugars up!”

      I suck in the super sweet mango-guava-cooler-whatever and it helps a bit. In the background, I watch Ben pacing around with his hands in his pockets, unable to do anything but look at the carpet. I realize that all the guys in the room—me, Sam, and Ben—are all a fucking disaster. Sam can’t stop crying, I think I’m going to pass out, and Ben is literally going to pace a hole in the carpet.

      Meanwhile, the doula, Janet, and Jess are rolling with it like pros.

      Not a surprise. At all.

      Jess slumps back after a contraction and the doula tidies her wet curls off to one side. “Just one more push, sweetie! And I think we’ll be in business!”

      I hold Jess close, my bare chest pressed against her back, the soaking wet back of her exercise bra between us. I try to focus on the tangibles. Her scent, the shell of her ear, the beautiful pregnant plumpness of her gorgeous body. And it helps, a little.

      But not much. Because until I know she and the baby are both safe and well, I’m going to be a fucking wreck.

      I look at Janet, into her blue eyes, that used to be so icy but that are now so warm and kind. People can change, they can. If you give them a chance. “Tell me she’ll be alright.”

      Janet looks at Jess, smiling. “She’ll be more than alright, Mike. They both will. I promise.”

      I feel Jess start to brace for another contraction. I watch the solitaire necklace rise on her chest as she takes a big breath. “Here it comes,” she says, to the doula, and to me, and to everybody here who loves her so much.

      All of us seem to suck in a big breath at once, right along with her. Of anticipation. Of excitement. And, in my case, of pure fucking terror. Because if anything happens to her, that’ll be the end of me. I can’t live without her. I won’t live without her ever again.

      Jess’s roar starts low in her chest, like a lioness, and then louder, and louder, and louder, until we’re all roaring right along with her. Her body pushes with all its might against me, so much fucking power, so much fucking strength.

      Then, silence. Jess grunts and relaxes back against me. Then the doula reaches down into the water.

      And brings out a pink, screaming, wrinkly baby girl.

      Holy mother of fucks. I hang on tight to Jess, but laser focused on her our daughter’s little body with her tiny little toes. And her fingers, holy fuck her little fingers.

      The whole world blurs at the edges and everything that has ever mattered becomes clear. Jess. And our little girl, with her shock of red hair and her wailing cries.

      The doula pinches off the cord and hands the baby to Jess, who cradles her in her arms, as I cradle Jess in mine.

      “Are you okay?” I whisper against Jess’s ear.

      She nods, her eyes fluttering. “Yeah. I am totally okay.”

      “The placenta has been delivered,” the doula says softly and warmly. “Mom and baby are safe and sound, Dad.”

      Safe and sound.

      All the worry, all the terror of the last twelve hours—fuck, the last forty weeks—start to fade away. I hold Jess close, cradling the back of our little girl’s head in my palm. “I think we should call her Michaela, after you,” Jess says softly.

      “Hi Michaela,” I whisper.

      And then, all at once, a dam breaks inside me and I am sobbing, fucking sobbing, with so much joy, as I hold them both close and safe in my arms.

      “She’s going to call you Daddy.” I hear Jess whisper through my balling. “And we both know, you are the best Daddy in the whole world.”

      Fuck, I love her. Both of them so fucking much but all I can do right now is cry and hope they understand, my tears are my soul, slipping out of me so they both know, I belong to them.

      Forever.
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      Epilogue - 12 Years Later

      

      The turkey is in the oven, the pumpkin pies are cooling, and the kids are outside playing in the leaves. And we’ve still got three hours before the rest of the guests arrive.

      Which means it’s time for me and my baby girl to do what we’ve done every Thanksgiving for the last twelve years.

      I come up behind her at the sink. The light is getting low, and I can see her reflection clearly in the window. Her eyes flutter shut as I touch her, and my cock throbs in response. She was so young when I first made her mine, and she’s still so fucking young. Always my baby girl. Always.

      We’ve got four kids now. Michaela is 12, Benjamin is 10, and the twins, Janet and Julia—named after our moms—are 6. Only Julia has the least bit of interest in music, but Jess doesn’t take it too seriously. No pressure. No craziness. Just a pink keytar and a rainbow-colored xylophone for now.

      We’re happy. Fucking happy. And though life is busy and chaotic, it’s good. The self-storage business made us a fucking bundle, and so Ben was able to retire which made me and Jess happy.

      Much to nobody’s surprise, I’ve found being a stay-at-home dad suits me just fucking fine, while Jess has been getting a new music therapy program off the ground for underprivileged kids. We have everything we could ever want and more.

      Sam and his husband, Giacomo, are out watching the kids, and Lagerfeld sits on his lap. Old and arthritic, but still the best-dressed dog in the state. They’re happy, too. Happy and thriving. Taking the fashion world by storm.

      I run my hand down her thigh. Her body has changed after three pregnancies—and I like her new curves, her new softness. But we’re done with kids; four is plenty, and I nearly lost her after the twins. As soon as she was in recovery, safe and sound, I went for the snip. I’ll always want to knock her up when I come inside her, always, but I’m not risking her health ever again.

      She’s in a little plaid dress with black leggings. Her hair is long and loose. Around her neck she still wears the solitaire I put on her all those years ago. I’ve never unlocked the lock. And never will. “Daddy’s hungry, baby girl.”

      I watch her smile in the reflection of the window. “Oh you.”

      I turn her around in my arms, letting her feel my hardness against my thigh. “It’s your fucking fault.”

      She looks up at me with those beautiful eyes. “Sorry, not sorry.”

      Taking her hand, I lead her around the corner, to the butler’s pantry where I know we won’t be seen. I pull down her leggings, revealing her beautiful pussy, slick and wet already. I kiss her deeply, hoisting her up on the countertop. She paws at my belt, and unzips my fly, like she does damn near every single day of our married life.

      And just like that, I’m pressing inside her, groaning into the kiss as her walls part and her pussy clenches, to welcome Daddy home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE PRICE OF LOVE SERIES AND A FREE BOOK!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        HAVE YOU READ THE REST OF THE PRICE OF LOVE SERIES?

        ALL STANDALONES!

        GRAB THE OTHER BOOKS HERE

        But, wait!  Amazon

        BANNED

        EARNING HER KEEP!  So, I’ll give it to you free!

        Get it here FREE!
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            DANI’S OTHER BOOKS
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        FIND ALL MY OTHER BOOKS
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            LET’S STAY CONNECTED!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FOLLOW ME ON FACEBOOK

        FACEBOOK FRIENDS

        GOODREADS:  Dani Wyatt

        PRIVATE READER’S GROUP: Wyatt’s Wenches

        Dani Wyatt on Amazon

        dani@daniwyatt.com

        www.daniwyatt.com
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            ABOUT DANI

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dani Wyatt used to feel bad about having such dirty thoughts. Luckily, one day, she decided to start writing them down. Her ultra-obsessed, alpha heroes have a wicked possessive streak and an insatiable libido. Her heroines are intelligent, quirky, and worry about having too much muffin top. So, if you like your insta-love over the top, super-hot, and always a happily ever after, you’re in the right place.

      

      

      

      
        
        She’s fighting middle age like a warrior and lives an average life battling gravity. When she's not writing, she is probably laughing about some irony (like the fact that A-1 Steak Sauce is vegan), reading, riding her horse, or looking cross-eyed at some piece of technology sent to ruin her day.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you.

        I have so many amazing people I’ve met since I started putting my

        naughty thoughts on the page.  To some of the first fans who supported me, the bloggers,

        fellow authors who have been more than generous with their

        time and opinions, as well as the other professionals that

        put up with my particular kind of crazy, thank you.

        …you guys remind me every day that when we support each other, everyone wins.

        xoxoxo
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