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1: New Boss

 

I didn’t intend to start the day questioning my sexuality, but the girl I saw hopping onto the elevator certainly brought my professed heterosexuality into question!

To say she was stunning would be the understatement of the century. Of the millennium. I knew, objectively, that there were beautiful girls in the world. And that was how I’d always thought of pretty girls when I looked at them. Objectively. It was always in a “oh wouldn’t it be nice to look as good as her” mix of admiration and envy. It was never with the sort of eyes that sent a bolt of fire running straight down to the core of my being and made me seriously reconsider everything I’d ever thought about the way the world worked and which way my sexuality leaned.

I mean sure there was the occasional experiment back in college, but who didn’t do that? Experiments were just that: experiments. Not the foundation of a relationship.

But damn. Looking at this girl with her perfect face. Brown hair that spilled down past her shoulders. The sort of body that would make a goddess sit up and take notice. Looking at her was making me want to lay one hell of a foundation, if you catch my drift.

I shook my head. What was I thinking? This was just some random pretty girl making her way through the lobby at my building. It’s not like anything was going to happen. It’s not like I was going to go up and chitchat with the girl or try to get her phone number or anything.

Still, it was nice to dream. Even if it was only for a moment.

Then she disappeared behind an elevator and I was brought back to the boring mundane reality of my existence. People in suits and business appropriate dresses making their way through the lobby to take the elevator to whatever floor they slaved away on at Zeidner Corp. I was up on seven which was pretty low on the totem pole.

And I’d just missed an elevator because I was so busy staring at that pretty young thing who didn’t look like she could even be out of college let alone working here. When I was already running late. I sighed. Christine was not going to be happy.

“Damn it Nicole,” I muttered to myself as I jabbed at the up button on the elevator with perhaps a little more force than was strictly necessary. “Are you never going to get it together?”

A lady standing next to me gave me a funny look, but I ignored it. I didn’t recognize her and it was a big company filling an entire damn skyscraper, so it’s not like she was an immediate concern. No, my immediate concern was being at my cubicle by 7:45am on the dot because, as Christine was so fond of saying to the people she was berating in the morning, “on time is late.” Never mind that the business day wasn’t supposed to start until promptly at eight. What was a little wage theft when they were getting around those pesky laws by making everyone salaried?

I sighed again as the elevator opened to take me up to my own personal daily hell. This definitely wasn’t how I’d imagined life going when I graduated and got a job here five years ago.

The doors swished open on our floor and I quickly made my way to my cubicle. Mercifully Christine’s office was obviously dark. It wasn’t unusual for her to show up anywhere from fifteen minutes to a half hour late, she definitely didn’t hold herself to the same punctual standards that she expected of her employees, but it also wasn’t out of the ordinary for her to show up early just so she could get in some yelling before the work day had actually started.

Either way it looked like I was going to be safe sliding into my chair and powering up my computer. The elevator dinged and I resisted the urge to prairie dog out of my cubicle and see who was coming through. The clicking of heels was more than enough to let me know exactly who it was. I stared with a quite slow-moving panic rising inside me as the ancient computer, nothing but the oldest and cheapest for our department, booted up at a speed that would make a glacier seem positively speedy in comparison.

Finally it booted up and I hit my password and even managed to pull up a spreadsheet before the clicking stopped at my cubicle. I turned around with the biggest smile I could muster on my face, though it was difficult when I got a good look at Christine and her usual morning expression carrying her usual morning cup of coffee that she refilled religiously, making her office smell like a cut-rate coffee house thanks to her bad breath. She had a scowl in her eyes and her lips were puckered up looking like a cat’s asshole.

Not a good look, but then again there really was no such thing as a “good look” when it came to Christine.

“At least you can make it in on time,” she said finally after inspecting my cubicle. I knew exactly what she was doing. Looking for anything that she could use to rain down terror. Sometimes I left some paperwork out overnight just to give her something to yell about, it was a quiet form of protest that wasn’t likely to provoke the sort of reaction that being late would, but I hadn’t had time this morning since I was already running late because I was mooning over some hot young thing who was probably a good five years younger than me anyways if she was still in college.

“Good morning Christine, good to see you too,” I said.

Her scowl deepened, but it’s not like she could do anything about it. Everything I said had been perfectly delivered in a pleasant and cheery tone. Never mind that in my head I was thinking how that phrase meant “go fuck yourself Christine, and I hope you get fired.”

Finally she finished her inspection of my cube and she was moving along. No doubt taking stock of exactly who was already in and who was running a little tardy. If the tardy ones were lucky they’d just get a stern email threatening them. If they were unlucky and Christine was feeling particularly salty this morning then they’d get called into her office to get chewed out which was never a particularly fun experience. I was just glad I’d avoided it for one day.

No, instead I could get directly to work. I fired up the corporate logging software that made sure all our work was accounted for and started pushing numbers around. The facts and figures that made the world go ‘round at ZeidnerCorp weren’t going to generate themselves, and God help us if we didn’t get work done in a timely manner.

A message popped up in the window. I smiled when I saw it was from Amber.

“How’s dragon lady this morning?”

“Off doing her usual inspection of the department looking to see if anyone’s running late,” I said. “I take it you got here on time?”

“You bet I did. Damn she’s such a bitch.”

I shook my head and minimized the chat window as I heard clicking moving towards my cubicle again. I dreaded the day Christine realized that people could hear her coming because of her fondness for heels, but it’s not like I was going to say anything to her either. She moved past, a clicking shark sniffing the water for blood, and I brought the window back up.

“She’s really in a foul mood today. Usually she’s in her office gulping down her coffee and surfing the net by now.”

“Must be something irritating her,” Amber sent back.

I frowned. Something irritating Christine usually meant something was going to be irritating me. Sure enough she came clicking back past my cubicle and I heard her stop at the door. I closed my eyes and did a quick five count before turning to smile at her with the best and most insincere smile I could muster.

“How can I help you Christine?” I asked.

“How is the work coming along on the Johnson merger?” she asked.

“I should have that ready for you by the end of the day today which will give you enough time to look it over before it needs to be turned in,” I said.

When I first started this job I figured that would be enough to get Christine to jump for joy. I’d learned the hard way that it didn’t. From the smile that came to her face, smiles were never pleasant on her face, I knew that I was about to get some of that same feeling. I braced for it.

“Well isn’t that nice? Since you seem to have so much free time you won’t mind going ahead and reviewing some of the numbers for me, will you? Then when you’re done with that I have a couple of other things that are ready to be sent up but need to be reviewed first.”

I bit back a couple of comments that were forming in my head. She was the one who was supposed to give final approval for everything that was done in the department. That was a big part of her job, aside from assigning stuff out which she’d started foisting off on me six months ago. She’d never been this brazen before about trying to get me to run approvals. Damn it.

“Whatever you say, Christine,” I said.

As soon as she was gone I was back at my computer typing furiously, but it wasn’t for any sort of analysis. No, I needed to vent to someone, and Amber was the only person I could vent with even though she was on the other side of the floor. It was set up in a big square with Christine’s big glass office in the center. That glass on all four sides was part of the reason we knew she was in there playing games on social media most of the time instead of actually doing any work.

Lord help us all if she ever decided to actually check the chat logs for her department. Lots of heads would roll that day. Lots more than usual, at least.

An email popped up and I looked over more on instinct than anything else. Answering that ding was almost a Pavlovian response on this floor. If it was from Christine and it was urgent and you didn’t answer it right away then you could be in deep shit.

I sighed when I saw who it was from. Not Christine. It was from someone who should be a shining beacon out of this shithole. A headhunter. The only problem was there was at least one person who’d been canned for responding to a headhunter using their work email. So I deleted it like I always did, might as well have a record of being loyal for the IT people to look at, but not before looking at the email.

It was familiar enough. I’d seen it enough times that it was burned into my head. This lady must not be very good if she was desperate enough to keep pinging people, and on their work email no less, but I’d seen her name and email, Janet Yeager, often enough that it was memorized. I’d even forwarded one of her mails to my personal account in my early days before I knew that was strictly verboten around here.

I sighed. I was sorely tempted to respond today, but no. Better a crappy job than no job, right?

Whatever. I got back into the groove of things and tried not to think about Christine. Of course not thinking about Christine and how unfair it was working under a dragon lady of epic proportions naturally set my mind to thinking about other things, and it seemed that the one thing on my mind more than anything else was that girl I’d seen in the lobby. I wondered what she was doing here. She could’ve been going anywhere. Sure there were young people who worked here, I was still technically in that “young” category even though I’d been with the company for five years since graduating, but there was something about her that kept pushing her to the forefront of my imagination. An imagination that was going to some particularly not safe for work places the more I thought about her.

I was in the middle of thinking about a particularly wild frat party I’d gone to my junior year where I made out with a girl to get the crowd going, though to be honest I’d been a little excited at the excuse to have some fun with a friend who I thought was pretty damn hot. Only in my imagination it wasn’t the girl from my memory I was kissing. It was that girl from the lobby.

Well now that was odd. Not that I was thinking about girls considering my experience. Just odd that it would come up now. Sure I hadn’t exactly dated much, work took care of most of my spare time, and so it felt a little odd that I was suddenly thinking of any sort of dating, let alone dating a girl.

I was pulled out of my reverie by a ding, but not the sort of ding that meant I had a message from Amber or someone else on the floor. No, this was the sort of ding that immediately filled me with a sense of dread because it meant an email, and an email usually meant Christine needed something.

I hated it when Christine needed something. Why couldn’t that girl from the lobby need something? Yeah, I’d love taking care of her needs. Only the hot thoughts of the sort of fun I could have with her if I’d had more than a moment of staring at her dumbfounded from the other side of a closing elevator door were dashed when I saw the message. From Christine.

Damn it.

“In addition to your work on those approvals I’m also going to need you to go over the schedule for the next month and make sure we’re not missing anything,” she said.

I rolled my eyes and this time I let out a small groan. She expected me to do scheduling for her on top of everything else? That was her job, damn it. She was sitting in there playing games and having a grand old time collecting her huge salary and meanwhile I was sitting here doing her job and not getting paid anything extra for it. It was pissing me off. It was enough to make me do something drastic.

Like open my chat window with Amber and shoot off a message complaining. Hey, I wasn’t going to do anything too crazy. Talking back to Christine could be a career limiting move. People still told the story of poor Patrick, a guy who’d given her the finger in the middle of a meeting and walked out after he’d had enough of her bullshit. She’d given him a bad reference even though that was against company policy and the poor guy ended up having to move across the country to get a job considering how tight-knit the community was.

Tight-knit enough that Christine’s counterparts thought she walked on water. Not tight-knit enough that they knew what a raging bitch she could be. Mostly because she kept everybody strictly under her thumb and no one ever got out to spread stories at other companies.

“I can’t believe she’s trying to make you do that bullshit,” Amber said.

“I know, right? I’m already doing her damn job. Isn’t that enough for her?”

“Nothing’s ever going to be enough for her. Remember Patrick?”

I hadn’t actually known Patrick, his epic departure happened well before I started working here, but I thought of him on the regular.

“I have to do something about this, but I’m not sure what,” I said.

“Maybe if you try something other than flipping her the bird in the middle of a meeting?” Amber sent back.

I sighed. She did have a good point, even though something told me this was going to end in disaster even as I flipped back over to my email and started drafting something. The fact was there just wasn’t a chance I was going to be able to take on anything else without working even more ridiculous hours than what I was already being forced to endure. We’re talking the sort of hours you hear about medical interns or young lawyers who think they’re going to make partner pull. Not the sort of hours someone pulls when they’re stuck in a department with no hope of advancement because they’re stuck in a Catch-22 with a boss who will ruin their career whether they work hard or quit.

Damn it. I was starting to get mad. I was starting to feel something I hadn’t felt in awhile. Backbone. Just a little, but it was enough to make me draft a response.

“Christine, I would love to take this on but if you’re going to do that then I’ll have to request that you do the approvals or take some of the other work that you’ve given to me as I won’t be able to do all of it in a timely manner.”

I hit send and immediately regretted it. God that was a stupid move. I found myself wishing we had one of those email systems where you could recall an email as long as it hadn’t been opened yet, but of course that wouldn’t have mattered in this case anyway. No, the response came back almost immediately.

“My office. Now.”

A feeling of dread came over me as I stood and made my way towards the giant glass ice cube in the center of the floor. I suppose whoever designed the damn thing thought it was supposed to look all cool and modern, but for everyone who worked here it had become a symbol of the constant terror that was this department.

I sighed as I opened the door. I thought I might make it through a morning without yelling at her. Not for the first time I thought back to a voicemail I got a couple of weeks ago from a head hunter asking if I was interested in other opportunities in the area. I hadn’t responded because I knew Christine would torpedo any chance I had with another department as soon as they called to verify employment.

“Glad you could make it Nicole,” she said. “I was worried you wouldn’t have time to talk with me what with your busy schedule and everything.”

“What do you want Christine?” I asked. Surprisingly there was some heat to my voice. She arched an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. I kept waiting for the explosion, but nothing. What was going on here? This was nothing like the Christine I thought I knew. The one who was the terror of the seventh floor. If anything that had me more worried than usual. A mellow Christine was a plotting Christine, and I didn’t like the idea of being the one in her cross hairs while she was plotting.

“I think I’ve found an assignment that is worthy of your time. Something that a busy person like you could really appreciate, and it might help take some of that load off,” Christine said.

“Oh?” I said, trying my best to keep my voice neutral. This seemed too good to be true. Too good to be true was usually exactly that where Christine was concerned.

“Of course! I wouldn’t want to overwork my best asset, now would I? Corporate just told me we’re going to be getting a new intern. Getting ready for their last year of college. I’m sure you’ll be able to show them the ropes and find time to do everything else on your plate, right?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. Sure enough here was the other foot dropping right down on top of me and making me completely miserable. A new intern? Sure in a perfect world that would mean I had someone to help me out with everything, someone to give some extra work to, but the reality was that training someone who knew absolutely nothing about our systems, bringing them up to speed, and trying to keep an eye out for mistakes would easily eat up more time than it would take me to just do the damn work myself.

Something about the smile on Christine’s face told me she knew that.

I gave the door a jolly good slam on my way out. Some of the glass rattled and I even saw a couple of people popping their heads up over their cubicle walls which was usually something to be avoided at all cost. It wasn’t safe to draw undue attention to yourself working in this department. It was just my bad luck that I seemed to draw all the attention just because I could get things done on time.

I headed back to my cubicle. It was going to be a long day, and there wasn’t a chance in hell I was getting done by five at this rate. There was already too much I had to do, and if I had to start training some idiot business major in how our system worked and get everything going tomorrow then I wanted to make sure I had as much of a head start as possible.

Oddly enough as I got to work I thought about that girl one final time. It really was a pity I didn’t get her name or number or something, as inappropriate as that would be. Then again it’s not like I was going to have any time for a social life for the near future if things kept going the way they were.

I was trapped. I needed a change. I just didn’t know how the hell I was going to pull that off.

 

 

 

 

 

 

2: Family Tradition

 

I sighed as I moved through the massive rotating door into the lobby. I tried to think of a time when I was actually happy to be stepping into this building. Maybe when I was younger. Like, really young. Before the accident. Before dad withdrew from the world while at the same time seeming to think that the weight of the world was now on my shoulders because I suddenly became the only heir to the Zeidner name.

I felt terrible for thinking that was worst than losing my mom and older brother in one fell swoop thanks to a private jet with a malfunctioning phalange, or whatever the hell it was. I wasn’t an aircraft mechanic. I wasn’t going anywhere near anything that flew higher than five feet, for that matter.

Yeah, maybe I’d felt good about coming in here when I was a little girl going to see daddy at work. He’d been all smiles then. These days going to see daddy at work was a chore, though. It meant that I was going to feel that weight of the world, of ZeidnerCorp, settling on my shoulders again. One nice thing about going off to college was that I could just be me for a little while and forget about everything that was waiting for me when I graduated and got out of school. Even the summers used to be a fun distraction from the bullshit, but now with this stupid internship I had a feeling the real world was about to come crashing down around the perfect college bubble I’d built for myself in a major way.

Damn.

There was a reception desk at the front with a guard, but I didn’t bother to stop there. Sure I was supposed to act just like a regular intern showing up at the building, though that was a little ridiculous considering I was going to be interviewing with the owner of the company rather than some middle manager. Not to mention that the internship was a shoe-in considering my name was on the building and I stood to inherit it when the old man finally kicked it.

I jabbed at the button on the elevator with perhaps a little more force than was strictly necessary, but it’s not like the elevator was going to feel it and I needed something to take my anger out on. I knew it was ridiculous to pull the poor little rich girl routine, but at the same time I couldn’t really help myself. Sure I actually liked all this business stuff, I was my father’s daughter after all, but at the same time it galled that no one had ever bothered to ask me what I wanted to do. No one ever checked in to see if I really wanted to take over rather than just taking my inheritance and doing what I wanted. It was always assumed that I was going to be the good little scion.

The elevator doors opened and I stepped in. Hit the button for the top floor, but it didn’t light up. Whoops. I always forgot that I needed my card to get up there. A guy wearing a cheap suit who had “middle management” written all over him stepped in right behind me and chuckled before I had a chance to bust out the card. I turned in time to see him look me up and down in a way that really annoyed me and impressed me at the same time with the way he was able to combine a dirty old man looking at a young woman with someone who thought they knew the ropes at this company laughing at the young girl obviously making a mistake.

“You need special access to get up there honey,” he said, and I bristled at his tone of voice and comparing me to bee vomit. Whoever he was, he had casually condescending down to an art form. “Are you here for intern interviews? If so they’re doing those on twenty.”

“No, I’m actually here for a meeting with Mr. Zeidner,” I said, fixing him with my sweetest smile that definitely didn’t match the cool tone. I pulled out my key fob and tapped it against the elevator controls. They beeped and I hit the button, enjoying the surprised look on the guy’s face.

I turned back to the elevator doors and my breath caught. There was a girl standing on the other side of those doors and she had me feeling weak in the knees. She looked about my age, or maybe a few years older. I wondered if she was here for the internship program or if she worked somewhere in the tower. I wouldn’t mind working under her, if you catch my drift, though that would probably annoy the man to no end. Not because it was with a woman, that was something he’d been surprisingly fine with when I finally worked up the guts to tell him, but because she worked somewhere in the tower.

He wasn’t a big fan of interoffice romance between the owner and the help unless we were talking about one of his secretaries. And unfortunately being the future owner didn’t grant me any leeway when it came to that sort of thing.

Still, this girl was nice to look at. Blonde hair cut short enough that it had me wondering if she might swing my way. A gorgeous face with blue eyes I could lose myself in. She was wearing a work outfit that looked like it wouldn’t be out of place on a runway somewhere, and the way she filled out that button down shirt and the skirt underneath that went just down to her knees and the edge of the corporate dress code policy for that sort of thing had me wanting to unbutton that shirt and see what happened as I was running my hand up her legs and…

I shook my head. I shouldn’t be thinking things like that. Not when what I should be doing is steeling myself for doing battle with the old man. Still, that girl was just so fucking gorgeous. She had a casual beauty that said she didn’t even realize how hot she was, and I fucking loved that. I wanted to pull her into the elevator with me and kick old condescending cheap suit with his bad cologne out so we could have a little fun.

I moved back up her body one final time and my heart skipped a beat. She was staring at me. Pretty fucking intently. That was the kind of look that made it absolutely clear she was interested. And then the elevator doors were closing and I sighed.

It probably wasn’t to be anyways. Someone working somewhere in the building dating the heir to the company fortune? Even if I did manage to figure out where she worked there was a good chance she wasn’t into girls despite the way she’d been staring at me so intently that I thought my clothes were about to catch fire. And of course there was the old man’s hypocritical rule about dipping your wick in the company ink, even though I didn’t technically have a wick to dip.

“So how did you manage to get that access anyways? Are you one of the old man’s new secretaries?” cheap suit asked.

The guy reached into his pocket and handed me a card with a smile on his face that managed to be at the same time smarmy, condescending, and more than a little sleazy. It was a wonder that a man could fit that much snaky charm into one look, but I dutifully took his card even as I couldn’t believe he was talking to me like this! Then again it’s not like he probably knew who I was. It’s not like I’d spent much time at the tower since I was a little kid, and the company was big enough that I could walk these halls mostly anonymously.

“If so maybe you could stop by my office when he’s done with you. He gets tired of his secretaries pretty fast, you know, and I’d be happy to see how well you take dictation. Maybe give you some more long-term career prospects as long as my wife doesn’t find out.”

He chuckled at his own joke and winked at me. He actually winked! My mouth was hanging open. I couldn’t believe someone like that was actually working here. I couldn’t believe he was talking to me like that! If this was par for the course at the company then there was definitely going to be some house cleaning when I eventually worked my way up, and there was no doubt in my mind that I was going to work my way up. It was fucked up, but as much as I hated the way the old man was hard on me, at the same time I always saw that as a challenge to live up to. This building would be mine someday, and not just because I’d inherited it. Because I’d earned it.

Also because it was my last name on the outside, but you get the point.

“Actually my name is Erica. Zeidner. And I was going up to have a meeting with my father before I start an internship here at the company tomorrow,” I said.

The way the look froze on that guy’s face was well worth having him hit on me in that clumsy and disgusting manner in the first place. It was obvious he was seeing the end of his career flashing in front of him as he stared down at him. As I smiled up at him with my best syrupy sweet smile. I held up his card as the door opened on his floor.

“And thank you so much for giving me your card! It’s going to be so helpful when I tell my dad all about the nice things you said about him.”

The guy eyed the card for a moment and it was clear he was debating whether or not it was worth it to try and snatch it out of my hands. Not like it mattered. I’d already memorized all the pertinent details just in case he tried something like that. Instead his shoulders slumped and he stepped off the elevator. He turned to stare as the doors closed.

“Have a great day sir!” I said just before his face disappeared behind the doors.

I let out a sigh of relief and fell back against the wall giggling. I had to admit that had been fun. It was too bad the old man wasn’t going to give me an undercover assignment so I could do more stuff like that. Really get in and figure out how things in the company worked from the bottom up. Maybe root out some managers who’d gotten a little too complacent in their petty positions of power.

No, I figured I could look forward to a job up in administration on the top floor. I really would be nothing more than a glorified secretary, learning how board meetings worked by sitting in on them with the old man and making sure I soaked up all the things he’d learned over the years. Though I definitely didn’t have to worry about some of the other things that his secretaries did.

The door opened onto the top floor and I made my way to his office, squaring my shoulders and preparing for battle as I breezed past his latest secretary, some pretty little blonde thing that reminded me of the girl I’d seen down below, though of course this one would be into the gentlemen if she was working for dear old dad. She raised her hand as though to stop me but I ignored her. The less I thought of the string of mistresses he’d had since the accident the better.

“So glad you decided to join us,” dad said as I stepped into his office, an expansive room that made up a good portion of the top floor with a large floor to ceiling window that looked out over the city. Off to one side was an equally massive conference room with the same view that was separated from his office. Right now the glass was clear, but I knew it could frost over at the flip of a switch to give them privacy.

Amazing the little technical marvels people came up with.

I glanced down at my watch and grimaced. I was only five minutes late, and it’s not like he was one to talk about being late anyways. He’d famously shown up to my graduation thirty minutes after I walked onto the stage, and I’d heard it was the same with meetings here.

“I’m just learning from the best,” I said.

“Oh?”

“Yeah, I figure around here everyone waits for the owner, right?”

Dad blinked and then a huge smile split his face. Now that was interesting. He hadn’t done much smiling since the accident a few years ago. He held up a finger and wagged it in the air.

“You’re already learning. I like that. But remember that only works if you’re meeting with someone who’s lower on the totem pole than you, and I’m as high on the totem pole as you can get these days.”

I sighed and took a seat. “Right. So what’s going on with this internship anyways? Am I going to be licking stamps with Barbie out there, or are you actually going to let me put my degree to use?”

“Is that what you want to do?”

I paused and thought about that for a moment, wondering if this was a trap or something. Ultimately I shrugged and decided I might as well be honest.

“Not really. I’d rather be in the trenches. I just had an interesting encounter on the elevator with a gentleman who thought I was going up to be your latest secretarial sacrifice, and he said some things that he’d never say to the owner’s daughter. Makes me think interesting things could happen if I was out in the wild where no one knew who I was.”

Dad cocked an eyebrow. “Now that’s interesting. Did you get his name?”

“Even better,” I said. I dug into my shirt pocket and pulled out the card. Slid it across the table. “He basically propositioned me in the elevator. He’s a walking sexual harassment lawsuit waiting to happen.”

Dad pocketed the card and turned back to me, suddenly serious. “I’m going to be honest. When you were coming in this morning I had to potential internships ready to go. One was licking stamps and one was really getting into the weeds and seeing how the company works.”

“I’ll take the weeds, please,” I said.

Dad smiled and pulled out a manila envelope that he slid across the table. I picked it up, ripped it open, and dumped the contents out on his desk. The thing that most drew my attention was the name badge. It had the ZeidnerCorp logo on it, and a picture of me that he’d gotten from somewhere, but that wasn’t my name. At least it wasn’t my last name.

“Erica Smith? That’s the best you could come up with?”

He shrugged. “I figured it’s be easier if you only had to deal with one name change. Are you sure you want to do this? You’re going to be treated no different than a regular intern, but I expect you to keep your eyes open.”

“Open for what?”

“I’m not sure. If I knew then I wouldn’t be sending you out into the world to look at things with a fresh set of eyes, would I?”

“Fair enough,” I said. I picked up the badge and looked down at it. Erica Smith. This was going to be interesting, to say the least. “So where am I going to be doing my undercover boss routine?”

“I was thinking we’d start you in Statistical and Data Analysis,” he said. “Seems like that would be right up your alley. They’re down on seven. I have a feeling posting you there will be interesting, at least.”

I locked eyes with him and suddenly wondered what he was up to. What I was getting myself into. Usually when he said things were getting interesting that meant nothing good, but it’s not like I was going to find out unless I went down there and threw myself to the wolves. Besides, if he thought this was “interesting” then I figured it would be the perfect opportunity to get out there and prove myself.

“Fine, I can do interesting,” I said. I stood, but he held out a hand that stopped me in my tracks and I sat back down. It was like he was using the Force to move me around with his hand waves. “Something else?”

“You might be going down there as Erica Smith, but you need to remember that you’re Erica Zeidner,” he said.

I rolled my eyes and suppressed a sigh. I was starting to hope we might go the entire meeting without launching into this, but apparently I’d hoped in vain. His own eyes narrowed at my eye roll but he didn’t say anything. That brief scowl was more than enough to get the message across. Supposedly that scowl was enough to liquify the bowels of unsuspecting junior executives, but I’d seen it often enough that it didn’t bother me.

Much.

“You’re representing the Zeidner name out there. That means no wild partying. No carrying on. I don’t want a repeat of some of the things Lilith has been telling me about from your school,” he said.

“I told you not to have her following me around anymore,” I said.

“And I told you that I’m not going to have my only daughter who also happens to be a tempting target since she’s the daughter of a billionaire, out there completely unprotected.”

“The only reason you have her following me is so you can keep tabs on me and make sure I’m not besmirching the family name,” I hissed. Damn. That was more anger than I usually let creep into my voice when I was talking to the old man, but this happened to be an issue I felt very strongly about. I hated that he had that dark-haired harpy following me around everywhere keeping tabs on what I did. It was ridiculously hard to get laid when there was some creepy older lady following you around, though she’d never gone so far as trying to get into my apartment or anything.

Though there were times when I wondered if she ever slept. The woman was like a vampire with the hours she kept. Had just about the same complexion and personality as a vampire as well, come to think of it.

It was a pity that we were getting into this now. Things had been going so well. When he opened with the smiles and it seemed we were on the same page with regards to where I’d be posted in the company I almost thought we were sharing something close to a father/daughter moment.

Of course it would all turn out to be so much bullshit. I stood again, not bothering to listen as he droned on about how he expected me to comport myself as the daughter of the owner of the company and the granddaughter of the founder. I’d heard this lecture so many times before that I could recite it in my sleep.

“Right, this has been fun, but I have to get ready if I’m going to be starting the job tomorrow.”

To his credit he at least stopped the lecture and grinned. He knew when he was pontificating, it was one of the things he did best, and he was usually pretty good about stopping when I called him on it.

“Right. Well just remember who you are, and best of luck to you in the new internship.”

Best of luck in the new internship. An internship where I was Erica Smith, anonymous college girl looking to make her way in the world and not Erica Zeidner, billionaire heiress who had whatever she wanted. Though at the end of the day I’d be going back to my penthouse apartment and takeout from some of the best restaurants in town rather than back to a hole in the wall apartment and the best ramen that could be bought in this city on the meager amount of money they gave interns.

Still, it felt like this was going to be fun. I could finally get a chance to be me, truly me, and not the last name. I was surprised at how excited I was at starting this new gig tomorrow.

And as I made my way back down to the lobby I found myself thinking about that girl again. I’d only seen her for a brief moment on the other side of the elevator doors, but what a compelling brief moment. I wondered where she worked and if maybe I’d see her in the course of my time as an intern. It didn’t seem likely given how big the building and the company were, but a girl could dream.

 

 

 

 

 

 

3: First Day

 

The doors opened on the seventh floor and I smiled, readying myself for another glorious day in paradise. Sarcasm definitely fully intended. Still, I had a job to do. Even if I’d barely gotten home before midnight the day before because I was working so late trying to take care of that job.

I figured I needed to be happy and chipper for the new recruit, whoever he or she ended up being. I glanced at my watch. It was twenty ‘til. Plenty of time for me to sit at my desk and have a moment to myself before Christine arrived. Besides, I figured it would be a little while before the intern showed up. It’s not like whoever it was had any way of knowing the unofficial attendance policy on the seventh floor.

I stepped into my cubicle and managed to suppress a shudder at the familiar surroundings. My ancient computer in one corner with the monitor situated so it could easily be seen by someone walking past, a requirement from Christine because she wanted to make sure no one was screwing around. Not that anyone could screw around on the computer if they wanted to considering all games and access to any website that wasn’t strictly work related was strictly restricted.

There was one major difference to the usual soul-sucking decor in my cubicle. A girl. Sitting in my chair. I raised an eyebrow. What the hell was this? I cleared my throat and the girl whirled around. Immediately anything I was about to say caught in my throat because holy shit, it was her. It was the girl from the elevator yesterday who had me in a funk all day long because my thoughts kept drifting to her.

Thoughts and daydreams were about the only thing Christine couldn’t strictly control on the seventh floor, and so I spent a lot of time doing that when I wasn’t in a mood to work. That had been another big part of the reason why I didn’t get done until close to midnight.

The girl seemed just as surprised to see me. I suppose that was a good sign. I wasn’t the only one looking like a complete idiot, at least. Her eyes ran up and down my body and for some reason that look felt more intimate, more sensual, than any lover’s caress I’d ever felt. That was the kind of look that made me feel like I needed a cigarette when she was done. Fuck!

“You!” we both said at the same time.

I blinked. Of course I recognized her, but it didn’t seem like she would have any particular reason to remember me. We’d just had that brief moment in front of the elevator, after all, and it’s not like I was anything special to look at. Definitely nothing compared to the runway model meets business attire goddess who was sitting in my chair.

“I’m sorry, but can I help you? Are you starting on this floor?”

“You could say that,” the girl said. She held her hand out. “I’m Erica. Your new intern!”

I took her hand in a daze, and it didn’t help that taking her hand sent an electric fire dancing from my fingers down to the rest of my body, particularly to between my legs where that electric fire turned into a raging atomic maelstrom of arousal. Fuck! If this girl was my new intern and this is how I reacted to seeing her then we were in for a bit of trouble. Briefly I thought about asking Christine to reassign her to someone, anyone, but of course I wasn’t going to do anything of the sort.

For one I didn’t think that would end well at all. Christine thought she was punishing me by giving me this intern, though I guess the joke was on her since giving me this intern was going to be anything but a punishment. It was sure to be absolute torture every moment I had to be working close with her given how I’d already reacted to her presence, but it wasn’t going to be anything close to punishment.

Secondly, and more importantly, I had no intention of letting this girl get away from me. No, that reaction yesterday in front of the elevator was telling me something, and I felt like her showing up in my cubicle like this today was the universe trying to tell me something. What it was I wasn’t sure, but I was going to roll with this and see what happened.

“I’m Nicole, a definite pleasure to meet you Erica,” I said.

Erica glanced back at my chair. “Sorry for taking your butt rest there. My marching orders said I was supposed to be working with Christine, but then when I got down here this morning there was a note on her door saying I should come looking for you?”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. That got a raised eyebrow from this Erica girl. I made a quick decision in that moment. I wasn’t going to be dishonest with this girl. Not completely, at least. I figured if she was going to work here then she should probably know enough to tread lightly around Christine.

“Sorry,” I said. “Christine has a habit of pushing her work off on me. That’s how I inherited you. Though it’s not a problem at all!”

I hastened to add that last part after an odd look came across her face. The last thing I wanted was for the poor girl to think there were two people in this office who thought she was a burden to be foisted off on someone else. I’d be crushed if I felt like I wasn’t wanted when I went to my first internship, and I was not going to do that to this girl.

“Well this looks like it’s going to be an interesting experience,” Erica said. Then she shifted gears, or at least she tried shifting gears without realizing she was just moving on to a different version of the same problem. All fucked up roads led back to Christine’s dictatorial management style on floor seven. “So what brings you in this early anyways? I got in early to impress the new boss, but what’s your excuse?”

I sighed again and glanced at my watch. “I suppose you should know this as well. If you’re not here on time then you’re late, and Christine considers “on time” to be fifteen minutes before you’re supposed to be here. Not sure if that will hold true for you as well, but it’s probably better if you don’t find out.”

“Damn,” Erica said. “This Christine really sounds like a dragon lady.”

“You have no idea,” I said. Then my eyes went wide. I heard the elevator door opening followed by the telltale click-clicking of Christine’s high heels making their way across the tile floor. My eyes went wide and it was obvious from the look on Erica’s face that she could tell something was up. I hated that I was looking so worried in front of her like that, but I couldn’t help it. I just hoped Christine was in a good mood this morning, because I really didn’t want this poor girl to have to put up with her bullshit on the first day in.

“That her?” Erica asked.

I nodded and turned to face the door to my cubicle. Christine appeared, and my jaw very nearly dropped. I found myself wondering who this woman was and what she’d done with the sour faced bitch who usually ruled floor seven with an iron fist.

The woman standing before us couldn’t have been any different from the usual Christine. She had the same bun, the same clothes that didn’t fit quite as well as they used to, the same makeup that was way overdone, but there was one huge difference. The scowl that was usually on her eyes was gone and the puckered expression that bore so much resemblance to a cat’s asshole plastered on the front of her face was gone, replaced by a wide smile.

I wondered if the pod people invasion had finally started and Christine was the first one they got. That made more sense than the idea that she had suddenly decided to grow a heart and act like a genuine human with real emotions.

“Good morning Nicole! Wonderful to see you!” she said, positively beaming. I was immediately on guard. Her acting nice in front of the intern was an explanation I could almost understand. Maybe she wanted to make a good impression or something. Her being nice to me, though? Particularly after that incident yesterday where I actually dared to show some backbone? Well that was way out there.

“Um, good morning?” I managed to stammer, and for a moment I saw a flash of something. A flash of the old Christine everyone on this floor knew and hated. It was a flash of irritation that was almost comforting because it was familiar, because it meant that I wasn’t going crazy and I hadn’t inexplicably stepped into a parallel mirror universe where Christine’s evil twin was the nice one.

Still, it was disheartening at the same time. The old Christine was still there. Lurking under the surface. Waiting.

She turned to inspect Erica for a moment, though it wasn’t the kind of inspection we’d shared. No, she was staring intently, almost as though she was searching for something. I didn’t know what it was or if she found what she was looking for, but no sooner had her eyes returned to Erica’s face than she was stepping forward with her arms outstretched for a hug! I watched in stunned silence as she wrapped Erica up in a hug.

“And you must be our new intern Erica!” she positively beamed. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to have the opportunity to work with you!”

The opportunity to work with her? Wait a minute. Did that mean she was going to pull the new intern away from me? Damn it. Yesterday I would’ve jumped for joy at the possibility, but today, now that I knew who she was, it was the last thing that I wanted. It was a selfish, jealous desire, but I wanted Erica all to myself! I definitely didn’t want to share her with Christine. That would be throwing her to the wolves.

“Actually I’d already been working through assignments for Erica, and so you don’t have to…”

Christine’s hand went up in an obvious silencing motion, but I plowed right on. I wasn’t going to go down without a fight even as I thought how ridiculous it was that I’d showed backbone twice in as many days. That was usually the sort of behavior that got someone fired. I was starting to wonder if maybe I did enough work for her that she couldn’t afford to fire me, but I also knew that was a dangerous line of thinking.

No one was irreplaceable in this department. People who started thinking like that usually learned the hard way that it couldn’t be farther from the truth.

“And I was planning tours of the floor and the facility, really let her dig in and see how things work around here. I know you didn’t have much…”

This time Christine actually turned to fix me with a glare. A glare that Erica wouldn’t be able to see from where she was standing, I might add. Clever how Christine managed to pull that off. What the hell was her reasoning for suddenly acting all nice like this? Why did she care what a simple intern cared about her?

“Since you can’t understand a gesture I’m going to ask you to please shut up,” she said, menace and some of the real Christine bubbling to the surface. Behind her Erica cocked an eyebrow again, but otherwise there was no reaction. Damn. She was a cool customer. If I’d been thrown into a new workplace and the first thing that happened to me was getting thrust in the middle of an office catfight I think I’d have some sort of reaction.

Christine turned back to Erica. “Now as I was saying. I was hoping we could have a meeting and go over all the fun we’re going to have with your internship.”

All the fun they were going to have with her internship? The hell?

“What about that sign on your door that said I needed to come see Nicole here?” Erica asked. “That didn’t seem like you had anything planned for me?”

I braced myself for the explosion. I had to admit that the girl had balls for standing up to Christine like that on her first day, but there was enough of the old Christine percolating just under the surface that I figured a little talkback from an intern of all things would be enough to set her off. She did tense for a moment, but otherwise there was no reaction. No blowup. She just gritted her teeth and that smile stayed plastered on her face.

“Yes, well about that…”

“Oh it’s perfectly okay Christine,” Erica said. “I know you’re probably very busy with all the work you do to keep this department running.”

I resisted the urge to laugh at that. If I didn’t know any better I’d say Erica was having some fun with Christine, but of course that was impossible. Still, I was in the know enough to think that was pretty damn funny, even if I wasn’t about to show any outward sign of just how funny I thought it was. This Erica girl might have some blessed star watching over her and keeping Christine from getting really mad with her like she would with anyone else, but I didn’t have any such blessing.

“I’m sure it would be a much better use of everyone’s time if I stayed here with Nicole and learned the ropes while you focused on running the department.”

As she said that she looked at me. Fixed me with an intense stare that had me wondering if maybe there wasn’t another reason why she was suddenly so interested in sticking with me. I found myself daydreaming about a forbidden office romance for the briefest of moments, but then I viciously stomped down on that notion. It was ridiculous. Not to mention that it would be terrible for me to get involved with an intern I was supposed to be supervising, assuming I actually got to supervise her. And that wasn’t even taking into account that it was probably just wishful thinking that she’d be interested in me in the first place!

“Are you sure about that? I think you’d get a much better idea of everything that happens here on floor seven if you were in the big office,” Christine said.

Erica’s eyes darted to me again and then she turned back to Christine with a smile. “That’s quite all right, but thank you for your dedication. I think I’ll have plenty to learn from Nicole here.”

A shiver ran up and down my spine at that. Why was a shiver running up and down my spine? I’m sure she meant that in a purely professional capacity. Thinking there was any sort of double meaning to what she said was just so much wishful thinking on my part. Wishful thinking that was going to get me in trouble if I did wind up supervising her. That was still very much up in the air. I expected Christine to lay down the law and make it clear that this new Erica girl was going to do whatever she said. That was just like the old Christine.

So color me surprised when her shoulders sagged and all the fight seemed to go out of her. The smile was still there on her face, but it didn’t seem as intense as before. Almost as though the work of keeping that smile plastered on her face for so long instead of her usual scowl was too much for her. It was obviously draining her.

“Well then, I suppose Nicole will have to do. For now.”

I blinked. Did that really just happen? Did she really just let the new intern pick what she wanted to do? Again, the pod people theory came to mind and I found myself actually looking around Christine to see if there were any tentacles or something sticking out somewhere, but nothing. She turned to glare at me, oh yes the old Christine was definitely there, barely under the surface, looking for something to get angry at. But for some reason she didn’t seem to want to get angry here.

She was going to take that out on someone this morning, though. I’d have to make sure and get the warning out. As soon as Christine was clicking her way out of my cubicle and across the floor I found myself letting out a huge relieved breath.

“Well that wasn’t so bad,” Erica said, looking at me as though she was waiting for some sort of reaction. As though that big sigh wasn’t enough.

“Yeah? Well I don’t know who that woman is or what she did with Christine, but something’s going on there.”

Erica tapped her lip and followed the sound of Christine clicking over to her office. I could hear the glass door opening and then it slammed shut with enough force that the entire glass cube that contained her personal domain rattled. Oh yes, she was definitely very annoyed.

“So is she like that a lot?”

“The smiles or the rattling glass?”

“Either or?”

“Let’s just say that’s the first time I’ve seen her smiling without malice since I started here.”

I clapped my hands together and did my best to smile. It wasn’t that difficult to smile around this girl, though. She was just so captivating. I didn’t find myself thinking about girls like that very often, but there was just something about her.

And I realized that even though I was relieved that I was going to get to work with her directly I was also slightly terrified. I was definitely going to have to work to keep it under control. I’m sure the last thing this girl wanted during her internship was her supervisor hitting on her. I was going to have to work hard to keep things professional, as much as it disappointed me that I was going to have to maintain that detachment.

“Right, so let’s get you set up with a chair and see about getting you a computer or a laptop or something,” I said. “We don’t have any spare cubicles right now, so we’ll have to double up and be a little cramped for awhile, but don’t worry. I’m sure Christine will fire someone soon enough and we can move you.”

I was only half joking about that, but she seemed to take me seriously enough. She arched an eyebrow again and her lips parted ever so slightly and I found myself wondering what it would feel like to have those lips brushing against mine, but I chased those thoughts away as quickly as they appeared in my traitorous imagination.

“Oh don’t worry,” Erica said. “I’m sure I won’t mind working close with you.”

I stood there dumbfounded for a moment. Had she really just said that? That couldn’t possibly just be my imagination. Then I took hold of myself and headed to the supply closet with Erica in tow, and the entire way I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched.

I liked that feeling, dangerous as it was.

 

 

 

 

 

 

4: Blowing Off Steam

 

This internship was going to be pure torture. I felt my heart jumping into my throat when it turned out this Nicole girl I was going to be working under for the next couple of months was none other than the very same girl I’d seen when I was getting onto the elevator with the Pervatron 5000 yesterday. This definitely made this whole internship thing a hell of a lot more interesting than I thought it was going to be.

And it seemed like there was so much going on here. So much under the surface that I was just beginning to understand. I still had no idea what the hell was going on with this Christine lady. Nicole seemed terrified of her, but then she blows in with smiles treating me like I’m a long lost best friend or something.

It was almost enough to make me think she knew who I was, but of course that was impossible. Dad had presumably gone to great lengths to make sure not even a hint of a rumor that his daughter was somewhere in the building would get out. What was the point of sending me out to anonymously survey his domain if he didn’t pull something like that? And yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a leak somewhere.

“So if you look at the column there, we just have to make sure it matches the numbers in this column over here. Otherwise it means someone from up on ten is trying to pull a fast one by massaging their numbers, and that’s the sort of stuff that gets people investigated by the feds for fraud.”

I shook my head and glanced over Nicole’s shoulder again. Tried to concentrate on what she was trying to teach me about what they did in this department rather than concentrating on how nice she smelled. On the view that I had where I could almost see down her shirt as I leaned over her. I wondered if she was doing that on purpose, because it was driving me wild and making it very difficult for me to concentrate on important stuff like the job at hand or what the hell was going on here on the seventh floor.

I glanced at the clock down in the corner of her computer. I was forced to look at her screen because they weren’t going to be able to get a laptop up here for me until at least tomorrow at the earliest. From the way Nicole talked it seemed like it might be even longer. I got the impression that getting supplies wasn’t considered very important on this floor which seemed ridiculous. Everyone was supposed to get the equipment to do their job if they needed it. Just one more mystery for this floor that had me wondering what the hell was going on here.

Yeah, I could see why dear old dad would want to send me down here. There was definitely something going on here, and if I wasn’t seeing it being right here on the floor then I could definitely see why things were being hidden from upper management. And I had a feeling that Christine girl was at the center of everything, but I’d have to work on that.

Of course what I’d really like to work on is this Nicole girl. She had an unassuming beauty that drew me to her. I wanted to whirl her chair around and kiss her, and I was really fucking surprised at how intense that feeling was. I hadn’t expected to find that on a boring internship of all things.

“Y’know it’s getting close to five,” I said.

Nicole turned and looked at me, a sad smile on her face. “You can go at five if you want to, but I have so much crap to do that there’s not a chance I’m going to get out of here before eight or nine at the earliest.”

I blinked. That was ridiculous! “Does everyone have to work hours like that around here?”

Nicole rolled her eyes. “Not really. Just the people who were stupid enough to get in Christine’s crosshairs.”

“Really? How’d you do that? An argument or something?”

“I wish. I just did my work. And every time she brought something new for me to do I did that too. Before I knew it I was being loaded down with a bunch of her pet projects and now with managing an intern on top of that I’m just going to have to pull some long hours,” she said. “Not that I blame you or anything.”

"I know you don't blame me," I said. "I'm still sorry you have to put up with this."

I reached out and took her hand. Gave it a squeeze. Nicole looked over at me and her eyebrows raised in surprise. To be honest I was a little surprised that I was being that forward. After all, she was technically my boss. Taking her hand felt like the kind of personal gesture that was a little inappropriate for the workplace.

Not that I cared. It's not like they were going to fire me or anything. Or, at the very least, if they did get to the point where they were going to fire me I had a feeling dear old dad would step in and take care of business. Not many people enjoyed that sort of job security.

Nicole blushed and turned away from me. Started typing at her computer again. I let out a sigh of frustration and she turned back to me for a moment, but never once in that moment did her fingers stop dancing across her keyboard.

"Come on Nicole! You're young. Why don't you get out and live a little? Your work will be waiting for you in the morning!"

"You don't understand," she said. "If I don't do this then Christine will…"

"What? She'll yell at you more?"

Nicole looked back at her computer. Back at me. A smile split her face, and then she started giggling. I blinked in surprise. Giggling was the last reaction I expected, but it was infectious. A moment later we were both giggling and I was wiping a tear from my eyes, though I still had no idea what the hell was so damn funny.

"So are you going to tell me what the big joke is?" I asked.

"It's actually more depressing than it is a joke," Nicole said. "I was thinking about how I'm going to get yelled at by Christine and treated like shit whether or not I do her work. What’s the worst that could happen if I skip a night?"

"Well she could try and fire you," I said.

Of course what Nicole couldn’t know was nothing of the sort was going to happen to her if I had anything to say about it. Sure I didn't exactly have much pull within the organization. Not yet. Not until dear old dad decided to trust me with a little more in the way of responsibility. But I would go to the mats for her. She seemed like a good person. She was fun to be around her. She was so easy to talk to.

I'll be damned if I was going to let someone like that escape the company because she happened to have a bad boss. At least I told myself I was only doing it for selfless reasons. For the company. Because the other reasons I wanted to keep her around definitely weren’t workplace appropriate. The sort of thing dear old dad frowned on. Never mind all the fun he’d had with his secretaries over the years.

"I'm not worried about that," Nicole said with a dismissive wave and a snort that told me exactly what she thought about the idea of getting fired. "She wouldn't dream of firing the person who's doing all her grunt work. Besides, if she fires me the company will have to pay out all the vacation I've been saving up ever since I started working here. That would hit her budget so hard she’d probably get fired herself!"

More giggles. It felt good to laugh with Nicole. Though what I desperately wanted was to reach out and brush her hand again. I wanted to move my hand up and brush it along her cheek. Maybe wrap it around the back of her head and pull her against me.

No, that was getting into an area that was completely inappropriate. That was the sort of thing that could get us in trouble even if it was kind of hot thinking about being the naughty intern seducing the boss. And I wasn't sure I’d be able to do anything to save our jobs if I pushed one of my father's buttons like that.

I could giver her a little push to get out there and live a little though.

"So what do you think about hitting a bar near the office? I'm sure you know of a few good places to throw down and unwind!"

"What would make you say that?" Nicole asked.

"You seem like the kind of person who might need a drink or two when you get done with a day at the job."

I hated that anyone working for the company would feel like they needed to have a drink or two after a day at the job, but there wasn't anything I could do about it. Not now, at least. I could observe, though, and report on everything I saw. I was starting to wonder if maybe this Christine lady was the whole reason dad had sent me down to visit this particular department in the first place. I'd learned very early in life that he didn't leave much up to chance.

"I know a couple of places where we could stop and get a drink," Nicole said.

"What about dancing? The place definitely has to have dancing!"

Nicole blinked. "We’re in the business district. What makes you think anyplace around here would have dancing?"

"What? Are you telling me everybody decides they don't want to go out and have a good time when they get a real job? There's no meat market for people to meet up and hook up after work? Because if that's what you're saying, then I'm never leaving college ever!"

Nicole tapped a finger against her lips for a moment and then her face lit up. I was glad to see her face lighting up. I’d freely admit that I had an ulterior motive for getting her to a place like that. Sure I was enjoying my time with her, but I was also very interested in seeing what she looked like when she let loose. I had a feeling Nicole maybe had some moves, and they were moves I very much wanted to see.

Besides, I figured just watching her would be innocent enough. It seemed like it would be perfectly okay as long as we were doing it outside of the confines of the office. Outside of this building where dad's tendrils reached out into every facet of life. Sometimes I felt like he had eyes in the walls.

"I think I know a place like that," Nicole said. "But I'm sure it's not going to be like a college bar or anything like that. There might be people looking to hook up after work, but these are old boring people with jobs who have to be back at the office first thing in the morning."

"It sounds wonderful," I said.

And so I found myself sitting at a dive bar not too far from the building. At least it was a dive by the standards of the campus bars I was used to, and that was saying something. But they did have a dance floor. I suppose I'd asked for a dance floor. I just never specified that it had to be a dance floor in a moderately classy joint.

I took a sip of my beer and looked out over the crowd.

"This is a lot more depressing than I thought it would be when I asked you to take me here," I said. Looking out at the dance floor wasn’t putting me in a mood to go out there myself. Nicole certainly wasn’t making any move out there. She seemed just fine hanging out by the bar nursing a beer.

Damn it.

"Hey, you asked for dancing. You didn't say it had to be pretty," Nicole replied right back.

I smiled and raised my beer in a salute to her and the echo of my own thoughts. I suppose the old phrase about being careful what you asked for were still true. Or maybe it was be careful what you wished for. It worked just the same in this situation.

Well if dancing wasn’t in the cards then at least I could go for conversation. Figure out what made Nicole tick.

"So what did you want to do before you got stuck working for dragon lady?" I asked.

Nicole looked out over the dance floor and sighed. A bunch of middle-aged or older people out there busting a move to songs that hadn’t been popular on the charts for at least a couple decades. Probably not since before I was born.

"Certainly not working for dragon lady," Nicole said. "I suppose it's the usual stuff. Do my job. Be good at it. Go up the corporate ladder and be recognized for my accomplishments."

She punctuated that last bit by letting out a sarcastic "ha!" I smiled and shook my head. It was a shame a talent like this was being wasted because of poor middle-management.

"You never know," I said. "Maybe something good will happen to you eventually."

"At this company?" Nicole asked. "I don't see that happening. But it's a nice stepping stone. A job you put up with for a couple of years while you frantically look for work somewhere else where your boss isn’t a total bitch!" She frowned. “Assuming your current total bitch of a boss doesn’t do her best to sabotage you when you move. People stopped telling her where they were going after she called one place and lied through her teeth to tank some guy’s job offer. I still don’t know how she didn’t get sued for that one.”

I shook my head and raised my beer one final time. They clinked together. "Here's to not working for total bitches!"

"No worries about having that experience while you're working as my intern," she said. And then she surprised me by kicking her head back and downing her entire bottle of beer. My eyes went wide as I witnessed this incredible feat of alcohol consumption. She slammed the beer down and smiled.

"Come on! The night's just getting started!" Nicole said.

I had a brief thought in the back of my head that this was the sort of thing dad wouldn't approve of, but then I decided fuck it. My entire life had consisted of doing things he wouldn't approve of, and I didn't see why that should change now that I was working directly under his thumb.

And so I waved the bartender over and ordered another round. Nicole tried to protest, but I held up a hand and told her it was my treat. The night was young, after all, and I figured there would be plenty of time for her to pick up a round or two.

I don't know what I'd expected when I started my internship at the company, but it certainly wasn't this captivating girl sitting before me. Captivating? Yeah, I suppose that was the best way to describe her. I was intrigued. I wanted to get to know her better.

Whatever. Tonight was a night for having fun, getting blasted, and toasting our new working relationship. I just needed to remember to put particular emphasis on the working part of that phrase, lest I get myself in trouble.

But damn could I have some fun getting in trouble with this girl!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5: New Routine

 

I woke up to a buzzing next to my head. I opened one eye and peered at my nightstand. My phone was buzzing there, but it was difficult to tell why it was buzzing. The world refused to resolve into a non-fuzzy picture.

Damn. I'd had entirely too much to drink the night before. If I didn't know any better I'd almost say Erica was trying to get a girl drunk. I found myself feeling just a little warm and fuzzy at that thought, but I dismissed it as ridiculous and pushed it out of my mind.

No, I needed to figure out why my phone was buzzing frantically. I worried that there might be a death in the family or something.

I pulled the phone towards me and tried not to let the bright light disturb me too much. It was like somebody was taking an ice pick and ramming it straight into my brain through my eyes. Well, metaphorically at least. If someone actually did that then it would probably kill me. Though death would be welcome compared to the headache that was brewing.

I squinted at my phone until the small letters on the text messages sort of made sense. It looked like somebody was upset from the way it was all caps with lots of exclamation marks. My heart  sank as I saw that. I only knew two types of people in this world who texted like that. The first was teenage girls discovering the Internet for the first time letting everyone know how excited they were about everything around them. The second was Christine, because of course she wasn't happy unless she was doing the textual equivalent of screaming at someone. She was always screaming at someone whether in real life or over texts.

And right now she was screaming at me. Her messages asked me where the hell I was. Getting increasingly frantic. I glanced up at the time on my phone and very nearly pissed myself. There were even a couple of messages from Amber in there sounding increasingly worried and spelling out in gruesome detail just how furious Christine was. Damn.

I was late. Very late. It was at least two hours after I was supposed to be at work.

A firing offense if there ever was one. I might've been cavalier with Erica the night before about my chances of getting fired, but I knew heads had rolled for far less than this.

I shot off a quick message, though it was difficult because my fumbling fingers refused to cooperate long enough to get anything down in the text box. I texted that I’d be there shortly, no excuses offered, and then I was off to shower and get ready for work in record time.

I just hoped I’d still have a job when I got there. Damn it. What the hell was I thinking last night? Going out partying with my new intern? Some boss I was turning out to be!

I actually did get to work in record time. A half hour later I was running through the door after a very brisk walk from my apartment. I had an increasingly sinking feeling as I stepped off the elevator. Christine stood by my cubicle, her foot tapping. Her arms crossed. I wondered if she'd been waiting there since she sent me the first text message. It wouldn’t surprise me.

I was in deep shit.

"And just where were you?" Christine asked.

I swallowed. She didn't sound angry. She was cool and collected, but that was even more unsettling. It was the quiet anger you really had to worry about.

"I…"

"She was with me," a voice called out from behind me.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Damn it. Of all the times for Erica to arrive late. That could only make things even worse.

Erica breezed past us with a cheery smile on her face and a coffee carrier balanced in one hand. There were three coffees there. As she passed Christine she plucked one out and handed it to her.

"My treat!" she said with an oblivious smile. Then she turned and winked at me, the smile never leaving her face. Okay, maybe she wasn’t quite as oblivious as I thought.

Christine looked at her in astonishment, her mouth working but nothing coming out. I braced for the inevitable. She was just an intern. No matter how weird Christine had been acting yesterday, there was no way she was going to let Erica get away with something like this. There was no excuse, in her mind at least, for somebody being even a little bit late. Ever.

Hell, there'd been a guy who got reamed because he'd been hit by a car and was late. Never mind that he was late because he’d been at the hospital all day. Of course he'd kept his job. Barely. Even Christine was smart enough to avoid that sort of lawsuit.

There was no chance Erica was going to get away with this, though. She didn’t look like she’d been hit by a car.

"And why are you so late?" Christine asked, but it was clear the wind had been taken out of her sails. What the hell was going on here?

Erica stuck her head out from the cubicle. Looked at Christine and then over to me. "Is something wrong?"

"I…" Christine started, then stopped. "I was just wondering why the two of you were running so late today. You know I like to run a tight ship here on the seventh floor!"

"Oh that? We were working so late last night that we both decided to come in a little late this morning. You don't mind, do you? After all, it clearly states in the company handbook that flex time is cool, right?"

My mouth hung open. It was a wonder a fly didn't go ahead and take the invitation. Christine was also staring, but her expression was unreadable. There was just no way this could possibly work. There was no way that Christine, the dragon lady of the seventh floor, was possibly going to let a lowly intern get away with dictating company policy to her.

She sniffed. "Well then. I’ll just be sure and get confirmation you were in the system working late."

"Go ahead," Erica said. "Check the logs! I’m sure there won’t be any irregularities with any of them for this floor, right?"

"Yes, well…" Christine said, then she whirled around and stalked back to her office. If she was a cat her tail would be twitching.

I turned to Erica who was beaming at me. Who was this girl, and how the hell did she do that?

Then again, she had convinced me to go out rather than staying late and working the night before. She definitely seemed to have the ability to charm people when she wanted to. Though there had to be more than the ability to charm going on with Christine.

Shit. Working the night before. I scrambled into the cubicle.

"What were you thinking, telling her there’s nothing wrong with the logs?"

Erica shrugged and smiled. "What's she going to do if she makes a big stink about the logs? Anyone higher up who goes in and investigates is going to see that you're working on a lot of projects dragon lady in there should be doing. If she rats you out then she rats herself out."

"That's… Fucking genius!"

"I knew you'd think so," she said. "Now how about your coffee? I made sure to bring a little extra to go with yours."

She slid a bottle of ibuprofen my way. I grinned and we held our coffees up in salute as we downed some sorely needed medication. It was going to be difficult getting through this day, but the medicine would help. I looked at Erica and grinned. I couldn't help but be in awe of the way she'd handled Christine. I'd definitely have to figure out how that worked before she finished her internship.

"Right," I said. "Well now that we’re both in here, I might as well show you how to get started on some of our work."

We spent the rest of the morning exploring the exciting tedium of spreadsheets interrupted by the occasional message from Amber, though she kept things more tame than our usual conversation. Probably because she knew I had Erica in here with me. 

Erica, in the meantime, was being very forward. She scooted in close to me, and I tried my best to ignore how close she was. The way she always leaned in. Hell, on one occasion I found myself glancing over and realized she'd leaned over far enough that I could catch the barest glimpse of her cleavage, and for the first time in my life I found myself actually enjoying what I was seeing. Like, I'm talking really enjoying it. Not just glancing and thinking "oh, I wish I had that!"

I shook my head when I realized what I was doing. What the hell was I thinking? I quickly looked up to her face, and from the way she'd locked eyes with me and smiled it seemed like she'd definitely noticed me looking. Shit. I was crossing all sorts of forbidden barriers here with my intern, and we'd only known each other for barely a day!

I tried to be strictly business after that. We eventually settled into a routine, but I couldn't help but notice the way she looked at me occasionally, and it had me wondering.

Only every time they came up I stomped down on those thoughts. I was the boss, she was the intern, and that's all there was to it. Anything else would be very unprofessional and inappropriate.

All that tension made the conversation we had at the end of that first full day just a little uncomfortable.

"So I was thinking of going out somewhere again. What do you think?" Erica asked.

I turned and smiled at her. Tried my best to hide how excited I felt about the idea of going out with her again. It wouldn't do to seem excited considering it wasn't going to happen.

"I'd love to Erica…"

It was amazing how she managed to keep her face under control. She slipped for just a moment. A frown was there for just the barest fraction of a second. Which just made me feel all the more terrible about turning her down.

Particularly considering the combination of all the fun we'd had the night before and how she'd miraculously managed to keep me from getting yelled at by Christine the dragon lady today.

"I have a feeling there's a “but” somewhere in there?" Erica asked.

"Unfortunately yeah," I said with a sigh. "Listen, last night was fun and all. I had a great time. Probably the most fun I've had since I started working at this place. But it's not appropriate…"

Erica sighed and smiled. Her smile was radiant. It was so welcoming. I found myself wondering what it would feel like to lean forward. To maybe press my lips against that smile and…

Whoa. Now where the hell had that thought come from? I shook my head to try and clear it. Going out with her the night before was bad enough. Starting to have those sorts of thoughts, though? That was definitely something that would be frowned on by the organization. Not to mention that I’d never had those sorts of thoughts about a woman before!

"It's okay," Erica said. "I understand entirely. My dad is always going on about how you shouldn’t mix business and pleasure. Not that he's very good about following his own advice."

I shook my head. "It's been my experience that men aren't very good at following their own advice when it comes to that sort of thing."

Erica giggled. "Well I understand why you're doing this," she said. "But don't think this lets you off the hook. I'm not going to give up that easily!"

A thrill ran through me at those words. Suddenly I very much wanted her to not give up. I very much wanted her to keep trying to get me to go out with her. Wait, go out with her? Did I really just think of it as going out with her? Like a date? What was coming over me?

This was dangerous. So very dangerous.

"I think you should go and have your fun though. Enjoy being young and out there. I'll be here working like the old spinster I am!"

Erica leaned forward. Put her hand on my own. I felt a thrill run through me at that touch and then I immediately schooled myself to an impassive face. It wouldn't do to show her how giddy I felt at that touch. Then again there was no way to hide the goosebumps that rose around that spot where she was brushing my arm.

"You're definitely not an old spinster. Trust me on that."

I looked away. Partly because I was blushing, but mostly because I didn't think I was going to be able to stand the burning intensity in her eyes. Damn it. It wasn't fair for someone to be able to look at me with that much intensity! Her eyes were pure sex sending a thrill running through me. My body was betraying me. It was making me think thoughts that were totally inappropriate for a boss to her intern. And yet they were so delicious precisely because they were so forbidden. I needed to get control of this, and I needed to get control of it now!

"Go on Erica," I said. "That's an order. And make sure to tell me about all the fun you had tomorrow. Living vicariously through you will give me a welcome distraction while I'm working on dragon lady’s boring spreadsheets."

Erica sighed. "Well if you're not going to be satisfied until you’re rid of me…"

Being rid of her was the last thing I wanted, but at the same time it didn't seem like a good idea to go telling her that. That would just needlessly complicate an already complicated situation. I shooed her out of the cubicle even as I hated myself for doing it.

"Go. Have fun!"

And with that Erica stood and made her way out. Only I found myself leaning out of the cubicle as she left. I found myself looking her up and down in a way that had absolutely nothing to do with assessing her professional qualities and everything to do with assessing how good she looked in that button up shirt and the tight skirt that molded to her body just low enough to get past company policy. It was definitely on the line, though. A very fun line that I was suddenly very much enjoying.

As she reached the elevator she turned and caught me looking. Fixed me with a grin and another one of those steamy looks. At least I thought it was a steamy look. Maybe that was wishful thinking? I'd never gotten a look like that from a woman before, after all, and so I had no idea how the hell this was supposed to work. What the hell "this" even was.

I sighed and rolled my chair back as the elevator doors closed. This was crazy. It was time to focus on spreadsheets and the real world for a little while. Before I let my fantasy life get away from me entirely.

I looked down to a blinking notification in the corner of my screen. Messages from Amber asking where the heck I’d been, and then one final question.

“Something going on? Haven’t heard from you in awhile.”

Was something going on? I wasn’t sure, but it seemed like it. It was a good thing she’d logged of for the day, because talk about a conversation I didn’t want to have. I sighed, clicked out of my messages, and tried to concentrate on spreadsheets. Tried being the operative word as thoughts of Erica kept intruding on my work.

 

 

 

 

 

 

6: New Feelings

 

This was crazy. I was letting my fantasy life get away from me entirely.

Arrive in the morning. Usually I tried to bring coffee of some sort. Through a little bit of trial and error I'd figured out exactly what Nicole liked. It was silly, but it made me feel warm and fuzzy to hand her a hot cup. I'm sure she thought I was kissing her ass, but I just wanted to help.

Besides, I didn't know anybody in the company who needed to kiss their boss’s ass less than I did.

Sitting in a cubicle with her all day long was pure torture. It was like that first day when I saw her as the elevator doors closed, only now those feelings hit me every time I turned my desk around. Talk about making it difficult to get any real work done! I felt like I was going to explode. Like I had a fever, and the only cure was more Nicole.

In short, I had one hell of an inconvenient girl crush, and it was driving me to distraction.

"Are you having some trouble there?"

I very nearly jumped out of my skin. I turned and Nicole was smiling at me. She was always so easy-going. The exact opposite of how stressed out everybody else was on this floor. I wondered if that was because she was trying to put on a brave face for me, or if she was really able to let her troubles roll off her so easily. If it was the latter I really needed to learn her tricks.

"Nothing like that," I said. "Just a little distracted, is all."

"I can understand why," she said. "Those spreadsheets can get pretty boring. Sometimes I think part of the reason why I spend so much time working on them is because I spend half my time daydreaming to get away from the dull monotony."

"Really?" I said with a grin. "I thought the reason you spent so much time on all the spreadsheets was because Christine was always giving you more and more of her work."

Nicole stuck her tongue out at me. I'm sure she only meant it as a playful gesture, but I couldn't help but shiver as I thought of some of the other far more interesting things she could do with that tongue.

And there I went again. Getting distracted.

"You've got that look on your face again," Nicole said.

I schooled my face to passiveness. Shit. She could tell when I was mooning over her? Damn it.

"What are you talking about?" I asked.

"That faraway look in your eyes. Like you're a million miles from here."

I'd hardly say I was a million miles from the cubicle. The problem was I was right here in the cubicle. Right next to her. That was enough to make my mind wander to some very interesting places. I never thought I'd find someone as interesting as Nicole in the office, but now that she was right here in front of me I had to have her.

Which made it all the more disappointing that she seemed completely uninterested in what I was offering.

I sighed.

"Seriously Erica," Nicole said. A worried expression on her face all of a sudden. "What's bothering you? Did Christine say something? If she bothered you…"

She looked through her cubicle wall towards where Christine would be sitting in that massive glass office that always showed her busy not doing her job at pretty much all hours of the day. That was definitely going in my report when I talked about my experience here on the seventh floor.

"I guess I won't do much of anything," Nicole said. "Except maybe bitch about her. That's always fun!"

"Tell me about it!" I said, suddenly seeing an opportunity to change the subject and seizing on it. "I'm pretty sure I saw her playing solitaire for a solid half hour yesterday. I didn't know they even still installed solitaire on computers these days!"

Nicole rolled her eyes. "She probably convinced somebody in IT to help her out with that."

"You mean she browbeat someone until they gave her what she wanted?"

Nicole giggled. "That does sound like Christine's management strategy, but in this case I’m pretty sure she was banging one of the IT guys at some point."

“Poor bastard,” I said.

Nicole sighed again. Usually we could giggle about that sort of thing, but not for long. It was always funny for a little while, but then it inevitably turned to the depressing reality that was working on the seventh floor. A depressing reality that I fully intended to change as soon as I had an opportunity. Not that I had any idea when exactly that opportunity was going to be, which drove me crazy.

Almost as crazy as I was going wondering when I was going to get another chance with Nicole. If I'd known that first night out at the bar was going to be the only night we enjoyed together then I would have tried to make more of it. At least I thought I would’ve tried to make more of it. It's difficult to tell.

Sure I'd thought she was hot back then, but at the same time it's not like I'd spent enough time with her to really get to know her. To see her humorous personality and how scary smart she was. Too smart for the job she was doing, but then again I figured underemployment was just kind of a thing since the economy had been put into the tank while I was still in high school.

Now I was left with a conundrum. How did I break through that barrier of professional propriety that made her unwilling to go out with me after work? I'd asked almost every day when we got to the end of the day, and every day she always had an excuse. Usually that she had too much work to do and couldn't possibly think of going out, but I think we both knew that was just a polite fiction.

That did give me an idea that was just crazy enough to work. Either that or it was wishful thinking coupled with some pretty heavy self-delusion, but I had to try something.

She'd said we couldn't go out for drinks as boss and intern. Well she hadn’t said that in so many words, but the implication was clear enough. But supposing I asked her out on a date instead… It was crazy, but at the same time fortune favored the bold. I wouldn't be my father's daughter if I didn't take the occasional risk in the name of getting what I wanted.

Besides, I figured this was a pretty safe risk. I’d seen the way she looked at me from time to time. I even thought I’d caught her checking me out on a couple of occasions. There was tension in this cubicle, and there was no way it was all in my imagination.

I really desperately hoped it wasn’t all in my imagination. Otherwise I was about to make an ass of myself.

"So I was thinking…"

Nicole held up a hand almost immediately. "Oh no. I'm going to stop you right there."

I blinked and snorted. "What are you talking about?"

"You're about to ask me if I want to join you at a bar or something," she said. "It's going to be really tempting because I had a lot of fun that first time out, too much fun if I’m being perfectly honest, but it's just not right for the boss to go hang out with her intern. You know that. I say the same thing every time you ask."

A hint of frustrated exasperation crept into her voice at that last bit. I hoped she was frustrated because she really wanted to go out with me but was holding back out of a sense of obligation or professionalism or whatever the hell it was that was keeping her from enjoying herself.

"Well you're completely wrong about that," I said.

Nicole cocked an eyebrow and fixed me with a look that said she wasn't buying whatever I was selling. "What are you talking about?"

"I wasn't going to see about going out and having a drink after work with the boss.”

"But that's what you've asked every night since we started working together. Since that first night when we both had a little too much to drink."

"Maybe that's so," I said. "But that's not what I'm asking tonight."

"Okay then. What are you asking?"

I took a deep breath. Here we went. Fortune favors the bold and all that. I always hated it when my dad said that growing up, but now that I was a little older I was starting to understand the sentiment behind it.

"I was thinking I wouldn't ask my boss out for drinks after work. I figured it would be much nicer to ask a pretty girl out on a date?"

I winced as the last bit came out as a question. I’d been taught to never let something come out as a question like that. Not when I was trying to be confident.

Nicole blinked. "Excuse me?"

Well, there was nothing for it but to forge ahead at this point. I'd already done the crazy thing and asked her out. What other option did I have? It's not like I was going to take something like that back!

"I'm asking you out on a date," I said.

"A date."

"Yeah, you know. Two people who maybe like each other. Get to know each other a little better? That whole schtick?"

"I know what you're talking about," she said. "I'm just a little surprised. That's the last thing I was expecting!"

Well then. That might be the last thing she was expecting, but from the way she was getting flustered it seemed like she liked the idea. There was a blush creeping up along her chest and neck. She was embarrassed, but her mouth was open and her breathing was picking up. Yeah, I almost had her. I just had to reel her in. And hope she stayed surprised and off balance long enough to forget all that pesky professionalism.

"It's just that I'm pretty sure there's something going on here. I’d go crazy if I didn't see where it was going."

"But I'm your boss," she said. "That would be completely inappropriate."

Damn it. I was losing her. I had to think fast!

"Yeah, but it's not like it's against the rules," I said. "You're just breaking guidelines rather than actual rules."

"How do you figure?"

"I looked up the rules for fraternization in the workplace before I decided to ask you out.”

I did nothing of the sort, but she didn’t have to know that. This was another lesson from dear old dad. If you didn’t have a leg to stand on then it was even more important to bullshit like you did.

“It says of there is to be no relationship between a supervisor and their employee. The only problem with that is that I'm not technically considered an employee as far as the handbook is concerned. In the subsection where it talks about different employee levels intern is clearly listed as a separate category from actual employees. I assume they're trying to protect themselves with legalese, only in this case the legalese works out in our favor!"

"Bullshit," Nicole said.

"I swear it's not!" I also really hoped she didn’t check the handbook because I didn’t even know if there were separate employee classifications like that.

Nicole bit her lip. Stared at me for a moment that felt like it was going to stretch on forever. She looked over her shoulder in the direction of Christine in her giant glass fortress of solitaire. Then back at me. She grinned.

"I'm not sure if what you just said was bullshit or not, but I'm going to choose to believe it because I really want to say yes!"

I blinked. Was I really in? Had it really been that easy?

"Great!" I said. "So is there any place in particular you'd like to go?"

Nicole shook her head. "No you don't. You're the one asking me out, so you're the one planning the date."

I grinned right back at her. Planning a date. I liked that she was letting me take charge. Now to come up with something that would truly blow her mind!

 

 

 

 

 

 

7: Dirty Dancing

 

"A campus bar? Really? That's your idea of a good time?"

Erica reached out and gave my hand a squeeze. It was a surprisingly intimate gesture that still felt wrong somehow. I guess there was still a part of me that was thinking about the whole boss/intern relationship. And while it was kind of hot, at the same time I couldn't help but imagine being called into the HR office and being given my walking papers because of what I was doing.

On the bright side, it wasn't like I was likely to be spotted by anyone from the office at a campus bar in the first place. At least I hoped not.

"Trust me Nicole. This is the place to be on a weekend. It's going to be so much better than that sad place you took me to!"

That sad place? Most of the people who were at that bar trying to meet up with somebody were around my age. Okay, so maybe they were a little older than me. But still. Those were my people now. People grabbing a drink to maintain their sanity after a tough day at work. And that was like a personal revelation. I was really thinking of them as my people? Hell, maybe I needed to get out and remember what it was like to be young and have fun.

"What are you talking about? The place to be on the weekend? It's only Thursday night!"

Erica looked at me like I'd suddenly grown a second head. She searched my face, and then broke into a huge grin.

"Come on Nicole! It's thirsty Thursday! Everybody starts partying the day before the weekend officially begins! Didn’t you ever notice how sparsely populated classes were on Fridays?"

"I was always busy studying. I never really had time to go out or anything…"

Erica’s face lit up and she put a hand on my shoulder. Gave me a gentle shove. "Oh my God! You're such a dork!"

"Hey…"

Only there was none of the malice I’d usually expect from that sort of pronouncement. If anything she made it sound endearing. Then again, I was still in that girl crush honeymoon phase where she could say just about anything and get away with it.

"Let me guess, you were the studious hit the books type?"

"Well yeah…"

"Graduated at the top of your class? Valedictorian I'm guessing?"

"Actually salutatorian. That asshole Dave Reynolds…"

Nicole giggled. "Even better! You were in a dork competition with some guy! Was he cute?"

Cute? I thought back to Dave Reynolds for the first time in maybe a decade. A face that had more in common with the craters of the moon than anything else. Woefully skinny, and with a personality that would make a wet blanket look like the life of the party.

Apparently something about the look on my face told Erica all she needed to hear. She giggled again. Wrapped an arm around me and pulled me along.

"That's so cute," she said. "We're going to have to get you to live a little, but don't get me wrong. I happen to think the whole studious geek thing is kind of sexy!"

Damn it. Here she went from borderline insulting me to making me feel like I was on fire. I'd definitely never gotten that kind of thrill from someone calling me geeky or dorky before. Besides, my study habits were really the only outward sign of my supreme dorkiness. Well, that and maybe a love for shows where a spaceship and a certain strong captain featured prominently. Okay, that and a love for movies where there was a little bit of sword and sorcery involved. Whatever.

"What about you?" I asked as we walked arm in arm through the campus village towards what looked to be a very long line of people waiting to get into a club or a bar or something.

"What about me?" she asked, trying so hard to sound nonchalant that I'm sure she knew what was coming.

"You can’t be telling me you're a straight C student or anything like that. You don't get an internship at our company with bad grades. Something tells me you're a little bit of a dork in hiding as well."

"I get good grades, but I also know how to live a little."

"Hey! I know how to live a little!"

To my surprise Erica stopped. I took another step and then found myself being yanked back by her arm holding tight to me. I turned to her with a smile, but she suddenly looked very serious.

"What?"

"You spent a bunch of time studying back in school, and I'm willing to bet that a girl as smart as you didn't need to spend all that time studying."

"Well…"

"And now that you have a job you’re spending all your time doing your work and your boss’s work and using that as an excuse to not go out."

"That's not an excuse!"

Erica didn't reply. At least not in so many words. She just stared at me. Kept staring at me with a blank look on her face and finally I looked away.

"Okay, so maybe it was a little bit of an excuse. Maybe I was a little afraid to put myself out there. Happy?"

"As long as you can admit it!" Erica said.

Then she was pulling me along the sidewalk once more. Dragging me, really. As though I hadn't just had a major revelation about why I was always so busy. I wasn't really busy. I was just trying to avoid something. And as I looked at her, I wondered if maybe this is exactly what I was trying to avoid. I thought back to lingering glances at girls on campus. Of a suspicion that I'd had for years, but never acknowledged because I was too afraid of what it might mean.

Was Erica what I'd been avoiding all this time? Well, maybe not Erica specifically, but the idea that she represented. The idea that on some level I was into girls?

I didn't have much time to think about it though what with her sweeping me along chattering on about how much fun we were about to have. She seemed like the kind of person who just enjoyed life. Who just experienced things without over thinking it too much. I could probably take a page from her.

We reached the back of the line and I stopped, but once more I found myself being dragged along. Erica looked at me as though I'd grown a second head again.

"What are you doing?" she asked.

"Waiting in the back of the line?"

"Girls who look like us don't wait in the back of the line!"

I looked down at our outfits. We were still dressed in our work clothes. Sure we were both in something that was a little flashy, a little sexy, for work. I’d started dressing up a little more ever since Erica started working with me. I’d told myself it was because I wanted to look good if I was going to be supervising someone, but how quickly I’d said yes to a date with Erica exposed that for the fiction it was.

Erica looked even better. I almost thought she’d dressed like that on purpose. Like she knew we were going to be going out. She wore an outfit that was just on the edge of being inappropriate for the workplace without crossing the line. I'd seen her getting a couple of glances from guys throughout the day, and now that I was looking at her with interest I realized that the irritation I felt when I saw guys looking at her was tinged with just a hint of jealousy.

Speaking of jealousy… Erica's line about girls like us not waiting in line seemed to irritate a couple of girls who were standing near the back of said line. It looked like they were standing with their boyfriends, so it's not like they could breeze to the front of the line anyways, but still. I decided to follow Erica if for no other reason than because it suddenly seemed prudent to get out of there before a couple of those girls decided they were going to try and claw our eyes out or something.

So we moved to the front of the line where a bouncer smiled at us and motioned for Erica to go on in.

"Good to see you Erica!"

The bouncer nodded to me as well. "Always good to see one of Erica's friends."

He had a thin smile on his face. Especially when he said I was one of her “friends.” The meaning there was clear enough. Now that was interesting. Did she bring strange girls to this place often?

We stepped through the front door and there was a chorus of people shouting out Erica's name. I suddenly had the dizzying sensation that I’d just walked into Cheers with Norm and everybody knew my name.

The place was impressive once we got inside, for all that it looked like a hole in the wall from the outside. Then again, I didn't suppose there would be that many people waiting to get into a hole in the wall. Or maybe they would. College kids could be weird, never mind that I was only a few years removed from the whole college experience myself. The fact that I could pass for one getting into this place was a testament to that.

"So where do we go from here Norm?"

"What?"

I shook my head, suddenly feeling very old even though I couldn't be more than a few years older than her. "Didn't you ever watch Nick at Nite?"

"Not really," she said. "I was always busy having a good time. Not watching TV."

Her eyes bored into mine and it was clear she was still on the warpath making a point about how I’d wasted a good chunk of my life so far. Not that I felt like getting into that just now.

I shook my head. "In that case, never mind. So do we get a drink or something?"

"Oh no," Erica said. "I've got you all to myself tonight and I'm going to make the most of it! Drinks can come later."

And with that I found myself getting pulled towards the dance floor. As I was dragged along my eyes moved around the room I was drawn to one woman in particular. She looked odd, with blonde hair that was so fair that it was almost white. She was pretty enough, and definitely young enough that she could fit in with the college clientele that this bar catered to. Except for one oddity.

A business suit. She wore a full on business suit. As though she'd come directly from the bar I'd taken Erica to earlier. What the hell was a woman like that doing in here? And I almost thought for a moment that her eyes brushed past me and she smiled, but of course that wasn't possible. 

That had to be my imagination. There was no way she was looking directly at me like that. And then I was on the dance floor and Erica pressed up against me and I forgot all about that strange woman standing there with that odd smile on her face. No, I was living in the moment with Erica, and what a moment it was!

Music pumped and bodies swayed all around us, and I was treated to one hell of a case of tunnel vision as all my senses laser focused on the feeling of Erica pressing her body up against mine. Grinding against me, to be perfectly honest.

It shocked me how she was so forward so fast, but I closed my eyes and went with it. Allowed the music to flow over me as I remembered what it was like to be young and have a good time. It'd been forever since I'd enjoyed myself. And it was so nice feeling Erica against me.

Hell, the last time I'd gotten this close with somebody it had been a guy. Only dancing close to her, swaying back and forth to the beat, I found myself enjoying this dance far more than I'd ever enjoyed a dance with any guy. There was something about it, something about Erica, that had me drunk on the moment.

"Come on," Erica said. "Move with the music. You need to feel it!"

I opened my eyes and focused on Erica. I blinked. And I realized that I was kind of shuffling back and forth like one of the lame old guys I used to see hitting the bars on campus on the rare occasions when I wasn't so busy studying that I allowed my friends to drag me out. Though I guess I was the old person in this case, to be fair.

I wrapped my arms around Erica and pressed against her. Felt my breasts pressed against hers, and it sent a fire raging through my body. I swayed back and forth and reached down to grab her leg. Cupped her ass before I moved down and pulled her leg up. Then she was grinding against me. Something that definitely wouldn't be workplace appropriate, but I was so high on the feeling of her pressed against me, on the heat between her legs, on the rush of new sensations, new emotions, that were threatening to overwhelm me in the moment, that I didn't give a fuck if it wasn't workplace appropriate. We weren’t in the workplace. Fuck that soul-sucking place.

All I cared about was Erica.

"That's more like it!" Erica shouted.

As we danced close I realized we were also getting an audience. Guys were turning and staring. A couple even got some dirty looks from the girls they were with, though it's not like I could blame them. Wasn't this supposed to be the fantasy for every guy out there? Two hot girls getting up close and personal?

I wasn't so sure I fit the bill on the hot part, but Erica certainly did. And she also seemed to be enjoying being up against me, so who was I to second-guess her? I'd heard an old saying. When it came to dating plenty of people were going to say no. Why say no for them if they were giving you a big yes? Well, I certainly wasn't going to say no to Erica!

A low fire kindling between my legs was starting to get more intense. She smiled at me and I felt myself caught up in the moment. I felt like I was on the verge of something incredible, and so without thinking I moved an arm around the back of her neck and pulled her in against me. Pressed my lips against hers.

I felt the softness that was her body pressing against me even as I felt the intense passion that rolled through me as our lips made contact. As our mouths opened to one another. As I darted my tongue out to taste her for the first time, and fuck did I like what I tasted!

That intense feeling lasted for the space of a heartbeat before reality came crashing down around me. It suddenly hit me exactly what the hell I was doing. Dancing and practically making out with a girl who was supposed to be my intern. Talk about inappropriate, even if it was hot!

Two feelings warred inside me. Duty. Desire. My desire to keep my job. My desire to take Erica home and see where this was going even though I'd never done something like this before.

Ultimately, though, I pulled myself away. I hated myself for it, but I did it.

"Something wrong?" Erica asked.

"I think I need a drink," I said.

Yeah, I was definitely going to need a drink if this was going to keep up. At the very least I figured it would take some of the edge off. With a little luck, though, it might even be enough to quiet that voice in the back of my head that was screaming I was being an idiot for doing something this unprofessional. That I was putting my career on the line, and that wasn't worth it even if Erica was incredibly hot and so very funny and smart and interesting.

I found myself wondering what it would be like to step into the office tomorrow and see Christine looking at me with that disapproval she did so well.

Sure there wasn't any way she could actually find out what happened here tonight, but I knew every sidelong glance from her was going to send terror running through me. And I hated that.

"Fine," Erica said. She seemed to sense some of the conflict running through me. "A drink sounds great!"

And so we moved over to the bar where hopefully a little bit of liquid courage would help me along.

 

 

 

 

 

 

8: Rich Girl's Mistake

 

"What time is it?" Nicole asked.

I pulled out my phone. Though it was difficult to see exactly what time it was. It was difficult for me to see much of anything on the screen with the way it kept swirling around. I blinked a couple of times and the blurry text finally resolved into something that was almost readable.

"Looks like it's a little after midnight," I said. I looked at Nicole, cocked an eyebrow. "Why? Are you going to turn into a pumpkin soon? Too much partying for you?"

Nicole took a step away from the bar, but no sooner had she took that step than she stumbled. She turned back and looked at me with a hazy alcohol fueled grin on her face. "I'm afraid if we stay much longer I'm going to do something that might get us both in trouble!" she said with a giggle.

That didn't stop her from reaching out to her drink and downing the rest of it. I watched in wide-eyed astonishment and shook my head, though I'd been packing it away just as much as she had tonight.

Something had changed after that kiss out on the dance floor. I wished I could figure out what it was. Sure Nicole would still get a little touchy-feely. Sure she'd been laughing and flirting with me, but under all of that there'd been a reticence. A reluctance. Almost as though she was afraid of what she was feeling.

Maybe I was projecting based on past experience, but let’s just say it wouldn't be the first time I'd gone out on a date with a girl who was getting used to the idea of the whole “being out on a date with a girl” thing. Only something told me that wasn't entirely what was going on with Nicole. I detected in a conversation, but so far I hadn't been able to drag anything out of her.

"Well we do have to be at work first thing in the morning,” Nicole said.

“You put too much stock in being on time,” I replied.

“Easy for you to say with that magic touch you have with Christine. I still have to worry about getting caught in dragon lady’s fire breath. Wish I could figure out how you pulled that off.”

I held my tongue, though for a moment I was compelled to tell her exactly how it was that I was able to stay out of dragon lady’s cross hairs. Something held me back, though. I’m not sure why, but I wasn’t quite ready to tell Nicole my big secret. Not yet.

“Man, walking home is gonna suck like this," Nicole said.

“I think we need to get you a car," I said.

Nicole blinked. "Get me a car? Well la dee da! Aren't we fancy! Let's just call down a limo and bill it to the company!"

I winced. I’d just inadvertently given something away about myself. I always just called my car when I needed a ride in the city. I had one ready to go and on call all the time. Not that Nicole knew anything about that. Not that anyone at the company was supposed to know anything about that, though from the way that Christine bitch had been treating me I had a strong feeling she had an inkling as to who I was.

"I meant a cab you doofus," I said. That seemed safe enough. That's what normal people took.

"I can't afford a cab," Nicole said. "I'll just walk home."

"No way," I said. "There's not a chance I’m letting you walk home in your current state!"

She locked eyes with me. "You could come with me, you know."

A thrill ran through me at those words. There was one hell of a promise buried in that. I'd like very much to go back to her place with her, only…

"Not this time Nicole," I said. "You're drunk. And we need to get you home."

There was something about the reluctance she'd had for most of the evening coupled with her sudden desire to have me go home with her that made me wonder if maybe it wasn't the alcohol doing more of the talking than anything else. No, if I was going to go home with her then I wanted to make sure both of us were going into it with both eyes open. That there were no potential regrets before we even started.

"Party pooper!" she said.

"Maybe I am, but you won't regret me pooping this party in the morning," I said.

At least I desperately hoped she wouldn't regret it. I knew I was going to regret it on some level, even if I knew it was the right thing to do. Nicole put her arm around me and I made my way towards the front of the club. I had my phone out in my other hand texting Jake, my driver. He’d been circling for the past half hour or so anyways. Not that he minded. He always got double pay for being out this late, and he always talked about how it was a nice excuse to listen to podcasts while he was getting paid. Still, I always felt a little guilty having him come out to pick me up from a night of drinking. Not that I'd done that much lately.

I just hoped my dad wasn’t looking over the expense records for tonight. It wouldn't do for him to discover I'd been out partying when I was supposed to be concentrating on my internship. That was the sort of thing that might get him to start more digging, and digging was the last thing I wanted considering the kind of entertaining I was doing this evening.

"This is a cab?" Nicole asked as she stumbled out onto the sidewalk and got a look at the car.

Her stumbling wasn't making things any easier for me. I tipsy even if I hadn't had quite as much to drink as Nicole. Stumbling around like this was difficult enough when I was just balancing myself. It became even more impossible when I was trying to balance someone else on top of that. Someone else who'd probably been a little too much in the sauce.

"Yeah, it's a cab," I said as Jake came around, but I waved him off. I’d never ridden in a taxi before, but I had a pretty good idea that cab drivers didn't get out and help people get into their cars. Particularly drunks.

Once we were in Nicole looked around in surprise. "Damn. This is a fucking nice cab!"

"Don't worry," I said. "Now give the driver your address."

Nicole obliged and we got rolling. As we went along Nicole started to doze off. She really had gotten a little too much to drink this evening. Hopefully that would mean she wouldn't remember much of this in the morning. At least not the part where I called a car that was way too nice and expensive to actually be a cab to come and get us. That was getting dangerously close to revealing who I was, and I wasn't ready for that yet.

Part of it was because I had a feeling dad would be upset if I went revealing who I was before he was ready to make that reveal, but mostly it was because I was getting hooked on how natural everything felt between me and Nicole. It was crazy, but with Nicole I knew she enjoyed hanging out with me because of me and not because of any money I might have. That had been one hell of a problem at school as soon as people realized who I was and how much money I had sloshing around in my trust fund. No, with Nicole everything was real.

And part of me was terrified that would end if she figured out who I really was. That she was going out and kissing the boss's daughter. That was the real reason I was so scared of telling her who I was.

I figured the longer I could put off that moment the better.

Eventually the car pulled to a stop. "Here we are ma'am."

I shot a dirty look towards Jake, and he smiled back at me.

"Ma'am! This really is a fancy cab!" Nicole said.

I rolled my eyes and shot one final dirty look to Jake, but he didn't seem to notice. Or maybe he didn’t care. The latter was far more likely, actually.

"We’re home Nicole," I said.

Nicole looked up at the apartment building and blinked. Recognition slowly dawned through the alcohol fueled haze that covered her face.

"We’re home already?" she asked.

"You're home," I said.

She turned and locked eyes with me. That was a look that went straight to my heart. That went straight between my legs, too, if I’m being completely honest.

"Are you sure you don't want to come up with me?"

The question hung in the air between us. I heard Jake let out a long slow exhalation of breath in the front seat and I frowned. I could do without the editorializing from him. Not that he ever stopped no matter how many times I asked him to cut it out.

Nicole seemed to misinterpret that frown.

"It's okay," she said. "I get it."

"It's not that Nicole," I said. ""You're drunk. It wouldn't be right."

Nicole stared at me for a long moment. I wasn't sure whether I was about to get slapped or something better. Hopefully something better. Her arms wrapped around me and she hit me with an intense kiss. Even more intense than the one we'd shared out on the dance floor. I melted into her, letting her hands run up and down my body as we made out. Only for a moment, though. Jake was still sitting up there watching, after all. Getting one hell of a show. Probably not the first show he'd ever gotten, discretion was one of the reasons I kept him around after all, but I was always conscious of him being there.

Finally I pulled myself away. Nicole looked at me, her eyes lidded, and bit her lip.

"I can't wait to see you at work tomorrow," she said.

And then she was gone.

Well then. The evening had started out promising, it had gotten a little weird there in the middle when she seemed reluctant to get too close, and then it'd gone right back into one hell of a promising ending. I felt dizzy as Jake started the car up and headed back to my place. I felt like I was floating on air as the car moved along.

"I take it the night went well then?" Jake asked.

"No thanks to you and your editorializing up there in the front seat Jake," I said.

"Hey," he said. "I just call them like I see them!"

We made the rest of the ride home in silence. I didn't want anything to ruin the incredible feeling I was enjoying. This internship was going far better than I thought it would. I'd gotten some good intel for dad, I was learning the ins and outs of working in the company, and on top of all that I'd met Nicole who was one hell of an incredible woman. Who made me feel like I was falling for a girl for the first time all over again.

I grimaced as I thought of the first girl I'd fallen for. The girl I thought was my best friend, but it had really been a girl crush that didn't end very well at all when it turned out she didn't swing that way. The less I thought about her, the better. No, much better to think of Nicole. To hold onto that warm fuzzy feeling that had settled in the pit of my stomach. That feeling lasted right up until I stepped through my door and saw dad sitting in a chair reading a book.

He looked up and it wasn't a pleasant expression on his face. That was an expression that said he knew everything.

Motherfucker.

I mean obviously he was. I was here, after all. But you know what I mean.

 

 

 

 

 

 

9: Family Chat

 

"Please, have a seat," he said gesturing to a chair set up next to him. His mustache twitched as he gestured. That meant he was irritated but not angry. Yet. Either way, not good.

"Thank you so much for offering me a seat in my own fucking apartment dad," I said.

He arched an eyebrow. That was all the emotion he usually ever showed. That or the occasional sardonic smile that indicated he was enjoying me acting out against him. Like it was some sort of game to him or something.

"The apartment I pay for, I might remind you," he said.

I sighed. Moved over and took a seat next to him. He frowned for a moment. What the hell did he want from me? For me to act out? Throw a tantrum? Fight him on this? I'd learned long ago that it was a futile effort.

"So to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?" I asked, trying to keep my voice as syrupy sweet as possible.

"You know exactly why I'm here," he said.

"I'm sure I don't," I said, keeping that smile plastered on my face. 

Even if I wasn't going to come out and fight him directly, at the very least I'd long ago learned that it didn't pay to give up anything he didn't already know. As much as he liked to pretend that he was omniscient, that was far from the case. I'd gotten away with more than a few things over the years by keeping my mouth shut.

Then again, more often than not he really did know a hell of a lot more than I’d prefer he did. The only question was which situation I was in now.

"You want to tell me about your new supervisor at work?" he asked.

I shrugged. "The lady seems like a real bitch. She's running the department with an iron fist. Making a bunch of people do her work for her while she sits back in her office playing solitaire all day long."

Dad shook his head. "I'm not talking about Christine. I'm talking about your immediate supervisor."

I grinned. "Funny that you immediately know I'm talking about Christine when I rattle off that laundry list of corporate misbehavior."

Surprise registered on his face for the briefest of moments and then he was back under control. He did fix me with one of those sardonic smiles though. And shook his head. I’d just scored a point, and it made me feel good even though I hated that our conversations were always about who could score the most points.

"She's nice enough. A good supervisor. She's the one whose stuck doing most of Christine's work. I'm surprised she hasn’t left. Apparently the only thing keeping her around is that Christine has pretty much sabotaged the careers of everybody who dared leave her little personal fiefdom."

"Is that all you want to tell me about your supervisor?"

"Yeah, that's about it.”

"And the fun you were having at the bar tonight?"

He reached into his jacket and pulled something out. A picture. Of the two of us kissing out on the dance floor. I squeezed my eyes shut.

"You can come out now Morgan," I shouted.

Heels clicked on the floor and I turned to face Morgan. A few years older than me, she was dressed in a strictly business outfit. I don't think the woman knew the meaning of business casual. There was also a slight lump under her jacket. One of the reasons she was always dressed in business attire was that it made it far easier for her to hide the holster under her jacket. Just in case things started to go wrong and she needed to fend off somebody trying to kidnap me or something. Not that things had ever gotten that bad. No, the only thing Morgan had ever protected me from was a good time.

Well, I suppose there was at least one exception to that rule. Morgan had shown me one hell of a good time once upon a time a couple of years ago when I convinced her to let loose a little with me at a campus bar. I don’t know which reason made her turn into a psycho after the fact more: that we’d shared a night and nothing since or that I’d managed to get her to let her guard down for one night to the point that she got carried away to share that night in the first place.

Either way it had been a poor decision on my part for numerous reasons, not the least of which was the way she stuck to me like stink on shit after that night. The way she always hovered and went above and beyond even what’s expected of a crazy bodyguard. And so it came as no surprise that she’d be somewhere close to what was happening right now.

Stalking me in the name of helping? Yeah, that was right up her alley. Not for the first time I wished I’d told my dad about that night. The blow-up to follow would be unpleasant, to be sure, but it would also mean no more Morgan following me around. Only that would also mean someone else coming in to fill her shoes, and an unknown quantity was more of a worry than a slightly clingy guard who went too far in the name of protecting me because of one ill-advised overnight.

Better the crazy and clingy devil you know, and all that. Only right now I really wished I’d gotten rid of her earlier. Though someone else would’ve done my dad’s bidding, so it wasn’t an entirely fair thought. With that hypothetical other person, though, it would’ve been just business. Judging by the smile on Morgan’s face she was getting just a little bit of pleasure from this.

I turned back to my dad, the fury evident in my voice. "You sent Morgan out to tail me? Seriously?"

This time both eyebrows went up. That was more reaction that I usually ever got from him.

"I don't know that I appreciate your tone young lady.”

"And I don't know that I appreciate you using my "bodyguard" to spy on me!"

"You know that a girl in your position needs a bodyguard. To make sure…"

"That you're always going to be able to keep an eye on me?" I asked, disgust coming to my voice. "Let's be honest with each other dad. That's what this is really all about. You keeping an eye on me. You keeping a string tied to me at all times. God! This is why I didn't want to work for you or your company in the first place!"

"You keep talking to me like that, young lady, and you won't be working for the company anymore!"

I fixed my eyes to his. "Do it then.”

He blinked. His mustache bristled for a moment. "What are you talking about?"

I shrugged. "Do it. Fire me from my internship. Find someone else to take over the company. Write me out of your will, if you want to. If you're going to keep acting like this then I don't want any of those strings tied to me anyways!"

"Now Erica, you don't have to…"

"No! You don't have to," I snapped. I jabbed a finger at him. "What I do on my own personal time is my business, and my business alone!"

"And when what you're doing on your personal time is directly related to my business? To the company? Do you have any idea what sort of a scandal it would create if it got out that…"

I rolled my eyes and let out a disgusted sound. "What? Please don't tell me you're going to get upset that I was out on a date with a girl. I thought we got over all that five years ago. Are you really going to come back and play that card now?"

He stopped for a moment. His mouth worked and then his face softened.

"Erica, you know that I support your life decisions."

"As long as that life decision is to come and work for you and inherit the company."

Dad continued right on, ignoring that last muttered remark. We were very good at ignoring what we muttered around one another.

"You know what I'm really worried about is the impropriety of it all. If you were seen having a dalliance with someone from the company… Breaking company policy and maybe expecting some sort of favoritism…"

"You mean like the favoritism your secretaries always get? I don't know many secretaries who get a brand-new Porsche every year as a part of their compensation package. Is that on or off the books, as far as the IRS is concerned?"

His eyes narrowed. "What I do with my secretaries is none of your business."

I leaned forward. "It seems like it's very much my business if you're going to start sticking your nose into my business and telling me what I can and can't do with my own love life."

He stood and tugged on his suit jacket. "It isn't your love life. Not while you're still working for me. Do I make myself clear?"

I sighed. "You've made yourself clear, but it doesn't mean I'm going to do what you ask."

The hint of a smile came to his face. His mustache bristled once more. "I wouldn't expect you to do any less my dear."

He paused at the door just before stepping out. Morgan moved to follow him. Though I was sure he had some sort of security keeping tabs on the place. I'd seen the same car tailing me once in a while, and I knew it had to be people working for him. There wasn't a chance in hell it was actual kidnappers coming for me. At least if it was kidnappers, they'd been driving the same car and hadn't made a move in the last three years.

"Do keep one thing in mind, Erica," he said.

"What's that?"

"You might enjoy a certain degree of protection where your job is concerned regarding the policy about fraternizing with a supervisor, but do remember that your new friend doesn't have any such protection."

And with that final parting shot the door clicked shut behind him. I was left sitting alone, staring at the wall. Damn it. Damn him. Of course he’d go find the perfect way to get at me. He couldn't touch me, just as sure as he probably knew I was bluffing when I told him to cut me off, so he’d go after Nicole instead.

There were times I got angry enough that I thought it almost might be worth it to allow myself to be cut off just so I wouldn't have to deal with his overbearing craziness anymore. This was one of those times.

To threaten Nicole? Well that was downright despicable. If she lost her job, even if it wasn't a job she particularly cared for, there wasn't a damn thing I could do about it. Not if the order came from on high. The question was, would he really go through with giving that order?

Probably. And Christine would probably enjoy carrying out that order, from everything I'd seen from her.

Damn it. And things had been going so damn well. I wanted to scream, but I didn't. No, instead I laid back on the couch and tried to think of a way to get out of this.

Nothing had occurred to me by the time I dozed off.

 

 

 

 

 

 

10: The Next Day

 

I'd come to a realization the night before. It was simple, but at the same time it was profound. I was into girls. I was into one girl in particular. 

And I was okay with that.

I was surprised at how not earth shattering that revelation was. I figured something like a complete shift in my sexuality, or at least how I thought about my sexuality, should feel bigger. That I should be terrified of what I was. That angels should come down from the heavens and sing over my head now that I'd had this come to Jesus moment. Or maybe angels wouldn't come down and dance around my head, if what the churchy types were always saying about God's feelings on the whole same-sex thing were accurate.

Great. There was a whole new group of idiots I was going to have to worry about. Not that it bothered me that much.

The point is I thought it would be a far more profound revelation than what it was. This just felt like another day, only it was another day where I was very much looking forward to going into work to see my intern.

Now there was a weird feeling. For the first time since I'd started this job and realized what Christine's true colors were I was looking forward to going to work. Mostly because I was looking forward to seeing Erica’s smiling face and not because the job had miraculously gotten better overnight, but I’d take a win no matter what the reasons.

I was kicking myself about last night. About pulling away from that kiss. About allowing myself to get so blasted that I completely lost control. The latter parts of the evening were a series of sensory flashes more than anything else. Quick shots of things almost remembered. Like getting into a car that seemed way too fancy for a cab, but that had to be the alcohol haze doing the talking.

I was also pretty sure I'd been pretty strongly intimating that Erica should come up to my apartment, and that made me blush! As much from thoughts of what might have happened as from the embarrassment of throwing myself at her and getting turned down.

Though I suppose her turning me down really was the right thing to do, even if it felt so wrong in the moment.

I even felt a tingle running through me as I stepped onto the elevator. It reminded me of stepping onto the elevator a couple of weeks ago after seeing Erica for the first time. That delicious moment when I’d been stricken by how hot she was. That moment when I couldn't have had any idea what was in store for me.

I was in such a good mood that I wasn't even bothered when I stepped off the elevator and Christine was waiting by my cubicle. I had no idea what the hell she could possibly want with me. It's not like I'd done anything like showing up late this time around. Besides, I felt so good that I wasn't going to let her bring me down.

"How can I help you this morning Christine?" I asked in my sweetest voice. A voice I didn't usually use with her, but I could make an exception. I was feeling pretty good this morning, after all.

The smile that came across her face wasn't even enough to bring me down, though I did start to worry. Just a little. I glanced into my cubicle and saw that Erica wasn't there yet. Sure it was early enough that she could still arrive with about five minutes to spare and be there early enough to satisfy Christine's ridiculous requirements, but I wondered if that's what this was about. Maybe now that Erica wasn't here to exert whatever the hell mysterious power it was she had over Christine my boss decided to take the opportunity to take a crack at me.

Well she could go ahead and do her worst. I wasn't in a mood for dealing with her right now. After the realization I’d had last night I felt invincible. Dealing with a bitchy boss was nothing compared to completely redefining how I thought of myself.

"My office, now."

I sighed and even rolled my eyes. That earned me a wide-eyed stare, but I didn't care. That invincible feeling kept right up. Still, I followed her in. No point in poking the bear too much.

"You can go ahead and close the door," she said.

"I'm not sure I want to do that Christine," I said.

Damn. I was being all sorts of daring today. I'd never talked to her like that before, but it felt good. Damn good.

"Excuse me?"

"You heard me. I don't want to close the door. Whatever you have to say, you can say it for everyone out there to hear. You are planning on yelling, right?"

A not insignificant part of me was panicking. Was I really talking to her like this? And yet there was another part of me that felt bullet proof. Part of it was because of the way Christine had so completely and utterly folded for whatever reason when talking to Erica. I wondered if maybe it wasn't Erica's supreme confidence. The old adage about standing up to a bully had been running through my head, and I was standing up in one hell of a major way right now.

But by far the biggest part of why I was suddenly acting like this was that freedom I felt. Admitting something major like that I was into girls made me not give a fuck about other parts of my life. Including this job that, if I was perfectly honest with myself, I could take or leave. Mostly I could leave it if Christine kept treating me the way she had been. I was getting really sick and fucking tired of her bullshit, and I was past the point of caring about getting fired from a job I didn't particularly care for anyways.

Besides, if I got myself fired then that would definitely mean I could see Erica with a clear conscience.

"I don't know what's come over you, but don't think you're going to get the same consideration that your intern does," she said.

"You know what Christine, do whatever you're going to do."

Christine smiled a thin smile then reached under her desk and pulled out a picture. Slid it across the desk. And I felt ice settling in the pit of my stomach as that supreme confidence wavered. It was a picture of Erica and me together last night, our lips locked together sucking face. The kiss that left me so enchanted the night before. The kiss I'd stopped entirely too soon because I was afraid of the consequences.

It looked like some of those consequences were coming around to bite me in the ass a lot sooner than I’d anticipated. How the hell did she get that picture?

"You were spying on me?" I asked, my voice rising.

I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and saw people popping up from their cubicles, but I didn't care. I figured if ever there was a time for making a scene then this was it.

"How dare you! Spying on me? What the hell?"

"How I came across this picture is no matter. What is the problem here is that you're obviously and flagrantly violating company policy and…"

"What the hell is going on here?" A voice said from the door.

I turned and saw Erica looking absolutely furious. More furious than I think I'd ever seen anyone looking. Ever. I felt a sliver of hope, though at the same time I had no idea what she could possibly do to help us out of this.

We'd been caught violating company policy. All that cutesy flirtatious stuff I'd said yesterday about not caring what the company policy was felt like ash in my mouth. Christine staring at me with that triumphant smile as though she knew she was about to get rid of me was enough to make that seem less flirtatious and more stupid.

"You don't talk to me like that young lady," Christine started. She didn't get a chance to go much farther.

"You're mistaken there Christine," Erica said, her voice filled with quiet menace. "You're the one who doesn't talk to me like that. Do you have any idea who you're talking to?"

Well then. I very much wanted to know who the hell Christine thought she was talking to. There was some mystery surrounding Erica, and it was driving me crazy not knowing whatever it was Christine knew. Who was this girl that she was able to talk to our boss like this without worrying about the consequences? Did she really have something, or was she just crazy?

I was given to understand that crazy and hot went together more often than not.

"You might be following the old man's orders right now," Erica said, her voice still carrying that quiet menace. “But I want you to remember that it's not going to be like that forever. And I have a long memory. Understand?"

Christine swallowed. "I'm going to…"

Erica waved a dismissive hand. "Tell him. I don't care. This is between him and me, and it has absolutely nothing to do with Nicole here."

I looked between the two of them. Still as confused as ever. What the hell was going on here? I had a strong feeling that I'd inadvertently stumbled into the middle of something big, but I still had no idea what the hell that big something was.

"Come on Nicole," Erica said. "We're getting the hell out of here. And you're going to get a free day off, isn't that right Christine?"

I felt like I might potentially be making a mistake as I made my way out of the office. That had to be the single shortest day I'd ever had in the office.

"Do you care to tell me what the hell is going on?" I asked Erica as we stepped not out to the street, but instead went towards the parking garage attached to the building.

“All in good time, Nicole.”

Okay then. Erica still wasn't telling me anything, but that was fine. I figured all mysteries would be answered eventually. We kept walking until we reached a car that looked surprisingly familiar. A car that appeared in flashes of drunken memory, and I was gob smacked.

"Is that the cab you called last night?"

Erica blushed and looked away. "So what if it is?"

"That's not a cab," I said. "That's a limo!"

"Well not exactly," she said. "More like a town car, but still…"

"The point is, it's a hell of a lot nicer than a cab. And what's it doing waiting here?"

"Well this is kind of my personal car. And that's my driver Jake over there.”

I glanced over and realized there was a guy leaning against the driver’s side of the car. He grinned and waved, and I had another flash of memory that caused me to blush. I'd been making out with Erica in the back seat of this car the night before, and this guy had been in front watching the whole thing. I suddenly wanted to melt into the floor and disappear.

"No worries ma'am," Jake said as though he was reading my mind. "I'm the soul of discretion. Isn't that right Erica?"

"Yeah, Jake is the soul of discretion. He keeps his mouth shut to everyone else, but that doesn't mean he won't open his big mouth around you and tell you exactly what he thinks about whatever you’re doing. He’s like the world’s lamest conscience."

“I aim to please,” Jake said with a grin.

My head was spinning. “What does this all mean Erica?”

"I have more explaining to do. We have to get out of here, though. There's a lot going on, and I needed to talk to you in private. Away from Christine. Away from this stupid fucking building."

I paused. Did I really want to get into that car? Did I really want to get in the middle of whatever the hell was going on here? Obviously Erica had been less than truthful about herself to me. Did I really want to continue associating with someone who'd been living one hell of a lie of omission?

At the same time, in counterpoint to all those potential lies there was the way she stood there staring at me. Looking so hopeful. Looking so scared. No doubt she had an inkling of what was running through my mind. I'm sure the doubt was plain on my face.

Finally I smiled. Reached out and took her hand.

"You have a lot of explaining to do Erica," I said. "But I'm willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. For now."

After all, this was the beautiful woman who'd opened my eyes to a whole new world over the past couple of weeks. She was so beautiful, so smart, I figured I had to give her a chance. Sure if this was some stupid romantic comedy or something this would be the part where I completely misunderstood what was going on and ran off, but the plain truth was that I wanted to be around Erica.

Even if she hadn't been entirely truthful, I was at least willing to hear her out.

Erica smiled in relief and gave my hand a squeeze. "Come on then. Let's go. I have a lot to tell you!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

11: Good Bad Decisions

 

I sat across from Nicole in the car and couldn't think of anything to say. I opened my mouth to try and start explaining myself, but I didn’t know where to start. I closed my mouth and looked out the window. Not that there was anything particularly interesting going by out there. Just concrete support pylons from the parking garage.

We emerged into the relative light of early morning, though the tall buildings around us and the angle of the sun kept too much light from streaming down on us. I blinked, nonetheless.

I turned back to Nicole. She looked at me expectantly, but she didn't say anything. Apparently she'd been completely truthful about giving me the benefit of the doubt. For the moment. I was running on borrowed time, and I needed to get everything out in the open while she was still giving me that benefit.

"I don't even know where to start," I said.

"Maybe at the beginning?" Nicole prompted.

The trouble was I really and truly didn't know where to start. Did I start by telling her that her job was potentially on the line now because my dad didn't approve of me dipping my pen in the company ink? Never mind that I didn't have a pen to go dipping, but that was how the phrase worked. Never mind that the old man dipped his pen wherever the hell he pleased.

Double standards were one of the many things about our relationship that drove me nuts.

Maybe I could start with how crazy I felt about her. How I was head over heels. How I had a stronger girl crush on her than I'd probably had on any woman I'd ever known.

There were so many places to start. And for the first time in my life I actually found myself tongue-tied. That wasn’t something that ever happened to me, and yet here we were.

I jumped as a hand touched my knee. I looked down and over to Nicole. She was smiling uncertainly. Her smile was so gorgeous. She was so gorgeous. Her touch was so exhilarating.

I still couldn't believe I just walked into the building like that and pulled her out. It's not like I had the authority to do that. Not exactly. Especially since the conversation she was having with Christine seemed to indicate that dear old dad was on the warpath.

I didn't know what else to do, though. I’d been flailing about all morning ever since I woke up and realized I was going to be late to work. Ever since I woke up and realized I still didn't have any sort of plan.

"I guess I should get the big thing out of the way first," I said. I looked at the car and then back to her. "Obviously I have a little more money than I let on. I'm not exactly a starving college student."

I watched Nicole for any sort of change. Usually this was the point where if somebody was the money grubbing type they suddenly got a look in their eyes. It was a look that was difficult to explain until you'd seen it, but it was an obvious change.

It was the moment when somebody went from thinking about me as a friend or maybe a lover to thinking about me as an ATM. When they stopped thinking about their relationship with me and started thinking about how they could use that relationship to get at some of my money. It was a moment I'd grown to hate over the years even as I’d grown so very familiar with it.

Only that reaction didn’t happen with Nicole. She just shrugged.

"I wondered why you were always willing to buy the drinks," she said. "Not that I'm complaining. I'm not exactly a secret millionaire or anything."

I barked out a laugh. "I'm not exactly a secret millionaire either."

"Really? You're able to afford a car and driver on a few hundred thousand?"

I took in a deep breath. Let it out in a long sigh. I suppose if I was going to tell her the truth then I might as well tell her the whole truth and nothing but the truth. It was all going to come out eventually. If she was going to let the green eyed monster come out and start dominating our relationship then I might as well find out now.

I'd still do my best to try and save her job even if that did happen. It was my fault all of this had happened, after all. It wasn't her fault she was getting stuck in a power struggle between me and dear old dad. Still, I’d be ridiculously disappointed if she did give into greed.

"Actually… I'm more of a secret billionaire. Or at least I will be a secret billionaire when I get my inheritance. I suppose for now with my trust fund I am just a secret millionaire."

Nicole let out a long and low whistle. She looked seriously impressed. "Damn girl. I'm still buying the next round of drinks though. Don't think the fact that you're loaded means I'm going to shirk on that."

I giggled and leaned in close to her. And found myself enjoying the way she smelled. The way that she felt. In short, I enjoyed just about everything about her. I couldn't get enough of her.

“I’ll hold you to that!”

"That's not exactly the reaction I was expecting," Nicole said. "Aren't you supposed to protest and say you'll be happy to get the drinks? I mean I'm trying to be chivalrous here, but honestly…"

I launched into a fresh set of a giggles. "You don't understand. Your reaction isn't exactly what I was expecting either. I've gotten so used to people thinking I'm just an ATM when they realize how much money I have, and here you are…"

I couldn't help myself. I locked eyes with her. And I suddenly felt a hunger. A need that was so very strong. Here was a girl who liked me for who I was, not for what I was or how much money I had.

Almost involuntarily my hands darted out. Wrapped around her neck. Pulled her against me and then we were making out with just as much intensity as we had the night before when we were both more than a little drunk. I didn't even care if Jake was watching the whole thing. Let him enjoy the show. All I cared about was Nicole.

When I came up for air she cocked an eyebrow. "Damn."

"Sorry," I said.

It had been a while since I'd lost control like that. There was just something about Nicole that inspired me. That caused my baser instincts to rise to the surface.

"So you've got some money," Nicole said. "What does that have to do with Christine and the office and all that? Because if I didn't know any better I'd almost say she was getting ready to fire me, or at the very least she was getting ready to give me one hell of a serious reprimand."

We were coming close to the second big secret. I still wasn't sure how she’d react to this one. Finding out I had money had gone well, better than I would have expected, but finding out I was also set to inherit the company she worked for? I wasn't sure how she'd take that.

"I…"

I didn't have a chance to finish. The car pulled to a stop and Jake looked up in the rearview mirror. "Were home."

Nicole looked out the window, her neck craning up as she stared at my building. She let out another long and low whistle.

"Damn. This is like one of the most expensive buildings in town!"

"How would you know that?" I asked.

"Let's just say I looked at the prices here very briefly when I was looking for an apartment. Just for shits and giggles, really. It was a very brief look though."

I smiled. The apartments in this building did cost a pretty penny. And they got more expensive the higher they went. I had a place near the top.

"Well you're about to see what one of these looks like from the inside," I said.

"Damn," Nicole said.

We got out and I took Nicole's hand. Smiled uncertainly. This was a lot for her to absorb in a short amount of time, and a part of me worried that maybe she would decide this was all too much. That she would suddenly turn around and ask to be taken back to work. Or maybe taken back to her apartment, considering how things had been going back at the office when I arrived and rescued her.

I frowned. I wasn't even sure it was a rescue. Maybe I was just delaying the inevitable. I would fight to make sure I wasn't, but I didn't know how much good that would do if dad had set his mind on causing me trouble via causing Nicole trouble.

"Why the frown?" Nicole asked.

"I'll explain when we get up to my place. Promise."

And so I pulled Cinderella into the ball. Though that might be a little too much hyperbole. I was really just pulling my supervisor into a building that was way more expensive than any other building in town, after all, and about to tell her I was the heir to the single biggest company in the state.

Minus the glass slippers it was close enough, I suppose.

 

 

 

 

 

 

12: Princess Charming

 

We rode up the elevator in an awkward silence. I looked at the numbers going up on the fancy digital display. I couldn't believe I was actually in this building. I'd looked at some of the prices for fun when I first moved to the city for my new job, and I'd quickly decided there was no way I could afford the place. Even apartments on the lower levels were easily four times what I paid for rent in my current apartment.

There was no way I could afford that on what I made.

"Are you sure you didn't rob somebody to be able to afford this?" I asked. “You’re not secretly an international jewel thief or something, are you?”

Erica fixed me with a smile that almost looked nervous. It was a surprising look for her. I'd grown so used to the cool and confident Erica who seemed ready to take on the world.

"Not exactly," she said.

She let it drop at that. I still felt a burning curiosity. Okay, so she was loaded. Big deal. It didn't change how I felt about her. Money or no money, it wasn't like I was in any need of any more. All of my needs were being met, after all, and that was good enough for me.

Sure it might be nice to have a job where I didn't have to live to work rather than working to live, but I suppose beggars couldn't be choosers. And it's not like Erica was going to pull something out of her magical bag of secrets that would suddenly make my job situation better.

We finally stepped off the elevator and into a short hallway where there was only a single door.

"Damn. They take security seriously here, don't they?" I asked. 

She'd already swiped a special card just to get the elevator to come up to this floor. It seemed like another door here with an actual physical lock was a little superfluous, but whatever. I wasn't a rich person. I’d never lived the rich person life, obviously, so who was I to judge?

Even the door and the lock weren’t simple. Erica held up a remote. A light on the door turned green and I heard an audible clicking as what sounded like several deadbolts snapped open and the door moved open on its own.

"The doors don’t actually open on their own,” she said with a grimace. “That’s just a piss poor door that swings open when it isn’t locked. A couple of them have that problem. Fucking cheap ass builders and maintenance is dragging their feet on fixing it."

“Why not complain to your dad or something?” I asked. “Seems like he might be able to get stuff done.”

She fixed me with a level stare that made it clear just how stupid that idea was. I held my hands up and she grinned. The point was taken.

We stepped in and she kicked the door shut. Hit another button on the remote and the deadbolt slid shut, but it shut outside the door. Erica grimaced. “I really do need to yell at someone about this. It’s ridiculous.”

"Yeah, looks real inconvenient," I said. Doors that locked and unlocked using a remote control? It was crazy. What was wrong with a good old-fashioned doorknob? Though I suppose that was all part and parcel of the lavish lifestyle Erica led.

And she was about to lead me even further down the rabbit hole. She took my hand, closed the door, and held it shut as she locked it. Then she pulled me into one of the single most lavish and expensive apartments I'd ever seen.

"This place is like three times as big as my apartment!" I said.

Floor-to-ceiling windows ran all around a massive living area. A door leading into what I assumed was an equally massive bedroom was off to the left, though even with the door open it was dark enough that I couldn’t see anything. There was a kitchen off to one side as well, though it was open to the rest of the apartment. The whole thing was very open concept without much in the way of walls. It seemed like a hell of a lot for one person.

Erica seemed to be embarrassed by the extravagance of it all. Or maybe she was embarrassed by my reaction to the extravagance of it all.

"When I moved to the city I wanted to get a hole in the wall apartment. I wanted to have the whole starving intern experience, but my dad refused. He made me get this place."

She looked around. Particularly at the view. It was one hell of a view! It made me feel just a touch of acrophobia looking out, but I could get used to this.

"I’ll admit I didn't fight him very much when he put his foot down on this issue," Erica said. Though there was a hint of something in her voice. Was that anger? I got the feeling she didn't like it when her dad put his foot down. Even if he was putting his foot down to get her in a lavish apartment.

"So who is this mysterious dad?"

Erica sighed. "Do you really want to know?"

"At this point the curiosity is killing me.”

"You actually already know who he is, though I'm not sure if you've ever met him before."

I felt a tingle on the back of my neck. As though she was about to tell me something that I either wasn't going to like or, at the very least, it was going to be one hell of a surprise. I thought about the way Christine had been treating her. I thought about seeing her hop onto an elevator and heading up that first day. How far up had she gone on her elevator ride?

All the way to the top?

"Is your dad some high-powered manager in the company or something?"

Only even as I asked that question I knew it was silly. If she had this kind of money then her dad definitely wasn't any sort of manager, middle or higher up. No, this was the kind of money that you only threw around if you were, say, the owner of a privately held multinational company that did billions of dollars in business around the world.

And so I almost knew what Erica was going to say before she said it. The words weren't a surprise, but at the same time they were a shock.

"They sort of fudged my details on the work stuff. He wanted me to go incognito when I was working the internship. Didn't want anyone to think I was getting special treatment or anything. My real name is Erica Zeidner."

"Zeidner…" I whispered. "As in Zeidner Corp.? The name on the side of the building?"

Erica smiled uncertainly. "None other than."

Holy shit. Holy fucking shit. Not only was I dating the boss’s daughter, but I'd gone out on a date with the woman who was set to inherit the whole damn company. The heiress to a multinational and multibillion-dollar empire.

No wonder she could afford a place like this. No wonder she could afford a fancy car and a driver who could come and pick her up at all hours of the day. No wonder Christine was so eager to please.

I'd gone on a date with the CEO’s daughter. I'd made out with the CEO’s daughter. I was alone in an apartment with the CEO's daughter, and I felt panic rising inside me.

Was that panic a little irrational? Maybe. But at the same time Christine's actions just a half hour ago were starting to make a hell of a lot more sense. This wasn't just Christine who was gunning for me anymore. No, if she had pictures like that then it had to come from somebody who could afford to send somebody out to track their daughter. Somebody like the guy who ran our company.

I wasn't just looking at Christine sabotaging my career in this city. A man like that could follow me around the country. Hell, I could move across the world he could still make life difficult for me if he wanted to. And the way Christine had smiled this morning, the way she'd pulled out that picture with a triumphant grin on her face, made me think he might be in the mood to do just that.

"I… I just…"

I took a step back and nearly stumbled. I was having trouble breathing. I felt hot. I didn't know what to do. I wanted to get the hell out of here, and fast.

I turned and started for the door. My feet had a mind of their own. I was powerless. I couldn't control myself. Fear and panic had a hold on me and they were doing the thinking and the walking even though I felt horrible.

"Nicole, wait!"

I knew I was acting crazy. That this was ridiculous. Erica couldn't help what her father had done, but at the same time I could keep myself from getting directly involved. Damn it. I’d just gotten myself involved in a family spat with one of the most powerful men in the country. Definitely the most powerful man in the city. I couldn't believe it.

And all because I thought my intern was pretty and smart and intelligent and…

That made me stop. What was I doing? Walking away from Erica because I was afraid? Because I had a moment of panic? No, I wasn't going to do that. I wasn't going to let fear push me around. I'd been doing that for far too long with Christine, and I'd felt that fear finally lifting this morning after I came to my decision the night before.

Nothing had changed, really. I mean sure the scale of what I was shrugging off and deciding not to worry about had just grown exponentially, but at the same time I still felt the way I felt about Erica. Could I really walk out on her now? What kind of person would that make me?

The same spineless woman who was afraid to stick up for herself that I’d been before I met Erica. I didn’t want to go back to that. That version of me seemed like the distant past even though that had been my life just a few weeks ago.

It didn’t have to be my life anymore, though.

I took a deep breath. Turned to face her as she moved closer. As she looked at me, suddenly uncertain. And I suddenly felt my heart going out for her. I tried to imagine what it must feel like having a father who was that powerful. Who felt like he could meddle in your life to that degree.

It must have been very lonely for her over the years. More than anything I felt anger at what Erica had to put up with. It was so much worse than the bullshit I’d dealt with over the past couple of years with Christine. I couldn't imagine having to deal with that in your life every day.

"I'm sorry Erica," I said.

Her face fell. Obviously she was expecting me to make a speech telling her I couldn't do this, but that was the last thing on my mind. No, I needed to be strong. And I’d just realized I needed to be strong for her as much as for me.

"I understand," she said. "I guess I shouldn't be surprised. Not the first time he's chased someone away."

I moved forward. Put my arms around her. Fixed her with my best smile. At least I hoped it was my best smile, though I was feeling a little uncertain still.

"No, I really don't think you understand Erica, but I want to change that."

 

 

 

 

 

 

13: One Night

 

I felt hope rising inside me even though I didn't dare to hope that she would actually decide to stay with me. There had been so many that dad had run off over the years. Not because he had a problem with my lifestyle choices, that definitely didn't seem to be a problem for him in any way, but mostly because he disapproved of my professional choices.

Did it really matter what his reasons were as long as the results were the same? It was something I thought about a lot.

Everything with that man was about how the public would perceive it. It was about how we always needed to put on the perfect face for the world to see. It was exhausting constantly trying to live up to that man’s standards. It was enough to make me want to scream.

I knew one thing for certain. If I ever had kids of my own, something that was seriously doubtful considering the zap he’d put on my head, I was going to do my best to avoid putting the same zap on their heads. Then again, I suppose every generation probably made that promise to themselves when they were young, and yet every generation continued fucking up their kids like clockwork. Maybe there was no escaping the cycle.

I shouldn't be focusing on that right now, though. Thinking about him was letting him win. No, what I needed to be thinking about was Nicole. Was the way she was looking at me. And her words. Words that made me think this might not be the end of our relationship even though that's what I'd been expecting at any moment ever since I revealed to her how much I was actually worth.

"What are you saying, Nicole?" I asked.

She wrapped her arms around me and smiled. "I have a feeling I'm risking my job just by being here with you right now?"

I blushed and looked away. I didn't want to answer her. I was still afraid that answering her would mean her running away. I knew I had to be honest with her. That I needed to come clean completely. Especially if we were going to trust each other, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell her about the conversation with dad the night before. My selfish desire to keep her in my life overrode my desire to be completely truthful.

"I don’t know," I lied. "I'm pretty sure Christine was waiting for you this morning because dad got to her first, but I don’t know what they had planned."

The lie burned on my tongue, but Nicole wasn’t running away. I figured I could deal with that later. Talk to dad and try to save her job before it even became an issue. And keep her away from Morgan, somehow. Damn life was getting needlessly complicated during this internship.

Nicole rolled her eyes. "The way she showed up with a picture of the two of us kissing? I have no doubt."

I was so angry that stars danced in front of my eyes for a moment. I felt lightheaded. Like I was about to completely lose control. Morgan and her meddling, again. The only question was whether she took that picture out of a malicious sense of revenge or if she was working on dad’s orders and getting some personal pleasure out of her professional duties.

"I can’t believe he actually gave that picture to Christine. I'll kill him!"

"You've seen the picture?" she asked.

I sighed and reluctantly disengaged from Nicole. It was nice feeling her against me like that. Nice feeling someone who still wanted to get up close and personal with me even after they found out what my personal net worth was.

I flopped down on the couch and it protested. Not much, though. Only the best and most expensive for me, after all. Sometimes I wished that man would just let me live life the way I wanted to. Though, admittedly, life would probably still include an apartment like this. Just maybe not the most expensive furniture money could buy. Thankfully I wasn't taken away from Nicole's presence for long. She flopped down next to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders.

I was distracted for a moment by how nice that felt. By how right everything felt sitting here on this couch with her up against me. It was so very domestic. So unlike any of the intense and admittedly passionate affairs I'd had with girls at college. And yet it was nice in its own way.

Besides, I figured I could probably have passion with her right along with the domesticity. It was just a question of awakening that in her and enjoying the best of both worlds.

"Dear old dad decided to pay me a visit last night after I got home," I said. "Sobered me up pretty damn quick, let me tell you!"

"I'll bet," Nicole said. "I refused to give my parents the key to my apartment, and they live a good five hours away so it's not like they can just drop in on me."

"That sounds wonderful," I said. "Anyways. He's always so concerned with me screwing up his precious family name. With my name getting in the papers, even though I've been pretty good about avoiding scandal entirely! Not to mention getting your name in the papers isn’t really a thing anymore. Maybe getting your name online? Whatever. Same difference."

"Do you really have people following you around trying to catch you doing stuff? I always see people showing up on gossip blogs. There's a lady a few cubicles down who’s always talking about this or that happening to whatever celebrity. I'm actually kind of surprised she didn't recognize you."

"Nothing to recognize," I said. "That's the thing. I might go out and party. I might have a good time. But I also know the benefit of keeping a low profile. I've never done anything too bad. Nothing that would make dear old dad too terribly upset. Though sometimes I think I should just go wild and crazy. Really give him something to worry about if he’s going to go crazy no matter what I do."

Nicole looked at me out of the corner of her eyes and grinned. "Really? You don't do anything that would get you in trouble?"

"Well mostly I don't," I said. "Why?"

"Weren't you the one who was giving me that impassioned speech about how I needed to live a little?" Nicole asked. "Was all of that just you talking out your ass? Because I definitely don't see somebody who’s doing their best to stay out of the gossip magazines causing the kind of trouble you were encouraging me to get out and have."

I giggled and rolled my eyes. Pulled her closer. "The fact that I'm into girls is probably the most scandalous thing I've ever done. And even that isn't really a scandal in this day and age. It's more of a feature than a bug with the way the media has been going in the past decade."

"That's kind of a relief," Nicole said. "I sort of hate saying this, but the idea of having this realization back when I was in high school, or middle school…"

She shuddered and I grinned. "It's really not bad."

"Oh really?" Nicole asked. "And where did you go to school? Some big fancy boarding school out in the English countryside? I'm betting you were basically at the Hogwarts for rich people or something."

"God I wish," I said. "I never got my letter on my eleventh birthday, unfortunately. In a way you're right, though. I might not have gone to some private school in a castle in the countryside, but I did go to an all-girls boarding school. Talk about a fun few years after hitting puberty!"

I stared up at the ceiling and smiled wistfully as I thought back to some of those old days. I was looking at the ceiling, but in reality I was seeing my first roommate. I was remembering my first kiss. I was remembering a hell of a lot of other firsts that would be a little too naughty to mention to Nicole.

No point mentioning the old girlfriends with the potential new one, after all.

"You slut!" Nicole said. “I went to school literally surrounded by cornfields in a town that liked to pretend it was in the 1950s except for the meth.”

She was acting scandalized, but the way she leaned in close and smiled took the heat out of her words. The way she leaned in and kissed me suddenly, causing my eyes to go wide, definitely took a lot of the sting out of her words. And so I found myself fixating on Nicole instead of on memories.

Maybe that's what she was going for. Replacing some of my trip down memory lane with some new memories that were going to be fixed in the old permanent record. The feel of her body pressed against me. The taste as her tongue moved into my mouth and we dueled back and forth. It was intense. It was enough to knock all those old memories right out of my head.

I came up for air after what seemed like forever, but a quick glance at a clock on the wall showed that we'd only been at it for maybe a couple of minutes. It was amazing how time could both stretch on forever and fly when having fun like that.

"So enough with the trip down memory lane. What are we going to do about our current situation?" Nicole asked.

I sighed and leaned back, but didn't take my hand away from where it had fallen over her shoulder. I liked feeling her against me. She felt so nice.

"I just don't know," I said. "What I'm feeling for you is…"

I stopped short of saying something we might both regret. Something that was very close to how I truly felt about her, but that also dangerously close to going entirely too far entirely too fast. Luckily she smiled and leaned in to kiss me, defusing the moment.

"I understand exactly what you're saying, but I also understand if you don't want to say it," she said. "I've been feeling the same way, though that might just be the hellacious girl crush talking."

I blushed and a thrill ran through me that quickly turned to a chill down my spine as I thought of the implications of what she said. It was crazy how even the mention of one hell of a girl crush could get me so hot and bothered. Then again, everything about her had been getting me inexplicably hot and bothered ever since the first time I saw her at the elevators back at the beginning of my internship. Back when I had no idea that the beautiful girl I was seeing on the other side of the elevator doors would be my new supervisor. My new lover. I hoped.

I wanted her to be a hell of a lot more than just my supervisor, but baby steps.

“You have no idea how refreshing it is to hear you say that and know you mean it,” I said. “That it’s based on our time together and not…”

“And not what? What’s bothering you Erica?”

"You don't understand what it's like to have people treat you like you’re nothing more than a cash machine. Having people look at you differently because they know who you are. Hell, Christine's a pretty good example of that. I know, poor little rich girl."

Nicole pulled me to face her. Locked eyes with me. "Hey, don't worry about that. I don't care about how much money you have. Your dad could disown you tomorrow and I'd still want to go out on a date with you. I'd even be willing to buy since I'm still sort of gainfully employed."

This time around I leaned in and gave her a kiss. A kiss that started to become much more as Nicole's hands ran up and down my body. As I felt her starting to get truly daring. And it excited me even more thinking that I was probably the first girl she'd ever done this with. Sure she'd probably been with guys before, but there was something about knowing I was her first exploration of a woman that got me excited.

Well, if I was the first girl she'd ever been with then I was more than happy to do a little bit of exploration. I moved forward, pushing her back on the couch. This was crazy, especially considering the sort of threat we were under, a threat I hadn’t exactly mentioned to her which could cause trouble down the line, but I didn't give a fuck. All I cared about was Nicole under me.

The rest of the bullshit life was trying to throw at me could wait until later. I could figure out a way to do this and save Nicole from dad’s hypocritical whims later. Right now, Nicole was all I cared about.

 

 

 

 

 

 

14: New Experiences

 

"Holy shit!"

Erica reached down and took my hand. Intertwined her fingers with my own and gave my hand a squeeze. "You can say that again!"

I looked over to her and grinned. "Okay. Holy shit!"

Erica giggled and leaned forward. Brushed her lips against mine. Hell, more than her lips brushed against me. I couldn't believe I was lying completely naked with Erica, with my intern, with the CEO’s daughter, in her lavishly appointed apartment at the top of one of the most expensive buildings in the city.

Sure things had been going in a good direction. Sure we'd been flirting with each other over the past couple of weeks and I felt like something major was going on here, but if anyone had told me this morning that I'd go from potentially being fired by my bitch of a boss to hopping into bed with a woman for the first time I would've thought they were crazy!

"So how was that for your first time?" Erica asked.

I let out a deep and shuddering sigh. How to explain that? I felt more satisfied than ever before. I felt a delicious tingling running through my body as aftershocks from the incredible orgasm I just felt with Erica continued to explode throughout my body.

"I didn't know it could feel like that," I said. "I mean I've been with guys before. It was okay, but that…"

"Feels kind of like you've been breathing water your entire life and you suddenly discovered air and how much better it was, doesn't it?"

"That's an odd way of phrasing it, but yeah. That’s sort of how it feels."

"And that's just the beginning of an incredible world opening up for you. I'm just glad you decided you actually liked it!" Erica said.

I blinked. "I hopped into bed with you. Why the hell would I do that if I wasn't a little curious about being with a girl?”

Erica grimaced and I wondered if she was remembering some past experience that didn't go as well as what we'd just shared.

"You'd be surprised sometimes," she said. "There have been a few girls I've been with who were satisfying curiosity. Scratching an itch. Maybe they thought they should be into girls but turns out they weren't. I've talked to guys who had the same problem with bi-curious dudes checking them out and then deciding they weren't so bi-curious after all once they were in the moment."

"It just seems odd," I said. "You'd think by the time you're hopping into bed with someone you'd know you were into them."

Erica shrugged. "I've been with a few girls over the years who decided they weren't into girls once they were in bed. I know it's not really about me. I guess it’s an ego boost as much as it's a blow to the ego. After all, I was hot enough to get a straight girl in bed with me even if they didn't stay there for very long!"

I giggled and leaned in closer. Started kissing along Erica’s neck. She let out a delighted moan and tilted her head away so that I could have better access. Meanwhile I traced my fingers down and enjoyed the feel of her body. A body that felt right. That made me feel so hot as I explored her. Hot in a way I hadn't felt with guys before.

Once more I felt like this was one of those moments where I should've had an earth shattering revelation or something, but more than anything all I could think was that this was right. That I'd fixed a mistake I’d been making ever since hitting puberty.

"You know we still haven't solved any of the other problems," I said. “Christine is still going to be gunning for me when we get back into the office.”

Erica looked at me. Opened her mouth then closed it. Hesitated for a moment. Now that was an odd reaction. Almost as though she was hiding something. Finally she spoke.

"I can't rightly say I give a shit about any of that right now. What about you?"

Now it was my turn to hesitate. What had that pause been all about? But I didn’t want to ruin the moment. I forced a smile and lied even though I was still very much worried about work. "Not one little bit! Still, we’re going to have to go back into the office at some point.”

Erica waved a dismissive hand, though there was still that odd look. An odd look that I might’ve missed if I hadn’t been watching her so intently. An odd look that quickly turned to a huge grin.

“Why don’t we forget about all that and think about other things?”

"Oh really? And what other things would you like to think about instead?"

I leaned down and pressed my lips against hers. Moved my hands up and traced a finger around one breast. Amazing how a piece of anatomy I'd taken for granted my entire life could take on such an erotically charged role suddenly. And yet here we were. I'd gone from thinking she was beautiful to trying to catch peek down her shirt and now here I was feeling her up as I kissed her in her bed.

Erica pulled back and smiled. "I think you know exactly what I'm thinking."

She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me down, only right before our lips pressed together I heard something out in her living room. We froze. I cocked an eyebrow. Erica's face was barely illuminated by the light from the city below, but she looked worried.

"I don't suppose you have a cat or something you didn't tell me about?" I asked.

"Nothing like that," Erica said.

There was a crash. As though someone was stumbling in the dark out there. "Is someone robbing you?"

Only Erica didn't look worried. No, she looked more pissed off than anything. She growled and disengaged from me. I wanted to whimper from the loss of contact, but at the same time I was suddenly very worried about who might be out there. Though it seemed ridiculous to think that a robber made their way up here considering all the security that had to be cleared before getting into Erica's apartment.

Not for the first time today I found myself wondering what the hell was going on even as I felt like I was missing some very important and needed to know information.

"I'm pretty sure that's not a burglar," Erica said. "There's no way they would've gotten past security or into the elevator or through my door."

"Well that's a relief," I said. Even if I was pissed off that we were being interrupted. "So who is it? An old girlfriend?"

I couldn't help but allow a little bit of jealousy to creep into my voice. A jealousy that was tempered by the show I was getting from Erica as she stood and pulled her clothes on. God she was beautiful. Even more so as she was bathed in the light from the city as her tight body was put on display. Just watching her pull her clothes on was far more erotically charged than even some of the things we'd just done. Things I'd never imagined doing with a girl, but boy had it been a hell of a lot of fun once I was trying it for the first time!

"No, not an old girlfriend or anything like that," Erica said. "Something much worse. Someone who has access to my apartment. That means it's probably Morgan."

"Who the hell is Morgan?"

"My bodyguard," she said. She didn't sound happy as she moved to the door and stepped out. I almost wanted to stop her. What if that really was a robber out there?

"Maybe I should come out there with you…"

"No," Erica said, maybe a little too fast. My eyes narrowed, though of course she wouldn't be able to see that in the darkness. I was suddenly suspicious. Why wouldn’t she want me out there to hear whatever it was she had to say to her bodyguard? It made me wonder if maybe there was something they had to talk about that I wasn't going to like. It was an odd stray thought, but there’d been those looks that had me thinking.

Given all the crazy stuff that had happened over the past week or two, especially given what I'd had to deal with today with strange pictures of me showing up on my boss’s desk and strange looks from Erica, I was  suspicious. Was that suspicion maybe a little over the top? Perhaps, but I’d love to see anyone else who'd experienced everything I'd been through over the past couple of days reacting any differently!

"Are you sure?" I asked. "If she's out there then it might have as much to do with me as anything else."

Erica took a deep breath. Let it out in a long sigh. Then she looked down at me and smiled, though for once that smile didn't seem entirely sincere. Maybe it was a trick of the lighting. Maybe it was that she genuinely wasn't sincere.

"Trust me," she said. "The less conversation you hear between me and that harpy my dad assigned to guard me the better.

"I really think that…"

I didn't get a chance to say anything else. Erica finished pulling her clothes on. It was a pretty nice show watching her pull those clothes on, but I was annoyed that she was ready to go and I wasn't. She grabbed that little remote used to control the apartment. My eyes narrowed. Why did she need that?

I hopped out of bed and started pulling my own clothes on, but by the time I did it was already too late. She stepped out and kicked the door shut behind her. I heard an audible click. A click that sounded a lot like a deadbolt moving into place, though it sounded off. My eyes widened as I realized exactly what had just happened. She'd use that remote to lock me in here. She'd actually locked me in her bedroom while she went out to talk with whoever was out there!

I couldn't believe it. I fumed. I finished pulling my clothes on with every intention of beating down that door. And if that didn't work then I was going to call the cops and tell them somebody was holding me hostage. Either way, I was going to raise hell. People did not lock me in apartments, no matter how lavishly appointed that apartment was!

Only when I moved over to the door I noticed something interesting. Something that had me thinking back to the tour earlier. When she tried to pull one of the doors shut and complained about an apartment that cost this much not having doors that latched appropriately. Apparently she had the same problem with the door here in her bedroom because it hadn't closed entirely. That was the source of that odd noise. The deadbolt had activated, but it activated into thin air because the door had popped back open after she kicked it shut.

I pushed at the door and it opened, completely silent. I breathed a thanks that Erica hadn't been able to get the people running the building to fix her doors yet. Because it kept me from getting locked up. That sent another flash of anger running through me. What kind of person locks someone in their room?

The kind of person who comes from a fabulously wealthy family and hasn't had to deal with much in the way of real-world consequences in their life. That's who. The thought ran through my mind unbidden, and I felt guilty, but at the same time it felt so very annoyingly true.

I pushed the door open and looked into the darkness. I heard voices in the distance. The door leading into Erica's room wasn't actually a door directly to her room. There was a small hall that blocked the view directly into her bedroom from the living room. A smart enough design to add some privacy in an open concept place like this. I quietly crept down the hall, barely even daring to breathe, as I stepped out and looked at Erica talking with another woman. Presumably her bodyguard. And as I looked at her bodyguard I was stunned.

I'd seen that woman before. Yesterday when we were at the bar. I'd recognize her anywhere. She was the woman who'd been wearing a business suit in a campus bar, of all things.

And suddenly a couple of things started to make more sense. That woman had to be the one who'd taken the picture Christine had earlier today. She was the cause of so much trouble. I immediately disliked her. There was something about the smug look on her face that made me want to walk into the room and punch her, but I did nothing of the sort.

It looked like she was packing, for one. She also seemed like the kind of wiry tough bitch who could hold her own in a fight. Plus I was very interested in hearing whatever the hell it was that had Erica so worried that she tried to lock me up. So I leaned back in the shadows and listened.

I was very interested in hearing whatever it was they were talking about.

 

 

 

 

 

 

15: The Shadow

 

I stepped out and looked down at the remote. Hit the button to lock it behind me and went to confront Morgan. I grimaced. I hated having to do that, but at the same time I didn't want  Nicole to hear anything Morgan might say. Nicole being in the middle of that conversation would just fuel the fire.

Given the tumultuous history I had with Morgan it wouldn't be completely out of the question for her to try and ruin things for me with a new girl. It wouldn't be the first time she'd tried something like that, though I had to admit the whole picture thing she'd done the night before went above and beyond, even by the standards of her unique blend of bitchiness and creepiness.

Not for the first time, I thought back to the night we'd shared a couple of years ago. I wondered if it was really worth it as I looked her up and down. That blonde hair that was so light that it was almost white. Pretty blue eyes that hid a black soul. A pretty enough face, and a body to kill for. She definitely kept in shape. The only problem was she was also probably one of the single worst people I'd ever met.

Also not for the first time it occurred to me that I could have her out of my life entirely with a quick word to my father. She’d be out the moment he realized we’d had that dalliance. I was sure that was one secret she kept from him in the interest of keeping her job. Only I didn't do it. And I had no intention of doing it.

The old adage of the devil you know what was still true with Morgan. Even if we had gone through that one fling, a fling and that had caused her to go a little crazy, at least it was a level of crazy I'd thoroughly explored and gotten used to dealing with over the past couple of years. No, better to have the crazy that I knew rather than run the risk of getting her fired and having to get used to the idiosyncrasies of a new bodyguard.

"So do you want to tell me what the hell you're doing in my apartment?"

Morgan smiled. "There was a time when you wouldn't have minded having me in your apartment so much."

"You can spare the jilted lover routine," I said. "That's neither here nor there. Now what are you doing here?"

"Fine, you don't want the jilted lover routine?"

Her eyes darted back towards the hall leading to my room. I looked over my shoulder, a sudden fear seizing me. There was no way Nicole could get out of there once I locked the deadbolt, and I figured I was going to pay one hell of a price for that once she got out, but it was better than her hearing this conversation. And of course she hadn't gotten out. No, there was nothing in that hall but darkness.

I turned back to Morgan. “Taking that picture was pretty low, even by your standards," I said.

Morgan shrugged. "What's it to you? Your dad asked me to do that one. The fact that it also happened to help me bury the ax in a personal grudge was icing on the cake."

I shook my head. "What did I ever do to you?"

"You know exactly what you did to me. And so I'm going to keep on returning the favor for as long as I can."

I shook my head. "You're crazy."

Morgan smiled and her eyes darted behind me once more. She smiled, but I didn't take the bait this time. No one was back there listening. Nicole was safely squirreled away in my room.

Morgan moved even closer. Wrapped her arms around me. I squeezed my eyes shut.

"Morgan, this isn't happening," I said.

"Are you so sure? You know your dad’s going to fire that girl tomorrow as soon as I tell him about everything that happened here tonight," she said.

"And what happened here tonight?" I asked.

"Don't try to play coy with me," Morgan said. "I heard those noises. I know exactly what they mean. I've heard them up close and personal before, after all."

I opened my eyes. "How long were you out here?"

"Long enough," she said. 

Her hand moved up and down my stomach. I wanted to stop her, but I was so angry that I was frozen. My mind had been short-circuited by the sheer audacity of what she was suggesting. To think she'd been out here all along, the entire time Nicole and I were…

"Just think about it. Now that she's out of the way we can pick up right where we left off. Your dad would never suspect a thing. It's perfect. The bodyguard and the heiress. It sounds way hotter than the intern and her supervisor, don't you think?"

Her hands moved up to a place I definitely didn't want her touching. I finally made a move to stop her, but then a loud noise from back towards my room pulled my attention away from Morgan's hands in places I didn't want them.

"Did you want to tell me what the hell is going on here?" Nicole’s voice rang out across the room.

I wheeled around. Morgan stayed exactly where she was, her arms around me even with me doing a little twirl. I moved to shove her aside, but from the way Nicole’s eyes flared. I'm sure it looked like I'd been caught and I was trying to not look like it.

"You knew your dad was going to try and fire me?" she asked.

Okay then. Not what I expected her to focus on, but it was fair enough. Her job was at risk, after all. I had avoided telling her anything about it because I was trying to think of a good way to break the news to her.

Looks like I screwed that one up big time.

"Nicole, I…"

Nicole held up a hand and I stopped. I was powerless in the face of that fury. It was a cold fury. She was quiet, cool, collected as she spoke. And with every word I felt myself sinking lower and lower.

"I decided to give you a chance earlier," she said. "I actually felt bad for you. Tried to put myself in your shoes. Tried to think about what it would be like to grow up living with an overbearing father like you've had to deal with, but now I find out you've been holding back from me? Even after I decided to trust you?"

"Nicole, I can explain…"

She shook her head. "No need to explain. It's pretty obvious. You obviously fucked this crazy bitch at some point and she thinks she still has a chance. She thinks getting between you and whoever the flavor of the month is will magically bring you back together. And you knew full well when you brought me over here tonight that your dad had every intention of firing me if you continued your relationship with me, and yet you decided it would be perfectly fine to go ahead and use me as a one night stand anyways!"

Her voice was getting louder and louder with each successive word until she was screaming by the end. I winced and turned away. I also noticed Morgan frowning. I'm sure she didn't like Nicole's characterization of what she was doing, but it seemed pretty spot on.

"I can work through all of that," Nicole said. "What I can’t work through is that you were so desperate to hide these bullshit secrets that you tried to lock me in your room. Lock me up! You’re every bit the spoiled little rich girl you try to pretend you aren’t, you know that? Who does that? I'm done. I gave you a chance, and you blew it."

And with that she brushed past me. Moved over to the door. Turned and frowned. "And by the way? The next time you decide to lock somebody in your room? It might be a good idea to double check that your stupid fucking door is latched before you lock it."

And with that she punched a button on the door. I'm not sure exactly what she hit, but the electric lock turned green with a beep and a click as the various deadbolts keeping the security door in place opened. She stepped through and slammed the door shut.

I let out a sigh. Suddenly I felt like a huge piece of shit. Here was a girl who liked me for who I was rather than for all the money I had. Here was a girl who gave me a chance despite all the craziness going on as a direct result of our relationship, and I didn't tell her everything. She'd walked out of my life because I hadn't been completely honest. I suppose that was the least I deserved, considering.

"Glad she's gone," Morgan said. "Now let's talk about us some more…"

I wheeled around on Morgan. "You really are as crazy as she said you are!" I shouted.

Nicole wasn't the only one who was operating on the edge. Something snapped inside me. I'd been putting up with my father's meddling in my life for so very long, and I was done. I wasn't joking around this time around. I didn't care what the consequences were. I didn't care if he disowned me and I was cut out of his inheritance. All I cared about was that his meddling was cut out of my life.

For good.

"Don't say that Erica," Morgan said. "I don't even have to tell him about everything that happened tonight. Now that she’s out of your life…"

She reached out and two of her fingers danced up my shoulder. I shrugged it off and pushed her back. Her eyes widened and she took a step forward, her hand balling into a fist.

"Try it," I said, some of that cold threatening Nicole showed off earlier coming to my voice. "Give me an excuse to file assault charges on top of getting your ass fired, because I'm not going to rest until that happens."

Morgan brought herself under control. She was nothing if not professional, that one night a couple of years ago and the craziness since notwithstanding. She sniffed. "I'd like to see you try." She said as she brushed past me and moved towards the door.

"I'm not going to try, Morgan," I said. "I'm done with him meddling in my life, and that includes being done with you in my life. I've had enough."

There was no response. Just a click as the door snapped shut behind her. Hopefully Nicole already made her way onto the elevator, because otherwise it was going to be an awkward ride down. Visions of two cats circling one another with their backs arched and tails twitching filled my head.

I was left alone in the ridiculously expensive apartment my father bought for me. A ridiculously expensive apartment that was a symbol of the shackles that bound me. Sure they were platinum shackles that looked very nice, but they were shackles nonetheless.

I know, poor little rich girl. Only as I stood there in the middle of the room with my life falling apart around me I was suddenly feeling very sorry for myself. Hey, my problems might be the kind of problems that you only get in the 1%, but they were still problems. I collapsed on my couch and started to cry. Quiet crying, wishing I had someone there to hold me. Of course the only person who'd probably volunteer was Morgan, even after I'd just threatened to get her fired, and the last thing I wanted was her back in my apartment.

One thing was for sure. I'd been completely serious. I was done with my father meddling in my life. I was done marching to someone else's beat. I was going to take control, and if that meant I was penniless and out on the streets, well then he could just deal with that sort of thing showing up in the gossip rags. I'd make him regret it, that was for damn sure!

Tomorrow was a new day, and even with everything that had happened I found myself looking forward to it. It was the first day of my life where I wasn’t going to let my last name call the shots. I just wished there was a way for me to make everything right with Nicole even as I tried to make things right in other aspects of my life, but I didn't see how that was going to happen.

Yeah, sitting on my couch and sobbing seemed like a pretty good thing to do considering how much I'd screwed things up.

 

 

 

 

 

 

16: Next Day

 

I was fuming as I made my way out of the elevator. The security guard at the front desk made a move as though he wanted to flag me down. Probably to sign out, even though I'd never signed in. I breezed right past him. I was so pissed off that I wasn't in a mood to deal with anyone's bull crap.

Including stupid Zeidner Corp. Including Christine. And so I pulled out my phone as I walked along the sidewalk, careful to keep a tight grip on the thing in case somebody with sticky fingers decided they were going to try and grab it out of my hands, and pulled up an email that had been sitting there for a few weeks now. An email that was part of a chain of emails I’d gotten and never responded to because nobody who worked for Christine responded to those emails on the off chance she somehow found out about it.

An email from Janet Yeager the headhunter. She might not be a great headhunter given her habit of emailing everyone on our floor constantly, but she was the only lifeline I had. I was going to grasp at that lifeline, damn it. I wasn’t going to take this lying down.

Before I’d been terrified that if I tried to quit Christine would do her best to ruin my career in the city. Well, now it appeared I'd pissed off the big man himself. What did I have to lose by talking to the infamous Janet?

So I shot off a quick email. Yes I was looking and if they happened to have any positions available I'd be happy to have a look. That there were no major changes to my resume. I left out some of the more salacious details surrounding my departure from Zeidner Corp.

I was surprised to see a response almost immediately. It was only a few lines, but it gave me hope.

"I'm surprised to hear from you. I've tried so many times to break through to your department at Zeidner, but I can never get anyone to respond. You're the first person to respond in at least five years. They must really keep you happy there!"

I barked out a short laugh. Was she serious? Five years would be about the amount of time Christine had ruled that department with her perfectly manicured iron fist. Janet the headhunter, a name whispered on the seventh floor but never responded to if you valued your job, had taken all the puzzle pieces and put them together completely wrong. Not that I could particularly blame her for that. It's not like somebody would assume things were as bad as they were under Christine. It spoke volumes about the level of terror Christine inspired in her workers that nobody had broken ranks yet.

"You have no idea. They’re probably refusing to talk to you because they're terrified for their jobs."

Once again the response was immediate. She must've been sitting right by her phone or her desk. "Really? Dragon lady for a boss? I’d heard rumors."

"You have no idea."

"Always wondered about that. Nice to see somebody brave enough to break rank. Maybe it will start an exodus."

I snorted and shook my head. "I don't think anybody has quite the unique circumstances I do, but you never know."

"Good. Let's talk. Why get in touch with me now?"

Why get in touch with her now? Well that was a story I definitely wasn't going to go into now. No, she just needed to know the basics, and if she thought she could work with that then we could go from there.

"It's just become abundantly clear that if I want my career to advance I'm going to have to go in a different direction. Away from Zeidner Corp."

"Fair enough. I can work with that."

I sighed, and for the first time that evening I almost felt relief. Almost. I still had to go into work tomorrow, and that was going to be one hell of a confrontation.

Only I actually found myself looking forward to it. I'd lashed out at Erika, but that was only a fraction of the anger I felt. No, as I started a back and forth with that headhunter on my way home I was feeling better and better with every passing moment. And I was looking forward to going into the office in the morning and unleashing some pent-up anger on a certain woman who thought sitting in her office playing solitaire all day while she put all her work on me was a job well done.

 

 

The next morning I walked onto the seventh floor ready to do battle.

For a wonder, Christine wasn't waiting at my cubicle like the day before. I wondered if Erica had a change of heart about everything and she'd finally stood up to her father, but then I saw Christine hiding in her office. No, of course she hadn't had a conversation with her dad. Any conversation she had would naturally lead to Christine. More specifically to Christine not being here this morning to hide in her fortress of laziness. The last hope I had for our relationship was dashed as Christine looked up and I saw the smile on her face.

I stopped by my cubicle long enough to verify that Erica wasn't there. Of course she wasn't. After everything that happened last night I wouldn't want to show my face on this floor if I were her either.

God I couldn't believe her. For one brief and shining moment I'd been willing to trust her. Willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. Hell, I'd wanted to believe her. Maybe that's why I was so easily able to delude myself in that moment.

Well there was no more deluding myself. No more going with the flow, for that matter. I'd put up with enough bullshit from this company, and I was done. Sure the person I really wanted to lash out at was probably up on the top floor laughing with dear old dad about the fun she had at the low-level employee’s expense, but Christine would do in a pinch. She'd certainly caused me enough heartache.

I thought about stopping by Amber’s cubicle but didn’t. I hadn’t seen much of her since all this bullshit started. I’d been too busy keeping an eye on Erica and then keeping more than an eye on Erica. I felt bad that our work friendship was going to end like this, but at the same time I didn’t want to have her affected by any blowback that came from what I was about to do to Christine.

I could always call her later. Nothing said I had to make a clean break with everyone at Zeidner Corp., after all.

Once I'd verified Erica wasn't in the cubicle I breezed right past and into Christine's office. I sat down and put my feet up on her desk. Hey, I figured if I was leaving the place then I might as well leave in style. Already through the glass windows all around me I could see heads popping up like so many prairie dogs who'd been conditioned to pop up when they detected danger. Only in this case the danger was Christine's massive temper. 

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" Christine asked.

"I think the real question is what the hell do you think you're doing? Do you really think you're going to last forever like this? Letting other people do your work for you?"

She blinked, her eyes going wide. It was worth losing my job to see that momentary annoyance moving across her face, but then she quickly got herself under control. Resumed her usual annoyed look capped off with puckering lips that looked for all the world like a cat's asshole.

"You have some nerve, dating the CEO’s daughter in clear violation of company policy!"

I shrugged. "What can I say? I figured if I was going to fuck up then I might as well fuck up big!"

"You should watch your language around me," Christine said. "That's the sort of conduct we don't put up with here on the seventh floor."

Her smile grew even wider. It wasn't a pleasant smile. I didn't think she had it in her to give off a pleasant vibe. No, anger and annoyance at being stuck in a middle-management job for the rest of her career coupled with a desire to keep anyone down who showed potential for advancing past the middle-management hell she'd found herself in was about all that made up Christine’s world.

"What are you going to do Christine? Fire me?"

She sniffed. "Firing is too good for you. The big man has sent down word. I'm supposed to make you realize exactly who it is that's in charge around here," she said.

"I seriously doubt he said that, but go ahead," I said.

"You're to be given even more work. And you'll keep up with it if you know what's good for you," she said.

I raised my eyebrows. "More work? Really? And I don't suppose that work would be mostly your work? Give you more time to sit in here and play solitaire?"

"What I do with my time is…"

"Don't worry Christine, you're going to have a lot more interesting things to do with your time than play ‘90s video games here soon. I quit."

That felt good. It felt as though a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. Years of putting up with her bullshit, and it was all gone with those two words. Two wonderful words that I should’ve said a long time ago.

"You what?" she asked.

"I quit. I'm not working for you anymore. Take this job and shove it. I'm not sure how many ways I can put it before you'll understand," I said.

I stood and headed for the door. Meanwhile behind me she was spluttering. I heard pens go clattering to the floor as she stood.

"Wait! Maybe I was a little over the top with my punishment…"

I turned and grinned. "Overstepping your bounds just a little, Christine? Is my quitting going to cause a problem for you? Is someone high up going to take a good long look at why I decided to quit when I was just supposed to get a write-up or something?"

"I…"

For the briefest of moments there was a delicious mix of emotion on her face. Panic, terror, and I knew that I was right. She'd probably been told to write me up. She definitely wasn't supposed to try and force more of her work on me. But she’d done it, tried to take advantage of the situation, and now I was quitting. 

Not that I had any intention of doing anything other than quitting, anyways, but let her think she was the thing that pushed me over the edge. That would make it far more interesting if questions did get asked. I had a feeling Erica might ask a few, even if she couldn't do anything about it. She wasn't the one in charge, after all.

"You're not going to get a reference from me," Christine said. "The company you're going to…"

I laughed. "You really think I'm going to fall for that one, Christine? I know what you've done with everyone else's career. Use you as a reference? You can burn in hell before I’ll ever put you on my resume. Have a nice day!"

Christine's mouth worked but she didn't say anything. I stepped out and made sure to give her door a jolly good slam. Then I moved over to my cubicle where I collapsed back in my chair, my body shaking. That had been fun, to be sure, but at the same time it had been terrifying. For one brief and shining moment I'd lived the dream. I'd gone in and told my asshole boss exactly what I thought of her. I'd left her in one hell of a lurch where she was going to have to try and figure out all the work I'd been doing for her without any documentation. Not that I thought she could really do it in the first place. She was going to get questions from her bosses when output went down.

I almost regretted that I wouldn’t be around to see any of that.

I started gathering up my things, but my body was still shaking from the sheer exertion of what I'd just pulled off. It was crazy, but damn had that been fun.

"Leaving so soon?" A voice said from the cubicle entrance. Soft and quiet. Almost hesitant.

I turned and my eyes narrowed. Erica stood there, looking almost hesitant to step into the cubicle. Good. I didn't have anything to say to her. I'd been jerked around by this company enough, and she was at the top of the company, after all.

Or almost at the top. Either way, after the way she acted last night I wanted nothing to do with her.

"We need to talk Nicole," Erica said.

I glanced up as I grabbed the few things I kept at my cubicle. I'd never actually put all that much effort into decorating the place. I'd learned quickly after starting here exactly what kind of a boss Christine was, and there'd been a part of me that hadn't wanted to get too comfortable here from the outset. Even though I'd ended up being here for two years despite not wanting to get too comfortable.

"Fine Erica," I said. "Let's talk."

I made a point of not looking directly at her. Looking directly at her would be like looking directly at the sun. She might have broken my heart last night with the bullshit she pulled, but she was still beautiful. When I looked at her I still saw the same entrancing woman who'd opened my eyes to an incredible new world of possibility. I could still feel her touch against my body. The taste of her kiss against my lips.

Yeah, looking at her and letting emotion override the cool anger surging inside me was the last thing I needed. And so I concentrated on my desk even though there wasn't anything else to pick up.

"I…"

"Did you know your dad was threatening my job if you kept up with me?" I asked.

A pause. "… Well yeah?"

"And you decided not to share that critical information with me before climbing into bed with me?"

A couple of days ago I might’ve kept that closer to the chest. Now, though, I didn’t give a flying fuck who heard that I’d had a little fun with my intern. It’s not like I was gong to stick around to socialize with anyone on this floor. Other than maybe Amber. She could keep me up to date on all the gossip after I blew this popsicle stand.

A sigh. "Yes."

"And did you not tell me anything about what was going on with you and your bodyguard?"

"What happened between us is so ancient history that…"

I raised a hand and cut her off. "I'm not interested in whether or not what happened between the two of you is or isn't ancient history. All I want to know is was there a history between you and the crazy girl who took pictures of us and spread them around the office?"

"Yes."

"And once more you didn't think it was necessary to give me any sort of warning that something like that might happen? You thought it would be better to just pull me into your world and hope everything worked out?"

I looked up at her and her mouth was working, but she didn't say anything. What could she say? I'd caught her lying to me, and after I’d decided to give her one hell of the benefit of the doubt. Was I being maybe a little irrational? Sure. I could admit that to myself. But at the same time I was so pissed off that it's not like recognizing my irrationality was going to change how I responded to this clusterfuck. I was hurt. I was mad. And I was lashing out at anything convenient. First Christine, and now Erica.

I stood and brushed past her. Closed my eyes as I felt her body pressing against mine. I was going to miss that, but then again it's not like she was the only girl in the world. I’d discovered something new about myself, and I could thank her for that, but I figured I could also find that with another girl.

Still, I would always remember my first. It would be a bittersweet memory that was more bitter than sweet, but it was a part of me now whether I liked it or not.

I looked around at everyone staring at the scene I’d made. Okay, maybe our voices had gotten a little louder than I'd intended. I smiled. I figured if I was going to make a scene then I might as well make one hell of a scene. I looked at Erica. Leaned in and gave her a kiss. Her eyes widened in surprise but then she smiled and responded, her arms wrapped around me. Our tongues danced with one another as people gasped all around us. And when I pulled away I was breathing heavily. Damn could that girl kiss! It made what I was about to say even harder.

"You're pretty, and I have to thank you for what you showed me, but you have a lot to learn about relationships. You’re so worried that people are only going to see your money, but when I saw the real you, all I really saw in the end was a spoiled little rich girl who was used to getting her way."

Erica blinked and her face colored as though she'd been slapped. I pivoted and walked to the elevator door. Hit a button and waited. Concentrated on breathing. Concentrated on anything but the powerful emotion that was welling up inside me. Threatening to overwhelm me. That last bit had been beyond the pale. It had really been one hell of a low blow. It'd probably been the single bitchiest thing I'd ever said to someone in my life, and I felt horrible the moment it left my lips.

And as I stood there in front of the elevator watching the numbers climb lower and lower I felt the anger draining from my body. That is sweet anger that had sustained me the entire morning. That anger that had made it feels so good when I said that nasty thing it to Erica. That some nasty thing that I couldn't very well take back. Not now.

I stepped onto the elevator and hit the button for the first floor. I even managed to wait until the doors closed before I finally broke down and burst into tears. The first girl I'd ever felt myself truly falling for, and it ended like this. What a shame. What a damn shame. Even getting away from this dead-end job and out from under Christine's authoritarian thumb wasn't enough to take away the sting. It wasn't enough to purge the memory of what I'd just done to a girl I felt so strongly for.

Talk about a confused jumble of feelings. Anger, regret, guilt, and over it all a longing for Erica. If that didn't describe the mess of emotions that came along with a messy breakup then I don't know what did.

I could feel sorry for myself later. For now I needed to get my crying under control before I stepped out into the lobby and made another scene.

 

 

 

 

 

 

17: Father/Daughter

 

Anger, confusion, guilt, and overriding all of that was a longing desire for Nicole. I could still feel her taste on my lips. I wanted more.

It was crazy. I'd only been on a couple of dates with her, and even that was being generous by including that first night we spent out at the bar, and yet this sure as hell felt like a breakup for a relationship that had lasted a lot longer than that. I suppose the bond we'd shared was just that intense. Just that powerful.

And now it was gone. Gone mostly because of me, though there was that angry part of me that thought Nicole wasn't being entirely fair. Then again, considering everything I'd done to her I suppose she had the right to not be entirely fair getting pissed off at me.

As I stared out across the cubicle farm I found myself getting even more angry than before. I was angry at the company. Angry at the situation I'd been put in, though more than anything I was angry at one man in particular. And so as soon as the elevator doors closed I made my way over to the elevator myself. I was royally pissed off, and there was one person in particular I needed to talk to about it.

Well, to be fair I probably should try to talk to Nicole as well, but she wasn't going to be easy to track down. She’d be long gone from the lobby by the time I got down there. I knew exactly where dear old dad was, though. The architect of all of this misery. He was up on the top floor. Nice and easy to find.

I focused on my anger as I traveled up to the top floor. I let the hate and anger flow through me. By the time I reached the top floor I had a good head of steam going. I was ready to do battle.

"Excuse me Miss Zeidner, can I help you?" His secretary asked as I breezed past her. I stopped to give her a quick smile. She really was a pretty thing. I could understand why dear old dad wanted to keep her around, even if I was frustrated by the double standard she so clearly represented. A double standard that had a direct impact on my own life.

"He’s in the board room?" I asked, nodding in that direction.

"Yes. They're having a meeting with the board right now and…"

"That's all I need to know, thanks," I said. And I pushed past her.

"Miss Zeidner! You can't go in there! Erica!"

I ignored her as I moved into the board room. Both doors open and slammed shut behind me. I was a spoiled little rich girl, was I? Well. Spoiled little rich girls ignored the help, and that's all his secretary was. Even if she did provide some extra services above and beyond what secretaries usually provided to their employers. Outside of dramas about business in the 1960s, that is.

The men in the board jumped and turned to face me. Some smiled, others frowned. All of them knew who I was, of course. Most of them were smiling by the end. They might not like being interrupted, but at the same time they knew who would be taking over the company one day. I smiled. It was time to see how far some of that last name muscle could be flexed. I pointed to the door.

"All of you. Out. Now."

That finally got my father's attention. He leaned forward on one hand. "Now just what do you think…"

"Out! All of you! Now!"

There was a stunned silence in the boardroom for a moment, and then all of these men who were at least three times my age got up and shuffled out. I blinked in surprise. I didn't think that would actually work. Some of them nodded. Most of them just gave me awkward and impotent glares. What I was doing definitely wasn't the height of propriety, but I didn't give a fuck.

Dear old dad at least had the good grace to wait until everyone was out of the room before the explosion came.

"Just what the hell do you think you're doing young lady?"

I stalked across the board room. If I was a cat my tail would be swishing back and forth. I was livid. I was seeing red. I didn't give a damn about the consequences. Let him cut me off. I'd welcome the freedom. Even if I would be impoverished. Though I wouldn’t stay impoverished for long in today’s media client. I could trade on my last name in a way that would make dear old dad regret ever cutting funding.

"I think the real question is what the hell do you think you're doing?" I said. He moved to stand and I pressed a finger firmly against his chest. Pushed back until he was down in the chair again. His eyes went wide in shock, but he didn't say anything.

"How dare you send that crazy bitch to spy on me. How dare you try to ruin another one of my relationships because you don't approve!"

"If it affects the way the company is perceived then I'll do what I damn well please!" he said.

"No you won't," I said. "Never again. You're not meddling in my life anymore. You don't make those decisions for me. You let me make my decisions, and you let me make my own mistakes."

He looked me up and down. "And what makes you think I'm going to go along with anything like that?"

"Because if you don't then I'm out of your life. I don't care if I have to move into a shack in the middle of nowhere just to make ends meet. It will be worth it to get away from you trying to meddle in my life."

"You wouldn't," he said.

Okay then. He wanted to call bluffs? Well then I’d hit the nuclear button. The one thing I could do that would truly terrify the old man. Actually drag his name through the mud. If he was going to accuse me of the crime then I could go ahead and pull it off. Might as well have the fun if I was going to do the time anyways.

"You're right. I wouldn't do that. Not really fitting with my lifestyle. I'd go on a reality show. I'd become America's next top heiress, or some bullshit like that. You don't want anything approaching impropriety to approach your company's name? Imagine me becoming the face of spoiled rich girls around the world. I’ll do everything you’re secretly terrified of. Everything I’d held off from enjoying over the years because I wanted to stay in your good graces. Well I’m done. If I’m doing the time then I’m doing the crime unless you back off."

"You were always so irresponsible, but maybe we could talk this over…"

I grinned. Nice to know I had his attention.

“Irresponsible? How about I show you responsible instead?”

Yeah. I’d show him just how responsible I could be while also doing a little bit of good for the people down on the seventh floor. It was probably too late to do any good for Nicole, it looked like she was making a triumphant exit and cleaning out her desk by the time I got there, but I could do some good for the other people who had to suffer under Christine's iron fist.

So I pulled out a flash drive and attached it to the computer that was attached to the board room projector. Fired it up and pulled up a little presentation I'd worked on the night before in a fit of anger-fueled insomnia.

"What's this?" he asked.

"It's what you sent me down to the seventh floor to do," I said. "Now sit down, shut up, and let me go over everything."

And for a wonder that's exactly what he did. He sat back with his arms crossed, that frown still on his face as I went over facts and figures for the department. The output before a certain sexy somebody was hired a couple of years ago. The improvements in output afterwords. A quick audit of all the login records and work logs under those logins cross referenced with the work they were supposed to be doing. One glaring fact stood out. Most of the work of that was supposed to be handled by Christine was actually being handled by Nicole. It was all there, plain as day, if anyone was interested in having a look around.

Apparently no one had been terribly interested until I went digging.

When I was done I glanced over at him, a scowl still on my face, though to my surprise there was a smile spreading on his.

"How did you get access to those systems?" he asked. "I told them to give you a regular intern’s access."

"Yeah, about that. It turns out that if you wake up the head of IT in the middle of the night and tell him what your real name is you suddenly get a lot more privileges than what your dear old dad might want you to have. You might’ve been able to pull the same stunt if they had computers back when you were young enough to do the whole intern-in-disguise routine."

He frowned at the dig at his age but didn’t rise to the bait. "You bullied the head of IT into giving you that access?"

He shook his head and chuckled. Definitely not the reaction I expected. I figured he'd be pissed off. Why was he laughing?

"Well yeah? Isn’t that what you’d do?"

"My dear, I've been trying to get that man to do what I wanted for years, and it never worked. You just pull off the impossible last night!"

He slapped the table as he continued laughing, and then he wiped a tear from his eye.

"I'm a little confused. Why the hell are you happy about this? Why aren't you pissed off?"

The smile only got broader. He stood and to my surprise swept me up in a huge hug.

"Are you kidding? Erica, I've been waiting for this moment for years!"

I blinked. He was hugging me? He never hugged. Seriously, what the hell was going on here?

“What moment have you been waiting for?"

"This moment. The moment when you finally stood up for yourself. The moment when you stopped taking my shit and actually came back at me with some facts and figures to back it up rather than the teenage angst I've been used to dealing with for the past few years."

I blinked. I felt myself getting even more angry.

"You mean all those times you acted like a complete dick to me were a test?"

He shrugged. He also had the good grace to at least look a little embarrassed. Barely. He was a man who didn't have much in the way of shame, after all. The way he bought a new sports car every year like clockwork for the secretaries he swapped out every four to five years like clockwork was proof enough of that.

"What can I say? I wanted to make sure you were ready to take over."

I squeezed my eyes shut. I moved my hands up and started massaging at my temples.

"So you've done your best this entire time to make me completely miserable? To ruin my life?"

He leaned forward. "Now listen here. I never disapproved of anything you did in your life. Only when you were doing something that could look bad for the Zeidner brand."

"Like blonde model number eleven sitting out there at your desk waiting to come in and take some dictation?"

He snorted and for a wonder he smiled. "What can I say? You have to live under the rules for a little while before you're allowed to break them."

I fixed him with my best glare. It was nothing approaching how intimidating he could be, but I liked to think I had a little bit of the family ability to make subordinates quake in their shoes. The only problem was he wasn't anything approaching a subordinate.

"Does that mean I get to start breaking rules now?"

He snorted again. "What do you think you did last night when you bullied the head of IT into giving you the sort of information I can’t even get him to give up?”

I stumbled back and fell into a very comfy leather chair. The thing was pretty damn comfortable. I could get used to sitting in a chair like this. It was nothing like the ratty old monstrosity they'd dug out of some godforsaken supply closet somewhere and given me when I started my “internship.”

"I'm glad to hear you say that," I said. "Because there are a few rules I want to start breaking right now."

"I assume you're talking about the irregularities down on the seventh floor?" he asked.

"Actually I was talking about my personal life, but let’s tackle that since we might actually be able to fix it. You knew?"

"I suspected. Suspecting is a hell of a lot different from knowing. One of the lessons you learn pretty quickly at the top is there are a lot of people who will try to hide things from you in the name of their own job security. Usually you want to get rid of that kind of person immediately, but it’s not always that easy. I'm not quite sure how things got so bad down there in this particular case, but I do know there needs to be a bit of cleaning."

I grinned. "Good. I have a pretty good idea of exactly where you can start."

"You went through and verified all these records?"

"Certainly. Christine has been forcing Nicole to do most of her work for a good chunk of the past couple of years. I have records showing work logs for Nicole and access to files she's not supposed to have access to. Doing work that's far beyond her level. I even went through and did a quick study of activity and determined that Christine is spending most of her days either surfing the Internet or playing solitaire."

My dad pulled out a pair of reading glasses as he looked over the paperwork I'd prepared for him. Paperwork was more his style, so I'd been sure to include a hard copy. A man of his age could only go so far with technology. The number of times I had to help him get into his email, a skill that had incidentally prepared me for my fight with the director of IT the night before, had taught me that.

"Damn it," he said. "I assume you verified these logs?"

"Sure did. You just fired the person who was responsible for keeping that floor productive because you didn't like her dating me."

He waved a dismissive hand. "You know I don't care about the whole dating girls thing. Do whatever you want. I just didn't want the appearance of impropriety while you were doing your secret internship. I didn't want anything else that could be used against you when I brought the information you to gather."

He paused for a moment. Something seemed to hit him. He blinked.

“Did you say she was fired?”

“She was cleaning out her desk when I stopped by.”

“Damn. I didn’t tell Christine to do anything like that,” he muttered.

“Are you really surprised she overstepped her bounds like that?” I asked.

He frowned. “I suppose not. We’ll have to try and fix that.”

“You’re telling me.”

"Everything you have here should be more than an enough to start fixing things. Now the question is whether you want to do that yourself or if you want me to have my people take care of it."

"I definitely want to take care of it myself. And afterwards we’re going to have to figure out how to get Nicole back."

He pulled down his reading glasses. Regarded me for a long moment. "Get her back for business or personal reasons?"

"Both."

He shrugged. "Fair enough. Your internship is over. I trust you to do what needs to be done. And I can assure you there will be a vice president position waiting for you when you graduate in a few months."

I blinked. "That's it? Just like that?"

"Well you are my daughter. It isn’t exactly nepotism if you're going to inherit the company. You have to learn how to run the damn thing sometime, it’s not like you’re going to learn how to do things from the top down in the mail room or something like that, so why not start now?"

There was a certain logic to that. Like a mother bird pushing her hatchlings out of the nest to either fly or fall and break their neck. I grimaced. Not exactly the most comforting of analogies. Then again, that also perfectly suited my father's attitude towards child rearing. 

He reached across the table to shake my hand. I regarded his hand in the same way a small furry woodland critter might regard a snake hissing and rattling at them. He'd never made a gesture of affection like that. Aside from that weird hug, of course. I gingerly took his hand and gave it a firm shake which he reciprocated. It felt weird. Definitely not the kind of father daughter moment we'd ever shared before, but then again maybe things were changing. 

I gathered up my paperwork and looked to the door where the board members were standing milling about and grumbling. I grinned. There was a new sheriff in town. Now I just had to prove I was worthy of all the power dear old dad had given me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

18: Head Hunted

 

"You did what?"

"Well I… I sort of quit. Spectacularly."

"I’d say so. That's not the sort of thing somebody does if they're looking for another job in the same field in the same city," Janet said.

"But you said it wouldn't be a big deal that I was quitting and wouldn't have a reference. You made it sound like you already had a couple of jobs that were lined up and in the bag!"

"I always tell people there’s something in the bag. Its my job to give you hope while I’m looking. What I didn't say was that you could go in and act like a complete unprofessional ass!" Janet said.

I blinked and looked at my phone. Did she really say what I thought she just said? Who was being unprofessional? There was a pause.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I reacted poorly. I can still work with this, maybe, but what you've done is going to make it a little more difficult. Even if we don't have to deal with a direct report, word travels fast. How many people are working in the cubicles at your old job? How many of them have friends who have moved on to other jobs?"

"None, as far as I know," I said.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean it's pretty well known that Christine will do her best to sabotage anyone’s career if they dare leave her personal hell. I'm pretty sure there aren't all that many people who have job elsewhere in the city. Most have to travel far and wide to have any hope of gainful employment without sabotage."

There was a pause on the other end again. "Whatever. I can still work with this."

There was something about the tone of her voice that gave me pause. That made me wonder if I hadn't made a huge mistake in going out with a bang like that. Sure it had been fun at the time, but it was starting to look like it was one hell of a major mistake. I was starting to wonder what the hell I'd been thinking.

I wasn't thinking. Not really. That was the problem. I'd been so caught up in being angry at Nicole, angry at Christine, angry at my situation in life. I got drunk on that anger. I'd let it overwhelm me. Let it take over.

Well now the hangover was calling, and it could very well mean the end of my career in this city. Damn it. Visions of being forced to move back home dance through my head. It wasn't fair. All I wanted was to get a good job out of school, work hard and get rewarded for it, and instead I'd been stuck working for the troll lady of the seventh floor at Zeidner Corp. And I'd gotten involved with the boss’s daughter in a major way that probably didn't bode well for my long term career prospects. Great. That's what happened when I did my thinking under the influence of rage. Never again.

There was another pause on the other end followed by a sigh. Yeah, this lady was definitely skirting the boundaries of professionalism, but it's not like I could say anything about it. She was my lifeline. I'd done something stupid, and now she was the only one who could pull my bacon out of the frying pan.

"Are there any other surprises I need to know about before I start sending out your resume?"

Were there any more surprises? Oh boy were there all sorts of surprises. Only I was afraid that if I let her know any of those surprises it would be the end of our working relationship.

It was definitely giving me a new perspective on how Erica had been acting the night before. I could suddenly very much understand not wanting to give away a secret that could result in one hell of a blowup. And it's not like the stakes were all that high with my relationship with Janet. Just my future job potential in this city, is all. Sure it seemed like a lot to me, but compared to a potential lost love and an assured lost fortune?

Peanuts.

Still, I figured I might as well tell her everything. At least she should know how royally I'd screwed up even if the people she was courting on my behalf didn’t necessarily need to know.

"I kind of got in trouble for getting a little too up close and personal with an intern I was supervising," I said.

Another sigh. That seemed to be her only response to my stupidity. Not that I could blame her. What I'd done was pretty boneheaded. Now that the anger was subsiding and I didn't have anything else to sustain me I was left wondering what the hell I’d been thinking.

"Anything else?"

"Would it be bad if it turned out my intern was also Mr. Zeidner's daughter going incognito to get some experience in the company? I promise I didn’t know when I got involved with her."

"Well that's definitely the most unique reasons someone's ever given me for going in a different direction," Janet said. "I'll see what I can do, but I'm definitely not as optimistic now as I was before. You really shouldn't have quit until you were sure you had something new lined up. You never quit until you're sure you have something new lined up."

"Trust me. I couldn't stay another minute at that place," I said.

"Like I said, I'll see what I can do. I can't promise it's going to be in the same city though. I’m not a miracle worker."

"That's fair," I said. At this point I was starting to think that a change of scenery, hell maybe even a change of coasts or a change of country, would be just what the doctor ordered. I took a couple of years of Japanese back in high school. I wondered if that would be enough to get me by in the business world over there. Boku wa baka desu ka? Hai.

Yeah, probably not enough to get by. The only thing taking those classes had ever been good for was attracting the wrong sort of attention from the kind of guy who took all his social cues from foreign cartoons. Yuck.

"Don't worry too much," Janet said. Her voice was that sort of forced breezy that was the domain of somebody who was selling something and afraid you weren't going to buy it. Particularly worrying since she’d opened the call by basically telling me it was her job to blow smoke up my ass.  Though in this case she was probably seeing her commission  going up in flames. This was probably the tallest order anyone had ever given a headhunter before.

"Other people have difficulties, and I still managed to find a place for them. Just keep your chin up, and live off of your savings for a little bit. Everything will be okay."

"Yeah. Okay," I said, suddenly feeling sick to my stomach. 

I didn't bother explaining that I didn't have anything in the way of savings. I had my retirement fund that I suppose I could dip into, it's not like I was going to need it for another forty years or so God willing, but I was reluctant to do that. And besides, there wasn't much money in that account to begin with. Definitely not enough for me to live for more than a couple of weeks. Like so many other people in my generation, I was living paycheck to paycheck and well and truly screwed if those paychecks stopped coming in. Which they were about to.

I took full responsibility for the stupid decisions that led to this moment, but it didn't make the moment sting any less.

A click and she was gone. I imagined her on the other end of the line breathing a sigh of relief that she didn't have to talk to me and deal with my ridiculous situation anymore. I imagined my file going to the bottom of her pile, or maybe even into the circular file at the side of her desk.

No. I wasn't going to think like that. I was going to stay positive. I wasn't going to dwell on losing my job, though it would be more accurate to say I'd thrown it away. I definitely wasn't going to concentrate on the lingering pain of losing Erica. We'd only gone on a couple of dates, after all, and that last one ended spectacularly. It's not like I lost much.

And yet I couldn't help but think I'd lost a hell of a lot. The girl who'd introduced me to a whole new world. Gone.

Damn it.

My phone buzzed and pulled me away from the pity party. I pulled it up and smiled to see a message from Amber. Good old reliable Amber.

“Ready for some good gossip?”

“Sure, shoot,” I said. It’d been a couple of days since my spectacular exit. I figured things had enough time to percolate nicely since then.

“We just got done having a lovely group meeting between Christine and everyone on the floor. She stood in front of her office and made everyone stand in that open square around. Basically yelled at us for a half hour asking if anyone knew what you were up to when you left and implying that you deliberately sabotaged her.”

I snorted. Of course she’d say something like that. Easier to throw the person who just departed under the bus than to deal with her own failings as a manager, after all. It stung just a little that she was pulling that, but only just a little. After all, I was free of the bullshit. It’s not like she could level those accusations or go off the deep end while I was forced to sit there and take it anymore.

“So did anyone fess up?” I asked.

It might be possible for her to piece together everything I’d been working on if she really worked at it and put together all the emails I’d sent out to various people in the department. She could even go in and check my records in the system if she was feeling particularly diligent, but diligence and work weren’t exactly Christine’s strong suits. I still marveled that she’d been able to get promoted to her current level of incompetence. The joys of corporate America, I suppose.

“No one’s talking,” Amber shot back. “Not sure if they really don’t know what you were doing or if they’re just stonewalling, but the way Christine blew her stack when she realized she wasn’t going to get any help was amazing. I’m surprised no one’s reported her for it.”

I chuckled. The first laugh I’d had since quitting. It was good to know that my abrupt departure was at least causing some trouble for my old nemesis. I could only hope that her situation would spiral more and more out of control with each passing day. And it looked like I was going to get updates on the regular thanks to Amber acting as my mole on the inside.

Suddenly things were looking up again. Sure I was still in the same dire situation I’d been in just moments ago, but somehow knowing that Christine, the architect of so much misery in my life over the past couple of years, was finally having some of that misery come around to bite her in the ass made my crappy situation sting that much less.

I suppose you had to take the wins with the losses.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

19: New Sheriff

 

Three days. Three damn days that bitch had been allowed to continue running business as usual down there on the seventh floor. Three days of fuming and biding my time. Not going back to my cubicle because I knew I’d explode the moment I saw her.

Three days of not being able to take the first step of a path that I hoped would lead me back into Nicole’s good graces. Three days without her. Three days thinking of how much I’d screwed up. How much I’d acted every bit the spoiled little rich girl she claimed I was.

Three days of self-imposed torture. Dad wanted to just fire her and be done with it. I wanted to give her enough time to hang herself by the noose she’d been so helpfully winding for the past two years. I figured a couple of days of torture was the least she deserved, but not what she was going to get.

Firing was too good for her.

So I was still fuming with all the raw anger I’d felt three days ago when Christine fired Nicole as I watched the numbers going down on the elevator. I suppose I should be happy. This was a sign dear old dad was finally letting up just a little.

Yeah, he was letting up. Just a little, but at what cost? I'd had a pretty damn good thing going with Nicole. I'd felt something with her that I hadn’t with other girls. Other girls were just one night stands.

With her I could see so much more, and now all those hopes were dashed. Maybe I was being a romantic fool. Maybe I was acting a little over the top and blowing a couple of dates and a good rapport on the job way out of proportion. Still, I couldn't help but feel that this final "fuck you" mind game from dear old dad had cost me something pretty special.

At least he was doing his best to try and make it better. All part of the newer softer dad who knew I was no longer taking his shit. It felt weird.

And already I was racking my brain. I was desperately trying to figure out how the hell I was going to get her back. And I just didn't know. I'd screwed things up pretty well, and from what I read in Christine's report about what happened that morning Nicole had left in a pretty spectacular fashion. Hell, I’d been part of that spectacular exit in that one brief shining moment when she kissed me and I thought everything was going to be okay.

Fat chance.

That report had been interesting, not the least of which because half the stuff had probably been made up on the spot to make her look good. I looked down at the paperwork in my hands. I was going to start the path to making things better. Even if they didn’t ever get better with Nicole I could at least rest assured that I’d made life better for an entire floor of workers by removing a vindictive harpy from a position of power.

A part of me was terrified about doing this, but then again I suppose I had to start doing this sort of thing eventually. And who better to learn on than with a woman who I already despised? I grinned. I couldn't think of anyone who’d be a better test run. I stepped out onto the seventh floor and made my way directly to the giant glass cube in the center. The thing really was an impressive bit of architecture. It was a pity it was wasted on someone who was such an incompetent manager. That was about to change though. I opened the door and moved to sit in front of her desk. I even kicked my legs up and crossed them.

From the way her eyes went wide and then narrowed she didn't miss the not-so-subtle hint there. She'd been very clear about how scandalized she was that Nicole had done this very thing when Christine was trying to fire her. Well, let her steam about someone else doing it. It was time she learned there was a new sheriff in town, and I wasn't afraid to do what needed to be done.

"Come to apologize for the stunt you pulled?"

I blinked. "Why would I do that? I have nothing to apologize for."

"Fraternizing with your supervisor? That seems like a pretty big deal to me," she said.

"That would be a pretty big deal, but maybe a write up at most. Definitely not cause to fire someone. Wouldn't you agree, Christine?"

Her eyes darted around. She suddenly had the look of a hunted animal. Good. The predator had her scent, and it was time to move in for the kill.

"In fact, I understand Nicole ended up leaving over something very similar. You wouldn't know anything about that, would you Christine?"

That hunted look got even more pronounced. Her eyes darted around as though she was looking for help from someone. Of course there was no one here who would help her. I understood from the increasingly frantic reports she was sending to her bosses about why no work was getting done that the floor was practically in a state of mutiny. Not that I could blame them. Not after her reign of terror.

No one was willing to fall on their sword for this boss. She created such a toxic culture that I'm sure everybody would applaud when she was put in her place.

“Nicole didn’t get fired. She quit of her own free will. That’s not my problem that she doesn’t know when to be thankful for what she has. I propped her up for too long. I was too soft on her and look how she repaid me!”

"She quit? Because in another report you sent up to HR you made it very clear you fired her. So which is it, Christine? One way you falsified corporate documents and that could have serious legal ramifications. The other way you really overstepped your bounds and disobeyed an order from the owner. Which one are you going to choose?"

"Who do you think you are? You might be Zeidner’s daughter, but right now you’re also just an intern!"

I decided now was as good a time as any for the dramatic reveal. I fumbled in my pocket for the brand-new keycard they'd created for me a few days back complete with a brand-new picture and my real name on it.

"See what it says on there? Erica Zeidner. I'm not incognito anymore, and it's time for me to clean house."

"You're not in charge of me," she said.

"Not yet. I don't get my cushy new vice president position until I graduate officially, but dad's been impressed enough with the work I've done so far that he’s decided to let me take on more responsibility. Including clearing out an HR issue that's been plaguing the seventh floor for about five years now."

Christine's eyes went wide, but she had a good enough poker face that she was able to quickly school her face back to somewhat normal. But I'd seen that momentary fear. Oh yeah. She was worried.

"How could he be impressed by what you're doing? From where I'm sitting it looks like the only thing you've been up to since you got here is going out and getting drunk and having a little bit of fun with your supervisor on the company dime. Not exactly the kind of thing worthy of giving you a VP position."

There was something about the tone of her voice that caught my attention. Something about the way she talked about a vice president position. Almost reverent. Definitely jealous.

"Is that what you were hoping for? Back before you got stuck doing middle-management down here and taking out your bile on everybody on your floor?"

Christine sniffed, and that was all the confirmation I needed. I leaned forward over her desk.

"What if I told you he was impressed with a little bit of data analysis I did? Going through the system and seeing that the person who was doing most of the supervisory work and reporting on this floor wasn't the person who was getting paid to do the supervisory and reporting work on this floor?"

"You're biased," she spat. "You would say anything to protect her."

"You're right," I said.

I slid my paperwork across the desk to her. The same papers I'd showed dad earlier in the week, but sanitized a bit. "It just so happens that this time around anything I could say to save her job also happens to coincide with the facts. Everything is logged in the system. Including how much time you've been spending playing solitaire. Did you never pay attention to the lectures from IT about how they can track all of that?"

"I…"

"You figured the guy in IT you were sleeping with would protect you from this? It's okay. I found out about that when I talked to the head of IT and did some deeper digging."

"He told you about that?"

"He told me about his suspicions, but you just confirmed it for me."

"You sneaky bitch," she said.

"Better a sneaky bitch than just a plain old bitch."

"So what do we do now?" Christine asked.

I shrugged. "Originally my dad wanted me to fire you. But that's messy. It requires documentation. Sure we've got plenty here, but technically I'm supposed to write you up. Discipline you. Give you chances to improve yourself. I don't think that's going to happen, though."

"So what then?" she asked.

"It's simple enough. You're going to go back to work on the seventh floor. You get a cubicle of your own, and a bump down in pay to coincide with your new position."

"And if I refuse? If I decide to sue?"

I shrugged. "You can. Of course I don't think you're going to. Not after you sign of this document waiving your right to do anything like that."

"I’ll do nothing of the sort!"

"Fine, then I fire you and we go after you for wage theft. There’s certainly enough evidence in the system to get a nice fat felony on your record."

I really had done my homework. I'd been so furious that I went digging for anything I could use against her. I figured it was worth one night of no sleep to see the look of pure terror on her face. I wasn't actually completely sure we'd be able to get the felony charges to stick, but if there was one thing I'd learned from watching cop shows it was that you brought out the big guns right away in the hopes that the criminal would plead to something lesser.

And so I had to hide my grin as she reached out and signed the documents.

"Very nice. Now I'd like you to spend the rest of your day clearing out your office and moving your things to your new cubicle. It just so happens one has opened up recently. I'm sure you know where to go."

"I'm not going to forget this," Christine said.

"Neither am I. I'd advise you start looking for a new job, regardless. I have a feeling you're not going to like who I have in mind as your new boss."

Not that I thought the girl I had in mind to be Christine’s new boss would even give us the time of day. Still, a girl could dream.

And with that I stood and made my way out of the office. Everyone was staring at me. Apparently we'd gotten loud enough in our spirited conversation that they could overhear bits of it.

"Did you really just fire Christine?" One lady asked. I think it was that Amber girl Nicole always chatted with back when we shared a cubicle.

"Sure did!" I said with a smile on my face. "Now back to work everyone. You'll want to set a good example for when your new supervisor gets here."

"But you're just an intern," one guy said.

"An intern with friends in high places," I said. "It's been fun, but I have more business to attend to."

And with that I stepped off of the seventh floor. Hopefully it wouldn't be for the last time, though. With a little luck I’d have a very compelling reason to return to the seventh floor on a regular basis. I just had to work one final bit of magic with an assist from dear old dad. Magic for my personal and professional life.

I desperately hoped it worked.

 

 

 

 

 

 

20: Interview

 

"Are you sure about this place?" I asked.

"Absolutely sure," Janet replied back.

I looked at the place where I was supposed to have a job interview. A job interview that I honestly never thought was coming, but here I was. Sitting in front of a pretty swanky country club. Definitely not what I'd expected when Janet gave me the address. I'd been expecting something more along the lines of an office building.

"Who the hell am I interviewing with?" I asked.

"They asked that discretion be used at all stages of the interview. I'm afraid I can't give you a heads up."

"Well that seems damned peculiar," I said.

"Very much so. Hopefully you'll understand."

I sighed. At least this time I was the one doing the sighing and not her. "You're not going to tell me anything else?"

"Nope. Just count your lucky stars that you got this interview."

I suppose I should consider myself lucky to even have an interview. It had been a week since I quit my job in such a spectacular fashion. I'd been calling Janet’s office on a daily basis. It was getting to the point that I was on a first name basis with her secretary before I even had a chance to give my name, and I'm sure she was tired of hearing from me by now. 

The lack of results despite Janet’s early optimism had me worried. I'd started mentally packing everything into boxes and trying to figure out what I was going to have to donate before I headed home and left the city. Probably for good.

At least this was a small sliver of hope to hold onto.

My car looked decidedly out of place pulling up to the country club. I hardly ever drove the thing, and it was definitely more utilitarian than the expensive luxury car monstrosities on display. I only really kept the thing for trips home, and my dad was the one who paid the bill to have it kept in a garage on a monthly basis. There was certainly no chance in hell I'd be able to afford it in this city on what I made.

I still didn't think this interview was going to go anywhere. Janet’s warning about gossip traveling fast in an industry had been running through my head. Usually just after I finished moping over not having Erica around anymore and just before I launched into a vigorous session of kicking myself for being stupid enough to quit so spectacularly in the first place. I was starting into that downward spiral again as I walked up to the impressive front gates entrance. 

I forced myself to get it under control. It wouldn’t do to show up to an interview acting batshit insane, after all.

I gave my name to the nice girl at the reception desk. She was pretty enough. That was another change since quitting. I’d found myself looking at every girl and assessing her prettiness. And not just in the casual way that I used to look at girls and think about how attractive they were. No, now I was looking with interest.

I suppose I'd always been doing that, it's just that I'd never noticed. It had always been subconscious rather than in my conscious mind.

I gave my name and she smiled.

"Right. Our guests are expecting you. If you wait a moment we’ll have someone take you to their private dining room."

I didn't bother to ask who exactly their guests were. I figured I wasn't going to get that information from the receptionist if I wasn't getting it from Janet. And so I took a seat and waited. Given my current situation I’d wait all day if they asked me to.

A private dining room sounded pretty swanky. Of course if they were doing the interview in a country club like this in the first place then they probably had money to throw around. I suppose that boded well. If, by some miracle, I did manage to land the job I’d have to be sure and come in with a decently large salary requirement.

Unless, of course, they were the types who threw cash around for themselves but not for their workers. I'd found that the American dream was alive and well if you were the one in charge. Not so much if you were the one working for the person in charge.

Speaking of in charge. I sent another text to Amber asking how things were going at the old office, but I didn’t get a response. She’d been strangely silent for the past couple of days. I sighed and stowed my phone back in my purse. If she wanted to cut ties I suppose that was fair enough, even if it did suck.

I didn't have to wait for more than a few minutes before another pretty girl came to fetch me. She had a smile plastered on her face and the generic sort of beauty that said she was probably a prom queen once upon a time. Maybe did a few beauty pageants, but didn't quite rise to the level of Miss America. And now here she was working for whoever I was about to interview with. Maybe I could get some info out of her.

Still, she was nice eye candy. I found myself staring at her skirt as she walked up.

"Are you Nicole?" she asked.

"Sure am," I said.

"If you could follow me," she said. And then she turned around, giving me a view of that skirt from behind. It was a nice view. Almost enough to distract me from thoughts of Erica and how nice the view from behind was on her. Almost.

"So can you tell me anything about who I'm going to meet?" I asked. "Are they good to work for?"

She looked over her shoulder and fixed me with that same generic smile that never quite reached her eyes.

"I don't work for them," she said. "I work for the country club. I'm just showing you to your room."

"Right. Of course," I said, feeling like an idiot. Also feeling just a little frustrated that my attempt at gathering some information had failed so spectacularly. Ah well. At least I tried.

We passed into a large dining room that was mostly empty. It was still fairly early for lunch. There were also little alcoves with curtains set off around the edge, and it was to one of these that she led me. She pulled the curtain aside and gestured for me to go in, that smile still plastered on her face. I found myself wondering what it would take to get that smile off of her face. I found myself wondering what that face would look like if she was screaming in passion, but I quickly chased that thought away.

I was here for a job interview. I didn't need the distraction of my newly discovered sexuality. Besides, I figured I’d gotten into enough trouble lately mixing business and pleasure without bringing that to an interview.

Unfortunately my newly discovered sexuality had apparently stalked me and found the perfect point to ambush me as I stepped into the private dining room.

Erica sat there smiling with her dad sitting next to her. I recognized him from seeing his face plastered on various promotional materials.

I immediately turned to walk out. There was nothing these two could possibly say to keep me here.

"I would really appreciate it if you would stay," a gruff voice said from behind me. It was obviously Mr. Zeidner's voice, but there was a hint of Erica in that voice. It didn't stop me from pulling aside the curtain.

"Nicole, please," Erica said.

That did make me stop. There was something about the tone of her voice. There was a sense of longing there. A feeling of such profound sadness that I had to stop. Even though every part of my body was screaming at me and telling me this was stupid. That the last thing I needed was to get drawn back into the crazy fucked up world that was Zeidner Corp.

I sighed. I was gone the moment I heard her voice. There was no getting around it. She had that hold on me. I turned around, but I didn't smile. At least I had that much control.

"What could you possibly want with me?"

They both looked at each other and then back to me. Both opened their mouths at the same time. Both spoke at the same time.

"We're sorry."

There was something almost comical about the way they parroted one another. The way their heads both cocked to the side at the same time and in the same way. The way they both held their hands in just the same way. It was an eerie father daughter moment.

And it was also a good start. I wasn't sure what they had planned between them, but I figured if they were going to open with an apology then maybe I could hear them out. So I took a seat at the table.

"We went ahead and ordered for you," Mr. Zeidner said.

"I figured I could get something you like here," Erica said. "I hope you don't mind."

I turned and regarded her with a cocked eyebrow. This new Erica was a very strange. Quiet. Almost hesitant. She didn't seem anything like the girl I knew. The girl I’d fallen for. What was going on here?

"So obviously the two of you went to a lot of trouble to get me here. To keep everything all hush-hush. I assume you knew I wouldn't come if I knew who was doing the inviting?"

Mr. Zeidner looked at Erica and grimaced.

"It turns out your former supervisor may have been a little too enthusiastic in firing you," he said.

"She didn't fire me. I quit," I said. "I want to make that absolutely clear. I didn't want anything to do with your company. Or any of the idiots you put in charge there."

Here I was, doing it again. Acting like a complete idiot. Here were two people apologizing to me. Maybe they were here to offer me my old job back, a job that I desperately needed, and I was snapping at them. Letting my anger take control. I knew in the back of my head that it was the last thing I should be doing, and yet I couldn't help myself. Once more the part of me that was angry at Zeidner Corp., angry at Erica in particular for the way she treated me, was far more powerful than the part of me that cared about things like having a job or staying in the city.

It looked like I was going to be going home to mom and dad after all. Damn it.

Mr. Zeidner sighed and turned to Erica. Smiled. "You're right. She is feisty. We could use that."

"I told you," Erica said.

"It would've been nice if someone realized that before you sent your attack dog after me for dating your daughter. I never would've figured you for having a problem with your daughter dating another woman," I said.

Mr. Zeidner shook his head and looked at his daughter with a rueful glance.

"Why is it that everybody seems to have the idea that I have a problem with same-sex relationships? I might be older, but I'm not heartless!"

His hands slammed down on the table and the silverware rattled. I blinked in surprise. Okay, so maybe he was okay with his daughter dating another girl. But if that was the case, then…

"So what is the problem?"

He looked back and forth between us. I got the feeling from his annoyed look that this was something he'd already covered with Erica. Many times. But she just crossed her arms and looked between the two of us as well. Apparently she was more than happy to have him go through it again.

"You have to understand that Erica is going to be taking over a major multinational corporation. That there is a certain image society has of young rich heiresses. An image that I very much wanted to avoid," he said.

"An image that I've never done anything to promote, I might add," Erica said.

Mr. Zeidner held up a hand and waved her off. She pursed her lips, but stayed silent as he went on.

"Ever since Erica was born I've been terrified that her name would get dragged through the tabloids. Though I must admit that maybe I've been a little too harsh on her. She's never given me reason to doubt her, and I continued being difficult to live with, continued being too hard on her, well after she’d proved to me that she wasn’t going to go rogue."

Erica sighed. "That's the closest we’re going to get to him apologizing for being an ass to me, and to you by extension.”

"I guess that makes a certain amount of sense," I said.

It was the kind of fucked up super rich problem that I'd never have. I didn't think I'd ever have to worry about my kid growing up as a wealthy heiress or going wild as a result of that wealth. Though I could see why that might be at the top of a list of worries for a man who had more money than God himself. It did seem that sort of money tended to have a negative effect on kids, though apparently he'd done a good job of shielding Erica given the way she turned out, locking me in rooms notwithstanding. There wasn't an Erica sex tape out of there, for example. I'm a little girl on girl action with a woman as hot as she was would definitely terror up the papers if something like that ever did get out. Talk about salacious.

No, she seemed far more down to earth than most of the people you read about on gossip sites. Assuming gossip sites were giving those people a fair shake and not just making things up to sell copy. That might be assuming quite a bit.

"I'm pretty sure you didn't call me here to talk about your daughter's sex life," I said. "So what's really going on here?"

Mr. Zeidner glanced at Erica and back to me again.

"I thought that would be obvious. This is a job interview, after all. I'm offering you a job."

I cocked an eyebrow. "You'll have to forgive me for being a little skeptical about that. A job? Why would I go work for you after what you did to me? That entire company is fucked up from top to bottom, if Christine running rampant is any indication.”

"I suppose I deserved that," he said.

"You sure did," Erica replied.

"I can assure you, though, that Christine has been taken care of." Mr. Zeidner said.

"Yeah? What did you do? Let her off with her golden parachute?"

"Actually I demoted her to your old position and gave her your old cubicle," Erica said. "The last I saw she was sending emails out to people trying to get her work done, but for some reason everybody on that floor was having trouble cooperating with her."

I chuckled. That more or less corroborated what I’d heard from Amber. Still, it was nice to have confirmation of Christine’s misery considering how she’d treated me.

"So the new job opening is for her old job?" I asked.

"It is. And seeing as how you were already doing the job, Erica was nice enough to go through the records to point that out, it seemed only fair that I should offer it to you first."

I blinked. Stared long and hard at Erica who was looking at me uncertainly. She'd gone to bat for me? I felt a warm fuzzy feeling rising inside me despite my best efforts to clamp down on it. That sounded more like the old Erica that I knew, and not the Erica who would lock me in her room so that I couldn't overhear her conversation with her bodyguard.

I locked eyes with Erica. "I'm not taking a job because of nepotism. If I do this then it’s with the understanding that there are no strings attached. Got it?"

"I wouldn't want to mix business with pleasure," Erica said. "I read you loud and clear, though I do hope we can maybe talk after this."

I turned back to Mr. Zeidner. I’d said my piece with Erica. It didn't help that I was worried that if I kept talking with her then I was going to lose control. That tended to happen around her for some reason.

"If that's the case then I provisionally accept. I'd have to look at your salary offer and the benefits, of course."

"Take a look at this," Mr. Zeidner said.

He slid a folder across the table. I opened it up. My eyes bugged out when I saw the number written down there. It seemed like that had to be a mistake, but I played it cool. I wasn't going to undervalue myself if they were going to overvalue me. And if maybe there was a touch of nepotism involved in that figure? Well, despite all of my big speeches, despite all of my attempts to stay fiercely independent, I wasn't going to knock a little bit of nepotism if it was putting that kind of number in my bank account!

As long as it was clear with Erica that I wasn't going to dance for her because of that number. I’d made that clear enough.

"Fine. I accept," I said.

Mr. Zeidner grinned. "Great! Glad to have you back on the team, Nicole. I see great things in your future."

Those words were nice coming from the CEO and all, but in that moment I had eyes only for Erica. She stared at me, and the way she stared sent a chill running down my spine. That was a stare that was filled with smoldering heat, and not the look of somebody who was excited at recruiting a new employee. Or recruiting an old employee, as it were.

The point is she was sending off vibes and I was picking up on them. And I suddenly had a feeling that despite everything that had happened at her apartment that night, despite her crazy security guard, things weren't over between Erica and I.

I had no idea where they were going, but I knew they were far from over.

 

 

 

 

 

 

21: Making Up

 

Talk about awkward. There was so much that I still needed to go over with Nicole. I'd recovered the business side of things, it looked like she was going to get a happily ever after for now as far as her career was concerned, but that still left a big hole in my heart. It pained me to see her sitting there looking so prim and proper as she ate her meal and pointedly avoided looking at me.

And here dad was not taking the hint. Refusing to leave. I wanted to growl in frustration, but of course that wouldn't be appropriate.

No, that was my old way of thinking. I'd always tiptoed around issues with my dad, but he’d made it absolutely clear that wasn't what he wanted. I'd had the most success recently when I just took the bull by the horns, as it were.

Maybe it was time for me to do that with Nicole as well. And so I gave my dad a not so subtle kick under the table. He turned and looked at me. Raised an eyebrow. I moved my eyes over to Nicole and then to the door. His eyebrows lowered in confusion for a moment and then he seemed to realize what I was getting at. Recognition dawned on his face. He picked up a napkin and started dabbing at the corners of his mouth even though he wasn't anywhere close to being done with his meal.

Not that it mattered. Everything would go on the expense account for the company anyways. It would probably result in a tax write off at the end of the year as well.

"Right," he said. "I have some important business I need to be attending to. So if the two of you don't mind?"

He looked between the two of us, but I only had eyes for Nicole. I stared straight at her. Dad cleared his throat once and then made his way out of the small private dining area.

"So this was all about getting me alone?" Nicole asked.

"It was about setting things right," I replied. "It wasn't right what my dad did to you. It wasn't right what Christine did to you."

"It also wasn't right what you did to me. Did you ever stop to think about that?" Nicole asked.

I sighed. "I suppose I deserved that."

"Hell yes you deserved that! What the hell were you thinking? Locking me in your room?"

"I was afraid of what Morgan might…"

Nicole slammed a hand down on the table. I blinked. Apparently I wasn't the only one who was getting a little more assertive in my professional and personal life. That was a far cry from the shrinking violet who went with the flow that I'd met when I first started my internship. I kind of liked this new more assertive Nicole.

"I don't give a damn what some crazy ex of yours is saying. She's a crazy ex. They say crazy ex things. What really annoys me is the way you tried to lock me in your room as though that was perfectly okay. You can't treat people like that!"

I glanced at the curtain separating us from the rest of the dining area. It wasn't exactly a soundproof curtain. I prayed the dining room was still pretty empty on the other side. Otherwise we were making one hell of a scene. Not that I cared too much. No, all I really cared about was talking to Nicole. If we had to do that screaming at each other at the top of our lungs, if that's what it took to repair the damage I’d caused, then I would gladly pay that price.

Besides, it's not like this place was going to revoke my membership. The company spent far too much money here for them to do anything of the sort.

"So I was an idiot! Is that what you want to hear?"

Nicole calmed down almost immediately. She took another bite of her steak. I smiled. I’d been absolutely right about the meal choice.

"That's a start. You really hurt me, you know? I never felt this way about a girl before, then you come along and I think things are going so well and then…"

"I know how you feel. I already said I was an idiot. I just panicked. I wasn't thinking straight."

Nicole stabbed her fork in my general direction. "I want you to remember this. Because if you ever pull something like this again while we’re dating…"

The implied threat was pretty damn obvious. Especially with the way she was wielding that fork. But I wasn't focused on her threatening use of cutlery. No, I was far more interested in what else she'd said.

"So we're dating?" I asked, hope coming to my voice.

Nicole grinned. "I suppose I should give you a second chance. You really went above and beyond here for me, after all. Even if you did act like a butthead with your bodyguard."

"No worries there. She’s been relocated to our Singapore office.”

Nicole cocked an eyebrow. “We have a Singapore office?”

“Oh yes. Very nice as long as you don’t like chewing gum. I’m sure she’ll do just fine out there.”

Nicole kept up that serious look for the space of a breath and then devolved into a fit of giggles. I couldn’t help but join in. This felt good. This felt like how things used to be between us. Things felt right, and I wanted them to stay right between us. I reached out and took her hand. The giggles disappeared and things got serious for a moment.

“I promise I'll be on my best behavior from here on out," I said. "I was just afraid. Afraid you wouldn't like me for who I was. Afraid that when you found out about the money, the bodyguard…"

Nicole waved a dismissive hand. "The money doesn't matter. You should know that. I was falling for you when I thought you were a dirt poor college intern, though we are going to have a little bit of trouble moving forward…"

Fear seized me. Trouble? I went from elation to terror. It was a yo-yo of emotions. Something I definitely was not used to. I was used to being the aggressor and then leaving girls. Loving and leaving was my modus operandi until I met Nicole. Partly because attachments could get messy given who I was and partly because I use the first bit as a convenient excuse to have fun. I realized that now. The point is I wasn't used to actually having to worry about things like long-term prospects. Only I very much wanted to worry about those things with Nicole.

"What's the problem?" I asked.

"Well we were doing the whole boss and intern thing before," she said. "That was pretty damn hot, only I'm not the boss anymore. You certainly don't seem to be the intern anymore if you're handling hiring meetings with your dad."

I grinned. "You're right. What if we did the middle manager and the CEO’s daughter? Would that be just as hot?"

Nicole smiled and stood. Came around the table even as my heart felt like it was going to beat right out of my chest. She plopped down in the seat that had been so recently vacated by my father. I was painfully aware of her. The feel of her. I was filled with visions of that last night we'd spent together. Some of the things we'd done. How inexperienced she was, and yet eager at the same time. An eagerness that more than made up for any deficiency she might have seeing as how that was the first time she'd ever been with a girl.

She'd certainly figured things out fast enough. Those memories were enough to heat me up even if she wasn’t sitting right next to me. With her right there, though, the distraction was incredible even as the sexual tension growing in the room was palpable.

"I don't know…" Nicole said. She reached a hand out and trailed along my arm. I shivered. "Aren't there rules about dating employees? Would we be risking getting in trouble?"

She leaned in closer. So close. Her breath caressed my ear. It sent a thrill running straight from my ear down to my pussy. A thrill that was more powerful than some of the feelings I'd gotten over the years from girls who were giving me far more direct attention. Fuck!

I turned to face her. Nicole had a sexy mock pout on her face. "Wouldn’t that make your dad upset if he found out we were carrying on again?"

I grinned. "Turns out that at a certain point those rules are more guidelines than actual rules.”

"Oh yeah? And when did this change?"

"The moment I decided to take control and change them."

Nicole scooted forward. She kissed the corner of my lips and I shuddered. A thin strip of cloth. A curtain. That was all that separated us from the rest of the world. All that separated us from an increasing crowd of diners coming in to enjoy their lunch, if the noise filtering through that curtain was any indication. 

Not that I was particularly worried about the country club trying to kick us out or anything. The company did enough of business with the place that we were practically keeping them afloat. I was the last person they’d try to kick out, though at the same time I realized that I should probably stop thinking like that. That was some of the spoiled rich girl stuff that pissed Nicole off so much. The sort of thing that had very nearly lost her for me.

Only it was so hard to think of anything as she moved her fingers down. Traced them down in between my breasts. I took in a sharp breath.

"Someone might catch us," I said, even though I knew there probably wasn't much chance of that.

"So? Let them catch us. I've been thinking about that night for the past week, and I need more of it."

She finished off that thought by leaning in and kissing me. A moment later she threw her legs over mine and I was running my hands all over her while at the same time trying my very hardest not to knock her against the table and send plates and silverware clattering. It was difficult. There really wasn't all that much room in this private dining area.

Not that I cared. All that mattered was that I had Nicole. She was mine again. Sure we were still early days, but we'd navigated our first major slipup. And boy had it been one hell of a slipup.

Still, the future was looking better with every passing moment. Though I was quickly distracted from thoughts of the future by thoughts of the present. Particularly thoughts about how to keep quiet and prevent the rest of the country club from and knowing exactly what was going on behind curtain number one. The sort of thing that would cause a scandal that would have me back in the doghouse with dear old dad for years to come.

So best to try and keep quiet. That took up my concentration for a good little while as we finished going over some of Nicole’s more interesting qualifications for her new position.

 

 

 

 

 

 

22: New Boss

 

"This is entirely too much work," Christine said.

I took a moment to relish this exchange. The view from her desk was nice. Though of course it wasn't her desk anymore. No, this was my desk now. My department. My floor. All of it was mine, as far as the eye could see.

And it didn't look like I was in any danger of losing it any time soon. Sure I had friends in high places. Very high places, now that Erica had completed her degree and she was working full-time up on one of the top floors. But more than anything, I was delivering results. The kind of results that hadn't been seen in quite a long time.

I'd like to take full credit for that, but to be perfectly honest a big part of it was simply that people worked a lot harder when they were working for a boss who obviously cared about them. Someone who didn't reign through terror. And so productivity had increased just by virtue of Christine no longer being the one in charge.

I smiled. I tried to make it my best and most winning smile. I knew that with her I needed to be nicer than with anyone else. I didn't want to worry about her coming back with a lawsuit saying that I gave her preferential treatment. Even if "preferential treatment" in this case was giving her the same sort of treatment she'd given me for two years.

"Now Christine. You know I don't have you doing anything that wasn't being done by your predecessor."

Oh yes. It was so easy to smile. Because her predecessor was me, of course, and I was doing nothing less than providing her with the very same workload she'd given me. And I knew there was nothing she could say about it. If she decided to come back after the company it would be trivially easy to provide records showing what I'd done before my position change and what was expected of her.

Christine was finally doing the work that was expected of her. All of it was triple checked by other people, of course. I didn't trust her any farther than I could throw her. But thanks to the productivity gains on the floor, coupled with a burning desire that a lot of people had for some reason to double check her work, all of that was still getting done in record time even making allowances for the occasional mistake. Whether those were deliberate or not was up to interpretation, but I figured I would give her the benefit of the doubt. That meant I didn't have to fire her. Firing her would mean an end to the fun.

"I hate you," Christine said.

"Now Christine," I said. "This is the kind of thing we've already talked about. You have to use your words, but they have to be professional."

I glanced down to the recorder on the desk in between us. Its red light blinked happily away. She glanced down as well and her lips thinned. She knew exactly what that meant. She'd just slipped up on tape.

Yeah, I wasn't giving this bitch an inch of wiggle room now that I had her in my grasp.

"So are we going to have any more trouble with you meeting your regular work commitments, Christine?"

"No," she growled.

"Great. Glad we had this meeting!"

I turned to my computer. Made a display of pulling up solitaire clicking at the cards. I normally hated this game. I was pretty sure it didn't even come installed on computers anymore. I'd had IT make a special exception for me, and they'd been more than happy to do so when I told them why. Turns out that with the exception of the guy she’d been banging IT hated her just as much as everybody else did.

I continued clicking for a moment before turning back to her and smiling. "Was there something else, Christine?"

A vein throbbed in her forehead. Her teeth were grinding. And it was all I could do not to laugh at the delicious reversal of fortune.

"No. Nothing else," she said.

She stood and walked out. Even managed not to slam the door and send the glass cage around me rattling. That was a big improvement over how she usually acted after one of these meetings. A meeting I was required to have on a biweekly basis to make sure her "rehabilitation plan" was going to plan.

So far it was going perfectly. Not that there was a chance in hell that she was ever going to get close to a management position in this company ever again. I think she knew that. I figured it was only a matter of time before she found a new job, but until then she was in my world.

I turned back to my computer and actually pulled up some work. I’d started delegating a hell of a lot more, but doing it more responsibly. Which left me far more time to do the real work a supervisor was supposed to do in this position. Another reason why things had improved so much.

A beep. A message from Amber. I smiled.

“You must’ve really pissed her off that time boss lady. She stormed back to her cube!”

I grinned. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop calling me boss lady?”

“As long as it takes for me to stop thanking the heavens that Christine isn’t boss lady anymore.”

Well that could be awhile. I was about to type out a tart response when the door opened again. I sighed and turned, ready to give Christine a piece of my mind for coming back into my office after our meeting was very clearly over. Only it wasn't Christine standing there.

"Damn. That's the kind of look I expected from you back when we first got together," Erica said with a giggle.

I grinned. And I resisted the urge to hop over my desk and push her up against the glass wall. Her expression changed to a frown. A look of commiseration.

"Let me guess. Meeting with Christine?"

"Ding ding," I said.

"Well boy do I have something that will make you feel better!"

My eyes narrowed. She had a devious look on her face. Sure it wasn't a bad devious look, but I'd learned to be on my guard whenever she stared at me like that.

"What did you have in mind?"

"If I told you what it was then it wouldn't be much of a surprise. Now would it?"

I shrugged. I could concede to the logic of that statement, though I still didn't like not knowing what was going on.

"Did you find a new place for lunch or something?" I asked.

"Again, you're just going to have to come with me and find out."

"Come with you? What is this?"

"A surprise!"

"Come on! At least give me a hint?"

Erica shook her head and bit her lip as she smiled. “Uh-uh. No way.”

I was suspicious as we made our way down and out of the building. I was even more suspicious that her town car was waiting for us. I nodded to Jake who I'd gotten to know pretty well over the months we'd been dating. Especially since he was the one who usually had to drive Nicole across town so we could go on our dates. Though I hadn’t seen quite as much of him recently since we ended up spending most of our time over at Erica’s place as things got more and more serious. I figured she’d probably bring up moving in together soon enough.

I didn’t mind staying at her place instead of mine one bit. She'd moved back into her lavish apartment after finishing up her degree.

"So are you going to tell me what the hell is going on here, Jake?"

"Didn't Miss Zeidner tell you back when we first met that I’m the soul of discretion?" he asked.

I sighed. "The two of you are terrible!"

"I aim to please the person paying the checks, ma’am," Jake said.

I stuck my tongue out. He knew how I hated it when he called me ma'am. Though it never stopped him. Still, he was the soul of discretion and a pretty nice guy otherwise.

My suspicions only continued to grow and grow as Jake took us out to the airport. Only instead of going to the usual arrival and departure area we were spirited through a chain-link fence and directly onto the tarmac to a private jet with the Zeidner Corp. logo on the side.

"Erica…"

"Come on," she said.

"Just hop on a private jet with you and go who knows where? I have work to do!"

"That's all taken care of. You have vacation time, and I talked to a couple of people who are going to keep the department running while you're gone. We even have a secure connection to the office and a laptop on the jet if you really feel the urge to do some work, which you're not going to once we get going."

"Where exactly are we going?"

Nicole looked down and her cheeks turned red. "Actually… I was hoping we could celebrate something."

I arched my eyebrows. "What are we celebrating? You already got your new job. My new job is going pretty damn well. Things have been going great with us for the past half a year. What else is there?"

Erica bit her lip. Damn she looked so hot when did that. It made me want to jump her. Though there was Jake to consider. Finally she shook her head and squared her shoulders.

"I'm supposed to be taking command in life now. Well here goes."

"Erica… What are you talking about?"

I was suddenly nervous. Though it was a good nervous. Definitely a butterflies in the stomach kind of nervous rather than the nervous you got right before, say, a breakup. Not that I'd been that kind of nervous with Erica for quite some time. Not since that first blowup had blown over.

My mind was rambling. I needed to get this under control. What the hell was wrong with me? What the hell was going on here, for that matter?

"Nicole? You still with me?"

I shook myself and smiled. "Sorry. My mind was wandering. So what's up?"

"Trust me, I know the feeling," Erica said. And then she surprised me by pulling out a tiny box from a jeweler in the city who I knew for a fact sold ridiculously expensive pieces. I was surprised at my reaction. My hand immediately went into my mouth, and I tingled all over.

"Erica…"

It was about as typical as you could get in terms of reactions.

"Erica, what is that?"

I glanced to the front. To where Jake was doing his best to look like he wasn't at all interested in the drama playing out back here. Not that his best effort was very good, mind you. He obviously knew something was up. If she pulled something sneaky he would've been the one who drove her around to do the sneaking.

"I was just thinking about how well things have been going lately," Erica said. "And I know we've only been together for maybe half a year and it's kind of a whirlwind and everything and this is crazy, but it's legal now and I figured we could have a long engagement and oh God I popped this too soon. I'm such an idiot!"

I reached up and put a finger to her lips. That stopped the word avalanche. I smiled.

"I think there was something you were about to ask me?"

I tingled all over as she squared her shoulders again. As she locked eyes with me. Pulled a giant enormous diamond out of the box and took my hand.

"Nicole, would you marry me? After a suitably long engagement, of course."

"Shut up," I said.

Erica blinked. "Shut up?"

I shook my own head. Now I was the one acting like an idiot. "Sorry. Reacted to the wrong thing first. Of course I will! Yes!"

Erica tackled me. Pushed me back on the seat, and Jake was treated to his first true show since that first drunken night when we'd gotten a little carried away. I still got mortified when I thought of that night. Right now, though, I didn't give a fuck if anyone was watching. We could be right in front of the pope or of the president himself and I wouldn't give a damn. All I wanted was to kiss my fiancée.

My fiancée. That was a crazy thought. I was engaged. To another woman. Shit. I was engaged!

I pulled back. "But we haven't even introduced you to my parents!"

Nicole looked up at Jake and then to the jet.

"Well I was planning on a vacation in either the Caribbean or Vegas, but I suppose we could swing by your house first?"

I gave her hand a squeeze. "You have no idea what you're getting into."

"Why's that? You told them you were dating a girl, right?"

"Well yeah, but telling them I’m dating a girl and having the reality of me dating a girl show up on the doorstep of the old farmhouse are two very different things.”

Erica grinned. "Well now I definitely want to meet the folks!"

Suddenly I felt nervous for a whole different reason. Going home to meet the folks. I looked to the jet. Looked back to Erica. And grinned.

As long as I was with her I could face anything.

"You're right," I said as I took her hand and practically dragged her out of the car. "Let's go!"
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1: Party Invite

 

"Hey Claire, you going to the party tonight?"

I turned and was about to make my usual excuses that had absolutely nothing to do with the real reason why I didn’t want to go to a party out by the lake, but I was beat to the punch by Darcy.

"Are you kidding? Of course she's not going to the party tonight. You ask her the same question every week, and every week she makes an excuse so she can go off and hang out with her non-sports friends who are apparently more important than us!"

I sighed. “Non-sports friend.” That was how Darcy decided she was going to describe my relationship with Sarah even though we were more than just friends. Sort of. Maybe.

At least I thought we might’ve been before she got all crazy and Jesusy on me and that was the end of that which sucked, but I suppose those were the breaks living in small town America where girls like me either got married to a man and were miserable for the rest of our lives because Jesus, we got a “roommate” we lived with our entire lives, or we kept our big mouths shut until we were graduated and off to college where the pesky fact that gay people existed in the world wouldn’t rock the small town boat.

I grinned as I thought of that. I’d certainly bucked that trend, much to the consternation of just about everybody.

Besides, it’s not like I’d even told them the name of the girl I was dating. They just sort of figured out I was seeing someone when I started sneaking around. No, I’d never tell them who I’d been secretly dating.

A home schooled girl who had the zap put on her and broke things off without even kissing me because her mom got suspicious? Some first relationship! Still, I’d promised to keep her secret and I was keeping it. That wasn’t my call to make as much as it hurt that the closest thing I’d had to a real relationship in school was a furtive secretive affair that didn’t go anywhere.

I turned to Darcy and rolled my eyes. Some people had reacted to my self-outing better than others, but Darcy definitely wasn’t in that camp. Her willful ignoring of what she and Sam suspected was going on with Sarah, even though “Sarah” was just some nameless girl I was dating to them, was a good example of that.

"Come on. That's not fair!"

"Well Darcy isn’t exactly being the most sensitive person in the world when it comes to you and whoever it is you were seeing,” Sam said. “But we’re your friends too, aren't we? And now that you don’t have that girl to worry about there’s nothing keeping you from going out to the lake to party!"

I gritted my teeth. I really was starting to regret telling them that things hadn’t worked out in my first and only relationship. I really hoped that wasn’t going to start a trend.

"Sam has a point Claire," Darcy said. "You can’t use following Sarah around like a sick puppy as an excuse anymore. This is the last summer before we go off to college, and if you don't go to these parties with us now you're going to have to forever hold your peace. Hell, we’re not even in school anymore so it’s not like the goody-two-shoes has to worry about getting in trouble or anything so you can’t use that excuse anymore either!"

I slammed my locker shut and grimaced. Keeping my nose clean was one of my best excuses for avoiding lake parties that didn’t come close to the real reason why I didn’t like going to large gatherings of my peers where alcohol was involved. Unfortunately Darcy did have a point.

It was one of the weird idiosyncrasies of the softball season that it extended a little beyond when school let out for the summer. In years past that had felt so odd going back to the school locker rooms a couple of times after school let out.

Now that all of us were graduated though, let's just say that it felt just a little weird that I was walking down the hallowed halls of my school that I could now call my alma mater when I'd already walked across the stage in my graduation gown.

Unfortunately graduation also meant that my go-to excuse from last year, that I didn’t want to do anything that would get me in trouble at school, was also completely obliterated since I technically wasn’t in school anymore even if I was still eligible for school sports until the end of softball season in a week to a month depending on how we did at sectionals.

"Darcy speaks wisdom Claire. You already graduated. What are they going to do to you if you get caught at one of those parties? It's not like they're going to take valedictorian away from you and cause trouble with your scholarships now. That ship has already sailed, or walked across the stage. You're the one who's good with the words."

I smiled at the near echo of what I’d been thinking. Then I grimaced as I realized I was being trapped by the logical conclusion of all the excuses I’d been making for the past year to get out of going to a social situation outside the confines of a school event. 

I’d been friends with these girls for years and they  stood by me when I came out even if Darcy wasn’t thrilled about it and still sort of in denial, and in a way I felt like I owed them at least one night at a party after they’d begged for so long.

And they’d said it best, nothing was keeping me from going to one of those lake parties with them now.

Yeah, nothing was keeping me from going out to the lake to party with everyone from my graduating class. Nothing except the real reason why I was reluctant to go out there: how everyone would react. The strange looks from people when they thought I wasn’t looking, and sometimes when I was looking if it was a person who didn’t particularly give a fuck if I caught them staring at me as though I was some curiosity in a freak show rather than the same damn person they’d known since we were all kids. People whispering and laughing when they thought I wasn’t listening to their conversation.

Yeah, that sounded like a grand old time. No, I could do without indulging in that particular tradition even if most recently graduated seniors did tend to spend as much time as possible out at the lake the last summer before college, and sometimes when they were back from college, or reunions.

Basically the lake and the beaches and the McMansions running along the water were the only social outlets for our small town. I’d say it was sad, but at least it was better than small towns that didn’t have a lake, right? Though the pregnancy rate, that odd indicator of how little there was to do in a small town the country over, was still pretty damn high.

Probably because of those drunken lake parties.

“Look, you know if I go things are going to get weird and I just don’t…”

“Weird? What makes you think it would be weird?” Sam asked.

“Because she decided to tell the world she’s a lesb…” Darcy started, but she stopped when Sam shot her a warning glance.

“Yeah, little Ms. Understanding here is part of the reason. It’s bad enough I get it from her, now multiply that by about a hundred with everyone in our class and add in some booze and you’ve got one hell of a situation I’d rather avoid if I could.”

“Don’t listen to Darcy,” Sam said as she pulled out some makeup and started adjusting herself.

It was a little weird seeing her getting ready for a night out on the town, or rather a night out on the lake. Sam looked good, but that wasn’t something I was ever going to act on. I’d told myself early on that teammates and friends were off limits. I’d made it clear when I came out that I wasn’t interested in any of them like that just to set them at ease even if I didn’t mind catching an eyeful in the locker room every now and again.

Hey, I was only human.

And Sam was definitely giving me something to think about in her current outfit as she did her makeup, but I shook my head and chased that thought away. She was a friend, she was straight as an arrow, and there was no use in even starting down that path. Still, the makeup was different for after practice. Usually after softball practice everyone went home. At least that’s what it’d always been like during the school year and in years past.

That was back before we had a regular invite to the lake by virtue of being in this year’s graduating class. In years past you had to have an invite to go to that party as an underclassman or have parents rich enough to live out there which was its own permanent invite, though I suppose I did have an invitation even then. The senior girls had hounded me last year as well and I’d stood firm.

I was starting to waver now, though. Sam was so insistent. Even Darcy was smiling at me and being encouraging in her own way. She’d been touched by a bit of the small town Jesus herself, but in all fairness she really was doing really well considering her background.

“You really should come along,” Darcy said. “It’s so much fun! There are so many cute gu… I mean you can get drunk and have a good time!”

“I don’t know. I only have so many days of summer left before going off to college and I really don’t want those to be filled with awkward nights down by the lake…" I said.

"Yup,” Sam said. “All our days are numbered. We’re all shipping off to college in a couple of months. Did you ever stop to think that maybe you don't have much more time with us? Maybe you should enjoy your friends and hang out with us while you still can?"

"I suppose you have a point…"

"We do have a point!" Sam said.

I turned to Sam and sighed. I couldn’t quite bring myself to smile. They were looking forward to partying by the lake, it was a post-senior tradition after all, but all I could think about was everyone getting drunk and watching me. Judging me.

I couldn’t wait to get off to college. I’m sure I’d still run into that sort of thing even at college, but something told me it was going to be an environment that was a lot more accepting of a girl of my persuasion than small town America.

“Fine. You girls are on. I’ll go out to the lake party with you tonight!"

Surprisingly it felt good to agree to go to the party. It was a little island of normalcy in what had otherwise been a pretty fucked up couple of years since I came out.

Sam and Darcy erupted into whoops of delight that drew the attention of a couple of other girls in the locker room, but my friends weren’t paying attention to any of the other girls and I looked away just as quickly as I noticed them looking over here because I’d schooled myself not to let my eyes linger for too long on any one spot in the locker room ever since I came out.

"Yeah! Claire’s partying with us tonight!" Darcy yelled out at the top of her lungs.

And there was an immediate reaction from the girls who’d been looking over with curiosity. Everyone in the room knew I was reluctant to go out. They all knew I was worried about getting caught by the authorities and potentially getting one of my scholarships revoked, or my valedictorian spot taken away by administrative action.

By the way they reacted to the news that I was actually going to go out and have some fun you’d think I'd just announced the second coming of Jesus himself, which would’ve been a pretty big deal in this town. I had to admit the attention felt pretty damn good. Yeah, I suddenly felt glad that I decided to give in.

“Damn straight!” Sam said, then she blushed and giggled. “Well, not you Claire, but you know what I mean.”

“Oh we know what you mean Sam,” Darcy said. “Dudes for us and bitches for Claire, right!”

“Yeah, right, except there aren’t any other girls in our class who walk Claire’s way,” Sam said.

“Excuse me? I’m standing right here,” I said. “Besides, I’m sure there are girls in our class who “walk my way” as you so eloquently put it. They’re just not out yet.” I adopted a scary voice like I was an announcer on some old-timey horror movie or something.

“It could be one of you!”

Sam rolled her eyes. “You know where I stand.”

“Yeah, and my mom would kill me if I was interested, which I’m not, so no bueno there,” Darcy said. “Besides, you can just enjoy the scenery can’t you? Aren’t you still on the rebound from dating Sarah, or whatever the hell it was the two of you were doing?”

I sighed even as I was surprised that Darcy finally referred to what Sarah and I were doing as “dating” even if I wasn’t sure that description fit the bill. “Is it really a rebound if I’m not sure we were even an item to begin with?”

Sam reached out and put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about her. And Darcy’s right. There’ll be plenty of eye candy even if there aren’t any girls in our class who’ve been as brave as you this past year.”

Girls at the party. I thought about that for a moment. I figured Sarah would be my only opportunity to really explore this new side of me outside of the Internet, but I suppose there were always possibilities.

A bunch of people getting drunk at the lake wearing practically nothing? That seemed like a recipe for a little bit of experimenting. At least movies told me that was a recipe for a little bit of experimenting. A girl could live in hope even if teen comedies and cheesy porn that was probably more for straight men weren’t the best source.

Who knows? Maybe I’d meet one of those girls who wasn’t exactly out of the closet like I was but was up for a little bit of fun. More fun than Sarah had been up for even though she was in a similar situation. It was a pipe dream, but stranger things had happened.

I started thinking about some of the girls I wouldn’t mind being an experimental phase with. There were so many choices who weren’t on the softball team and therefore strictly off limits.

“You know I think Allison is going to be there…” Sam said.

I blinked and came out of my haze for a moment to see Sam grinning at me. A conspiratorial grin that made me wish I’d never admitted that crush to her even if I did consider her my best friend. She’d never let me hear the end of that one.

Allison had filled that best friend slot once upon a time. There was a time up through middle school when we’d been inseparable. Living right down the street from one another and hanging out all the time. Having sleepovers. I found myself drawn to her for some reason. I suppose she was the first girl crush I had, the first indication that boys might not be for me, but of course I hadn’t recognized that for what it was at first and by the time I got to middle school I was terrified to even think about what it might mean and would be firmly in my denial phase for a few more years.

Then Allison moved away to a house by the lake and it all became a moot point anyways. We drifted apart like so many people did in the great social mix-up that is middle school, and that was that. I hadn’t talked to her in forever.

Only the crush remained after all these years, though I recognized it for what it was: the silly dream of a hopeless romantic. 

“Allison? Reynolds?” Darcy asked.

I shook my head and squeezed my eyes shut. “You and your big mouth Sam.”

“You have the hots for Allison?” Darcy asked. “I mean I suppose that’s good taste and all, but talk about not happening!”

I opened my eyes so I could turn towards Darcy and roll them at her. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

There was a kernel of truth to what Darcy was saying, though, even if I hated that it was true. Allison Reynolds, green-eyed goddess of our grade whose face and body had launched a thousand boners, if not more. She was the object of obsession for just about every guy in the school even if she was completely off-limits to most of those guys precisely because of her goddess status.

And if she was off-limits to most of the guys in the school, the gender she was interested in if her dating life was any indication and not that I paid attention to who she was dating like some creepy stalker, then what chance did I have?

None at all, and it was a good idea to remember that. Especially when Sam was trying to be sneaky and invoke Allison to convince me to go to a party I’d already told her I was going to.

I waved a hand. “You already convinced me to go. You don’t have to keep trying to sell me on this party by pimping an impossible rendezvous with Allison to get me there.”

“Just want to make sure you don’t try to back out on us at the last minute or anything.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be there.”

“Good! Then you won’t mind if Darcy and I go ahead and pick you up a little before the party, will you?”

I shrugged. They really weren’t going to give me a chance to back out of this. Not that I could blame them considering how many times I’d ducked out of going to a party with them.

“Fine. I’ll see you then.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

2: Dragged to the Beach

 

"Are you ready for a party?" Valerie asked.

I shook my head. Her enthusiasm was almost infectious. Almost. The trouble was I just wasn't in much of a partying mood. Not tonight. Not after everything that happened with Derek.

Another notch on my bedpost, I suppose, but not the sort of notch I was looking for. Though actually it would be more accurate to say the problem was more about a lack of notching going on with his bedpost, or any bedpost for that matter. God he was such an asshole. Why did all guys have to be such horny pricks? This had happened with every guy I’d dated!

Apparently some of my mood was obvious from the look on my face. Valerie put her hands on her hips and cocked her head to the side. "There is no way you're backing out of going to this party Allison. I don't care if you are still moping around. You can only mope for so long!"

I rolled my eyes. "Come on Valerie, it's only been a week!"

"Which should be more than enough time to get over a breakup," she said. "Now get up. Were going out! You're not going to back out on in this party just because you got dumped!"

I rolled my eyes. I could always count on Valerie to be so very sensitive to my feelings. Sometimes I felt like she didn’t realize what she was doing when she talked like that and other times I was convinced she did it on purpose and then put on an innocent oblivious act after the fact to get away with it. Trouble was I’d never been able to prove it.

I crossed my arms and let out at snort. “I don’t see what the point is anyways. All the guys there will say the same thing. Allison the Ice Queen. Undateable because I’m not willing to hop into the sack after the first couple of dates.”

Valerie sighed and sat down next to me on my bed. For the briefest moment I caught the scent of her shampoo and the subtle perfume she wore. I felt the heat coming off of her body and I closed my eyes then opened them and shook myself out of the momentary funk.

Where the heck had that come from?

“Allison, hon,” Valerie said. “You were dating Derek for most of our senior year and you didn’t ever go any farther than making out.”

“So?” I said, suddenly feeling on the defensive. It was bad enough that I got this crap from Derek. I didn’t need it from Valerie too. “I wasn’t ready.”

“And that’s fine,” Valerie said. “He’s an asshole for breaking up with you because of that, never mind going around calling you the ice queen, but at the same time he made it clear he wanted more and you made it clear you didn’t want to go along. Can you blame him for breaking up after he made that clear?”

I fell back against the bed and sighed. “It’s not like I didn’t want to do anything with Derek.”

Valerie fell back beside me and once more I was aware of the feel of her body next to me on the pink comforter. I paid special attention to the way the light reflected off of her blue eyes and her highlighted blonde hair with a color that came straight out of a bottle at Curl Up and Dye down on Main street. She really was a pretty girl.

I shook my head again. Why did thoughts of how good she looked keep coming up? Breaking up with Derek had really done a number on me!

“So if you didn’t have anything against going farther with Derek why didn’t you?”

“I don’t know? I mean making out with him was okay, I guess, but it just felt…”

“So Derek’s not a good kisser?”

“Not a good anything. Really. At least he wasn’t doing it for me!”

Valerie tapped a finger to her lips, a move that meant she was thinking. “So Derek’s no good in the sack, eh?”

“Well he’s no good in the back of a car or movie theater, but I suppose it’s the same difference.”

Valerie grinned and sat up. “We could use this! You’re not the ice queen. He’s just no good! A terrible kisser! We could spread this around the party tonight and totally ruin his image! Turn this whole thing around on him and let the truth out!”

“Yeah right. I don’t want to get involved in a PR war with Derek over why I wasn’t interested in getting with him. He can go ahead and spread whatever rumors he wants. He’s just letting everyone know he didn’t have a chance with me.”

Val shrugged. “I guess that’s fair enough too, but that doesn’t get you out of going to the party at the lake tonight. We only have so many of these parties left before everyone goes off to college! We need to make the most of our time together!”

I sighed again. Valerie did have a point. It wouldn't be much longer before I wasn't going to lake parties. No, I'd be going to parties on campus. At frat houses maybe. Or house parties. Somewhere where I could get my hands on some booze, because I wasn’t going back to a dry lifestyle after getting used to partying on the lake.

Yeah, house parties were probably a safer bet. I didn’t even know if frats would be willing to give out alcohol to underage girls. They were supposed to have high moral standards to uphold, after all, if the stories my dad told about his time in a frat were any indication.

Yeah, it was hard to tell what kind of new fun I might get up to once I got out to state. All I did know was that at the end of the summer it was going to be the end of my fun with Valerie since we were going off to completely different schools, and that still made me sad every time I thought about it.

Then again it’s not like it would be the first time something like that happened. I glanced up to a picture surrounded by silly mementos on a shelf tucked away in a dusty corner of my room that I hadn’t touched since middle school. A picture of me and Claire smiling into the camera at some band trip back before we’d both realized staying in band was social suicide and gone on to other things.

Only going on to other things hadn’t included staying in touch with each other. Especially after moving away. Not that I moved all that far away, just out to the lake. We still went to the same school and all, but a combination of middle school and not living in the neighborhood had pulled us apart. I still thought about her from time to time as I looked at that shelf filled with tchotchkes from our years as friends. Actually that was the only shelf I hadn’t completely rearranged over the years for some reason.

I suppose if I could get over a friend as good as Claire drifting away then I could get over Valerie going off to a completely different school too. I suppose I’d make new friends when I was off at college. It would suck at first, but I’d get used to it. At least I hoped I would.

I spared one last lingering glance for that shelf I’d never quite been able to bring myself to clear out and turned back to Valerie.

“Fine. I’ll go if you’re going to drag me to the damn thing,” I said.

“Great!” Valerie said.

I smiled, but inside I was less than enthusiastic about being dragged out to a party on the lake. Granted the lake was just a few feet away from the lower levels of my house, or my parents’ house to be more accurate. I’d be able to hear the party from my room if the music and the people got loud enough, which it almost always did. 

Talk about just what I needed. A reminder of the good time everyone was having while I was busy moping because I was annoyed about Derek dumping me. The real bitch was that I was more upset about him dumping me first when I’d been weighing the pros and cons of dumping him before the end of the summer and not having to deal with Captain Handsy during my last months with my school friends.

The asshole. Breaking up with me because he wanted to "explore his options" and date a girl who had a “more open mind about things” which was code for a girl who could put up with his lame skills in the sack long enough to do him on the first date.

The son-of-a-bitch. He'd probably been cheating on me already if the rumors were true. As though he could ever hope to get a girl as great as me. I guess to find a girl who was willing to put out on that first date he’d have to take a hit in quality which he more than deserved.

The horny prick.

No Allison. That wasn't the way to think. That wasn't a good attitude to have about anyone, even a no good horny asshole who dumped me because he was so eager to get his dick wet that he ignored the other important things in a relationship. Sure I'd been blessed in the beauty department, but that was no excuse for taking it for granted or thinking less of whatever girl he ended up dating just because she might not look as good as me.

No, far better to feel sorry for that girl because she was stuck with Derek and his piss poor skills that had resulted in things never getting hot and heavy for me even when he was getting a little hot and heavy himself and not even bothering to notice that I wasn’t having fun.

As long as he got his. That was the kind of guy he was. Like I said, a complete asshole.

I glanced over to Valerie and smiled. It looked like she was already prepared for a night on the lake when she came over here. And why not? It would’ve been a pain for her to go back into town to get changed if I gave into her demands.

I was only a little annoyed at her sparkly getup with a bright pink bikini underneath that showed a generous portion of her impressive chest. Annoyed because that outfit meant Valerie was ready for a night of partying whether or not I came along with her, and because I had a feeling she never had any intention of letting me back out.

She could be… insistent like that.

"You're sure there’s no chance I can get out of this?" I asked.

Valerie shook her head. "Not a chance!"

I sighed. "Fine. Let me find a suit that’ll have Derek eating his heart out and get ready."

I knew just the suit I was going to pick out, too. Despite my misgivings I was starting to look forward to this!

The party was the same as it had always been, and in a way that was comforting. Derek's parents had been nice enough to give over their massive house to the partying crowd for several years now which had quickly rocketed him to the position of most popular guy in school well before he hit his senior year.

Back when we were still dating, only a week ago, Derek had been stoked that I just lived a short walk down the beach. He went on about how hot it would be to sneak out and meet in the middle of the night, never mind that I’d much rather rest for school the next day than stay up all night letting him clumsily fumble at my bra snap which he always seemed to have trouble with while he was slobbering all over my lips.

No, I wasn’t going to think about that. I was going to focus on having fun.

I’d never understood why his parents were willing to volunteer their house until we started dating and I met his dad who had a serious problem with living in the past while simultaneously living vicariously through his son in the present. When we were dating his dad was always going on about how hard he partied when he was in school even as Derek’s mom was always running around with a harried shell-shocked thousand yard stare after the parties were over. For some reason Derek’s dad never helped with the cleanup.

I guess the asshole traveled down the male line in their family.

I was pretty sure their “arrangement” with Derek was in violation of a couple of laws about furnishing alcohol to minors, but it's not like anybody was going to come out and hassle a judge’s son for throwing a party. Not if they liked their job.

And so Derek’s house had acted as sort of no-fly zone for the local cops which meant everybody was free to party and have fun as long as they dropped off their keys at the beginning of the night.

“So do you think Sheriff Creeper Jr. is going to be out there tonight?”

“Isn’t he always?” I asked.

Sheriff Creeper Jr. Was the sheriff’s son and he’d gotten that nickname thanks to his habit of hanging out at high school parties most nights even though he’d graduated a couple of years ago.

He was a classic example of a failure to launch if there ever was one. Still working at the same job he had in high school down at the local gas station and still going to the same parties where he creeped on younger girls, though he at least had the good sense to creep on senior girls which was a small part of why he was still tolerated. 

The failure to launch was too bad for him, I suppose, as far as life goals went, but it was one hell of a good thing for everybody who enjoyed going out and having a little bit of fun. Him being out there was just an added layer of protection from the local cops which was by far the lion’s share of the reason why he was still tolerated.

Derek's house. I closed my eyes as I walked past towards the beach where people were already gathering and a bonfire was just getting started.

Just stepping onto the beach by his house felt like I was going into hostile territory. It felt like I was being overwhelmed with all the memories associated with this place. Coming over here for dinner. Taking pictures out on the front lawn for prom. Getting pissed whenever he chased after me in the water trying to cop a feel while I was telling him to cut it out because his parents were usually right there watching us.

Yeah, this house was definitely loaded with memories. Some good, but most of them just annoying. Now that I thought about it I wondered why I’d ever dated the asshole in the first place. I hadn't been entirely sure we were going to stay together after graduation anyways considering I was going off to state and he was going off to a private school in another state, but it still sucked being dumped even if it was a sort of welcome dumping.

I paused to adjust my outfit. The sparkly green bikini I’d settled on felt like it was barely there, hence the nature of its appeal, but that also meant it constantly felt like it was falling off. Of course when I went to adjust the thing it wasn't falling off, it was just that there was so little material there that it constantly felt that way under my tank top and shorts which were preserving my modesty for the moment.

I blushed when I thought about wearing this thing at the beach. It was something Derek got for me that I swore I’d never wear and having it on tonight was a calculated “fuck you” to him that I was finally wearing the thing after he dumped me.

I glanced over to Valerie and grinned. I didn’t think it was possible, but under her tank top and shorts was a bikini even skimpier than my own. Her tank top/bikini combo showed off plenty of her gorgeous and amazing tits, God how I wished I could have a pair that looked like that, and the top was short enough on the bottom that it showed off her slim stomach up to her belly button.

Down below she had shorts as tight as mine that showed off a perfect ass that never failed to make me jealous when she started disrobing, at least I always told myself it was jealousy that drew my eyes because the alternative was something I wasn’t even going to consider thank you very much.

Both of our outfits were calculated to show off everything while not quite revealing anything, but that was going to change as soon as we got to that bonfire and broke out the bikinis!

I smiled as we made our way towards the bonfires and was surprised to realize I was actually looking forward to tonight, and not just because I was looking forward to the look on Derek’s face when he saw me finally wearing this thing and it wasn’t for him.

No, this was going to be one hell of a party, and why not? Time was running out, and it wouldn't be long before we were all scattered to the winds. It was time to enjoy being young enough to have no responsibilities but old enough to do what we wanted while we still had our friends around!

Sure it was nothing major or life changing going to a party on the lake, graduates had been upholding that tradition for decades, but I figured even so this was a night I’d be looking back on for years.

 

 

 

 

 

 

3: Beach Bravery

 

The lake. The beach. Although calling it a “beach” wasn’t exactly right. It wasn’t a natural beach so much as it was sand imported from a hardware store or a quarry or wherever the hell you got fake sand a few decades back when they started building houses along the lake and topped off every couple of years when the partying took its toll.

The partying was way faster than erosion in these here parts.

“Here we are,” Sam said. She leaned over from the driver’s seat and grinned at me where I was sitting imprisoned in the back. I thought of it as being imprisoned even though I’d willingly climbed into the car back at Darcy’s house.

“Come on Claire,” Sam said. “You should try to enjoy yourself.”

Try to enjoy myself. Yeah, right.

I looked out at the crowd of people gathered in front of a massive house. I think it was Derek Arnold’s house, but I wasn’t exactly up on who lived in what house out in this part of town. I just knew the place by its reputation.

There were a couple of bonfires already roaring even though it wasn’t quite dark yet. The sun was moving down the horizon, but slowly. In the middle of summer like this it would be a couple of hours before it really started to get dark anyways.

I also spotted a couple of kegs out on the beach in flagrant violation of local ordinances that were supposed to keep people from doing that sort of thing on the lakeshore. I knew because there were letters to the editor in the paper, something no one from my generation bothered to read anymore but I used to have a boring study hour in the library, about how that ordinance was useless since it was never enforced.

I always figured it was old people who still read the paper getting cranky, but here was the proof right in front of me.

Everyone out there looked like they were having a damn good time. Well, almost everyone. I saw one poor girl I didn’t know stuck in a conversation with Tiffany Thomas, the infamous blabbermouth who never shut up once she had you in her clutches, but otherwise the beer was flowing and nobody was out there stopping people from drinking even though I recognized most of the faces out there and I don’t think a single one of them was under twenty-one.

Okay, so maybe Creeper Jr. the sheriff’s son was twenty-one. I was pretty sure he’d graduated when I was in eighth grade so the time line probably worked out so that he was a little over twenty-one. Maybe.

To be honest the whole thing looked like a hell of a lot of fun if you were into that scene, I just couldn’t see myself enjoying it. No, Samantha and Darcy looked out there and saw a bunch of friends having a good time for the last time before everyone shipped off to college or wherever it was that people who weren’t going off to college went. Probably to a job at the local gas station like Creeper considering all the manufacturing jobs around here had dried up a couple decades back but bedroom communities like this one kept lurching on without realizing they’d been dealt a mortal wound and were bleeding out their youth population with each passing year.

What I saw when I looked out there was very different from what Sam and Darcy, and most everyone else out there, saw. I saw people who hadn’t reacted all that well when I came out. I saw people who’d been openly hostile to me at first. I saw people who’d been whispering about me behind my back and spreading ridiculous rumors like the only reason I was valedictorian was because I was sleeping with our (lady) principal.

Which was completely ridiculous, but talk about a vicious rumor that I had to deal with because some idiots believed it no matter how preposterous it was. No, I wasn’t exactly looking forward to going out there and running a gauntlet I thought I was finished with as soon as I walked across the stage at graduation.

And yet I was getting out of the back seat. I was walking in between Sam and Darcy as though they were guards keeping an eye on a known flight risk. It was a little ridiculous, but I told myself that as long as I was with them the whispering wouldn’t start.

There were a couple of surprised looks when people saw me walking by, but other than that it was a muted reaction. Which probably had more to do with the alcohol that was flowing so freely than anything else.

“Look around Claire! Plenty of eye candy!” Darcy said.

I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Keep that up much longer and I’m going to think you’re cruising for having your mom disown you.”

Darcy giggled and gave me a playful slap on the shoulder. “Yeah, right. Just trying to help my friend out!”

As we made our way to one of the kegs and stood in line for what was likely the cheapest and most disgusting beer in the county I looked around and had to admit that Darcy did have a point even if she didn’t really have any idea what she was talking about when it came to the attractiveness of the fairer sex. The whole beach was what they called a “target rich environment” in the old movies.

Girls everywhere. It was a cornucopia of every hot girl from our class and even some of the less-than-hot girls wearing practically nothing as they frolicked through the imported sand or splashed around the water’s edge without actually going deep enough to go for a swim and ruin their hair and makeup.

No one ever came to the beach in their swim suit with the intention of actually going swimming. Not the girls, at least. Some guys were splashing around.

There was even a beach volleyball game going on, as cliched as that sounded. Girls and guys bouncing around swatting a ball back and forth. I couldn’t care less about the guys trying to show off, but some of the girls were running around and bouncing quite nicely if I do say so myself. Yeah, to say the beach was bright and full of delightful distractions would be an understatement.

And yet despite all of those distractions I was still scanning the beach. I wasn’t even sure what I was looking for until my eyes fell on her. My breath caught.

Allison was walking towards one of the kegs, though not the one I was standing at. She looked so gorgeous in a tank top and a pair of shorts that hugged her body in all the right places, and I found myself licking my lips as I stared. She was with her new friend whatshername, I still thought of the girl as the replacement BFF even though they’d been friends since we drifted apart which was years at this point. New BFF, I never could remember her name, was also looking pretty good, she didn’t have a reputation as the second hottest girl in our class for nothing, but I only had eyes for Allison.

I guess I’d spent so many years trying my best to ignore her, to look away when we passed each other in the halls, that I’d never stopped to truly appreciate just how beautiful she was. She was like an angel walking along the beach.

Okay, so maybe that was a bit much, but hormones were raging and so it seemed like an apt enough description in the moment.

Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, it looked like she was heading for one of the other kegs. Probably a good thing since the only thing I could think to do was stare at her completely dumbfounded. Fortunately an elbow to my side brought me back to reality.

“Get a good look?” Sam asked.

“Shut up Sam,” I muttered.

“If you’re so hot for her why don’t you just go over and talk to her or something?”

“Because she’s probably not interested.”

“Well you never know unless you try. Maybe she’s one of those girls who’s hiding a big secret you were talking about in the locker room earlier.”

Darcy snorted. “Right. Allison? I don’t see that happening. I can just imagine her and Valerie having some big secret relationship! Oh yeah!”

Yeah, I was imagining her and Valerie having some fun together too, though I was doing it for real rather than the sarcasm-tinged commentary from my softball teammate. At the same time I was wondering what the hell had come over me. Why was I acting like a walking talking hormone that had nothing better to do but think about sex? This wasn’t how I usually was.

Maybe it was the atmosphere and being surrounded by all these scantily-clad people. That had to be what it was, because when I glanced back to the keg where Allison was filling up I couldn’t help but notice a bikini strap peeking out from her tank top.

She leaned forward and my breath caught as I saw a sparkling green number that dazzled as it reflected the sunlight. That thing looked even skimpier than the most scandalous bikini I saw out on the beach right now, and that was saying something!

So try as I might, as much as I didn’t want to be the walking-talking hormone, I really couldn’t help myself. She was stunning, and seeing her like this out on the beach was bringing back a whole host of feelings I thought I’d well and truly buried years ago, damn it. Why did I ever agree to come to the beach in the first place? This wasn’t a fun party. This was pure torture!

The torture was only going to get worse, too. Allison straightened up and glanced over to the keg I was standing at. She looked right at me. Her eyes made contact with mine and I was frozen. It was unfair for a girl to have sparkling green eyes like that, though they did match that scandalous bikini she was keeping hidden from the world quite nicely. I felt fire burning in the pit of my stomach that was more intense than anything I’d ever felt with Sarah, and then she brushed a strand of hair away from her face and smiled at me. She actually smiled at me!

It was silly, but that was the most acknowledgment I’d gotten from Allison in years and it was like my body was starving and willing to grasp at anything it could get. I felt weak in the knees. I felt like I was about to keel over. I managed to get a smile of my own out and then I tore myself away from that gaze. It was too much for me. It was too intense. Staring at her was like looking directly at the sun, and I was going to get burned if I kept at it for too long.

Damn it. I needed to get out of here. Many more experiences like that and I really was going to go crazy. At the very least I needed to find a nice secluded spot somewhere on the beach where I wouldn’t have to worry about too many people seeing me, and more importantly where I wouldn’t have to worry about running into Allison again. If I turned into that much of a stumbling dorkasaurus just from looking at her who could tell what might happen if she actually decided to start a conversation?

Not that anything like that was going to happen. I was reading too much into that smile. Way too much. We hadn’t spoken in nearly five years, and even if she was smiling at me and doing that cute little hair brushing move it didn’t mean we were suddenly going to become best friends again. I needed to do what I’d been doing for the past five years and put her firmly out of my mind.

“You okay there Claire?” Darcy asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied. I figured it was just a little white lie. “Why don’t we find someplace to sit down and talk or something?”

“And miss all the fun here on the beach?” Sam asked.

She was eying a guy walking past in nothing but a swimsuit, and from the way she was staring I had no doubt exactly what kind of “fun” she was talking about. The sort of “fun” that was off limits to me since I was the only girl in our small school who had the courage to come out and be real about who I was.

I sighed as Sam peeled off from our little threesome, turning us into a twosome. I’d worried something like this was going to happen when they invited me out here. I’d seen it coming and yet I’d still gone along with them. They were going to go chasing after guys, leaving me all by my lonesome to nurse a beer and think about how I couldn’t wait until I got to college where hopefully things would be a hell of a lot better than they were in this small town.

At the very least there’d be other girls who were out so I could do more than look.

“You know you could just talk to her,” Darcy said, sounding suddenly very serious and not at all like the Darcy I knew. “I know some people have treated you like shit since… you know, but I never heard of Allison being one of those people.”

I sighed. There was just too much history there that Darcy wasn’t aware of. Or at least I was pretty sure she wasn’t aware of it. Most people didn’t seem to remember anything that happened in middle school that was outside their own personal bubble of social torture that was the three years from sixth to eighth grade. How did you even approach someone after they’d made it clear they didn’t want to talk to you anymore?

Well, she hadn’t exactly made it clear she didn’t want to talk to me anymore. She’d just made it pretty damn clear by ignoring me once she moved away.

Of course I suppose I also hadn’t talked to her much once she moved away and the drift started, but it wasn’t entirely my fault. It took two to ignore each other, and we’d both done it in spades. I didn’t know how to come back from that.

“I don’t think so,” I said.

“Are you sure? I mean you’re already so brave…”

I turned to Darcy and cocked a curious eyebrow. “What the heck are you talking about?”

“Well you did come out in this town of all places. I figure if that’s not brave then nothing is. Next to that what’s going up and talking to someone you used to be friends with?”

Okay then. Maybe people did remember things that were happening to other people in middle school. Like Darcy standing there laying some surprise life advice on me while also dredging up an ancient past I’d rather forget.

“Maybe you’re right,” I said. “What harm can talking do, after all?”

“Right. What harm can talking do?”

Okay, so Darcy was acting weird. She was staring at Valerie and Allison almost as intently as I was. I never knew she was this invested in my love life, but at the same time it felt kind of nice to have somebody to talk to about this stuff who didn’t make it all about asking questions about what it was like to be a lesbian.

It sucked being an out lesbian in this town, thank you very much, but I tried not to dwell on that. People usually didn’t like it when I gave them that snarky answer either, but ask a stupid question.

I steeled myself to go over and talk to Allison. What could it hurt? I’d talked to her plenty of times in the past. Just not in the past five years or so. It would be just like old times. Only we were all grown up and about to go off to college now. And she was looking so gorgeous that it short-circuited the rational thinking parts of my brain whenever I looked at her. And that smile a few minutes ago was the most communicating we’d done since middle school.

Other than that, though, nothing was different. I squared my shoulders and was about to go say something to her, she was moving away from the keg now so I’d have to hoof it to catch up, when the last person in the world I wanted to see near Allison appeared.

Derek. Damn it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

4: Jealousy

 

Derek. The last person at the beach I wanted to run into. Damn it.

I knew it was an unfair thought even as it ran through my mind, but I blamed it all on Claire. Why did she have to be standing at that other keg looking at me like that? That was a fucking intense stare, and for some reason I found myself looking right back at her and actually blushing!

I was still thinking about her when Val and I stepped away from the keg. Thinking about how this would be a nice time to maybe go up and talk with her. Catch up on old times. It had been so many years, after all, and I still thought of her from time to time. Thought about the good times we used to have.

Yeah, thinking of Claire always made me feel warm and fuzzy, as ridiculous as that sounded.

She’d been through a lot lately. I’d thought of talking to her when she first made her announcement that had dropped with all the subtlety of one of those bombs we watched in American history class because old Mr. Thomas was obsessed with World War II and thought U.S. history began on December 7, 1941 and ended on whatever the hell day the Russians or the Chinese or whoever the hell it was we were fighting surrendered.

Only I hadn’t approached her. I felt bad about it, but I also knew I’d never hear the end of it from Valerie and the other girls if I did go and talk to her. I might actually have rumors start flying about me, especially considering my boyfriend before Derek was complaining and giving me the beginnings of my “ice queen” reputation at the time, and so I’d stayed away from Claire and felt horrible about it the whole time, but not so horrible that I actually did anything about it.

And now because I was thinking of going over and talking to Claire Derek managed to get the drop on me. Damn it, damn it, damn it!

“Allison,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting to see you out here.”

His tone made it into more of an accusation than a question. I tried to ignore that he had stupid Stacy Isaacs hanging on his arm. Of course he would go for a girl like Stacy. She was a nice girl but she had something of a reputation, if you catch my drift.

I suppose it wasn’t exactly fair to think of a girl having a reputation. These were modern times, after all, and a girl should be able to do what she wanted whether that was having fun or, in my case, not being interested in any fun at all. When it came to Derek at least, though to be fair none of my boyfriends hadn’t lit my fire yet. I hadn’t found the right guy, but I guess that was small town life and dealing with a very limited dating pool.

“Derek,” I said, trying to keep my tone as flat as possible. “So nice to see you out here.”

My tone made it clear that it was anything but nice to be seeing him out here. He wasn’t the only one who could play that game. I know I wanted to try and be nice. That I wanted to be peaceful and not let the more negative things I was thinking rise to the surface, but as I saw the smarmy look on his asshole face it was all I could do not to ball my hand into a fist and punch him right there. Maybe mess up that pretty face of his just a little and see if Stacy was still interested in him then.

“Yeah, well, you have fun. Just try not to rope in any guys or anything. These are all my bros and I’d hate for one of them to strike out before he even steps up to the plate, if you know what I mean.”

Oh yes. I knew exactly what the asshole meant. It seemed he couldn’t leave well enough alone. And so while I didn’t want to be the one to escalate, if he was going to do the escalating for me then I was more than happy to lob a shot right back at him. I turned and gave him my sweetest smile.

“Oh you never know what’s going to happen tonight Derek. Maybe if I find someone who actually knows what they’re doing beyond slobbering their tongue all over my lips and fumbling at my bra clasp I’ll be willing to go farther than I might have with less experienced boys.”

Valerie let out a low whistle at that one and Stacy actually snorted. Her face quickly went back to an angry glare when Derek turned to glare at her, but I could see the twinkle in her eye. I could also see her considering. She raised an eyebrow at me when Derek turned away from her and I nodded ever so slightly. I wanted her to know that I was trying to get in a low blow, but at the same time everything I was saying was absolutely true. If I could spare her a little bit of grief it might be worth it, and if I kept Derek from getting laid tonight all the better.

“You bitch,” he said. “I’ve talked to other guys you dated and I know what the score is. It’s nothing to do with me. You’re a prude, that’s all there is to it.”

I was amazed that I was able to stay so in control given how angry I was. Inside I was a maelstrom of emotion with anger mostly winning the day. Outside I was cool and collected and the very picture of calm.

“Oh yeah? Would a prude wear something like this?”

With a quick motion my hands were down at the bottom of my tank top and then it was over my head revealing the skimpy sparkling green bikini top. Just as quickly I unzipped my shorts and shimmied out of them giving my ass a nice little shake in the process and revealing the equally barely-there bikini bottoms from the scandalous suit he bought for me and never got to enjoy.

Well he was going to get to enjoy it now. Just long enough to eat his heart out.

Once more Valerie snickered behind me then gave a sarcastic wolf whistle even as I felt a blush rising. I might be angry enough to actually break this thing out, something I wasn’t sure I’d do when we were making our way down to the beach from my house, but that didn’t stop me from feeling slightly embarrassed being on display like this. Derek’s eyes ran up and down my body and his mouth worked but he didn’t say anything. This was more of me than he’d ever seen while we were dating. More than any guy had seen, for that matter.

“Holy shit,” he whispered.

Stacy leapt into action at that. She slapped him on the shoulder, a distinctly unhappy look on her face. “You asshole! Checking out another girl while you’re with me?”

She turned to me and winked before she wheeled around and stormed off, doing her own shimmy as she made her way across the beach in her suit which she wore quite nicely. Derek looked dumbfounded as though he had no idea how he’d lost control of the situation. Meanwhile I fixed him with my sweetest smile, relishing this small victory.

He turned to follow Stacy, to try and salvage an evening that had probably already been scuttled by the brief unspoken conversation I had with her, but not before he looked over his shoulder for one parting shot.

“Well if you’re not a prude and you’re not going to do anything with the guys you date why don’t you go hang out with that Claire bitch or something? Maybe that’s what you really need, you dyke bitch!”

I blinked. Now there was a parting shot that I hadn’t expected. It was also something that made me really angry. Like more pissed off than I’d been before, and I was already pissed off. How dare he talk about Claire like that! And how dare he accuse me of… that.

I suppose it was only a natural reaction though. I’d spurned his clumsy affections, so of course there had to be a reason why I wasn’t interested in him that didn’t have anything to do with his own skill, or lack thereof. He was just reaching for any excuse that didn’t expose him for the incompetent lover that he was.

Still, accusing me of… that? And insulting Claire in the process? He really was a bigger asshole than I thought.

I needed a drink. Without thinking about it I tipped my cup back and started chugging. I felt a little bit of beer running down around my cheeks but I managed to catch most of it.

“Um, Allison? Are you okay?”

I held up a finger from my free hand as I kept up with the chugging. Sure downing a whole cup of beer probably wasn’t the best way to deal with my anger, but in the moment it seemed like a pretty damn good solution even if I wasn’t a huge beer drinker. Or a huge any sort of alcohol drinker, for that matter. By the time the cup came down I was feeling a little dizzy.

“That asshole,” I spat.

“Yeah, he is an asshole, but you might want to take it easy there with the beer,” Valerie said. “You’re kind of a lightweight and all.”

“I don’t care. I need to get drunk tonight,” I said.

And with that I was heading back to the keg to get another glass of beer. The stuff tasted like piss water, I imagined it was the cheapest booze available down at the local liquor store, but I was feeling buzzed so at least I knew it was doing its job even if it tasted terrible.

I scanned the beach. I noticed that more than a few guys had stopped and were staring at me in my bikini and once more I blushed, but it didn’t bother me as much this time around. No, the only people who really seemed bothered by my barely-there bathing suit were girls who caught their guys staring at me, but it’s not like that was my fault.

I wasn’t looking for guys checking me out though. No, I was on the lookout for someone else. Claire. Where the heck was she? The sun was low enough that dusk had set in making it harder to make people out on the beach, but I was a woman on a mission.

Sure I’d thought about going up and talking with her earlier, but after what Derek said I had an ulterior motive. If that asshole thought I was a lesbian then I’d show him a lesbian! Okay, maybe not a lesbian. I don’t know where that thought came from exactly. What I was going to do, though, was sit and talk with Claire like old times and hopefully Derek would see it and choke on his beer.

I don’t know why I was so preoccupied with what Derek thought of me since I wanted nothing to do with him. Maybe it was twisting the knife just a little. Whatever. If sitting next to our school’s only lesbian and maybe leaning in a little close to her would twist the knife with Derek then all the better, damn it!

I needed to top off my drink though. The whole reason I came to the damn keg in the first place. So I pumped and filled.

And as I filled my cup I thought seriously about what I was considering and felt a little guilty even as I felt another blush running through me along with a heat that was pretty strong for thinking about getting revenge on Derek. Almost as though there was something else there warming me up at the thought of talking to Claire.

Maybe it was shame, because the more I thought about what I was about to do the more I thought it really wasn’t fair to use Claire like that. Originally I’d been thinking about talking with her just to bury the hatchet before we both went off to college and there wasn’t time to say anything anymore, and now after a couple of beers I was thinking of using her in a crappy revenge plot?

I felt guilty about it, but that wasn’t going to stop me. I turned towards the bonfires and had to wait for a moment while the rest of the world stopped spinning. The spinning finally stopped and Claire finally came into focus. I was looking right at her, but I hadn’t realized it with everything whirling around me.

She was sitting on a log on her own staring into the fire, and she was looking good in a swimsuit of her own, softball had definitely been good to her. It seemed unfair that no one would be hanging out with a girl that beautiful just because she decided she wasn’t interested in dudes.

Still, she was all alone which is what I needed. It was the perfect opportunity to approach.

“Allison, what are you doing?” Valerie asked.

I moved in the direction of the bonfire which caused some of my beer to slosh out of my cup. I’d have to take this one slower. I really was starting to lose control, and I hated when I started to lose control.

“I’m going to talk to an old friend who looks like she could use a friend,” I said. “And maybe teach Derek a lesson too!”

Valerie followed my gaze and her eyes went wide when she realized who I meant. Claire was the only one sitting alone at the bonfire.

“You can’t talk to her Allison. What would people think?”

“What would they think if I was talking with Claire? What do you think?”

“But she’s…”

I shoved my drink in Valerie’s face while I made my point. Some of the beer sloshed out but Valerie managed to back away with a surprised yell at the last moment. Good. I wouldn’t want her to ruin her tank top, though that might encourage her to break out her own barely-there bikini so I wasn’t the only person embarrassing myself.

“I don’t care what everyone thinks,” I said. My eyes narrowed. “I just care what Derek thinks, and if he thinks what he thinks while I’m talking with Claire then good! Fuck him!”

“Allison, you can’t get revenge on Derek like this. This is crazy!”

“Yup!” I reached out and poked my index finger against her nose. She went cross-eyed which made me giggle. It looked so damn funny. “Which is exactly why it’s crazy enough to work, Val-e-rie!”

I whirled around sending more beer flying. I was going to be out of the stuff before I had a chance to take a drink, but that might be a good thing considering the beer already inside me was really starting to go to work. Valerie reached out to put a hand on my shoulder and stop me but I ducked her grab.

I was a woman on a mission. Was it a little crazy? A little stupid maybe? Not all that well thought out and probably inspired just a little by the booze coursing through my system?

Yeah, maybe, but I didn’t care. I was going to talk to my old friend for the first time in five years and maybe do something stupid to make Derek jealous in the process!

 

 

 

 

 

 

5: Unbelievable Changes

 

"Is this seat taken?"

I looked up and blinked. Damn. Allison was the last person I expected to see standing in front of me looking down with a slightly sloshed smile on her face and sporting that incredibly distracting bikini.

“Um, hello?”

“Hi Claire!” she giggled and took a step forward causing some of her beer to go sloshing out of her cup. I looked close trying to see how tipsy she was, but she didn’t seem quite so bad. Maybe one drink in.

“So can I help you?”

“Yeah! Is that seat taken?”

I paused and searched her face trying to figure out of this was part of some joke. I glanced around to see if there was anyone maybe snickering behind their hands or something, but everyone else seemed to be busy doing their own thing. No one was paying attention to use like there was some big joke going down or something.

I sighed. I’d thought about talking to her ever since I got here and now here she was right in front of me. So what was wrong with actually talking to her now that she was right here in front of me?

That damned bikini. It was so distracting. Looking up at her, her toned body, those dangerous curves, the way the thin material seemed to mold itself to her body. It was all very distracting and I was having a hard time thinking straight.

"No, it isn't taken.”

“Good!” she said, and she sat down beside me. She peered at my own cup of beer. “This stuff isn’t that great, is it?”

I glanced down at my cup. It was filled with something brown, liquid, and carbonated that tasted like piss. I’d never been a big drinker in the first place, and this stuff wasn’t doing anything to help me understand why people were so obsessed with it.

“It does taste like piss water.”

Allison giggled and then she leaned in close to me and smacked my shoulder which sent fire coursing down the nerve endings in said shoulder and straight to my pussy. Damn. A single touch from her was enough to do that? For that matter why was she touching me like that after we hadn’t spoken in years? What was going on here?

"So what brings you out here finally?" Allison asked. "I don't remember ever seeing you at one of these parties."

I blushed and found myself wondering about what was behind that statement. She’d never seen me at one of these parties before. Did that mean she’d been looking for me? It seemed like wishful thinking more than anything else, that I was reading far too much into that statement, but why shouldn’t I read too much into the situation with the way she was leaning into me and giggling?

This was a very different Allison from the one who’d passed me by in the hallways without so much as a word, though she had always looked at me and then looked away with a blush like she was embarrassed about not talking to her old friend. Hell, this was a very different Allison from the one I’d known back in middle school when we were inseparable.

Was it the booze? If it was the booze then I was liking this side of her, though I found myself hoping it wasn’t the booze because the last thing I wanted was for her to be acting flirty like this just because she was in the sauce.

I shrugged and stared into the fire instead of looking at Allison. In many ways staring at the bonfire was far less dangerous than staring at the white hot heat that was Allison in that bikini. Talk about the kind of outfit that could drive a girl to distraction! No, if I was going to talk to her and she was going to be acting like this then I figured it was better to look at the safe real flames in front of me rather than the far more dangerous metaphorical hotness sitting beside me.

"I was dragged out here against my will,” I said. Then for some reason I went on, figuring honesty was the best policy in this case for some reason. Maybe it was some of that residual best friend vibe I got from Allison even though we hadn’t talked in years. “I haven’t exactly felt welcomed by most of our class since my announcement, and so I wasn’t exactly pumped to come out to a party where all those people would be drunk and a little more up front with some of the stuff that’s been whispered behind my back.”

“I’m so sorry I never said anything,” Allison whispered.

I turned and blinked in surprise. Maybe it was the booze, but that sounded surprisingly honest. Allison turned to me and smiled, a warm and inviting smile that was so unlike anything I'd seen from her in the past five years which made me wonder who this girl was and what she'd done with the Allison who comfortably ignored me for so long, and I felt a thrill running through me.

There was something about that look that told me she was looking at me. Looking at the person she’d ignored for so long and not at the notorious girl who’d come out of the closet and created a minor or major small town scandal depending on who you talked to.

And there was also something new there that gave me goose bumps despite the warm summer air around us and the heat blasting from the bonfire in front of me. No fire needed, thank you very much, those goose bumps came from the heat blasting from Allison. It seemed like she was sizing me up with that look in a way she never had before whether it was back when we were still friends or in the five years since when she’d done her best to ignore me. A way that made me feel weirdly self-conscious for a change which wasn't something I was used to.

Self-consciousness was something I’d had to get over pretty damn quick when the typical unfounded teenage paranoia that everyone was talking about me behind my back turned out to be absolutely true in my one special case thanks to my having the audacity to come out. I’d long since realized I could either let that cripple me or own it.

Only now Allison was breaking through all of those barriers with a single look and making me feel vulnerable again. Vulnerable in a way I hadn’t felt since before I came out and I lived in terror of what might happen if someone found out the truth about me. Vulnerable in a way that I kind of liked even as it terrified me at the same time because of how easily she was able to break through the barriers I’d erected to protect my sanity when I found myself surrounded by a sea of small town hostility.

“Claire?”

I shook myself out of my funk. Right. She’d been talking to me. Apologizing for how I’d been treated. That was probably worth some sort of response, though I couldn’t for the life of me think of how the hell I was supposed to respond to something like that. How did you respond to someone you hadn’t talked to in years apologizing for not mounting a defense I never expected in the first place?

“Why should you be sorry? It’s not like I expected anything from you anyways.”

That was honest enough, though there was more heat to my voice than I’d originally intended. I hadn’t expected anything from her because she’d abandoned me. Still, it’s not like I was going to sugarcoat everything. I didn’t know where this strangely flirtatious version of my former best friend came from, but it didn’t make up for years of ignoring me. That weak apology certainly didn’t make up for how I’d been treated.

Maybe it wasn’t fair for me to take out that anger on Allison, especially when she seemed to be making an effort to make amends, but there was a part of me that couldn’t help but feel that it was too little too late, all things considered.

A pause. Then Allison did something that really surprised me. Her arm reached around my shoulder and she was patting my back. Hell, from the way she was staring at me she seemed a little surprised at what she’d done too, but she wasn’t pulling her hand away.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Damn that felt nice. It felt right somehow. And so we just sat there for a moment, her arm around my shoulder, staring into the fire as time seemed to freeze and I was unsure how the hell to react to that move. Though my body seemed to know how to react just fine from the way my hair was standing on end.

I surprised myself just a little too by leaning into her. I don’t know why I did it. I just know that for some reason it felt right. At least it felt right for me. I wasn’t so sure how it would feel for Allison. I half expected her to push me away, but to my surprise she sighed almost imperceptibly and kept her arm around me.

This was getting interesting. I still didn’t think it was going anywhere, but it was interesting.

I told myself that leaning into her like that was just the booze doing the thinking, but honestly in the deep secret recesses of my mind there was a big part of me that enjoyed leaning into my former best friend, especially feeling our skin brush together in our suits. I felt an electric jolt at feeling her up close and personal like this. I wasn't sure what it was about her that got me going, what it was that drew her to me tonight of all nights, but I couldn't deny how I was feeling.

Sure it was crazy, but I figured fuck it. Fuck what might happen in five minutes when she realized what she was doing by letting me lean against her in the moment.

I was going to enjoy this moment while it lasted.

Allison’s response was also getting more and more interesting. It had to be the booze, because she wasn’t reacting at all the way I expected her to. I glanced up and saw her eyes squeezed shut and then she shivered. And I found myself shivering in response to her shiver.

It felt like we were creating a closed feedback loop where I was enjoying the fuck out of pressing against her and she seemed to be enjoying it just as much as I was, and then I was getting turned on in turn by her reaction.

Convoluted, crazy, and it didn't make any sense. I was the one who liked girls. Not Allison, who as far as I knew was still dating Derek who I was pretty sure had a penis unless there was some major news I hadn’t heard about him, yet I couldn't deny how I was feeling or how it seemed she was feeling in that brief booze-fueled moment of heaven.

“Weird how good this feels,” Allison muttered.

I blinked. Did she really say that? Was I hearing things? Was I losing it and my fantasy world was intruding on reality?

“You have no idea how weird it is,” I replied.

What the hell was going on here? I risked a surreptitious glance around the immediate environs of the bonfire, but I didn’t see anyone pointing at us and giggling or anything. No, scratch that. One person was looking. Derek. Staring with his mouth open. Were they still dating? Because he was with a girl, Stacy, who was getting pretty up close and personal with him. Way more up close and personal than a girl should get with a man who was taken.

Then again Allison was doing the same to me. I figured turnabout was fair play if it got Allison up against me like this. Maybe that was the reason why she’d come out of the blue? Was this some fucked up attempt to make Derek jealous?

No, that couldn’t be it. If she was trying to make him jealous she’d be with a guy, not with me. I’m sure there’d be plenty of willing gentlemen.

Hell, there were other people around the bonfire who were cuddled up close together like we were, with the major difference being that all of those people were heterosexual couples. We were the only same-sex coupling that I could see.

Though it’s not like we were actually a same-sex coupling. As much fun as that would be. As much as just the thought was enough to get my blood pumping and set every part of my body on alert. As much as it felt like there was a bonfire raging at the tip of every nerve ending wherever her skin made contact with mine, and in bikinis there was a hell of a lot of contact happening.

Yeah, I was drunk on a hell of a lot more than the one beer I’d had, and I was going to keep drinking it in for as long as Allison would let me.

Part of me wanted to ask her what was going on here. Why she was suddenly moving in close to me like that. Exactly what it was about our bodies coming together that felt weirdly good to her. I knew exactly why it felt so damn good to me, but it would be nice to know her motivations to. To clear up what was probably the biggest moment of confusion surrounding someone’s sexuality since I’d had to come to terms with my own.

Only I didn’t dare ask her anything of the sort. No, I was terrified that if I said something it would ruin this perfect moment. That I would lose her feel, her touch, her warmth, and above all this moment of human contact that I realized I’d been yearning for ever since we lost contact even if I was afraid to admit to that yearning.

So we sat in silence like that staring at the fire. For the first few minutes I was terrified. Terrified that someone would notice and say something and it would ruin the moment. Terrified that I would somehow give away just how turned on I was getting from this contact. Terrified that she would come to her senses and pull away from me.

None of that happened though. Allison sighed again and I felt something that very nearly made my heart stop even as it threatened to pound right out of my chest.

Allison’s finger started tracing up and down my shoulder and I felt goose bumps rising. Yeah, I enjoyed the hell out of that. It was giving me goose bumps on my shoulder, but the shiver that seemingly forbidden touch elicited ran up and down my entire body. Damn!

"That feels weirdly good," I muttered in an echo to her own mutter as I reached down and moved my own arm around her waist.

Deep inside I wondered what the hell I was doing. I waited for her to scream and push me away even though it sure as hell felt like she was the one making the moves here. I glanced around the bonfire and saw a couple of people had finally seemed to notice what was going on between me and Allison and they were staring with undisguised shock, no doubt wondering what the hell happened to pull the two of us together like this.

I didn’t care though. Let them stare. It felt so damn good feeling her finger tracing along my skin. I felt like everywhere her finger made contact, trailing that oh-so forbidden line, it was trailing electric pleasure right along with it. It was all I could do not to sigh and press myself against her, really get up close and personal and give everybody something to talk about.

“What are we doing Allison? You don’t talk to me for five years and then…”

“Shh,” Allison said, her voice right in my ears and low enough that only I could hear. “This feels so nice. Don’t ruin it?”

"I can't believe this is actually happening," I said. It felt silly even as I said it, but seriously. I couldn’t believe this was actually happening.

Allison continued that light touch against my shoulder, then running down my arm and to my side. It was a subtle motion, hidden from the rest of the partiers by our bodies pressed together. It was so little, and yet I was so starved for any sort of feeling, any sort of contact that had been denied to me so far since the dating pool at school was approximately zero for me, that her slight touch expanded to be my everything, my complete universe.

I realized that not only was she trailing electric fire with her finger, but it seemed to be going straight down between my legs. Feeling her finger tracing lightly along my body was giving me one hell of an intense feeling down between my legs, surprisingly intense given how little contact there actually was.

I was like a drowning woman seizing on anything, only it was my body seizing on any affectionate touch from another woman even if I still couldn’t quite believe that Allison actually meant it that way. The feelings washing over me were so intense that I worried I was going to come right against her with all these people surrounding us!

And yet in the moment I found that idea so fucking hot. It would be so incredible if I were to…

Oh God. Oh fuck! This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. Fuck, it was happening and I couldn’t stop it! I couldn’t believe I was so starved for any sort of contact that Allison’s gentle caress would be enough to push me over the edge, but that caress was giving me one hell of a feeling.

I held on for dear life. I gripped her waist. Not just because it felt nice, which it did, but because I suddenly very much needed the support. I suddenly very much needed some way of holding onto reality as I felt an impossible but undeniable orgasm crashing over my body that was so much better than anything I’d ever felt while flying solo.

My breathing picked up, I could feel my nipples pressing against her and I had no doubt from the way her eyes widened that she could feel what was happening, and yet instead of pulling away she just got this odd smile on her face.

I was gasping and breathing heavily and trying to keep it all quiet and under control so nobody other than the two of us would realize what was going on. I found myself whispering her name over and over again as my fingers gripped her waist and held her against me.

"Oh fuck," I finally whispered, and then it was over, leaving me an even more confused mess than I'd been moments ago. How the hell had that just happened? Not just the orgasm, but everything. Allison approaching me, leaning against me, touching me like that, sending me over the edge. It was one impossible step after another leading to a moment that had just become the highlight of my admittedly brief sex life.

Not to mention that when I was flying solo it normally took a little bit of work to get to that point, and Allison had just done it with a single light touch that didn’t go anywhere near any erogenous zones! Holy fucking shit was that amazing!

It was definitely so much fucking better than anything I’d experienced with Sarah, though that was probably because she refused to do anything but kissing before she cut things off.

I looked at Allison and finally there was a little bit of shock evident on her face. Shock and something else. Her eyes were lidded. Her breath was coming in quiet gasps. Her chest was heaving.

Yeah, Allison looked turned on. So fucking turned on. It was something I never would’ve dreamed of imagining even in my craziest and most out there fantasies, and yet there it was.

Allison licked her lips, disbelief settling on her face as she glanced around and saw people looking at us. Realized that we were quickly becoming the center of attention, at least for people surrounding the bonfire. There were probably a few drunks on the periphery who didn’t catch onto what was happening.

And in that moment I felt her body tense. I felt her starting to slip away. I realized I needed to do something, anything, to hold onto this impossible moment that had just passed between us. As I saw her looking at everyone else I figured the best way to hold onto that moment was to get bold and get her away from all these people who were silently judging and putting her on the verge of a freak out.

I was used to that judgment by now, but Allison wasn’t. I didn’t want that derailing what was building between us. What I hoped was building between us.

"What would you think of going to find someplace more secluded?"

I figured if anything this would be the moment where she finally came to her senses and that would be all she wrote, quite literally. So color me surprised when she fixed me with a grin that was a perfect mirror of what I was feeling.

“That might be interesting,” she said.

Holy shit. This was happening. I didn’t know what “this” was exactly, but it was happening. I’d gone from not talking to Allison in years to leaning up against her at a beach party and having one hell of a good time with her then convincing her to go off someplace nice and private with me.

What strange power had taken control of the universe and decided this was the moment to smile down on me? I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to knock it.

I felt as though I was a having an out of body experience. I felt as though I was another girl looking down at myself, not believing that Allison was actually agreeing to go someplace more secluded with me, and seemed to know exactly what that implied from the unsure way she was smiling at me and glancing at everyone as though unsure of how she felt about how they might feel about that.

I noticed her eyes fall on Derek and Stacy and then her expression seemed to harden. Weird. Was this some revenge ploy?

And yet I had the evidence of what she'd just done to me, and the promise of so much more since she was willing to step out with me. That wasn’t something she’d do if she was just going for some revenge.

Visions of a lounge chair in a quiet dark part of the beach away from prying eyes and what we might get up to in said lounge chair flashed through my head. It still seemed impossible that anything like what I was imagining could actually happen, but something told me that if it was anything like what had just happened with a simple brush of her fingers then I was in for one hell of an amazing experience.

I ignored the disbelieving stares of everybody still around the bonfire as I stood and took Allison’s hand. This was insane. I would be the first to admit to that, and yet at the same time I couldn't deny what had just happened. I couldn't deny how fucking good it felt leaning against her. How good it felt to have some friendly contact, let alone the more than friendly contact it had quickly turned into.

And I wanted so much more. I needed so much more.

I just prayed that Allison wanted the same thing, because it was going to get really awkward if it turned out I was reading all the signs here wrong.

 

 

 

 

 

 

6: Disbelief

 

What the hell was I doing? What the hell was I thinking?

One thing was for sure, I sure as hell knew what I was feeling and it was confusing me. I’d like to think it was the alcohol doing the thinking back there at the bonfire, but that would be a lie that was placing the blame squarely on something that was an excuse more than anything else. A convenient excuse that would allow me to ignore what was really going on.

It started off with the idea of making Derek jealous. If he wanted to say that I had the hots for my former best friend then what the hell. I’d give him a show if that meant making the asshole jealous.

Only it had spiraled out of control so quickly from there.

The honest answer, the real reason I was walking off into the darkness with a girl I hadn’t talked to for five years now, with the girl who was probably the most infamous girl in our school thanks to her big announcement at the beginning of our junior year, was that it felt damn good leaning against her. The heat radiating off of her body as I pressed into her, our skin brushing together since we were both wearing practically nothing to begin with, felt fucking incredible.

Talk about a strange and unexpected feeling. Talk about a strange and unexpected surprise!

And yet it felt right. That’s the only way I could think to describe it. It was like leaning against Claire like that, feeling her against me in that semi-forbidden embrace, was somehow right and good in a way that I’d never felt with any guy. In a way I’d certainly never felt with Derek.

The idea that it felt so right terrified me to no small degree. What did that say about me that I got so hot pressing against her? That what had started as a comforting gesture for an old friend coupled with a dash of revenge against my boyfriend had so quickly spiraled out of control into what I was pretty sure was Claire shivering and coming against me just from a simple stroke of my finger? That I actually felt a pulsing yearning between my legs as I thought of her going over the edge while leaning against me, and more than anything I wanted to feel that for myself?

I wanted to feel it for myself and I wanted Claire to be the one to give me that feeling. I didn’t want Derek or any of the other guys at the party to do that even though I’d started the evening entertaining the idea of going off to a secluded spot with some guy, maybe one of Derek’s friends, to show him a good time and stick it to my recent ex.

Well I was certainly walking off into the dark, though I still wasn’t sure about showing Claire a good time despite the way my body shivered when I thought about doing just that. What the hell was going on here? What had come over me? Why had this come bursting out tonight of all nights? Was it the booze and the rebound?

Or was it something that ran deeper than that? I thought to that shelf I’d never cleared off with mementos from when Claire and I lived close by. I thought about sleepovers. I thought about how sad I was when we drifted apart and she stopped talking to me when I moved to the lake. I thought about five years of disappointment that I hadn’t even realized was happening in the moment, but it was all slamming down on me at once now as I walked with Claire’s fingers wrapped in my own like we used to sometimes do when we were walking around town, only it felt a hell of a lot less innocent now than it did then.

With every step I felt like I should turn around and go back to the bonfire. It wouldn’t look that weird to everybody. I could deny what I was feeling and play it off as a joke or something. Only I kept following Claire into the darkness beyond the bonfires. I listened to the music from the party fading behind us. And with every step I felt my pulse quickening. I felt my breathing pick up. I felt that throbbing pulsing yearning in the core of my being and I knew I wasn’t going to turn around.

This was crazy. This was impossible. This was something I needed to explore. I couldn’t help myself. It was like I was drunk on something, only I’d just had the one beer. No, I was drunk on this experience with Claire, as crazy as that sounded.

Damn it.

At least we wouldn’t have to worry too much about someone stumbling on us. One of the nice things about this beach, about most of the houses along the beach being owned by parents of people we went to school with, was there were plenty of the aforementioned "secluded areas" that were actually parts of the properties that ran down to the beach. People set up beach chairs and sofas and lounges which made it quite convenient to go off and have some alone time. 

I had no idea if everyone who owned those beach chairs had any idea what happened on them when people were partying. Considering most of the owners had kids around our age or in college, considering that most of those owners had been our age in this town once upon a time, I couldn't see how they didn't know what was going on.

All I knew was that I desperately needed to find one of those secluded areas. I desperately needed some alone time with Claire. It was like I’d been possessed by a crazy feeling all of a sudden and the only way I could exorcise that particular demon was by sitting with Claire in a nice secluded spot where I didn’t have to worry about the eyes of all my friends on me so we could talk about what was happening.

Talk. Right. I told myself that’s what was happening here even though deep down I knew that wasn’t the case.

The only problem? Every place we went was already occupied by dark shapes that were quietly sighing and moaning tangled up together. Oddly enough the spot where we could be all alone ended up being right in front of my house which was around a bend in the beach and far enough from the bonfires and the party that most people didn’t get this far. A good thing, too. I’d hate to feel obligated to hose down the lounge chairs down here every time I wanted to work on my tan.

“Isn’t this your place?” Claire asked.

“It is.”

“So, um, are we going up to your room or something?”

I was glad we were in the darkness where the only light was being cast from the lights by our pool one level up by the house proper. I didn’t want her to see the sudden blush that came to my face. Damn. This had to look bad, me taking her back to my house. She had to think I only had one thing on my mind when more than anything I just wanted to talk and try to process what just happened at the bonfire. Process what the hell was going on between us and why I was feeling this way.

I figured if anyone had experience processing these sorts of feelings it was Claire.

“I thought maybe we could just talk?”

Claire sighed and took a seat one one of the oversized lounge chairs. Derek had commented on how they would be just right for a little midnight fun if I wanted to sneak down and meet him, and I’d always been annoyed when I looked at them thanks to him, though now I was glad the big chairs were here. I sat down next to her but made sure to stay a good foot away. That seemed like a safe enough distance.

I wanted to make sure there wasn’t an unintentional repeat of what happened by the bonfire. I didn’t want to lose control when I was trying to process everything and figure out this confusing rush of emotions that had taken over my better judgment.

“That’s fair enough,” Claire said. “So what do you want to talk about?”

I leaned back on my arms and sighed. Looked up at the stars overhead. One of the things I really liked about living out here versus living in town was that the stars were always bright overhead with an indistinct pinkish glow off in the distance where the town lights blotted out the sky.

Staring off into eternity like that made the problems that had been generated by my display with Claire back at the bonfires seem silly. Of course the problem with staring off into eternity like that was that eventually I had to come back down to earth where my problems were still waiting for me. Sitting next to me on the lounge, though I felt a stab of guilt for thinking of Claire like that.

“I really was sorry about everything that happened to you these past two years,” I said.

Maybe part of the reason why I felt sorry was because suddenly I was finding myself in a place where I could sympathize with what she must have felt in one hell of a way. I didn’t think I could be brave enough to do what she did, and if anything that made me feel guilty as much as it made me feel sorry for her.

“Are you sorry you didn’t say anything to me, or sorry you didn’t come out yourself?”

I turned and gave her a sharp look, but she had a sharp look of her own that took my breath away. And in that moment as I looked at her I saw her with entirely new eyes that surprised and terrified me. She was a sexy shadow with curves in all the right places. She was my best friend from once upon a time who I could tell anything to and then I’d thrown her away like an idiot. She was a girl who was into girls and in that moment as I looked at her I felt that more than anything I needed a girl of that persuasion sitting next to me even if I didn’t want to admit it to myself or to the world.

Basically Claire was looking like everything I needed in the world in that brief moment.

“I’m not…”

Claire’s laugh stopped me before I could get the rest of that sentence out. I tried to look indignant, but it was ruined because there wasn’t enough light for her to really make out the intricacies of my expression and that laugh seemed to cut to my core and expose those two words for the lie I knew they were.

“You’re really going to try that line on me now? Don’t act like you don’t know why you asked me to come out here alone with you.”

I licked my lips. “Why did I ask you to come out here alone with me Claire?”

Claire leaned in close. So very close. So close that I could feel her hot breath, like some sort of mint or candy, brushing against my skin like a lover’s caress. That I was even thinking of it as a lover’s caress said a hell of a lot about where I was mentally in that moment as she seemed to be offering me a world of forbidden temptation.

“Come on,” she said. “I’m not an idiot. Get the lesbian out here all alone after you flirt with her and give her one hell of a treat in front of everybody at the bonfire? You’re about as transparent as a guy asking a girl to go to a movie at the drive-in. I don’t think you had ‘just talking’ on your mind at all when you took my hand back there at the party.”

I stared into her eyes. There were points of light in deep brown pools as they reflected the light from the pool up above. And I realized she was right. I had a hell of a lot more than talking on my mind when I invited her back here.

It was crazy. It was insane. It was any number of synonyms for the same damn word that ultimately meant the idea of going off alone with my former best female friend was plain nuts and wrong.

And it felt so right as I closed my eyes and leaned forward, brushing my lips against hers.

For a moment I was the aggressor and I could feel Claire’s surprise as I pushed her down on the lounge chair that thankfully had some cushioning to it. There was nothing worse than falling down on a lounge chair on the beach and discovering it was nothing but metal. I never understood how people could stand to be on those things considering they were white-hot in the day and freezing cold at night and impossibly uncomfortably hard at all times in between.

Claire’s mouth opened to mine and I was treated to a more direct sample of that candy taste I’d smelled on her breath. It was delicious. She was delicious as her tongue snaked inside my mouth even as I entertained oh-so-forbidden thoughts about how intense it would be to feel that tongue snaking inside other parts of my body. Her hands roamed up and down in an eager exploration, and I found myself thanking the gods above that I'd worn a suit that was so skimpy because her hands felt like magic everywhere they made contact with my bare skin.

It wasn't because of any sort of experience or skill she had. She was fumbling in the dark like she was exploring a girl for the first time, and I realized that actually might very much be the case. Only, unlike with Derek’s fumbling, Claire’s hands had me so fucking turned on. Somehow the idea of being her first real exploration of the fairer sex was sending me into overdrive.

In short, I loved this. It felt right in a way that making out with Derek or other guys never had. I’d discovered the spark, the flame, the bonfire of sexual energy that was missing from my interactions with all the guys I’d dated. I was really fucking surprised to find that spark with another woman, but as I rode that impossible wave of forbidden lust I was powerless to stand before it. I was powerless to stop myself, even assuming I wanted to.

No, Claire’s touch, her feel, her explorations were wired straight to my pussy sending me into a sexual frenzy the likes of which I hadn't ever felt before. I couldn't explain it, I didn't understand it, but in the moment all I cared about was how goddamn good it felt as she moved a hand up and under my top. As she moved the thin triangle of green sparkly material aside and then her hand was running over my nipples and it felt as though she was sending pure pleasure from her hands directly to my brain. Directly to my pussy. I gasped in surprise at the intensity and the almost orgasmic feeling.

Damn. This was so far beyond anything I'd ever felt with a guy. I was starting to understand how Claire had came just from feeling my fingers rubbing along her arm!

Claire’s hands moved down and then she was rolling me to the side. She was moving on top of me and her hand was moving down. Down to cup at my breasts again, down past my stomach, down to… Holy shit! I felt panic welling up inside me. Panic that was stronger even than the arousal I was feeling. That impossibly strong arousal that was surprising me with its intensity.

So I pulled a move that I’d pulled with Derek countless times before. I reached down and grabbed her wrist just before she made it between my legs. God how I wanted her to press her fingers between my legs, but that desire was warring with the sudden terror I felt at the implications of letting her do that. It felt like that would be going too far. Girls could kiss a little bit and it was still innocent fun, especially at a party, but letting her feel me up? Down there?

That was dangerous territory. Dangerous territory that terrified me because of what it might mean that I was enjoying it so much.

To her credit Claire stopped which was a hell of a lot more than Derek ever did. She also stopped kissing me which made me want to cry out in frustration. Her fingers dancing between my legs might be too much for me right now, but in the war between desire and panic desire was definitely winning when it came to feeling her lips pressed against mine.

“Is something wrong?” she asked. Her voice was quiet, gentle. It was so soft and so inviting. Hearing her talking to me like that, without any expectations, made me desperately want to give her what she wanted.

Who was I kidding? Giving her what she wanted was also giving me something I desperately wanted. Only I couldn’t. It was so wrong. It was so hot precisely because it was so wrong, but still. What would my friends think? What would my parents say? What would our pastor say if he found out about me wandering astray?

And if something like this actually happened between me and Claire I had no doubt that everyone would know about it. That was just a fact of life living in a small town. Your business was everyone else’s business. Especially if the story was salacious enough.

No, I couldn’t deal with that. I felt guilty even as the thought crossed my mind. Claire had been dealing with it for the past two years and now I was afraid of a little bit of gossip for one summer before I went off to college and it wouldn’t matter what anyone had to say about me anyways?

There was a world of temptation, a world of possibilities I’d never considered opening up before me and Claire seemed more than willing to be my guide. From the way my body was reacting it seemed I really liked the idea of Claire being my guide. Only it was impossible. I did have a reputation to uphold, after all, even if I felt like kind of a bitch even thinking that.

I felt like a coward, but it wasn’t going to stop me from taking the coward’s way out.

Making out with Claire had been fun, I didn't regret it even if I did feel slightly queasy thinking about what it meant that I enjoyed it so much, but at the same time I was terrified of what might happen if other people heard about it. That might not be the world's most charitable thought, but there it was.

All I could do was hope this would be a fun moment that both of us had shared, but that it wouldn't go public. Hell, if she could keep her mouth shut then tonight might not be the end to the fun we could have this summer. With the way I was feeling right now I might be willing to do a little more exploring in private where no one could find out, but I wasn’t ready to do that exploring right now. Not when this was so new and I was still so fucking confused and trying to process everything.

And then she opened her mouth and started talking, and I realized I was in trouble.

Shit.

 

 

 

 

 

 

7: Shattered Dreams

 

I stared at Allison in complete and utter disbelief. I couldn't believe that had actually happened. I couldn't believe I'd gone from sitting next to her at a bonfire to getting to make out with the girl of my dreams in less than a half hour!

That was way more intense than anything I’d ever done with Sarah. It was also farther than I’d ever gone with Sarah considering she’d always gotten a touch of what I liked to call the “Jesus guilt” whenever things started getting hot and heavy.

Though from the look on Allison’s face it seemed she might be getting a touch of the Jesus guilt herself. Damn it. Things had been going so surprisingly well, too!

Still, that experience. Feeling her against me. Feeling her need, her desire, that somehow matched my own as impossible as that seemed.

I almost worried that I'd somehow died and gone to heaven without realizing it, but there was nothing that had happened this evening that would even come close to a near death experience. I figured it was safe to assume this was real. This had actually happened despite how improbable it was right up until the end when she pulled away from me.

That last part was all too real judging by my limited experience with Sarah.

I resisted the urge to reach out and pinch myself though. That might seem a little silly. I wanted to seem calm and collected. I didn't want to act too much like an idiot in front of this beauty. I definitely didn't want to look the cosmic gift horse that had delivered this incredible experience in the mouth.

"I can't believe that just happened," I said.

Allison grinned. "Yeah, that was a surprise, but a good one."

I decided to get really brave. After all, I was having an incredible streak of luck tonight. Who's to say that luck couldn't go on forever? So I opened my mouth and plowed right on ahead.

"I know we're kind of doing things in reverse here," I said. "But what would you think to maybe going to see a movie with me sometime?"

Allison frowned. At least I think she frowned. It was hard to tell in the darkness, but that was almost certainly a frown. And for the first time this evening, this incredible blessed evening where everything seemed to be going my way, I felt a stab of fear. That frown wasn't what I was expecting. I was expecting a smile and for her to say yes almost immediately. Especially considering what we'd just done.

"I don't know about that…" she said.

She looked over her shoulder, back towards the glowing light of the bonfire which could just be seen in the distance. Towards the voices and the closing strains of a Twenty Promises ballad echoing down the beach.

"Well why not? I mean considering what we…"

"Look…"

Allison paused for a moment as though she was trying to gather her thoughts. And I wondered what the hell was going on. I was suddenly terrified of what was going on. I suddenly saw the whole drama that had played out with Sarah over a couple of months happening with Allison in the space of forty minutes. Only oddly enough it seemed to hurt more with Allison even though we hadn’t spoken in years. I braced myself for the inevitable and finally she opened her mouth again.

What came out hit me like a punch straight to the gut.

"This was fun," she said. "It was a lot of fun, but we can't… You know… Maybe if we could keep it quiet…"

And then what she was actually saying hit home. I couldn't believe it, and I felt anger flaring inside me. Anger that dwarfed any remaining arousal that I might have been feeling. There was also a small bit of pity, I’d been where she was and I remembered how terrifying it was, but again the anger more than dwarfed that small measure of pity.

I tried to ignore the fact that I was still lying over her on the lounge chair with our bodies pressed together. I tried to think about anything but how beautiful she looked. More than anything, I tried to ignore the panic that was welling up inside me. I tried to ignore the feeling that my perfect evening was crashing down around me.

"What are you talking about Allison?" I asked. "Are you ashamed of how you’re feeling, or are you just ashamed that it’s with me?"

“It’s not that,” she said. “It’s just that… well what would everyone…”

For one brief shining moment when I felt her lips pressing against mine I’d fantasized that love, or maybe lust, might be enough to overcome Jesus and the small town mentality. Only now I was realizing that it wasn't enough to overcome anything. 

"I can't believe you," I said.

Maybe it was unfair, I’d been dealing with judgment for so long that it was just the water I swam in every day now while Allison was drowning in that same water after jumping in for the first time, but it was as though all the anger I’d felt towards this town for how I’d been treated coupled with all the bottled up anger at Allison over how we’d drifted apart was finally bubbling to the surface.

And it wasn’t a pretty feeling.

"What are you talking about?" she asked. There was irritation creeping into her voice.

I paused for a moment to reflect on just how ridiculous this situation was. Here we were almost arguing with each other, and yet we our bodies were still pressed together and she still felt so damn hot under me. I was still tingling where our skin made contact even as my head was tingling from the anger that was threatening to overwhelm me. If this brewing argument went where I thought it was then I had a feeling we weren't going to be together like this for much longer. No, I was starting to get good and pissed off, never mind the fact that my body was still very much pressed against the girl of my dreams in a way that I never would have imagined possible before tonight.

"I can't believe this," I repeated, my voice rising. "I take a chance, and it turns out you're no better than the rest of them!"

"The rest of them? What are you talking about?"

"You know exactly what I mean!" I said.

I was pissed. I was starting to raise my voice, but I didn't care. I was just so angry! Angry enough to let out the tirade brewing inside me. "Beautiful Allison is willing to play dyke with the village lesbian as long as nobody else has to find out your secret! You’re judging me just like everyone else around this shithole has judged me when you of all people should be the last one doing that shit considering how you acted tonight!"

Allison scowled. Once again it was a little difficult to see, but the light from the moon coupled with what I assumed was a security light glowing somewhere above us made her expression clear enough.

"What about you? I didn’t ask for this but you were certainly willing to take advantage when all I wanted to do was talk! It's not like I asked for this, any of it!"

I could sympathize with that. I really could. I’d felt the same way two years ago before I finally decided to be honest about who I was and what I liked. Sympathizing did nothing to make me less angry though. No, I felt too betrayed, and the avalanche of bad feelings that were crashing down at this final slight was too much for me to stop even if I wanted to.

Which I didn’t. Not really. I was getting a perverse pleasure out of laying into Allison even if it probably wasn’t fair to place the blame for everything that had happened to me since coming out at her feet. I was angry and she was a convenient target.

"I can't believe you!" I said. “If you're so worried about your reputation then we'll see how well it survives after everybody finds out what we did here!"

Panic filled her face, and if anything that broke my heart more than anything else. I said it in the heat of the moment. I didn’t have any intention of actually doing it. I might be mad but outing someone just wasn’t cool no matter how mad I was. Still, that look was devastating. She was really and truly terrified by the idea of her friends finding out about what we'd just done.

I felt a deep shame burning inside me. Shame that she didn't think I was worth going public, but more than anything I felt shame that I even felt ashamed in the first place. That I even gave her that power over me.

"You wouldn't," she said. "What do you want? Is this blackmail? Do you want to do this again?"

She actually sounded excited when she mentioned doing this again and the lower brain almost took over the negotiations, but I was still too pissed off to let my lust call the shots. I sighed, and suddenly I felt exhausted. So very exhausted. And sorry for her more than anything else.

How sad it must be to live in her world. A world where all she cared about was how other people perceived her. In a way I lived in that world too, who didn't in the hell that was school, but at the same time I'd also gone beyond that world by virtue of going through the trial by fire that was coming out in this shithole of a town. I'd spent so long being an outsider that I didn't have to give a fuck about what people thought of me because anybody who “mattered” wasn’t going to have a high opinion of me anyway.

Including Allison, and that hurt.

How exhausting it must be to constantly think about what people were thinking of you. How exhausting it must be to deny yourself something you wanted because you were worried about what other people would think of you for wanting it.

Maybe it was hubris, but at the same time I had a sneaking suspicion she had fun here tonight. There was no faking all of that. For whatever reason she decided to go off into the dark and had blessed me with a memory that was going to have a melancholy sweetness to it when I thought back on it. At least I had that even if everything that came after it was going to be a horrifying blow to my ego for God knows how long.

"No," I said. "I don't want anything from you Allison. You've done enough already."

"You can never tell anyone about this. About any of this," she said.

I sighed, exhausted, and in the moment I agreed. I just said I wasn’t going to say anything and still all she could think to do was make sure I absolutely wasn’t going to say anything? I was done with her. Hell, we’d been done with each other for years when she came up to me tonight. I should’ve stayed done with her instead of going along with that inexplicable flirting back at the bonfire. I needed to be done with this now. I wanted to go home so I could collapse and let the emotions threatening to overwhelm me in front of her finally come out in a spot where it wouldn't embarrass the ever loving fuck out of me.

"Whatever you want Allison," I said.

And with that she pulled herself away from me. I felt a profound sense of loss, but at the same time I was glad to be rid of her in every way possible. I was a confusing jumble of emotions. Lust and my crush and anger all mixing together. I had a pretty good feeling this was a feeling I was going to have to learn to live with every time I thought of this moment.

I also had no doubt this was a moment I was going to be thinking of for quite a while thanks to the circumstances. One of my first experiences getting hot and heavy with another girl, and it was Allison, the most beautiful girl in the world as far as I was concerned even if that beauty was tainted now.

Because now this would also forever be a memory of the first time I'd had my heart ripped right out of my chest, thrown on the ground, and casually stomped underfoot by a silly girl who had no idea what sort of emotions she was playing with.

Well, you live and you learn, and I'd learned one hell of a lesson today. A lesson that I was going to carry with me for the rest of my life. And above all I knew one thing for certain: I was done with Allison forever.

Fuck her.

She got her bathing suit in order next to me in silence and I took the opportunity to pull my own suit back in place. There was still a part of me that was jumping up and down for joy, not believing that I'd actually just done what I'd just done with Allison. That part was warring with the supremely disappointed side of me until she looked at me one final time, almost as though she was going to say something, and then sighed, her shoulders slumping, and she disappeared into the darkness.

I waited for a moment to make sure she was good and gone. I figured if I was going to be the nice gal, though I had no idea why the hell I was trying to be the nice gal considering what she'd just done to me, then the very least I could do was be considerate enough to not make my appearance back at the beach at the same time as her.

Not that I planned on being at the beach for very long. Sam and Darcy were getting me the hell out of here as quickly as possible as soon as I got to the bonfires. There was nothing for me at that party. It had been a horrible idea to come here despite how well everything had gone up until about ten minutes ago. I definitely couldn't wait to get the hell away from this town and off to college. If I had my way then I was never coming back.

Allison had given me that gift, at least.
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Night Terror is the greatest villainess in the world, and she has to find a way to defeat sexy new superhero Fialux. Oh, and she’s totally in love with her new archenemy. What could go wrong?
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A spacefaring captain on a mission of revenge finds lust and love in the unlikeliest of places out amongst the stars.
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