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Yes.


Those three little letters can mean so many different
things. They can be a question or an answer, a command or a request. When
spoken, they have the power to seduce and reassure. When left silent, they can
break hearts or shatter dreams.


I also happen to think yes is one of the sexiest
words in the English language. The following five stories explore the
implications of unspoken desires, as well as the possibilities that await when
we say what we really want and make yes the most important word—whether
it's said to a lover, or a friend, or even ourselves.
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Sasha cradled the wine glass in her upturned hand, the
delicate stem nestled between her ring and pinky fingers, her thumb caressing a
nervous arc across the bowl. After nearly ten years in retail where “holiday
party” usually meant “lunch in the break room,” this catered after hours
shindig was a little overwhelming. Especially since she'd only been a legal
intern for a few months.


She sipped the sweet Moscato and walked slowly through the
room in search of a friendly smile to give her an in, an excuse to insinuate
herself into some conversation. Networking and being social had been a
challenge for her in the world of retail politics, too, but it was more than
just that aspect that fueled her desire to go back to school a few years ago.
Even if a client didn't ooze gratitude, she knew she'd be making a positive
impact on the world around her with this career change. No one needed a
$400 Michael Kors bag. Not everyone needed a lawyer, either, but meeting that
need was more fulfilling to Sasha than convincing someone to part with their
hard earned cash in the name of blind  consumerism and brand recognition.


Bitter? Maybe a little. Though in her experience, even the
bubbliest people in retail had a streak of disdain just beneath the surface. 


A few smiles and nods greeted her as she made her way across
the banquet hall, but nothing solid enough to warrant stopping and injecting
herself into already lively discussions. So she kept moving. At the worst, she
could stop at the hors d'oeuvres table across the way as if that had been her
intention all along and not look like a wandering fool. Which was how she felt.
Thank god for the wine, which gave her nervous hands something to focus on.


Finally, her work crush, Malcolm Dane, came to her rescue
with a smile and a small wave. She headed in his direction, holding tight to
her glass. If she rubbed her thumb on the same spot for much longer, the glass
might wear thin and shatter. Malcolm was only a few years older than Sasha. Of course,
he hadn't wandered off into the black hole of retail fashion like she had, so
while she was a thirty-something intern, he was on the fast track to becoming a
partner. 


She had been prone to what she called “work crushes” since
her first job in high school. They were innocent little things, these crushes.
It was inevitable. Spending so many hours a week with the same group of people,
there's an attachment that develops. Not necessarily romantic, although Malcolm
was cute. Really, really cute. In fact, there were quite a few attractive
people in the office, and their appeal only grew when she got to see their
passion and intellect at work. That was sexier than any bright smile or
chocolate brown eyes.


Well... almost.


Malcolm raised his glass and Sasha raised hers in turn. 


“If I had known there were such great company parties
waiting for me in the legal field, I would've dumped retail a long time ago,”
she said.


“Well, we're happy to have you now.” He clinked his glass
against hers, then drank. 


He tipped his head back, draining his glass, and Sasha
admired the hard line of his jaw, the soft line of his throat. His Adam's apple
rose and fell with each swallow. She licked her lips, sweet with the wine that
also warmed her cheeks. As he finished his drink, Malcolm motioned across the
room.


“You'd think an office full of lawyers would know better.”


Somehow she'd missed the mistletoe hanging near the tree
when she'd canvassed the room earlier. Probably because everyone was sober
then. There were a few people who'd clearly indulged a little too much already,
even though the night was young. She watched as Jake, the cute mailroom guy,
locked lips with an office assistant.


“Do they have that every year?” she asked.


“Three or four now.”


“And no sexual harassment cases the Monday after?”


“I guess not. A few pissed off wives, though.” He gave her a
smile that seemed to say something more, but she couldn't figure out what.


She envied mailroom Jake a little. A bit of inebriated
action with a work crush that one or both of you might very well forget by
morning didn't sound too bad. She returned Malcolm's smile and wondered if he
could read the something more in her expression.


He jumped like someone had pinched him.


“Sorry.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out his cell
phone. The smile that brightened his face moments ago faded. “It's a client.
Excuse me for one minute. But don't go anywhere, please. I'll be back.”


She liked that he said please. With a sigh, she turned back
to watch the action under the mistletoe. Some people avoided more passionate
displays; others took full advantage of the opportunity to release their pent
up sexual energy under the guise of innocent holiday fun. After a few minutes,
Malcolm was still missing in action and Sasha was beginning to feel conspicuous
standing there all alone with her empty glass. It wouldn't hurt to wander over
to the refreshment tables.


As soon as she had a mouthful of shrimp cocktail, a deep
voice sounded from behind her.


“Ms. Carlson. Very happy you could join us this evening.”


She whirled around, pressing a napkin to her lips, to face
Edwin Cathcart, one of the founding partners of the firm. She almost choked on
the shrimp when she saw his attire. His ample physique and silver hair had
always reminded her a little bit of Santa Claus, but the beard he'd been
growing for several weeks sealed the deal. The red Santa suit didn't hurt,
either.


“Santa—I mean, Mr. Cathcart. I’m happy to be here. Having a
wonderful time.”


He snagged two fresh glasses of wine from a passing waiter
and handed her one. “Having an equally wonderful time working for us, I hope?”


“Yes, very much.” They chatted for a few minutes, then Mr.
Cathcart extended his hand.


“You wouldn't deny old Father Christmas a dance, would you?”


He wasn't drunk, and had been nothing but friendly and
polite, so she took his hand. He was surprisingly light on his feet, and a more
than competent dancer. Halfway through the song, he drew her a little closer.
Her pulse quickened. She didn't know what to expect next.


“I don't want to rush things, Ms. Carlson, but the word
around the office is that you are tenacious and hard working.”


She let out the breath she didn't realize she'd been
holding. She blamed Malcolm for planting thoughts of mistletoe and
inappropriate advances in her mind.


“In fact, you've been doing some of the best work we've seen
from any of our interns in a long time. It's early yet, and I can't make any
guarantees, but I certainly hope you'll consider us after you've graduated.”


Sasha couldn't believe her ears. Between her own rushing
blood and the music that was now fading, she wasn't sure if she'd heard him
correctly.


“I—yes. Yes, I would like that very much,” she managed to
stammer. 


“Wonderful. Why don't you come see me first thing Monday and
we'll talk about our options.”


“Thank you, sir.”


He bid her goodnight and she turned around in a daze. Merry
Christmas to her! It wasn't a job offer, but it was close. 


“There you are. I thought I told you not to move.” 


She grinned at Malcolm and his smile widened in response.


“When the boss wants to dance, you dance.”


“It can't just be the old man's dancing that has you
grinning like a fool.”


She relayed the brief conversation, trying her best not to
sound too much like a schoolgirl who'd just been asked out by the hottest guy
on the football team. 


“That's fantastic news,” Malcolm said. “And good to know the
boss hears us when we say things. You'd be a real asset to the office.”


She was sure she blushed.


“Well let's have it, you two. Don't stand there all night
staring at each other.”


Sasha turned toward the male voice. Jake, and the pretty
assistant he'd been kissing just minutes ago.


“We all did it. Your turn,” the young woman said.


Sasha didn't know what they were talking about. Malcolm
cleared his throat, drawing her attention back to him.


“It seems we've come across the mistletoe,” he said,
motioning to the sprig of greenery hanging a few feet above their heads.


“I see.”


He trailed his fingertips over her arm. “I'd hate to end up
in a report on the human resources desk come Monday.”


“It's only sexual harassment if it's unwanted contact.” And
she wouldn't mind a bit of contact with him at all. “Not if we're two
consenting adults.”


“Would it be okay if I kissed you, then?”


Sasha's breath caught low in her belly. “Yes. Quite.”


He cupped her chin, tilting it up to meet his lips.  She
closed her eyes and surrendered to the gentle pressure of his mouth against
hers.


What on earth had she done to get on Santa's extra special
nice list this year? Whatever it was, she would try to replicate it next year.


He pulled away too soon. She stepped closer and stared up
into his eyes.


“That was nice,” she said. It was more than nice, but she
didn't want to sound overeager.


“I agree. Can we do it again?”


Something about the way he asked tickled the base of her
spine and flooded her face with warmth. She nodded.


This time he slid his hand to the back of her neck,
supporting her against the force of his kiss. Still gentle, but more urgent.
His tongue slipped past her lips and he tasted every inch of her mouth. She
wanted to open up and consume him completely, but the weight of several pairs
of eyes kept her desire in check. Just before she thought she might pass out,
he broke the connection and she gulped in a breath. They stood there a few more
seconds, bodies pressed together, mouths only a whisper apart.


“Well okay.” Jake's voice broke the spell. “That's how you
do it.”


Sasha laughed nervously and swiped her thumb across
Malcolm's bottom lip to wipe away a lipstick smudge. He raked his fingers
through her hair, sending a pleasant chill over her scalp, before pulling away
and nodding toward the bar. 


“Another drink?” He offered his elbow, which Sasha gladly
accepted.


Once they were far enough away that their coworkers lost
interest, she squeezed his arm.


“I don't really want another drink,” she said. His mouth was
the only thing she wanted on hers. How she could still walk in her high heels
was beyond her. Her knees were weak.


Malcolm changed direction and led her through a side door
into a deserted hallway.


“What did you have in mind?”


His question caught her off guard. She thought it was pretty
obvious what she had in mind. She thought he was on the same page, but maybe
not. He didn't move to kiss her again.


Instead, he brushed her hair away from her face, tucking it
behind her ears. The caress of his fingertips over her cheeks and around her
ears released the shiver that had been building in her spine. A faint trace of
music from the banquet room carried into the hallway.


“How about a dance?” he asked.


She nodded and allowed herself to be drawn close to his
body. He fit her curves just so. His arm around her waist, her hip against his,
palms pressed together. They swayed to their own rhythm. She nuzzled against
the side of his neck, breathing in a faint spicy cologne. It was surreal. To be
dancing to barely audible music, in an empty hallway, with her work crush. Who
couldn't seem to get enough of her. He slid his hands up her back, over her
arms. Brushed his lips across her neck and shoulder, but didn't kiss her.
Combed his fingers through her hair, massaging her scalp.


“Malcolm.” She wrapped her arms around his torso. “Please
kiss me.”


He backed her up against the wall and almost kissed her.
Almost. His breath tickled her lips. What was this game he was playing?


“Yes,” she urged. “Please.”


He obliged with a barrage of intense kisses, bruising her
lips and probing the recesses of her soul with his tongue. Never before had a
“crush” left her so breathless. The wall was unyielding and as Malcolm pressed
against her she had no choice but to push back to keep from being crushed. But
even as she leveraged her body against his, she flattened her hands against his
back, holding him close.


The way his fingertips bit into the flesh of her hips,
bunching up her skirt, sent a thrill through her whole body. They'd had little
more contact than mouth to hungry mouth, but her entire body tingled  with
anticipation for his.


A burst of raucous laughter from inside the ballroom broke
the spell of lust long enough for Sasha to turn a cheek to his kisses. 


“Wait. Oh god, wait.” She drew a shaky breath.


“I know, sorry. We're in the middle of the hall.” He blushed
and laughed a little.


“No, it's not that.” Maybe that was part of it. It probably
should have been. “I'm an intern.” Malcolm had ticked all the right boxes for
her from day one. But Mr. Cathcart had all but promised her a job. Was she
about to throw that away?


“I'm not your boss.” He stepped back and gave her space to
breathe. “So we're still two consenting adults, right?”


She nodded. 


“Yes?” He caught her around the waist and dipped her.


“Yes.”


“Good, because I have a question.” He returned her to a
standing position but kept his arm around her waist. “Would you think me too
forward if I got us a room?”


“I'd think you weren't forward enough if you didn't.” The
calm, even tone of her voice belied the trembling anticipation in her stomach.
“How about right now?”


“Now who's being forward?” He grinned. “Do you want to grab
your coat and purse? I'll head to the front desk.”


Sasha combed her fingers through her hair and smoothed down
her dress before re-entering the ballroom. No one glanced her way or paid any
attention as she retrieved her coat and handbag, but she felt like there was a
flashing signal above her head. 


First it was encouragement from the boss. And now it was
Malcolm. Oh, Merry Christmas, indeed.


Her cell phone beeped and she retrieved it from her coat
pocket. A text from Malcolm. Room 526. Warmth flooded her face. She
hurried back out into the hallway and turned toward the main hotel lobby. 


Do I need to be more forward? He seemed to be taking
the lead, which she liked, and they seemed to be after the same thing. And yet
he kept asking what she wanted. Is he not getting my signals loud and clear?


She stepped into the elevator and pushed the button for the
fifth floor. It couldn't have been a longer ride if it were twenty stories.
Malcolm let her into the room. He'd removed his suit jacket and unfastened the
top button of his shirt. The rest of the buttons begged to be undone. Sasha
dropped her coat and purse onto a chair.


“You're sure this is...” Malcolm shoved his hands in his
pockets and shrugged his shoulders without finishing the sentence. 


He looks as nervous as I feel. No, she wasn't
nervous. Thrilled. But unsure how to behave. She didn't want to rush this. Nor
did she want him to think she'd lost interest. She slipped off her heels.


“I'm sure. Can I ask you something?”


“Anything.”


“Are you going to keep asking for permission before you kiss
me, or anything else?” She coaxed his hands out of his pockets and laced her
fingers with his.


“Yes I am.”


“Why?”


“Because I want you that much. Since the day you walked into
the building for your first interview.”


She bit her lip in an attempt to contain the excitement
welling up in her chest. He'd been interested that long?


“To the point that whenever you pass by my office door I
find myself distracted for the next ten minutes. I want to kiss, and touch, and
experience every last bit of you.” He leaned his forehead against hers. “But no
matter how much I want you, I know that I have no right to any part of you.”


She didn't know what to say to that. But she knew she wanted
him with the same intensity. He pressed his thumb to her bottom lip.


“I want your mouth,” he whispered.


She flicked her tongue over the tip of his finger. “I want
yours.”


He held her head in his hands and kissed her slowly. Not the
greedy kisses from before. This time he was slow and deliberate, like he was
savoring her. She reached for the buttons on his shirt, then stopped. 


“Can I take this off?” Her voice was too soft. She was
unused to asking this way, but he deserved the same respect he was giving her.


“I'd like that.” He nuzzled her neck, dotting feather-light
kisses from her collar bone to her ear as she unbuttoned his shirt. He returned
to her mouth again and again. The whole time, his hands never strayed from her
face.


He stepped back when she pushed the shirt off his shoulders
and let it fall to the floor. She admired the sight before her. Not quite a
six-pack there, but he was muscular, with a smattering of dark curly hair on
his chest and trailing down toward his belly button. The perfect balance of
firmness and softness. 


She turned her back to Malcolm and swept all of her hair
over one shoulder, giving him access to the zipper on her dress. He pressed his
lips to the back of her neck as he unzipped her. Soon she stood in a pool of
beaded satin.


“Is it okay if I touch you here?” His fingers skimmed across
her belly. 


She nodded her approval and leaned back into his body. 


“And here?” Hands cupped her breasts, thumbs teasing her
nipples to attention through the lace of her bra.


“Oh, yes.”


“While I kiss you here?” Lips, teeth, tongue, nipping at her
earlobe. Biting gently. Caressing the sensitive inner curves of her ear.


“Oh, Malcolm.” Every touch sent tiny shockwaves through to
her core. 


She pressed her hips back against his growing arousal, which
made him groan into her ear. She shivered with desire and spun around to face
him. If he wanted her mouth, he would get it. They backed up to the bed and
Malcolm sat. Sasha stood between his knees and unhooked her bra. At the sight
of her bare breasts, his tongue darted out, wetting his lips. He placed his
hands on her hips and gazed at her nipples.


“May I?”


“No.”


His focus shifted to her face.


“No. I want to taste you first.” 


She pushed him back on the bed and he scooted to the center.
She straddled him, grinding her hips down against him and sending waves of
pleasure coursing through her. Through him, too, judging by the way he clenched
his eyes closed and pressed his head back into the pillow. 


“I want to taste you here.” She kissed his mouth eagerly.
“And here.” Flicked her tongue over his bicep. Then his chest.


“Yes.” He opened his eyes and watched her trail kisses over
his abdomen.


“And here.” She pressed her lips to his stomach, just above
the waistband of his pants. With sure fingers, she unbuckled the belt, popped
the button, and released the zipper. 


“Yes.” The response was breathy and urgent.


“Especially here.” She reached into his boxers and palmed
his hard length, smiling when she heard him draw a sharp breath. 


He lifted his hips and she stripped the rest of his clothing
off. She took a moment to admire his naked form. If her panties hadn't already
been soaked through, they would be at the sight of him lying prone, that
beautiful cock standing at attention.


“You want my mouth?” She was less timid now, and her voice
didn't falter. The process of giving, asking for, and receiving permission was
empowering in a way she hadn't expected.


“Sasha.” He exhaled her name. “Yes. God, yes.”


She leaned forward and eased him into her mouth. Slowly,
slowly... all the way, until she could take no more, then she pulled back. She
took her time and tended to him in the same way he'd kissed her. Long, slow
strokes of the tongue, tasting every curve and ridge. He moaned and murmured yes,
yes, yes over and over again. Consent never sounded so sexy.


After a few minutes, just as his thighs began to tremble, he
touched her cheek. “Stop, stop. I don't want to finish yet.”


She stretched out beside him and he rolled over to kiss her.
She could never get enough of those kisses. Before he had the chance to ask,
she placed his hand over her breast. That was all the encouragement he needed.


“You are amazing.” 


Her toes curled at the tickle of his breath in her ear. 


“And so beautiful.”


She gasped when he rolled her nipple between his fingers. He
did the same to the other nipple, then trailed his hand down her stomach. He tugged
at her panties.


“I'm dying to get you out of these.”


“Yes, please.” She helped him slide them over her hips, then
kicked them over the side of the bed.


Malcolm slipped his hand between her thighs and stroked two
fingers over her labia. It wasn't going to take much to send her over the edge.
He slipped one finger inside. She couldn't remember the last time she was this
aroused. She sighed.


“I love hearing that.” Another finger in. His thumb hovering
over her clit. “You're so wet.”


“Yes. Oh...” She raised her hips, practically begging him to
move.


He did, circling his thumb around that sensitive spot,
instantly making her shake with pleasure. There was no stopping the orgasm that
overtook her with the next swirl of his thumb. He pressed his mouth to her ear.


“Yes. That's it.”


“Oh god yes, Malcolm.” The tingling waves washed over her,
pulsating gently. They subsided after a moment, only to be coaxed back up again
by her partner's skilled fingers. “I want you. Now. Please, I need you.”


He knelt and pulled her hips down to meet him. She looked up
into his eyes and gave her final consent. He pushed into her, filling her
completely. She reached between them and stroked her clit in rhythm with his
thrusts. She found herself repeating yes, yes, yes, with each push,
getting louder and louder. She wasn't usually so vocal, but she couldn't help
herself. Before long, Malcolm joined her vocalizations.


He grasped her hips and lifted her slightly off the bed to
meet his thrusts. She was on the brink of a second orgasm. She wrapped her legs
around his torso. She loved the way he felt inside her, the way his every word
and action tonight had been for their mutual pleasure, not just his own.


“Malcolm...” She dug her nails into his arms. “More. Yes!”


Whatever modicum of self-control he'd been holding onto was
gone. He fucked her hard and fast until they came together in a loud release.
Sasha cried out as Malcolm collapsed on top of her, spent. She wiped the
perspiration from her brow and stroked his back until his breathing returned to
normal.


He rolled off her and pushed her hair back from her eyes. He
kissed her once.


“I have one more question,” he said.


“What's that?”


“When can we do that again?”


She grinned and snuggled against his warm body. “Ask me in
the morning.”


She had a feeling the answer would be yes.


 


 





[bookmark: Haricot]The Haricot Verts


 


“Why don't they just say green beans?”


You look across the table at him through eyelashes and
candlelight. See if you can make him understand. 


“'Haricot verts, the thinnest, sweetest, most delicate
variety of French green beans. Everything thin and pretty deserves a special
place of honor, a fancy title.”


You fumble with the water glass, fingers uncoordinated. He's
watching as you look down through the clear liquid and ice cubes; through the
water, your fingers appear as thick as they feel. What does he see when he
looks at you?


“You know the haricot verts.”


“I know what?” He laughs at you, softly, nervously. 


“You know who the haricot verts are. The homecoming queen,
the guy with the slick tongue and Daddy's money. I bet you knew one in high
school, or maybe college. She was completely out of your league, but you asked
her out anyway. Right?”


He sits back in his chair, looking past you, over your
shoulder, and it's your turn to chuckle. 


“Even after she turned you down, you still let her copy your
class notes every time she asked, didn't you?”


His eyes meet yours again, a little colder this time, less
twinkle. 


Apologize. Tell him it was only a joke.


The waiter interrupts by announcing your entrees and setting
plates in front of you. It looks beautiful, as it should, haricot verts and
all. 


“I guess you never had any problem getting your own haricot
verts?” He doesn't sound too annoyed. Only slightly. “Always had any guy you
wanted, no doubt.”


He holds your gaze for a long time, the corners of his mouth
turning up slightly. He's waiting for your answer. You shake your head.


Tell him he's wrong. Tell him you're more the canned
string bean kind of girl and you know it. The ones that inevitably turn all children
against vegetables—all perfectly the same stout size, always too mushy, with a
bitter, tinny flavor. They could never hold their own next to haricot verts.
Tell him you never tried. 


You push your pretty little vegetables around the plate.
Tell him you would have let him copy your class notes, too. Tell him:


“I should’ve ordered mashed potatoes.”
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“Why won’t you let me watch you?”


My stomach twisted with anxiety at his question, but also
with excitement. Tim, my boyfriend of a year and a half, lathered soap on my
back as we stood under the hot shower spray. He loved these post-sex showers as
much as I did.


“It’s weird,” I said, reverting to thirteen-year-old
terminology to describe something much more complex than weird. He held
my shoulders and leaned forward to whisper in my ear.


“It’s not weird. It’s damn sexy.” His hands slid down over
my breasts, pinching lightly at my nipples, not that they needed any help
perking up. 


My body was still sensitive and alert after the orgasm he’d
given me only minutes before. He could bring me to the edge and hold me there
for what seemed like eternity before plunging me over the precipice. It was
always worth the wait. With his slippery hands moving down my stomach now, I
could barely think about the original question. If he wanted a straight answer,
he’d have to stop working me up. And by the feel of things, I wasn’t the only
one becoming aroused again. A slow shiver snaked down my spine when he captured
my earlobe between his teeth.


“Do you get excited thinking of strangers seeing you touch
yourself?”


“Maybe. A little.” Not as much as the fantasy I’d shared
with him a few months ago: being watched while having sex. But it still pushed
all the right buttons. I swallowed my lust.


“So why not let me?”


“It—it’s different. I’d feel self-conscious.”


He let go of me and turned away to rinse the soap from his
chest.


“I don’t get how you’d be comfortable in front of random
strangers, but not me. After this long, I thought you’d trust me at least that
much.”


Standing naked in a shower, you wouldn’t think it possible
to feel any more exposed, but in that moment, I did.


“It’s not about trust.”


“Then what’s it about?” He squirted a palm full of shampoo
and scrubbed his hair. Vigorously.


By the time I garnered the courage to tell him, he’d rinsed
his hair and started sliding the shower door open.


“Tim, wait.”


“Forget it.”


“No.” I slid the door shut again.


“I hate that you shut down like this when I bring it up. I
won’t ask about it anymore, okay?”


I pulled him back under the water with me and pressed my
body close to his. He was still semi-erect and the feel of him made my muscles
clench tight.


“I love you,” I said.


The hard line of his lips softened. He kissed my forehead.


“I know, babe. I never—”


“That’s why.”


“What?” He stepped me back, shielding me from the water. He
cupped my chin and held my gaze when I tried to look away. My face had to have
been bright red, and not from the hot shower.


“I don’t care what some anonymous person, who I’ll never see
again, thinks when they look at me. But I do care what you’ll think.” 


He leaned me back against the shower wall. He was hard
against my hip.


“Is that it? This whole time?”


Well, when he said it like that, it did seem a little silly.



“You already know what I think when I look at you, how much
I love your body.”


Of course I did, but there was still that irrational fear in
my brain. Seeing me naked in the shower, or touching myself while we’re having
sex, was one thing. But to be fully laid out, exposed, engaged in something so
intimate that I’d normally do without him… That struck a tiny chord of terror
within me. Would he like what he saw? Would he think I enjoyed it more alone
than with him?


He grasped my hips, pulling them forward, and bent his knees
so we were about the same height. The tip of his cock pressed against my slick
opening. I wanted nothing more than to slide myself down the length of him, to
have him fill me, but he held me firm. Desire glinted in his eyes and twitched
the corners of his mouth into a devious grin.


“You see how hard you make me?”


I nodded.


“You like that?”


“God, yes.” It was difficult not to let my eyelids flutter
shut. My entire body pulsed with need. I kept my eyes open and looked into his,
willing him to see how much I wanted him. 


He leaned in for a kiss, still poised just beneath me,
nudging slightly upward. I braced my hands behind me against the wall and tried
to ease myself down, but he had the better position for control.


“Baby, don’t tease.” A whimper escaped my lips. The sultry,
begging kind Tim found hard to resist.


He held tight to my hips, and straightened his legs out,
thrusting full into me. I couldn’t silence the satisfied cry that passed from
my lips. Sacrificing balance for heightened sensation, I wrapped one leg behind
him and tilted my hips so his pelvis pressed against my clit with each thrust.


“Wouldn’t you like to see how hard—” He pushed deep,
stretching me. “—how hard I’d get looking at you?”


His naughty talk had me on the brink. The sizzling pleasure
mounted in my abdomen and tingled down to my toes.


“I want to see you touch that pretty little pussy until it’s
nice and wet.”


“Oh God, Tim.”


He pressed me up against the wall and gripped my ass with
both hands, surely leaving red finger-marks, fucking me as fast as the slippery
shower floor would allow, but he never stopped talking to me.


“How hard do you think you could get me without ever
touching me?”


I’d never thought of that. Never thought of having that kind
of power over him. But I thought of it now, and it burst the bubble that had
been building inside me, sending sparks flying behind my eyelids.


“Make me watch until I’m begging to fuck you.” His voice was
strained through clenched teeth. “Bet you’d like that.”


I could only moan in response. He groaned with one final
thrust and buried his face in my neck, panting. He held me there for a moment
while we both caught our breath, then redirected the showerhead.


“Looks like we have to wash up again.”


I grinned a delirious grin and stepped into the spray. 


“Hey.” He patted my ass. 


I turned around.


“I love you, too.”


 


 


Tim kept his word and didn’t bring up the topic of watching
me masturbate for the next few weeks. Of course, now I couldn’t get it out of
my head. The way he’d described it made me realize an important distinction I’d
never thought of before: it wasn’t the act he was interested in seeing, it was
me. Okay, it was me in the middle of that act, but still.


I came home on a Friday evening after work and the house was
dark. I had been hoping for dinner out and a sexy night in to kick off the
weekend, but Tim wasn’t there. When I turned on the light, I found a manila
envelope propped against the lamp on the table.


Anna.


My name beckoned to me in black marker. The envelope was
heavier than I expected, and when I opened it, a digital voice recorder slid
into my hands. Intrigued, I pressed play and turned up the volume. 


Hey babe. Surprise.


The sound of Tim’s voice made me smile. What did he have up
his sleeve? I made my way into the kitchen and poured myself a glass of wine as
I listened.


Let’s try something different tonight. I bet you’re ready
to relax after a long day, so head upstairs for a nice hot bath. Then slip into
something that makes you feel sexy. Turn this off until you’re ready for the
next step. Don’t cheat and listen ahead, either.


I laughed. He knew me too well. I was the one who liked to
open gifts on Christmas Eve, not because of any long-standing tradition, but
because I couldn’t stand the anticipation any longer. I clicked the tape off and
followed his instructions.


I filled the tub with steaming hot water and added a few
capfuls of the vanilla-scented bath oil that had been waiting for me on the
counter. The aroma filled the whole bathroom. I stripped down and sank into the
water, my muscles already beginning to relax. Sipping my glass of wine,
neck-deep in silky bathwater, I wished Tim were actually there with me instead
of a disembodied voice coming from a machine. I was tempted to cheat and listen
some more, just as he expected I would be, but I resisted. He’d gone through
the trouble of setting this up, so I didn’t want to ruin it. Instead, I focused
on letting the tension of the work week go, skimming my hands under the water,
letting the oil soften my skin.


When the water started to cool, I drained the tub and
toweled off. While trying to decide what piece of lingerie to put on, I added
an extra step to his instructions and applied a sweet-scented lotion he had
given to me for my birthday earlier this year. I took my time, massaging my
breasts and tummy, giving my ass a gentle squeeze as I spread the lotion. I
slathered it on, from my ankles up to my thighs, loving the smoothness against
my skin. 


I couldn’t help myself. I brushed my fingers between my
thighs, feeling the wetness there. I spread a little up over my clit, relishing
the jolt of pleasure it sent through my body. Tim’s instructions were having
the desired effect.


Once in the bedroom, I slipped into a black lace thong and a
matching stretch lace camisole that hugged my body. Okay. Ready for more
direction. I pressed play.


I hope you’re feeling good right now. I’d love to touch
you, feel how soft you are after the bath. To smell the vanilla on your skin.


His voice was as silky as the bath oil, the lotion, warming
my body to the core. I tingled with anticipation.


Set the recorder down on the bed so your hands are free.
Make sure the blinds are closed tight so no one can see.


I did as he instructed, though part of me thrilled at the
possibility that someone might look in and see me in my skimpy lingerie,
nipples hard and standing out against the thin lace.


Don’t lay down yet, just stand there. Run your hands over
your body, over what you’re wearing. Think of my hands.


I cupped my breasts like Tim liked to do and flicked my
thumbs across my nipples. A gentle sigh escaped my lips. The insubstantial
fabric of my underwear would be soaked soon, I was getting so aroused. After a
moment on my breasts, I slid my hands down over my stomach. Not every man
realized the importance of foreplay, of simple touches and caresses on even the
most innocent of places, but my Tim did. And he liked to take his time. He’d
spend half an hour some times just kissing me and touching me over my clothes.
I loved feeling his erection through all those layers of fabric, straining to
be released.


You can sit or lay down now. Let’s play a game.


I propped a few pillows against the headboard and reclined
on the bed, ready to get to the real action.


Imagine we’re out together somewhere. Maybe at the
movies. Or driving in the car. Or…


I could practically hear the huge grin that must’ve spread
across his face as he recorded the next few lines.


…I know… We’re at the state fair. One of those warm,
sticky nights that always turns you on.


I loved the way humidity made my tops cling to every curve.
My breasts were full, but perky enough that I occasionally went braless on
those sultry nights, to better feel my tank top against my moist skin.


You’re wearing that little skirt I love, the one with the
yellow flowers, and that white t-shirt. Without a bra, of course.


I knew exactly the outfit he meant. The skirt was a few
inches above the knee, white chiffon with a small floral print. The t-shirt was
thin cotton with a plunging v-neck. I was wearing it once—without a bra—when we
were caught in a sudden downpour in the park. We ran all the way back to the
car, but were soaked through by the time we made it. My top was completely
translucent when wet, and you could see the dark tan of my nipples right
through the material. Tim had been so turned on by it that he’d laid me out in
the car and buried his face between my legs until I was thrashing with ecstasy
and his face was wet long after the rain had dried.


I leaned back against the pillows and squeezed my thighs
together. The pressure sent delicious waves of sensation through my pussy.


We’re going to take a ride on the Ferris wheel. As we
ride to the top, we can see all the people down below. The breeze blows your
skirt and you slide it up to the top of your thighs. When the ride reaches the
bottom again, the operator looks at you with your skirt hiked up and your knees
spread open. He can see your underwear.


I opened my knees and slid a hand over my mound. My panties
were damp.


Slide them to the side. Give him a nice view of your pussy
before we start back to the top of the circle.


An electric tingle played in the pit of my stomach as I
imagined this stranger taking a good look at me. Not just him, but other
bystanders as well. I pushed my thong to one side and dipped a finger into the
wetness beneath. The heady aroma of arousal wafted up from my pussy.


Show me how you like to touch yourself. Imagine us on
that Ferris wheel, on top of the world again, the warm wind licking your pussy.
How would you pleasure yourself, for me and everyone to see?


I slipped my panties off and dropped them over the side of
the bed. Gently, with one hand, I spread my labia. With the other hand, I use
two wet fingers to circle my swollen clit. I didn’t know how much longer the
tape would be, so I didn’t touch too hard or too fast. I could’ve brought
myself to orgasm in less than two minutes, but I focused on building it slowly,
trying to put myself into the fantasy moment on top of that carnival ride.


Imagine the look on everyone’s faces when our car circles
back around and they see that I’ve reached into your shirt to pinch your
nipples. I even lean over to lick them as we pass by the ride operator again.
Can you see his erection straining against his jeans?


I wanted to make this stranger hard and eager. I wanted him
to see me and lose all sense of decency, to have him stare and want what he saw
before him. I pulled the top of my cami down so my tits spilled out and I had
access to brush my palm over my nipples, mimicking Tim’s mouth in the fantasy.


The thrill of performing for strangers like that was so hot.
Men would watch with lust in their eyes. Women would watch with fascination and
maybe some desire of their own. I slid my middle finger into my pussy and
stroked in and out, tilting my hips up to deepen the penetration.


I don’t want you to come just yet. Not while we’re
heading back to the top where it’s harder for people to see. Just keep working
that pussy for a little longer. Rub your clit. Just a little longer baby.
Sitting next to you, I’m so hard just watching you please yourself, seeing you
enjoy everyone’s eyes on you.


Following his instruction, I pressed three fingers over my
clit and worked in quick circles. My hips rocked involuntarily against my hand
and my body trembled, waiting for release. 


Here we come back to the bottom. The ride is slowing
down. We’re going to stop right in front of the operator. He’s going to see you
with your fingers all over your hot little pussy, so nice and wet. Let him hear
you baby, let him see you come. Go ahead.


A moan started deep in my throat and rose in pitch as I
worked myself over, faster, harder, pressing my fingers against my clit. The
orgasm erupted in shuddering waves and I cried out with the pleasure of it. I
imagined the lusty, if not surprised look, on the stranger’s face as I came to
halt in front of him, pussy exposed and slick, and Tim next to me, likely with
a raging hard-on that I desperately wanted to take care of.


I wanted him here now, to fill me up and catapult me into
another shattering orgasm.


Just as I began to slow my movements, milking the last of
the sensations from my body, movement from the closet made my heart seize and
damn near skip a beat. The door, which had been slightly ajar, now swung fully
open. Tim stepped out—naked, hard, ready.


Son of a bitch. Sneaky, clever, sexy, irresistible son of a
bitch. I grinned and spread my knees to give him the best possible view of my
pussy. The hunger in his eyes was evident. He stroked himself with one hand.


“Did you like that?” I asked.


He came to the side of the bed and leaned over, kissing me.
His tongue was eager in my mouth, thrusting forcefully, bringing to mind what I
desperately wanted from his cock. 


“You’re fucking amazing. That was… that was so hot.” He
knelt beside me on the bed and thrust two fingers into my pussy, making me gasp
out of sheer pleasure. “Watching you, listening to you come like that. Fuck.”


Yes. Fuck. That was exactly what I wanted. I wrapped my hand
around his cock and brushed my thumb over the tip of him. His eyes fluttered
close and he tilted his head back.


“I want you inside me,” I whispered, bringing my knees up
toward my chest.


He positioned himself in front of me and pressed the tip of
his cock to my slick opening. I straightened my legs and he thrust full into
me, his chest against the backs of my legs. He braced his hands on either side
of my head and pressed forward, driving himself deeper into my pussy. He
stretched me, over and over again, the head of his cock brushing against the
sensitive spot inside me with each thrust.


“Oh God, yes,” I whimpered, already close to another climax.
I bit my lip and stared into Tim’s eyes as he continued to fuck me.


He thrust faster, bringing me closer to the edge, seeking
his own release in time, and I thought of how lucky I was to have a man like
him, who was so turned on by the mere sight of me, and even more turned on by
the thought of watching me fuck myself in front of strangers.


One final, animalistic thrust and a guttural moan shook our
bodies, shook the bed, sent us rocketing together in a shared climax more
intense than any we’d ever shared. I trembled in the aftermath, my muscles weak
and tingling, my heart full. Tim collapsed beside me and nuzzled against my
shoulder.


“Thank you,” he whispered.


“Thank you.” I kissed the top of his head. “Maybe
next time we’ll try with the blinds open.”


 


 








[bookmark: Sasquatch]The Adventures of Sasquatch


 


I'm one of those women you gawk at on the street for wearing
tennis shoes with her skirt suit. Worse yet, I don't even walk to work. I have
one nice pair of heels that I keep at my desk at work—black leather pumps with
a very sensible square, stacked heel. By sensible I mean hardly
attractive. Such is the curse of the Sasquatch.


That was the affectionate nickname given me in high school,
not by my enemies, but my closest friends. To this day, twenty years later, the
name still haunts me.


It's not that I have anything against cute shoes—in fact, I
love shoes!—but my size 11, triple-E width feet don't share my affection. Let
me give you a little perspective. Shoe widths are a bit like bra cup sizes. C
is pretty average. If a woman says she's a D, well, va-va-va-voom, right? Now,
envision not one E, but three. Getting the picture yet?


I've been living with these boats since I grew into them at
the age of fourteen. I wore flip-flops with a short taffeta dress to my junior
prom. Cowboy boots under my floor-length gown to my senior prom. Walking into
the office in my Asics trainers and designer skirt and blouse is the least of
my fashion crimes.


Tucking a stack of folders under my arm, I push open the
spotless glass doors at Randall Advertising & Design. We do it all here at
Randall. Need a catchy jingle? A stand-out billboard? How about a TV or radio
spot? The pros at Randall can handle it all. We're RAD: Randall Advertising
and Design. I love my job, but even we pros are prone to a bit of
cheese.


Shelly, our receptionist, is on the phone when I come in.
She waves and mouths a silent “Hi!” as I pass. The office has the expectant
buzz of Friday-ness. Most of the semi-private offices (two desks to a room) are
empty. Friday mornings usually begin in the CCA—Creative Common Area—a large,
open room with each corner devoted to some creative experience. Paints,
crayons, markers for visual arts at one station. A musical corner with a small
upright piano and an array of other instruments, most of them donated by the
company founder, George Randall, as his children—and now grandchildren—picked
up and discarded hobbies over the years. A corner for thinking, dreaming, and
brainstorming houses beanbag chairs, a recliner, pillows, and a metallic wall
which holds what must be the world's largest magnetic poetry collection.


The final corner of the room is dedicated to television and
video games. VHS tapes that actually still work, DVD movies, and an assortment
of video game consoles—from the antiquated but functioning Atari to the modern
PS3 and Xbox 360—get more use than is probably necessary to fuel our
imaginations.


The staff at RAD is pampered, to say the least, but we also
have the highest morale and employee satisfaction of any company I've ever
worked for.


At the center of the CCA sits a large round table, always
stocked with notepads, pencils, and pens. This is where the creativity sparked
in the four corners gathers to gain strength, organization, and direction
before scattering down the hall to our offices to be fanned into flames.


This morning, almost everyone is in the CCA when I enter.
Most are gathered around the center table, though a few have separated to the
four corners. Carter, my office-mate, is getting in his daily round of Duck
Hunt, and Sylvia is off creating her morning masterpiece, which looks
suspiciously like a caricature of the rest of the group huddled around the
table. 


I realize they aren't gathered around the table as much as
they are gathered around Nicolette, the newest—and youngest—staff member. Her
pink-streaked blonde hair, nose ring and throwback checkered Chuck Taylors
speak to her nouveau punk attitude, but her porcelain skin and baby blue eyes
hint at the beauty one would expect from a girl named Nicolette.


She's holding her audience rapt with mosh pit stories from
the latest concert she attended. Based on her dramatic retelling, I imagine a
scene at the Sidebar, or another of Baltimore's smaller venues that tend to
attract hardcore punk bands and their wind-milling, kicking, fist-throwing
fans. My sixteen-year-old daughter, Macie, insisted on seeing a show at the
Sidebar a few months ago with her boyfriend at the time. I let her go, on the
condition that I went with them. I'd been to enough shows in my day to know
what she was in for. She ignored my warnings to stay toward the outer edge of
the crowd and nearly had her teeth knocked out by an overzealous “dancer”.
She's since decided she prefers a tamer scene.


“Who did you go see?” I ask at the first convenient pause in
Nicolette's story.


“Flogging Molly. They're a—”


“Irish punk band. I saw them at Ram's Head last year.” I
shift my folders from one arm to the other. I should've put them on my desk
first. “I didn't realize they were in town again. Bummer. I would've taken
Macie.” Nicolette blinks at me.


“You listen to Flogging Molly?”


“Are you kidding? I have every CD. When they were here last
year, one of the opening bands was the Horrorpops. Have you heard them? I bet
you'd like them.” That was one of the concerts Macie and I went to together.
Every now and then she's forced to admit that her old mom has pretty good taste
in music. I'm sure it annoys her.


Nicolette shakes her head, still surprised that I know of
Flogging Molly, much less that I'd seen them in concert.


“Who knew you were so hip, Georgie Porgie?” says Frank,
resident practical joker and annoying nickname giver. I'd almost prefer
Sasquatch to Georgie Porgie. Almost. I ignore him and remain focused on
Nicolette.


“Since when did they get so rough at Flogging Molly shows?
It's always been pretty tame when I've gone, even down in the front row.”
Perhaps tame wasn't the correct word, but not so dangerous that I didn't feel
comfortable letting Macie stand up front on her own.


Her scowl deepens. “You've been more than once?”


“Sure. They don't do a lot of East Coast shows, so I've
traveled to see them before.”


She scoots off the table and shoves her hands in her
pockets. “God, what are you, a groupie? That's so lame.” She stalks past me and
down the hall.


“What's going on?” Carter joins the group, finished shooting
computer-animated ducks and clay pigeons.


“Georgia's calling Ms. Nicorette's bluff, that's all.” Frank
uses Nicolette's nickname this time, not mine.


“What? I was just asking a question.”


“She was probably making half of that stuff up to shock us
old farts. Didn't think any of us would know enough to call bullshit.
Especially not you.”


Now what is that supposed to mean? Does everyone
really have such a dull vision of me?


“It's the shoes, isn't it?” I blurt out, drawing blank
stares from everyone around me. My turn to retreat down the hall. As I turn, I
catch a glimpse of Sylvia's sketch and realize I've made my way into it. I can
tell by the oversized clown shoes.


I dive into my project for the day and remain planted behind
my desk for hours. Carter comes and goes, quiet all day. Late in the afternoon,
he returns from one of his many breaks—probably to shoot more ducks—and leans
against the corner of my desk.


“Stop working so hard. It's Friday. You're putting the rest
of us to shame.”


I smile. I guess my all-work-no-play reputation hasn't come
without reason. It won't hurt to divert my attention for a few minutes.


“You're in here slaving away and everyone else is buzzing
around comparing outfits for the gala next weekend.”


RAD redesigned the logo for the fifteenth anniversary of a
local charity and they invited us all to their spring fundraising event for the
unveiling. Dinner, dancing, and silent auction, rubbing elbows with the elite
of Baltimore: politicians, high-profile businesspeople, the heads of
non-profits and social agencies. Strictly black tie. I've purchased a dress
already, but the tags are still on it. Just in case. I can't very well go waltzing
in there with flip flops on. Can I?


“You're going, right?” Carter asks.


“I don't know yet. I don't have shoes.” I know how
ridiculous that must sound to anyone but me, and his wide grin confirms it. Not
his polite smile, close-lipped and impersonal. Not his genuinely warm smile,
which lifts his eyebrows and crinkles the corners of his eyes. Nope, this is
his thoroughly amused smile, broad enough to showcase his
I-had-braces-for-seven-years perfect teeth and reveal the small dimple in his
right cheek.


It occurs to me that I should be irritated with his
reaction, but I don't get the sense that he's laughing at me or teasing me.
He's heard my big-foot rant before and doesn't push the issue. Instead, he
produces a couple of granola bars from his desk drawer and offers me one. I've
worked through lunch without noticing.


He sits and rolls his chair around next to me, close enough
that our knees touch.


“What are you working on?”


I swivel the computer monitor to give him a better view of T.
Wrecks, the comical Tyrannosaurus Rex mascot of an auto-body repair shop.


“I'm trying to find the right balance between cartoon
caricature and monster. Especially with the animation.”


All thoughts of ball gowns and shoes leave my mind as we
focus on the screen. We sit like that, knees touching, hands brushing over the
computer mouse or keyboard, working out the problem for the rest of the
afternoon. By the time I leave for the day, T. Wrecks has evolved to near
perfection and I've all but forgotten about my feet.


 


***


 


Saturday afternoon, over a lunch of grilled cheese and
tomato soup—a childhood favorite neither my daughter nor I have outgrown—Macie
gushes over some website on her laptop.


“Mom, you have to see these shoes.”


Shoes. Everywhere I go, they taunt me.


“Jenna told me about this website where she got her shoes
for prom last year. I bet you could find something for your dress.”


Skeptical, I peek over her shoulder. The screen is full of
designer shoes, all in my daughter's very reasonable size nine. With a few
clicks, she changes the search criteria to size eleven, EEE width. I explode in
laughter when the results come up. There are actually about ten styles, but
they all have one fatal flaw in common.


“Great. I can wear orthopedic sneakers to a black tie event,
right? How will they look with my dress?”


Macie snorts and almost spits soup onto the keyboard. I
start to turn away, then stop.


“Try double E width.” I've been squeezing my feet into far
narrower shoes my entire life, so why not give it a shot? My heart leaps when
Macie clicks the keys and the screen fills with something other than old lady
sneakers. 


Is this truly happening? Might I actually find what I'm
looking for?


I plop down in the chair next to my daughter. I look at her
and she looks back at me with a mix of my green eyes and her own youthful
exuberance. Though she's inherited my punk rock taste in music—and an eyebrow
ring—she still has an inner princess that shines through more often than mine.


We scroll silently down the page and I try to envision each pair
peeking out from the hem of my burgundy dress. Macie puts a few styles into the
virtual shopping cart for me to pick from when we're done. Black satin peep-toe
pumps. Strappy rhinestone heels. On the third page, I see them. The Shoes.
Macie sucks in a breath and I know she's spotted them too. She clicks on the
exact pair.


Simple, silver, T-strap stilettos. Delicate, yet bold enough
to stand out against the deep color of my dress. Without speaking, Macie puts
them in the cart and we look at the checkout screen.


“I already know which ones I want,” I say.


“Yeah. But you should get them all.”


“Macie! Absolutely not.” For all three, the total is close
to $250. 


“Mom, you have to! What if the ones you really want don't
fit? You need a backup. Besides, shipping and returns are free. You can send
back the ones you don't want.”


She does have a point. How many times have I found The Shoes
only to discover They Don't Fit? Every time, it seems. I pull out my credit
card and hand it to Macie to finish the checkout process. 


“Hey. You still need shoes for prom, right?”


Macie's eyes grow large and a smile twitches at the corner
of her mouth. I nod at the computer.


“Go ahead.”


“Really?”


“Hundred dollar limit, okay? Not a penny more.”


“Mom, you rock.”


At least someone thinks I do.


“Can you burn me a copy of your Horrorpops CD when you're
done?” I ask, clearing away the lunch dishes.


“It's already on your iPod.”


“I know. It's not for me. It's for someone at work.”


 


***


 


The shoes are waiting for me when I get home from work on
Tuesday. Macie is already prancing around in her glitter-encrusted platform
heels. They remind me of a disco ball. I decide to try my shoes on in reverse
order of desirability. The black ones are cute, but they pinch my pinkie toes a
little too much to be tolerable all night. Okay, no big deal. Two more to go. A
few of the straps on the rhinestone ones are tight across the instep, but not
too bad. They're a little flashy, though. More Macie's taste than mine.


Finally, the silver stilettos. The strap across the toes
hits just the right spot to contain my unwieldy little toe without being too
tight, and the adjustable ankle strap is comfortable. The T-strap down the
center sits flush against my foot. A perfect fit.


Macie grabs my hands and pulls me to my feet, whirling me
around the living room in a frantic little dance. With the two of us giggling
and spinning around in our new shoes, the moment is absolute perfection. That
is, until we bump into the rickety bookcase, which sways and sends a snow globe
tumbling off the top shelf onto my left foot.


 


***


 


The doctor hands me a pair of crutches after showing me how
to wrap the bandage nice and tight. The verdict: a nasty sprain, some swelling
and a bruise, but nothing broken. I'm supposed to avoid putting pressure on it
for a few days. When the swelling goes down, I can wear sneakers, but nothing
else. No heels.


“Mom, I'm so sorry.” Macie apologizes for the fiftieth time
since we arrived at the Urgent Care center. She grabs my purse while I fumble
with the crutches. We manage to get out to the car in twice the time it
should've taken.


“Macie, baby, it's okay. It's not your fault.” I know she's
thinking the same thing I am about Saturday's gala. “You drive, okay?”


Not even the prospect of flexing her new driving rights
brings a smile to her face like it usually does. She slumps into the driver's
seat and takes her time adjusting the mirrors.


I had Macie during my senior year in college. Her father
chose not to be involved. So besides my parents, whom Macie visits in New
Mexico for two weeks every summer, she and I have been each other's constant
companions. She's tuned into my moods and thoughts the way a husband might be,
if I had one. There have been a couple serious relationships along the way, but
nothing that ever stuck. It's just Macie and me. I never realized before just
how strong that's made our silent bond. She knows it was never really about The
Shoes. Nonetheless, those shoes won't go to waste.


“I'm going,” I say.


She glances at me for a second, but keeps her focus on the
road. “What?”


“I'm going to that damn dinner if it kills me.”


She grins, and that grin stays plastered across her face the
whole way home.


 


***


 


I work the rest of the week from home, treating my injured
foot with ice and ibuprofen, using my crutches as much as possible. Carter
drops off some of my supplies from the office and stays for dinner at Macie's
insistence. She's mesmerized by the dimple, which she coaxes into permanent
position on Carter's face with an endless supply of jokes and wisecracks. Maybe
I should bring Macie on dates with me. I'd never have to worry about having a
dull time.


Saturday morning, I wrap my foot tight to keep any swelling
at bay. Those shoes will fit tonight. 


That evening, in the shower, I flex my foot and ankle. Feels
okay. A little tight from lack of use, but okay. Macie zips me into my gown:
sleeveless, with a low scoop neck and high waist. The soft chiffon layers fall
to the floor in the back, but are slightly higher in the front, perfect to show
off The Shoes. While I finish my hair, Macie dabs concealer over what's left of
the bruise on my foot. 


Before I leave, my daughter gives me the once-over and
announces me fit for public consumption.


“I already know you're awesome,” she says, kissing my cheek.
“Now everyone else will have to notice, too.”


Her vote of confidence chokes me up a little. Isn't this
supposed to happen the other way around? She sends me off, joking that if I'm
not back at a reasonable time, I'll have to let her stay out late on prom night.
At least I think it was a joke.


The fundraiser is at the Convention Center in downtown
Baltimore. Judging by the traffic, there's also a Baltimore Orioles baseball
game about to start. By the time I park and find my way to the right room, the
festivities are in full swing and most of my coworkers are there. I head toward
our table and Carter falls in step beside me.


“Nice shoes,” he says.


“Thanks. Nice—” I'm struck by the
sight of him in a crisp tuxedo. Clean-shaven, too, not the usual five o'clock
shadow he sports at the office. “Is that gel in your hair?”


He flashes the dimple and extends his elbow to escort me.
Our usually ultra-casual crew looks surprisingly debonair. I'm not the only one
who cleans up well. As Carter and I sit down, Frank lets out a low whistle,
staring past us. I look back to see Nicolette, looking like Audrey Hepburn,
coming toward us. I smack Frank on the knee.


“Have some class,” I say.


“What? She looks good.”


“So say that, don't whistle. And try to say it without using
a stupid nickname.”


He holds his hands up defensively. “Okay, sorry.”


Carter raises his eyebrows at me. I shrug. Apparently my
inner princess has a stiff backbone.


Nicolette seems nervous, shifting her eyes from one person
to another as she approaches. She's wearing a fitted black sheath dress with
elbow-length gloves, and her hair is done up in a sleek ponytail adorned with a
rhinestone clip and her trademark pink streak. She's traded her usual nose ring
for a tiny diamond stud. She looks like a Nicolette tonight.


She comes to a stop in front of me. I smile warmly because
she looks like she might pass out.


“Is this okay?” She motions to her dress. “I've never been
to a black tie event.”


She's asking me? Really?


“You look amazing, Nicolette.” I have to resist calling her
honey, because her sudden vulnerability makes her seem even younger, and I
can't help but think of my daughter. “Beautiful, really.”


She smiles and there's no hint of the animosity she'd shown
me last week. 


“Oh, and thanks for that CD, Georgia. It's great.” She walks
around the table to her seat. Frank stands and pulls out the chair for her.
It's funny how some people can change when you put them in fancy clothes.


Carter leans in close to me and whispers, “I guess she
finally realized she can never compete with you.”


I'm flattered he thinks so. I look at him for a long moment.
It's also funny how your perception of others can change when they're wearing
fancy clothes. I turn away, blushing.


“It's not a competition.” That's one thing people get wrong
about women. We're never really trying to compete with each other, only
ourselves, our own insecurities.


“If it's not a competition, why are you killing yourself in
those shoes?”


I lean to the side so my lips almost brush his ear. “If it's
not a competition, why'd you slick your hair back like James Bond?”


He laughs rather loudly, drawing looks from the rest of the
table. He stands and extends his hand.


“Think you can stand to dance in those shoes?”


I know I can.


After a few dances, dinner is served, then the music starts
up once more. Carter takes my hand again, but when I stand this time, my foot
protests. During dinner, my instep has swollen so that the strap of my shoe is
painfully tight. Sasquatch is down for the count.


“Did you bring your crutches?” he asks. I shake my head. “Do
you want me to take you home?”


“No, I'm fine.”


“You should get some ice on that.”


“I said I'm fine.” I'm not ready for the night to end yet.
It's been too much fun.


“Who are you trying to impress?” He asks it with a smile,
but it still irritates me.


“You wouldn't understand.” I struggle to stand and walk
gingerly away. Hardly the indignant huff I'd intended.


Carter slips his arm around my waist and supports part of my
weight while I limp. “You can explain it to me on the ride to your house.”


He drives and I stare out the window. Neither of us speaks
for a while. Something's been simmering between us all night, but where it was
pleasant at the beginning, now it's not. I'd give anything to start over again.


“I'm sorry,” he says finally.


“You know, it was never about you, or them, or trying to
impress anyone. I don't have anything to prove to anybody.” I pause for a
moment, then add, “Besides myself.”


He glances over at me, a serious look on his face, no dimple
in sight.


“I don't care if Frank or Nicolette can't see it, or if you
can't see it, but I'm not the mousy mom people think I am. I'm a lot of fun.
Maybe I'm a little crazy, too, I don't know. I'm pushing forty and I still like
going to rowdy concerts, okay? I'm not all sneakers and pantsuits.” 


I take a deep breath, embarrassed at my outburst. My hands
tremble.


“Maybe I'm a little quirky, but I know how to have a good
time. I'd even say I'm kind of cool, and my daughter would agree—”


“I know, Georgia.”


“Well I didn't! I had to prove to myself that I'm still the
exciting, interesting person I used to—wait. What do
you mean you know?” How could he know when I wasn't even sure?


We pull into my driveway and Carter helps me out of the car.


“How could I not know? We've shared an office for almost a
year now. You think I could sit across from you five days a week, listening to
your Irish punk bands, seeing the kind of creativity you put out, and not know
all that about you?”


We stand on the front step and he pushes a stray lock of
hair from my face.


“I like that you wear sneakers and skirts.”


“Shut up. I don't even like it.”


“Maybe you don't, but you don't care if anyone else does,
either. The best part about you is that you never apologize for being who you
are. I never thought you bought into the idea that beauty is pain, so I was
surprised you did tonight.”


I try to support all of my own weight on my feet and cross
my arms over my chest.


“I don't. The shoes fit before my foot swelled up.”


Carter grins and I'm glad to see the dimple again. “I know.
But I like the way you stick your chin out like that.”


He leans down and kisses my cheek, his lips lingering for a
few seconds.


“Oh.” I'm a bit dumbfounded. He's right. We've been working
together for almost a year. Somehow I missed the signs along the way. “I guess
I've been a little oblivious.”


“Only a little.”


I open the door and invite him in. I have every intention of
hobbling around the kitchen to make coffee, but he points to the chair and I
don't argue. He takes an ice pack from the freezer and wraps it in a towel for
me before starting the coffee. I slip my shoe off and prop my foot up on
another chair.


“Sasquatch Plays Cinderella,” I mutter softly.


“What?”


“In high school, my best friend named my life The Adventures
of Sasquatch, and different events got chapter headings. Like Sasquatch Goes to
Prom, Sasquatch Fails Chemistry. I was trying to figure out what tonight would
be called.”


Carter lifts my foot off the chair and rests it in his lap
after he sits down.


“How about Sasquatch Finally Notices the Guy Who's Been
Trying to Pursue Her For Months and All It Took Was James Bond Hair?”


I tilt my head back and laugh. It's an unselfconscious kind
of laugh that usually only Macie can get from me. I'm laughing so hard that I
don't hear Macie come into the kitchen.


“I've got one,” she says. 


I stop laughing long enough to listen.


“Sasquatch Snags a Hottie.”


Carter looks at me and shrugs. “I'm fine with that.”


“Of course you are.”


He grins that good-natured grin, the one with the dimple,
and Macie gives me a look that says what I'm thinking. It doesn't matter what
this chapter is called, because it's only just beginning.


 


(The
Adventures of Sasquatch was first published in the 2012 anthology Spring Fevers,
from Elephant's Bookshelf Press.)
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Kara gives me a quick
hug-ohmygoshyoulookgreat-hangonI'llberightback as she lets me in, then
disappears, leaving me in a room full of strangers. Something tells me she
won't make it back to me any time soon. There are a lot more people than I
expected. 


I take a deep breath and a hesitant step into the open
kitchen area, scanning the faces for one in particular. I can't believe
you're here. Are you nuts? That inner voice has nagged me for days, but I
shut it out then. It's getting harder to shut it out now. I step farther into
the room.


“Meg!” Kara calls to me from across the room and points
toward the refrigerator. “Beer, liquor, whatever you want. Help yourself.” And
she's off again.


As she leaves the room, a pair of blue eyes catches my
attention. My stomach tightens. Electricity snakes down my spine, lifting my
chest, tilting my hips back involuntarily. Oh god, I can't look him in the
eye. I barely remember to smile before turning away and heading in the
opposite direction. I need a drink.


He's the reason I came, not Kara. I haven't seen her since
our high school reunion a few years ago, and we only talk occasionally online.
But I accepted the Facebook invitation to her New Year's Eve party anyway,
knowing he'd be here. And now I can't bring myself to approach him. 


Just talk to him.


Just talking was how it started in the first place. Kara
introduced us online because we work in similar fields. Turns out we have a lot
in common, but he was little more than a networking contact. At first. I have a
habit of saying more than I should from behind the safety of my computer
screen. He responded sweetly to my silly online flirting. After a short time I
found myself going out of my way to see if he was online, or to say something
mildly suggestive, knowing he'd play right along. 


I don't remember exactly when or how we slipped past a PG-13
rating, but once our conversations took that turn there was no going back. I
told myself there wasn't anything wrong with opening up that way to a stranger
I would never meet. We live hours apart and there was no excuse for either of
us to make the trip. I was seeing someone anyway, and although it wasn't a
serious commitment, I wasn't looking to date around. It was safe. I could tell
Josh my secrets.


Just thinking about those conversations makes my cheeks burn
now. The chill of the open refrigerator cools my face as I choose from a
selection of mostly cheap beer. There's a six-pack of his favorite beer with
one missing. I slip one out of the pack and stand.


“Should I take it personally that you ran the other way when
you saw me?”


I nearly drop the bottle at the sound of his voice. Oh
shit. You should've known he would follow you, genius. I turn slowly to
face him. A smile that's nearly a smirk tugs at one corner of his mouth. I bite
my lip and try to remember how to breathe. How am I supposed to greet him? Hi
seems so asinine. We've had conversations much more intimate than just a
handshake and a Nice to meet you. But a hug is out of the question. I
don't trust myself to get that close to him without losing control. Not yet.


“Why didn't you tell me you were coming?” He makes no move
toward me, like maybe he senses my anxiety. He probably does. He senses a lot
of things I've never said and would never say if he didn't say them first. Or
maybe he's having the same struggle with self-control that I am.


I didn't tell him I would be here because I wanted the
option to chicken out. If my conscience – or my nerves – got the best of me, I
could forget the whole thing without any resentment or hurt feelings. No
turning back now.


“Nice choice.” He takes the beer from my hands and pops the
cap off for me. I must look like an idiot.


Of course you look like an idiot. Do you know how long
you've been standing there without saying a word?


“Surprise.” The word falls flat from my lips, landing like
an egg—splat!—between us. 


Oh god, I really am an idiot. He doesn't seem to mind,
judging by that ever-present half smile. My fingers brush his when he hands my
drink back and the thought of all the different places his hands could venture
steals the breath from my lungs. Still, I manage a weak “Hi.”


He steps closer. If only he knew how his mere proximity
makes my pulse quicken and every muscle below the belt clench with long-held
anticipation. I lift the beer to my lips to avoid having to think of something
else to say.


“Josh, there you are.”


We turn to see Kara approaching. The center island separates
her from us.


“I was going to tell you Meg's here, but I guess you found
her.”


“Yeah.” He steps closer still, then slides his hand to the
small of my back. “I definitely found her.”


“I'm so excited you guys finally get to meet up in person.”
She leans against the counter and sips a glass of red wine. “Too bad you live
so far away, Meg.”


I nod. My voice is gone. It's caught in the back of my
throat because Josh's hand is sliding down over my ass. He gives a gentle
squeeze. I've lost my hearing now, too, completely oblivious to whatever Kara's
saying. Thank god she can't see his wandering hand. Josh keeps up his end of
the conversation, no problem, all while tapping, caressing, groping. He finds
the elastic of my garter belt through the satin of my skirt and pauses. 


You've intrigued him. He wasn't expecting that.


He probably would've preferred me in jeans and a t-shirt.
Better to admire my ass that way. But jeans can't adequately express the
sensual feelings he arouses in me. He makes me feel...vixenish. No better way
to describe it.


I am not a vixen. I’m timid. And passive. But Josh managed
to coax some of my most intimate, well-hidden thoughts into words. Even in the
cold, impersonal glow of the computer screen, those words sizzled. They
promised fireworks should we ever find ourselves in the same room. And here we are.
Jeans and a t-shirt would have been way too anti-climactic for this meeting.


“Meg?” Kara waves her hand in front of my face, laughing.
“Are you okay?”


Josh gives my ass a final squeeze, then moves his hand away.


“Oh. I, um...” I blink a few times in an attempt to clear
the haze of arousal. “I think I drank my beer too fast. Where's the bathroom?”


My head feels slightly detached from the rest of my body as
I climb the stairs to the second floor. He makes me feel that way, beer or not.
It's strange that I should be spending so much time avoiding the man I came to
see.


You mean the man you came to fuck? That is why you came,
isn't it?


Of course it is. I can't deny it. But is that all?


I'll never forget the first time he seemed to reach right
into my brain and come up with my exact thoughts. I nearly had a stroke.
Feeling bold in my online flirting, I pressed him to try to guess my secret
kink. There was no way he'd get it right. I was more interested in hearing what
he might guess because I thought it would say something about what he thought
of me. It was an instant deluge of shock, embarrassment, arousal and disbelief
when he told me rather calmly, I think you like to be spanked.


I couldn't figure what gave me away. He just seemed to know.
And he was willing to oblige. In fact, he seemed as keen on the idea as I
secretly was. That wasn't a reaction I was used to. We talked about the rhythm,
the sting, the sharp sound reverberating through the room. The discussion alone
that day was enough to get me wet. 


I don't actually have to use the bathroom, so I run some
cool water over my wrists when I get there. It helps with the flushed feeling
burning up my neck and into my cheeks and ears. When I’m certain I’m thinking
clearly again, one thing becomes clear.


I want him. Bad. It's practically a need.


It's more than the allure of his body on mine. He stimulates
me emotionally. Psychologically. Pushes me to think and say things I'd never
dream of admitting out loud, and to reassess whether they're really worthy of
any guilt or embarrassment. I've lost count of how many times our conversations
have ended with me rushing to my bedroom and spending a good hour with the
vibrator. And I trust him. I can't explain why, but I trust him.


After drying my hands, I open the bathroom door and step
into the hallway, almost running into Josh. 


“Oh! I—Hi.” Why can't I form a complete sentence tonight?


“I'm sorry if that was too much back there,” he says.


“No, I... I like when you come on strong.” It saves me from
having to initiate anything. 


It was his idea, not mine makes it easier for me to
give into what it is I really want. It's a fallacy, but it works for me.
He stands so close to me in this little hallway. The tension that's usually
strung across a few hundred miles over the internet is now packed tight between
us.


“Would it be rude if we left right now?” he asks, stepping
toward me. I move back. It isn't that I don't want to be close. I've wanted
that for so long. I just want to stay perched on this edge a while longer,
enjoying the surge of anticipation as it continues to build higher than I
thought possible, until I feel like I might erupt in a flash of light and cease
to exist if he doesn't hurry up and touch me.


“I think so, yes. Besides,” I maneuver past him,
intertwining my fingers with his as I do, “you've been teasing me for months.
It's my turn.” With a gentle tug, I lead him back to the party, letting go of
his hand just before we descend the stairs.


We spend the rest of the night engaged in an elaborate dance
of innuendo and surreptitious touches. I’m sure he doesn't even realize it half
the time, but words innocent within their context hold hidden messages for me. Rhythm.
Taste. Hard. Sweet. The brush of fingertips, the accidental bump of
shoulders or knees, sends a thrill through my body each time. Josh tries a few
times, but I don't let him kiss me. Not on the mouth. Not even when the ball
drops at midnight and everyone toasts and cheers and locks lips with their
partners, or whoever happens to be standing nearby. But I do wrap my arms
around him in a full-body hug, hips and breasts pressed firm against him, and
whisper Happy New Year with my lips close to his ear—close enough to
catch his earlobe between my teeth for just a second and laugh at the way his
whole body tenses. It's a boldness that surprises even me.


Kara wants me to stay for a few more drinks and chastises me
for paying for a hotel room instead of crashing at her place like half of her
friends. I politely decline the drinks and make some excuse about not being a
very good house guest. She's pretty tipsy anyway, so she doesn't insist for too
long before retrieving my coat. When Josh says he's leaving as well, Kara looks
at me and even through the haze of alcohol I know she knows. I slip out the
door with laughter on my lips while Josh gets his coat.


The cold air hits me like a brick wall, but my blood is so
hot it feels good. Josh's footsteps crunch behind me in a quick pattern and he
catches up to me as I get to my car. I sidestep another attempt at a kiss.


“Not yet.”


“You're killing me.” He pushes a stray lock of hair away
from my eyes and grins.


“I know. But you still have to wait.” 


He leaves his car and rides in mine. Without the buffer of
other people, I’m overwhelmed by the sheer proximity of him. No one else to
fill in conversation or distract me from my thoughts. I push the speed limit
cautiously, trying to get to our destination faster and shorten the time we
have to spend in this strange silence.


“Are you cold?” Josh asks.


“What? No.” I adjust the heat in case he is.


“Your hands are trembling.”


So they are. “I'm a little nervous. Is that stupid?”


“No. Definitely not stupid.” His smile reassures me a little
bit. And those eyes. A darker shade of blue. Kind, but mysterious, as though
they mask the potential for much more than anyone ever bargains for.


He's always been considerate of what I think or feel,
stopping our conversations or steering away from certain topics when he sensed
I was uncomfortable. He never made me admit to anything I didn't want to, but
I’m sure he always knew the truth. He was gentle with me in that way, and yet
he never hesitated to ask the challenging questions. He didn't believe in
feeling guilty about whatever made you feel good. He knew about my
not-quite-boyfriend from the start, and he flirted with me anyway, and
encouraged me when I reciprocated.


Stop thinking! You're just trying to talk yourself out of
something you want. And for no good reason.


I pull up outside the hotel and shut the car off. I can't
help but overthink things. 


Josh has his seat belt off and his hand on the door, waiting
for my cue.


“I don't want you to be disappointed,” I blurt out. “I'm not
as bold in person as I've been online. I find it really difficult to say what I
want, or what I like.” There are plenty of things I want from him, but I don't
know if I could ever speak the words.


“I think you've been very bold tonight. You're a good
tease.”


My cheeks burn and I can't meet his eyes.


“Is that embarrassing to you?”


I nod.


“Why?”


I don't know why.


“It's nothing to be ashamed of. I've liked it. You've liked
it. Why be embarrassed? Wait there a second.” He gets out and walks around the
outside of the car to open my door. “You don't have to say anything except yes
or no, how about that?”


I can manage yes and no.


“I won't lie and say I'd be happy about it, but if you want
to forget tonight ever happened, I'll leave right now.” He extends his hand to
me. “Is that what you want?”


“No.” I take his hand and get out of the car. That one
little word ignites the fire between us again, and we walk as fast as we can
without running to the hotel entrance. 


In the elevator on the way up to the sixth floor, Josh leans
in and whispers in my ear.


“Yes and no are the only words you need, because I already
know what you want.”


His breath past my ear makes me dizzy with need. The hair on
my arms stands up straight and my skin prickles with goose bumps.


When I insert the electronic key card in the door to my
room, he places his hand over mine before I can open it.


“Yes?” His eyes search mine.


He's giving you one last chance to back out.


I’m tired of that little voice nagging me. I shove it way
down deep and listen instead to my body, which has been saying only one thing
all night. For months.


“Yes.”


The darkness of the room swallows us as the door shuts. I
fumble along the wall for a light switch. Why don't hotel rooms ever seem to
have a light switch where you think one should be? Josh finally clicks on the
entry light. It's like I’m seeing him for the first time all over again. My stomach
leaps into my throat, impeding my ability to breathe. But it's a wonderful kind
of breathlessness. He pulls me close, his hands pressed into the small of my
back. I can't believe I've managed to go all night without kissing him.


Those dark eyes pierce my soul as he leans in. So slow. He
doesn't kiss me, but lets his lips barely brush mine, and his hands explore the
contours of my hips. Such a gentle touch. But in his eyes I can see the
restraint. I flick my tongue over his lower lip. He blinks in response. If I
said the word, he'd devour me in an instant, I know it. I want it. 


“You aren't going to make me beg, are you?” I whisper it
against his mouth. My own restraint is eroding under the influence of lust.


“Would you if I asked?” He gathers my skirt up around my
hips and doesn't wait for my answer. “You know this is really impractical,
don't you? Looks good, but it's too much work.” He snaps one of the garter
straps against my ass. It doesn't hurt, but the promise of things to come makes
me draw a sharp breath.


“No work at all. I thought of you when I put it on. Panties
on the outside.” Also makes peeing a lot easier, but I don't say that. “Aren't
you going to kiss me?”


He takes a few steps back. I catch his hand and he pulls me
with him.


“That depends. Perhaps we should discuss that begging thing
a little more.”


My cheeks burn. I would if he asked me to. I would do a lot
of things if he asked.


We communicate through telepathy or some other
impossibility, needing no more words to understand the next move. Shoes
abandoned. Sheets mussed. Still fully clothed. Only after he's laid beside
me—body and weight imposing gratifyingly on my personal space—only then does
his mouth descend upon mine. Such soft lips. The better to drink me with. 


When I’m certain I'll die if I don't breathe soon, he moves
his kisses, his tongue, over my jaw, pausing to tickle my ear, then continuing
down the curve of my neck and over my chest. Shirt and bra disappear over the
edge of the bed in record time, with little help from me. I know I’m supposed
to reciprocate, to touch, to move, to participate. But he's doing such a
fabulous job on his own.


My nipples are small, but he coaxes them into a
not-insubstantial existence with his tongue. And then – ah, the teeth. Just a
little nibble, but more than enough to send a shiver down my spine. Back
arches. Chest lifts. Like my body knows to deliver itself to the source of
pleasure. 


My insides quiver, a mix of pleasure and unsteady nerves,
when he reaches to unzip my skirt. That irrational female fear that a man might
get a look at you fully naked, stop what he's doing, and walk out. Or worse.
Probably hasn't ever happened in the history of sex, but it doesn't stop the
thought from crossing my mind. And the skirt is gone. Only lace panties, garter,
and stockings left. Josh smooths away my fears with an appreciative sweep of
his gaze over my body.


He kisses me again, tongue probing urgently, tasting my
mouth as though it held some life-sustaining essence. His restraint is
slipping. Part of me wishes he'd let it go already, and take me every which way
he wants me. But another part of me would mourn the loss of this slow tease and
build. I want to rush to the sweet climax, but at the same time I don't want it
to end. I want to culminate forever, and never have to come down.


It isn't right that he should still be so fully clothed. He
seems more interested in touching and tasting me, but I manage to strip him
naked between kisses and caresses. The sight of his hard cock instills in me
modicum of pride, knowing he's been in a semi-aroused state all night, and all
on my account. I take him in my hand. The softness of a man's cock never ceases
to amaze me. Soft and yet hard. Vulnerable and yet meant to make me vulnerable.
Josh's eyelids flutter momentarily, but he doesn't lose himself in my touch.
Instead, he sits up. Tugs my panties off less carefully than he removed the
rest of my clothing. Pushes me over onto my stomach. Unfastens the back garters
from the top of my stockings and shoves them out of the way.


“Yes.” The answer escapes my lips without there ever having
been a question.


The first blow lands firmly on my left buttock. Not too
hard. He gently rubs the spot. Then another smack. And another. Each time a
little harder. Then the other side, building up to the same moderate level.
Then breath in my ear.


“More?”


“Yes.” I lick my lips, anticipating.


The smack! fills the room this time, and it's hard
enough to make me start. But oh god, I love how it feels. The surprised sting.
The adrenaline. The way he soothes my flesh after each blow with firm,
massaging strokes. My scalp prickles and every cell in my body seems to come
alive with sensation.


He is confident in his spanking, increasing the intensity
every few strokes. If he's afraid of hurting me, it doesn't show. He never
hesitates. I never thought pain and pleasure could mix, or that pain could turn
into pleasure, until an old boyfriend swatted my rear in a playful way, except
it was harder than he intended. He didn't like the idea of intentionally doing
it that hard again. And other men who said they liked the idea always ended up
chickening out after a certain point. So I had no idea the mix of pain and
pleasure could possibly blaze a way toward ecstasy, but Josh has me delirious
with it now. I trust him not to hurt me. I trust him enough to say no without
fear. But no is the farthest word from my mind.


The next blow draws a choked Ah! from my lips. My ass
must be bright red by now. We're learning my tolerance threshold together. He
spends a little extra time massaging that one away. He slips his fingers down
between my thighs, where it's very obvious how much I've been enjoying this. A
girl could get used to this treatment. I’m surprised with the comfort to be
found in letting someone else take complete control. Of course it's easy to
give control over to someone who uses it to bring about your own pleasure
before his own.


Josh kisses the back of my neck and strokes my clit at the
same time. It's impossible that I should be trembling like this so soon, but I
am. On the cusp of orgasm, I lift onto my hands and knees,  begging with my
body language to be fucked. He smacks my ass one, nice and hard, then kneels
behind me, pressing against my slick opening. Even still, he teases, stroking
himself against me, nudging my clit with the head of his cock.


“Oh please...” I almost don't recognize my own voice, so
husky with desire.


“What's that?” He's poised to enter me. There's a lightness
to his voice that tells me he's smiling.


“Please. Christ, please. Yes.” He's managed to get me
begging after all.


His fingers dig into the flesh of my hips as he thrusts into
me from behind. I cry out with the thrill of being filled so completely. He's
no longer gentle, pushing hard and deep, seeking the most vulnerable place within
me to leave a piece of himself. 


I wonder if he realizes he found that place a long time ago,
and planted a seed of desire that continues to grow. I want to be fucked like
this, like he owns me, and spanked until his handprint is an indelible mark upon
my ass and my heart. I want to submit to him. I want to be dominated, and a
whole host of other unladylike and unfeminist fantasies that I’m sure he'd
willingly oblige.


My fingers work my clit until my body is practically numb
with bliss. I come in a frenzy of whole-body shudders and gasps, uttering yes
yes yes over and over again as he continues to fuck me through the orgasm,
finally seeking his own pleasure with my body. I push my hips back against each
of his thrusts.


I would let him take me to the extreme and back. I would do
deliciously depraved things to and for him, if he ever asked, and I know he'd
do the same for me. Without question. Without judgment. Probably without me
having to ask explicitly. He'd somehow know, like he always does. I would trust
him to keep me safe.


“Oh god, yes.” It's Josh moaning the words this time. His
fingers dig into my hips with one last push and a deep, visceral groan. A
moment later my knees give out and we collapse onto the bed, spent. He brushes
a hand over my ass. “How are you doing? You're pretty red.”


“I'm good.” I don't know what will happen in the morning, or
a week from now. I just know he's left his mark on me, in more than a physical
way.


“Sure?” He pulls me back against his body and tucks his
knees behind mine.


This is enough for now. I have no idea if I'll see him
again, or if we'll simply go back to long-distance flirting, reading between
the lines. I do know that whatever happens, he will forever be a weakness for
me. No matter the question, for him there will always be one answer:


“Yes.”


 


THE
END
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Chapter One


 


Sanguinolent sunset. There's a word you don't see
every day. Charlotte circled it with her red pen and drew a smiley at the end
of the line, below where she'd called out a different phrase for being trite.
She continued making notes in the margin as the others took turns giving
feedback. By the time she was done marking up the poem, the paper was also
sanguinolent.


She looked up when the group grew quiet. Her turn. She
looked down at the poem again and hoped its author wouldn't be offended. What
was his name? Steven. 


“It's a little confused,” she said. There was a pause and a
shuffle of papers. 


“What don't you understand?” 


She snapped her chin up and was taken aback by the force of
his gaze. No adjective could adequately describe the shade of green staring
back at her. 


“I'm not confused. Your poem is.” 


His gaze dropped to his copy of the poem. She could almost
see his brain struggling to acknowledge that there could be any imperfections.
He probably thought it was soooo amazing! like Aubrey, the bubbly
redhead to his left, has proclaimed moments earlier. She had gushed to an
embarrassing extent, obviously more interested in getting his number than
saying anything meaningful. It had been sad and funny at the same time. With a
pang of something she refused to believe was jealousy, Charlotte realized that,
of the two of them, Aubrey would be the only one taking any numbers.


Whatever. She certainly didn't want Steven's number. Not
when he looked at her again with an aloof, almost cocky grin, apparently
waiting to hear more of her thoughts about his poem. Well, if he insisted. 


“The style isn't consistent. The first stanza is really
concise, like you chose each word for a reason.” The red smiley face she'd
drawn next to sanguinolent sunset caught her eye, but she ignored it.
Aubrey could pad his ego. “But the last couple of stanzas have some ornate
description that's just a waste of space. And some clichés that need to go.”


“Lots of authors use clichés,” Aubrey said and shot a
hopeful glance at Steven. “It can be an effective tool.”


Charlotte shrugged. “Except it's not. Not here. They don't
help create a tone or anything, and this isn't satire. A cliché without purpose
is still just a cliché.”


Aubrey frowned, but Steven nodded slowly, like he was seeing
her point.


“Easy on the poor lad, Charlotte,”Alexander McAnulty said.
He was a portly gentleman, and one of the oldest workshop participants.
Charlotte liked to think of him as her long-lost, really awesome Irish uncle.
The kind who might've let you take a puff of his pipe when you were barely
twelve, with a warning of don't tell yer mum. She'd gotten to know him
during a previous workshop. “Wasn't there anything you liked about it?” 


She softened a bit. It wasn't her intention to be mean. “I
never said I didn't like it.”


“No, it's okay. I appreciate the honesty,” Steven said.


She would've gone on to mention what she did like, but Deb,
the instructor, called for the small groups to break up and reform one large
group.


 


At the end of the day's session, Charlotte met Deb at the
front of the classroom.


“Ready to go?” Charlotte was looking forward to a cream soda
float at the campus creamery.


“In a minute. I asked Steven to come along,” Deb said.


“Why?”


Deb laughed and shook her head. “What'd he do to rub you the
wrong way?”


“Nothing. He's just very sure of himself.” She watched him
pack up his messenger bag from across the room and tried not admire the taut
line of his calves.


“Since when is that a fault?”


She shrugged. Aubrey bounced over to Steven, grinning like a
fool. Charlotte couldn't deny she was cute. A thick mass of red curls, fair
skin, a smattering of freckles. Her voice was a little nasally, though. He
smiled and looked over Aubrey's head to where Charlotte and Deb stood. Aubrey's
gaze followed. Charlotte couldn't hear Steven's reply, but the pretty pout said
it all.


He slung his bag over his shoulder and approached the front
of the room, acknowledging them with a nod. As they walked across campus, Deb
and Steven chatted about his job search while Charlotte felt like the odd man
out. She trudged alongside Steven, trying not to resent his presence. She had
been looking forward to having one on one time with Deb this afternoon. Deb was
like a mother to her, and they hadn't gotten to talk much in the past month or
so.


She perked up a bit when she finally had her cream soda
float in hand. Before she could hand the cashier her check card, Steven stepped
in front of her and thrust a twenty at the cashier. 


“I'll get it.”


“It's fine, I can get my own.”


“For all three.” He ignored her protest. The cashier
hesitantly reached for the money.


“I said I can get it.” She gritted her teeth.


“I heard you.” He took his change and smiled his thanks to
the girl behind the counter, who promptly blushed. Good lord. Was she the only
one not all that impressed? She stalked out to the patio without another word.


She didn't like being indebted to anyone, even if it was for
less than five bucks. Especially not some smug guy who thinks his recently
earned college diploma makes him an authority on life.  After a moment, he came
out of the building and sat down next to her. Deb trailed a few feet behind,
but before she reached the table, her cell phone rang. She stepped farther away
and took the call.


“Pistachio is so pretentious,” Charotte said of Steven's
double-dip waffle cone.


He laughed and shook his head. “Is that better or worse than
being trite?”


She flushed against her better judgment and hoped any color
on her cheeks would be mistaken for the effects of the sun. She gazed out
across the green stretch of campus between them and the main academic
buildings. The Common Grounds is what everyone called the open space. In
the middle of summer now, there were more sunbathers than study groups
clustered on the lawn. She studied each one that was close enough to see
clearly, but no matter how hard she concentrated on tanned bodies and colorful
blankets, she couldn't ignore the weight of his gaze. 


“You're staring,” she said, without meeting his eyes.


“Why cream soda?”


“What?” She looked at him that time, and immediately
regretted it. Didn't he ever blink?


“Root beer float, sure. Coke float, even. Why cream soda?”


The sun glinted in his eyes. At least she thought it was the
sun. Eyes couldn't naturally possess that much sparkle, could they? She looked
down into her cup, then silently cursed his ability to make her uncomfortable. 


“It's what I always get.” The melting ice cream formed a
frothy foam on top of the soda. She scooped some up with her spoon and brought
it to her lips. It began to fizz and melt away the moment it hit her tongue.
She loved the mellow caramel flavor of cream soda as opposed to the almost
spicy bite of root beer. Vanilla and caramel. Few things worked so well
together. “Why mess with perfection?”


“I agree.” He reached toward her and wiped the corner of her
mouth with his thumb. His eyes bore into hers like he was looking for
something. 


At the brush of his fingertips across her cheek, her spine
shifted into a sensuous curve and the hair on her scalp prickled. A flutter of
eyelashes obscured her vision for a moment. She couldn't keep looking at him if
he was going to keep looking at her like that. She averted her eyes, feeling
like a part of her was showing that she'd much rather keep under wraps.


“Sorry.” His voice tickled the base of her spine even as his
hand dropped back to the table.


Deb finally joined them at the table, oblivious to the
tension of a moment ago.


“Sorry about that, guys. Gary is taking the boys to the lake
for a little while and couldn't find Gregory's swim trunks. I swear, if the man
bothered to move something, life would be a little easier.”


“The lake sounds really good right now,” Charlotte said. Her
cheeks burned. From the sun, of course.


“Maybe you can come with us some time next week,” Deb said.
“The boys have been asking about you.”


“I miss their little faces.” After seeing them and helping
care for them every day for more than two years, she was having cuteness
withdrawal since moving out of Deb's house earlier in the summer. She glanced
at her watch and sighed.


“What? Oh, you don't have to leave right now, do you?” Deb
asked.


“I have to get ready for work.”


“Where's work?” Steven asked. She pretended not to hear.


“I left my uniform in the dryer last night, so I’m going to
need to starch it to death.”


“That's too bad. I wanted to ask you guys how you liked
working in small groups today.”


“I got some great feedback,” Steven said, grinning.


Deb looked at him, then Charlotte.


“Apparently I’m trite.” He still smiled when he said it, but
she blushed anyway. God damn, she wished he'd stop making her do that.


“Not you, the poem. Although you're getting there.”


“Charlotte doesn't hold back when it comes to criticism,”
Deb said, smiling.


“Oh come on, you say that like I get some pleasure from it.”


“I said no such thing. But maybe it says something that
that's what you heard.” Deb winked and nudged Steven with her elbow.


Maybe she was right. Charlotte shrugged it off and stood up.


“Call me tomorrow,” Deb said. “There's something else I
wanted to talk to you about.”


Charlotte stiffened. The air grew thick, as though the
humidity had doubled. She already knew what the something else was, and
she didn't want to discuss it any more. 


“I told my Aunt no. I’m not changing my mind.”


“Honey, I just want you to understand—”


“No.” She angled her body more toward Deb, in an attempt to
remove Steven from her peripheral vision. “I have nothing to say to him and
want nothing to do with him. He has no legal standing over me anymore. I made
sure of that.”


“I know. I get that.” Deb stood and embraced her briefly.
“Sorry I brought it up here. Just call me, okay?”


“Okay.” She smoothed her shorts over her hips, more to iron
out her irritation than to rid herself of wrinkles. “Give the boys hugs and
kisses for me.”


“Of course.”


“See ya, Charlotte.” Steven's voice made her pause mid-turn
as she was leaving. She looked back over her shoulder. His smile worked some of
the tension out of her shoulders and she smiled back. He'd at least earned that
much.


Chapter Two


 


Two weeks after their first meeting, Steven once more found
himself walking next to Charlotte toward the campus creamery. Deb didn't have
to ask him twice to come along. He and Charlotte had ended up in the same small
group during workshop once again. He was halfway sorry she didn't have anything
nearly as biting to say about his writing this time. Despite his best efforts,
he had mostly positive things to say about hers. He'd urged her to submit the
story to some literary journals for publication, but she laughed him off.
Charlotte was still a mystery to him.


She was the quiet girl who never said much, but always
looked like she had a lot to say; the girl who carried herself with a quiet
assertiveness that a man couldn’t help but find attractive, even if she’d
barely spoken to him. He was a little old for these kinds of crushes-from-afar,
but he couldn’t help himself. He’d caught himself more than once daydreaming
about her slender fingers and where he’d like to feel them, or her pouty lips
and what he hoped they might say to him. God, he was pathetic.


Charlotte ordered a cream soda float again. Steven opted for
butter pecan. He wondered if that was more or less pretentious than pistachio.
Reaching for his wallet, he let the cashier know he'd pick up the bill for all
three again.


“Please don't,” Charlotte protested. “I can get my own.”


“I’m sure you can. But I’d like to get it.” Was she really
going to put him through this again?


“Once was more than enough.” Her eyes were stern and dark.


“I insist. I want it to be my treat.” 


“I’m perfectly capable of paying for myself,” she said.


“I never said—”


“No, you never said anything about that, I know.”


So what was the issue?


“But by insisting like you are, you’re basically implying
that my four-dollar ice cream might put me into crippling debt if you don’t
step in and do something.”


His face burned. “Hey, come on. It’s not like that.” 


“It’s insulting, the way you’re throwing your money around.
And it’s not even that much money.” She set her jaw and he knew she
wouldn’t back down this time.


He watched her walk outside without so much as a look back
at him. He was stunned. And embarrassed. 


“Don’t take it too personally,” Deb said from behind him.
“She doesn’t like me paying for things, either. And she used to live with me.”


Charlotte lived with Deb? He would've asked more about it,
but he was still dumbfounded over her reaction.


“It’s only ice cream,” he said.


“Maybe for you.”


“Not for her?” Really, it was only ice cream. He wasn’t
trying to buy her soul.


“You’ll have to ask her that yourself.”


He handed his check card to the cashier again. He’d at least
pick up Deb’s tab. The clerk waved him off.


“You’re taken care of.”


“What?”


“The young lady paid for your group.”


His embarrassment turned to sheer delight. He looked
outside, where Charlotte had already settled at a table, engrossed in her ice
cream. When he and Deb joined her, she smiled at him, looking rather proud of
herself. He’d have to remember not to underestimate this one.


The three of them sat for a little while and talked about
everything and nothing. It was nice to hang out with these two women. It
felt... grown-up. He owed a lot to Deb for the way she'd helped guide him in
his coursework, and now in his job search. He started out as an English major,
with a concentration in creative writing, and didn't add on the Education until
his sophomore year, which extended his studies from four to five years. Deb was
there to answer all of his questions, help get him into mandatory classes even
after they'd filled up, and now she'd offered to pay him out of her own pocket
to be her assistant for the fall semester, or at least until he secured a
full-time teaching position. 


She also got bonus points for bringing Charlotte into his
life. He couldn't imagine how he'd never met her on campus before now, in a
creative writing class or something. Maybe she wasn't an English major. If she
wasn't, she needed to be. Plenty of people had told him that he would never
make a living writing encouraged him to study something more lucrative, but he
never caved to that pressure. Maybe Charlotte had. He'd make it his mission to
convince her she had talent worth pursuing as a career instead of chasing money
as a nursing major or whatever she was. At the very least, that would be his
excuse for trying to chat her up every chance he got.


Charlotte stood and started saying goodbye. She had to leave
for work again. He still hadn't figured out where she worked and wondered if it
was just an excuse to leave. She kissed Deb's cheek. What would it take for her
to interact with him that way?


“See you later,” she said in his direction. 


That was good enough for now.


“I think she thinks I’m obnoxious,” he said to Deb when
Charlotte was out of earshot.


“She thinks most guys are.”


He watched her leave and decided he liked her. A lot. 


He’d only met studious, serious women in his other writing classes
and workshops. Nothing wrong with them, except they sometimes took themselves too
seriously. The sorority girls and Elementary Ed girls had the spunk and verve
he liked. Like Aubrey. But there were too few women who embodied exactly the
right balance of determination and playfulness he was looking for. Charlotte
Greenbrier—the pretty girl with the chip on her shoulder—just might be
different.


“You’re staring,” Deb scolded.


“That’s what she said.” He fingered the strap of his
messenger bag on the ground next to him. Part of him wanted to get up and go
after her. Another part feared the look of contempt he might encounter if he
did.


“Well, go on,” Deb said. “If you go now you can still catch
her.”


His grin probably extended past his ears. “Thanks. I’ll see
you next week.” 


He slung his bag over his shoulder and started off at a jog
toward Charlotte, now a small dot nearing the parking lot. The bag thumped
against his thigh and his flip-flops proved undesirable gear for chasing women,
slapping against his heels and threatening to stay behind in the grass with
each step.


Even though she’d barely give him the time of day, he was
mesmerized by her for some reason he couldn’t quite pinpoint. Maybe it was her
shy silence that intrigued him. Part of him was afraid that he was intrigued by
her only because she refused to play along when he tried to flirt. Stubborn. He
liked that. 


“Charlotte, hey!”


She slowed down, looked back at him over her shoulder, but
didn’t stop. Of course she would make me chase her. He continued
jogging until he fell in step beside her. 


“Hey,” he gulped down a breath of humid air.  “I was
wondering if you wanted to get lunch tomorrow, talk about some writing. Or not.
We could talk about other things.” She doesn’t want to talk about your mediocre
poetry, genius. He hadn't stumbled over his words like that since he was
fifteen.


“Oh, I can’t. I’m working a mid-shift tomorrow. But tell Deb
we can do it another time.”


He laughed, but Charlotte didn’t even miss a step.


He placed his hand gently on her forearm. She slowed,
stopped, turned to face him. 


“I guess I didn’t go about that so well. I wanted to
know if you…” 


Charlotte’s hand flew to her mouth, but did little to
camouflage the deep blush that flooded her cheeks. 


“Oh God, I’m an idiot!” She let out a little laugh.


“No, no. Not at all. I should’ve been more clear.” He hoped
his smile was reassuring. “When are you done working? Maybe we could make it a
late dinner. Or dessert?” He liked to think of the possibilities of dessert.


She stepped back. “Seriously?” 


Her shift from embarrassment to disbelief was startlingly
seamless. 


His turn for nervous laughter.


“You know,” he thrust his hands into his pockets. “I’m a
pretty confident guy, but you’re making me doubt that a little bit.” 


She started toward the parking lot again, walking briskly.


“I’m just surprised, that’s all. Kinda caught me off guard.”



He quickened his pace, trying to keep up. He waited for what
seemed like ten minutes for her to say something else. She knew how to make him
sweat. 


He could see her blue Honda more clearly with each step; the
concrete was hard beneath his thinly-soled flip-flops.


“Charlotte?”


She dug her keys out of the bottom of her bag. “You’re
asking me out?” She glanced at him sideways, her eyes warm, but distant.


He wasn’t sure if she was questioning his sincerity, or his
own high opinion of himself. He decided it must be his sincerity that was under
scrutiny. 


“It’s not that hard to believe, is it? Deb only has
good things to say about you, and I guess I started to believe her.” That
wasn't entirely true. Deb had been almost as vague as Charlotte herself. They
stopped in front of Charlotte’s car. “Even if you are trying to shoot me down.”


“I wasn’t trying to, honestly.” She was flustered again,
fumbling with her car keys.


This wasn’t going at all like he’d planned. 


“Listen, I don’t know how else to convince you. I like you.”
Where was Ms. I Can Pay My Own Way? Ms. I’m Too Good For You? He wasn’t sure
what more to say; he'd never had to convince a woman to go out with him.


She opened the car door and sat behind the wheel. After a
moment, she pulled a piece of paper from her notebook and hesitated again. 


Please don’t say no. C’mon, what wasn’t for her to
like?


“I’m free Sunday. I mean, if you haven’t changed your mind.”
She wrote down her phone number.


Home phone and cell phone. 


“Really?” He had braced himself for a stinging dismissal, or
at least a few more minutes of her self-deprecation.


Charlotte smiled. “Is that so hard to believe?” 


She handed him the paper; when he took it from her, he let
his hand cover hers briefly before she withdrew it. She didn’t even blink. 


“Call me tomorrow, tell me when and where. And I’ll be
there.” She pulled the car door shut and reached for the seat belt.


“It’s a date, then.”


Chapter Three


 


Charlotte's stomach felt like it was trying to digest
itself. Why had she agreed to this date? It was too damn perfect. Steven showed
up looking like a walking yacht club advertisement in white shorts, a
navy-striped polo, and a pair of top-siders. It was different than his usual
earthy-casual look, though he wore both well.


Their conversation never faltered through lunch, but the
gnawing feeling in the pit of her stomach only grew with each passing hour. It
wasn't the food, either. That was fantastic. The problem was Charlotte herself.


Steven liked her. She'd never been very good at reading
those types of signals, but he left no doubt in her mind. He touched her hand
or arm when he laughed. He smiled a lot. He asked a lot of questions. She should
be thrilled. But there was something he didn't know. Something she needed to
say that would probably negate the past few weeks of growing attraction. As
they climbed the steps to her apartment, she swallowed hard and took a deep
breath.


“Steven—”


“It was nice to get to talk to you outside of the workshop.”
He stood close when they got to the landing. Like prepare-for-the-kiss close.
She took half a step back.


“Yeah, it was. There's still something I need to tell you,
though.”


“Good, because I was just going to suggest we extend this
date a little longer. It's still early. You want to take a walk in the park or
something?”


Not that she didn't appreciate his enthusiasm, but she
wished he would just stop and listen for a moment.


“No, not the park. I—” 


His lips silenced hers with a kiss worthy of one of those
tip-toed, one-foot-off-the ground movie poses. She didn't expect his lips to be
so soft, or for her own to be so easily distracted from their original purpose.
When his hand slid to the small of her back, her traitorous body molded itself
to his. He ended the kiss sooner than she would've liked.


“You’re ringing,” he said.


“What? Oh!” She pulled her cell phone from her pocket. “It’s
Deb.”


“Go ahead.” He moved a few feet away, hands in his pockets,
a slight smile on his face.


Thank you, Deb. Saved by the bell.


“Hello?”


Deb was panicked, sobbing, talking too fast. Charlotte heard
Gary in the background, trying to coax the phone from his wife, with no luck.
The words she heard didn’t make any sense. They couldn’t be true.


Sam… car… hospital…


“Okay, I’m coming. I’ll be right there.” Charlotte choked
back tears. “I’m on my way right now.”


She flipped the phone closed and shoved it back in her
pocket as she bounded down the stairs toward her car.


“Charlotte!”


The kiss was already a distant memory. She couldn’t deal
with that right now. She didn’t look back.


“What happened? What’s wrong?” Steven caught up as she was
trying to unlock the car door. Her hand shook, scraping the key against the
paint.


“Hey, hey.” He put his hand over hers to steady it. 


“It’s Deb’s son, Sam.”


“The older one?”


She nodded, afraid to say the next words. He took the keys
and unlocked the door.


“Wherever you have to go, I’ll go with you.”


She got in on the passenger side without protesting and
buckled the seat belt. A scant minute ago she’d been trying to rid herself of
him, and still he came to her rescue. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.
He adjusted the seat and rear view mirror to accommodate his tall frame before
backing out of the space. After a moment, she had swallowed enough of the lump
in her throat to speak again.


“Sam’s been hit by a car.”


“Christ.” He looked over at her briefly. For the first time
since they’d met, she couldn’t bear to meet his eyes.


Though it seemed near an eternity, they made it to the
hospital in little more than 15 minutes. She was out of her seat belt, pushing
the door open, even before the engine shut off. 


She tried not to listen to the sounds of distant ambulance
sirens or the chatter of ER doctors and medics as they made their way to the
emergency room entrance. Tried to focus instead on listening for the sound of
Deb’s voice. 


Tried not to look at the anguished faces in the lobby or the
eerily blank faces of those coming to deliver both good and bad news, instead
preparing to search for Deb’s face through those doors. 


She could handle this. She had to. 


But nothing could prepare her for the way the hospital’s
sterile environment, with its brassy fluorescent lights and white linoleum
floor, reached a steely hand into her chest and squeezed the breath from her
lungs. 


She had been there before. Not in that particular hospital,
but in another place, at another time that seemed both ages ago and
uncomfortably recent. She felt as if all the oxygen had been sucked from the
room, her chest being wrenched tighter and tighter until she was sure she would
either suffocate or pass out. 


Steven’s hand closed firmly around her wrist, his fingers
over a scar he’d probably never noticed but that Charlotte could never forget.
Her head swam, and she spiraled back into the present moment. She had stopped a
few feet inside the door.


“Charlotte?” 


He laced his fingers with hers and squeezed her hand. The
tightness in her chest eased slightly.


“I’m okay,” she croaked, her throat dry. “I’m okay.” She
tried to convince herself of that as Steven led her across the room toward Deb,
Gary, and Gregory. 


Charlotte hugged Deb for a long time, the same way Deb had
comforted her many times before. She didn’t know who was comforting who this
time. 


“What do you know?” Charlotte asked.


“N-nothing yet. N-no one’s come t-to tell us anything.” Gary
put his arm around his wife; he looked pained, but he didn’t cry, instead
keeping the strong face Charlotte had seen him put on before. 


“What happened?”


The question alone sent Deb into a fit of silent, shaking
sobs against her husband’s chest. 


“He was at the neighbor’s. Across the street.” Gary’s voice
was soft, but steady. “Deb was in the front yard when he came out.”


“He did everything he was s-supposed to do. He looked both
ways!” Deb clutched at her husband’s shirt.


“When he started crossing the street, the car just tore
around the corner and—” He cleared his throat. “There wasn’t any time for him
to turn back. The woman had to be drunk.”


“Drunk before it’s even dark out. And driving!” Steven
clenched his jaw, his face red. “I can’t believe some people.”


Gary cast a furtive look in Charlotte’s direction. She
couldn’t think of it right then. Her sanity counted on it. The memories were
already pressing heavily on her brain, threatening to spin her into a dizzying
array of sensory flashbacks. She fought it with every ounce of energy she had. 


She needed a distraction. 


She sat down, scooping little Gregory into her lap. His face
was smudged with dirt and tears and he gave a tiny smile when she kissed his
grubby cheek.


“Mr. and Mrs. Thornton?”


Gary and Deb looked up at the sound of their names.


A tall, middle-aged man stepped toward them. He had short,
wiry grey hair and pale blue eyes that would never betray the nature of his
news, good or bad.


“I’m Dr. McCormack.” His gaze fell upon Gregory. “If we
could…” He motioned them to a more private corner of the room.


Charlotte closed her eyes and pulled Gregory closer. The
hospital’s antiseptic scent—real or imagined, she couldn’t tell—burned in her
nostrils, made her light-headed. 


After a minute, Deb returned to repeat the doctor’s news.
But Charlotte didn’t hear a word. People around her melted away as if they’d
never been real, and she was on her back, looking up at the white lights.


She couldn’t see where she was going as unseen hands wheeled
her forward. Her body ached. Pain seared through her left wrist and arm.


“Sarlit.” A tiny voice.


Charlotte felt blood, warm and sticky, between her fingers;
the coppery aroma latched onto her taste buds. Alternating rectangles of light
and ceiling tile passed overhead.


“Sar-LIT!” Gregory’s small fingers gripped her arms. “You
squooshing me!”


She blinked. She was in the ER waiting room of Mercy
hospital, Gregory on her lap, Steven sitting in the chair across from her. She
had pulled Greg even closer, tightening her arms around him without realizing
it, pinning the startled little boy to her chest. She released her grip and
ruffled his soft blond hair.


“Sorry buddy.” She mustered all of her quickly dissipating
liveliness and tried to appear relaxed, but Steven still shot her a concerned
look.


“We can go see Sam now,” Deb said, lifting Greg off
Charlotte’s lap.


Dr. McCormack led them through a set of large, white double
doors. Deb whispered to her as they walked, knowing, somehow, that she hadn’t
heard a word of what was said out in the waiting room.


“He’s unconscious still. He’s stable right now, but it’s
still pretty serious.”


Charlotte’s knees grew weak as they drew near the curtained
cubicle where Sam’s bed lay until they had a room to move him into. Everything
looked, sounded, felt a bit fuzzy.


“It might be a little scary,” Deb told little Gregory, who
had his thumb in his mouth. “Sam can’t talk to us right now, okay? And he has a
lot of boo-boos.”


“Does it hurt?”


Deb choked down tears. “No, baby. The doctor gave him some
medicine so it doesn’t hurt right now.”


Charlotte pulled Deb to the side as Dr. McCormack opened the
partition concealing Sam’s bed. Her hand trembled as she touched Deb’s
shoulder.


“I c-can’t go in there right now.”


Her chest was closing up again, and there was a cold sweat
forming on her brow. The panic attack she'd been staving off since she first
set foot in the hospital was bearing down upon her with full force.


“Is everything okay?”


Don’t do this. Jesus, not now. But no matter
how she tried to talk herself out of it, it kept pressing in on her, closing
her throat, narrowing her vision.


“Charlotte?” Deb’s voice seemed miles away. Charlotte could
hardly hear anything above the blood pulsing through the veins in her ears.


“I think—” She found it difficult to take oxygen into her
lungs. Her sense of control was slipping slowly away. “I have t-to—” 


Her lips and tongue wouldn’t properly form the words. Her
mouth couldn’t possibly keep up with all the messages being fired
lightning-quick by the synapses in her brain. Fight or flight, her
adrenaline told her. Tears spilled down her cheeks and she suddenly had the
urge to run—anywhere. She wanted to be anywhere but there. 


Deb squeezed her hand.


“Is this what I think it is?” 


Charlotte hadn’t had a panic attack in nearly a year. She
nodded. It was all she could do.


“Go. Get some air,” Deb urged.


Charlotte turned on her heels and retraced their steps, suppressing
the instinct to bolt. She rushed back through the waiting room and all the way
outside. In or out, her fears screamed inside her head. If she kept it
all in, she might die. If she let it out, she might puke. Collapsing on a
nearby bench, she gave herself over to shuddering, wheezy sobs. Despair clawed
at every inch of her and she fought to push it down. Push it down, compress it,
fold it neatly, and tuck it away some place where it couldn’t surface again.
She pressed her fists against her closed eyes and watched as clusters of
shimmering fireworks burst across her eyelids. Anything to get rid of the
images of that day three years ago.


 


She might have thought it was an accident. He was drunk, not
in complete control of himself. But Charlotte had seen the clear purpose in his
eyes, the deliberate turn of the wheel before the engine revved. She still
couldn’t remember the moment of impact. But she remembered how her mother was
standing near the driveway one minute, and was sprawled on the lawn ten feet
away the next minute.


The car didn’t stop after it hit her mother. It continued
forward, heading straight for the house. Straight for Charlotte inside. With
her eyes glued to her mother’s limp body outside, she didn’t react until it was
almost too late. No sooner had she stepped away from the big picture window in
the living room when the car crashed through it, knocking Charlotte to the
floor in a spray of glass.


She crawled through the shards, past the front of the car,
its engine still running hot, ignoring the continuous blare of the horn. She
crawled through the grass, trailing blood from her cut palms and knees, until
she saw her mother’s pale face and glassy eyes. 


“Baby,” her mother whispered, curling her finger toward her.
Other than her slowly blinking eyelids, and her lips that were already turning
white, that finger was the only part of her that moved. “Baby, I love you.”


“Mom? Mom, don’t…” Charlotte knelt and cradled her mother in
her arms. Her mother’s side was warm. Sticky. It soaked into Charlotte’s
clothes and covered her hands.


“I love you, Char. Be a good girl, okay?” Her eyes shifted
in and out of focus.


“Don’t…you can’t die! Mommy, please don’t leave me.”
Charlotte hadn’t called her Mommy since she was six. “Mommy please…”


Her mom kept whispering I love you until the
paramedics pulled Charlotte away. She tried to push them back, tried to hold
onto her mother, and screamed when she finally felt the pain of her broken
wrist. The medics pried her slippery fingers from her mother’s arms and strapped
her to a backboard, loaded her in the ambulance. She didn’t hear the questions
they asked her. She didn’t hear the sirens or the radio. She kept seeing it
over and over in her head, in silent slow motion.


He was drunk, but it was no accident.


It was murder. 
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