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   Prologue
 
   Volt
 
   My story has been told a million times.
 
   I was a wild stallion that couldn’t be saddled. Freedom rang in my heart like a loud bell. The future had no hold over me because I could never look past the forthcoming day. I lived in the moment, tasting it and feeling it in my very blood.
 
   Until I met her. 
 
   She grounded me with the force of gravity. As if she had the ability to move mountains and station them, she put me in place.
 
   And I never moved. 
 
   Which is why I’m asking her to marry me. 
 
   “What do you think?” The saleswoman held out the ring. It was a princess cut diamond with flawless quality. With every shake of her hand, the prisms within the jewel showered the walls with rainbows.
 
   It was perfect. “Great. I need a size five.”
 
   Instead of smiling because she made a sale, and probably a commission, she grinned in a genuine way, the kind that reached her eyes. “She’ll love it. Trust me.”
 
   She would love anything I got her. But she would definitely love this. 
 
   ***
 
   My jacket felt much heavier than it did when I first entered the store. An invisible weight pressed down on my shoulders, giving me the kind of pressure that felt welcoming rather than daunting. I pulled out my phone and called the first person who came to mind.
 
   “Hey, wanna go out?” Derek’s voice came over the phone, and judging by the conversation in the background, he wasn’t alone. It sounded like Jared was with him, along with the other guys. 
 
   Which was perfect. “I have some big news.”
 
   “Your insurance company approved the dick implant?”
 
   Nothing could hurt my ego tonight. It was practically made of steel. “No. They said your brain transplant was more important.”
 
   “Burn…” His face wasn’t visible, but his tone made it clear he was rolling his eyes. “Are you going to tell me, or am I going to guess for the next hour?”
 
   The ring was hidden deep in my pocket, the black box keeping it safe from unwanted scratches. The velvet lining and protective film would keep it sparkling and clean, ready to be revealed at the right time. “I’m proposing.”
 
   “Shut the front door, man.”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “What? Volt Rosenthal is going to take a wife?” I could tell he turned away from the phone, his voice becoming muffled. “Guys, check this out. Volt just told me he’s going to propose.”
 
   They immediately erupted in yells, screams, and straight-up gibberish. 
 
   Derek returned to the phone. “Where did this come from? I didn’t even realize marriage was on your mind.”
 
   “Well…sometimes you just know.” We hadn’t been together very long, only a year. But I knew couples who’d been together for five years and it was clear they still weren’t ready to get married. The measurement of time was subjective to whoever was experiencing it. “Just got the ring.”
 
   “Damn, you’re serious then.”
 
   Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. “Yes.”
 
   “Then we definitely have to hit the town. Where do you want to meet?”
 
   I stepped to the end of the sidewalk, letting people pass me. Manhattan was one of the biggest cities on earth, but the seven million inhabitants made it feel cramped. My eyes wandered to the bar just a block over. “How about Tito’s?”
 
   “Tito’s? Where the fuck is that?”
 
   “Corner of 23rd and Broadway.”
 
   “I’ve never been there, but it’s your night. See you in ten minutes.”
 
   “Ten-four.”
 
   He finished the phrase. “Over and out.”
 
   I shoved the phone into the front pocket of my jeans and felt the nerves get to me. Now that I’d told my best friend, everything just became real. I had an expensive engagement ring in my pocket and a question to ask. When I pictured myself getting down on one knee, I felt excited. Her bright blue eyes would somehow become brighter, and the same joy that burned in my heart would burst like fireworks in her smile. Instead of feeling scared, I felt driven. 
 
   I crossed the street once the light turned green then made it to the entrance of the bar. I’d never been there before, but that was the beautiful thing about Manhattan. You could live in the city your entire life and still not experience every thing about it.
 
   I walked inside and felt the warmth from everyone’s body heat press tightly against me. My jacket was suffocating, but I kept it on because of the diamond ring in the pocket. I’d rather sweat to death than risk losing it. When I looked into the diamond, I saw her face. I couldn’t just buy another one to replace it.
 
   The NHL playoffs were on every screen, and everyone crammed together to see every play as it unfolded. I headed to the bar to get a drink but stopped when I recognized someone.
 
   With long blonde hair and a petite frame, a woman I knew better than anyone else in the world stood. Her blue eyes were soft, but not dull. They contained innocence more pure than the snowcaps in the Swiss Alps. Like ice crystals that hung from igloos, they reflected the deep blue color of the sky. 
 
   Her skin was fair like the surface of a ripe peach. It was soft to the touch and warm against the mouth. I’d tasted her a million times—and she tasted just as sweet as she looked. 
 
   But those lips were kissing someone else.
 
   She wore dark skinny jeans that led to brown heeled boots. The only reason why I noticed was because I bought them for her birthday. The saleswoman at the store spent nearly the whole day helping me pick them out because I didn’t know shit about shoes.
 
   Her arms were wrapped around the waist of some guy, and she looked up into his face with a wide smile. Her perfectly straight and white teeth were intricately designed to fit a flawless face. When he said something, she chuckled, and then she leaned in to kiss him again.
 
   And again.
 
   The bartender asked what I wanted to order, but his words sounded like a distant echo. My ears could pick up on what he was saying, but my brain couldn’t process the sounds into information. 
 
   The guy ran his hands up her arms then gripped her shoulders, giving them a gentle squeeze. He had a thin layer of facial hair from not shaving that morning, and his eyes glowed for hers just the way hers did for him.
 
   And then it hit me.
 
   It was Leo—her ex.
 
   Despite the pain it caused me to stare, I couldn’t look away. Instead of feeling my heart pick up its pace to a terrifying speed, it slowed down. My body slowly shut down, cutting off circulation to every organ.
 
   Because that was the only way it could protect me.
 
   I never fantasized about a moment like this because it wasn’t something I ever thought possible. But I assumed if I were in this situation, I would march over there and give the guy a beating he would never recover from. Then I would turn my gaze on her and say something so hateful she cried.
 
   But I didn’t do either of those things.
 
   I kept staring, unable to believe what I was seeing with my very own two eyes. I tried to be logical and give her the benefit of the doubt. Maybe they were just friends who were affectionate. But with every kiss, that possibility was erased. He wasn’t even some guy she just hooked up with.
 
   They had a relationship.
 
   The box suddenly felt lighter in my pocket, losing all of its meaning and significance. The image I had for my proposal was cracked like a dried twig. The dream shattered into a million pieces, becoming forever broken. The pain that burned inside me was agonizing. I’d never experienced anything like it. I’d take a broken leg or cracked ribs over this.
 
   But even then, I wasn’t angry.
 
   I felt stupid.
 
   Foolish.
 
   And hopeless.
 
   I had every right to march over there and give her a piece of my mind. I had the right to make a scene and storm off. I had every right to say exactly what was in my heart.
 
   But I didn’t want to do any of those things.
 
   Because in that moment, I realized my feelings didn’t matter. If she did this to me to begin with, then I meant nothing to her. Every kiss and every touch was just a show. It was all an act.
 
   So why would she start to care now?
 
   She wasn’t worth my time or my heartbreak. Call me proud or call me stubborn, but I wasn’t going to let this woman even know what she’d done to me. In fact, I was going to hurt her far more than she ever hurt me. 
 
   She’ll see.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
   Taylor
 
   Cardboard boxes were scattered around my small apartment. The hardwood floor was the same color as the boxes, so it was difficult to differentiate between the two. I didn’t have a lot of stuff to begin with, but that didn’t make moving any easier.
 
   The guys carried my furniture into the living room—the new couch I bought from Macy’s as well as the other pieces of my living room set. Their strong arms bulged as they carried the weight, and I broke a sweat just watching them. 
 
   Sara walked inside carrying two boxes. “Shit, why is this so heavy?”
 
   Right on the side in black permanent marker was the label BOOKS. “Read the label next time.”
 
   Sara dropped the box on the ground, making a loud thud that nearly shook the apartment. She put her hands on her hips and tried to catch her breath.
 
   “Dude, don’t drop my stuff. You’ll break everything.”
 
   “You can’t break books.”
 
   “So you did read the label.”
 
   She dodged the question by changing the subject. “What do you need these for? You’re done with school, aren’t you?”
 
   “It’s always good to have them for a reference.”
 
   “That’s what Google and Wikipedia are for.”
 
   “As an academic, I don’t use Wikipedia.”
 
   Sara narrowed her eyes on me, calling bullshit with just a look.
 
   “Okay, I use Wikipedia for everything. But don’t tell anyone that.”
 
   “There you go.”
 
   The guys finished unloading the truck, and after I gave them a big fat tip and lunch, they left. Sara and I sat on the floor in the living room, and slowly, we went through my things.
 
   Sara opened the box of living room accents, a few sculptures and picture frames. Whenever we stopped talking and her mind began to wander, she always had a sad look on her face. The past lingered behind her eyes, haunting her.
 
   “Thanks for helping me unpack.”
 
   She snapped back to reality. “Of course. Like I’d ever let my best friend handle this on her own.”
 
   “I wish you would show that same compassion for my things…”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “If the box said china, I wouldn’t have dropped it.”
 
   “Actually, china is stronger than regular plates. You could throw them at the wall, and they still wouldn’t break.”
 
   “How do you know stuff like that? Random crap?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I’m a sponge.”
 
   “A sponge?”
 
   “You know, I absorb everything.”
 
   She made a face when she didn’t understand the reference, and then she returned to sorting through my things. “When do you start your new job?”
 
   “Monday.” I was nervous as hell, but so damn excited at the same time.
 
   “Teaching little pretentious brats at a private school…” She turned up her nose in disgust. “Count me out.”
 
   “They aren’t pretentious brats. They’re kids.”
 
   “Whatever,” she said. “They’ll still wipe boogers on you.”
 
   “I’m teaching high school, not preschool.” Sara wasn’t exactly the most maternal type and never had been. But when she had her own kids, the instinct would kick in. It happened to all women. 
 
   “I wonder if there will be any hot teachers there…” She waggled her eyebrows at me in a playful way, but it looked a little ridiculous since her eyebrows were so blonde they were white. It was difficult to see them move. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter if there are. I don’t sleep with my coworkers.”
 
   “Why not?” she asked. “Wouldn’t it be perfect if you married a teacher? You would both have summers off.”
 
   “I admit it would be nice, but it’s not a part of my criteria.” Not that there was a list of prerequisites in my pocket. I was open to any type of guy—funny, outgoing, anything really. But dating someone I worked with had catastrophe written all over it. “I’m more excited to be in the classroom. I feel like I’ve been going to school forever, and now I finally get to do what I love.”
 
   “And they must be paying you pretty well since you’re at a private school.”
 
   The pay wasn’t amazing, but it was enough to get me a decent apartment, a savings account, and some spending money. I couldn’t ask for more than that. Besides, as a teacher, I was given a pension, something that was so rare these days it was almost nonexistent. “I’m not complaining.”
 
   Sara sorted through the picture frames, looking at the image of my parents, brother, and me at the top of Mt. Rainier in Washington. Her eyes lingered on the photo longer than necessary before she moved on.
 
   “Everything alright?” I picked up on her moods easily because I was intuitive. Part of my job was understanding human emotion without asking questions. In order for my students to succeed, I had to understand what they needed without them ever telling me.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.” Her voice belied her true sorrow. It was suddenly soft and raspy at the same time, as if she were living in a distant memory that strained her voice without speaking.
 
   I knew what troubled her, even if she didn’t speak a word of it to me. She and her boyfriend broke up a year ago, and the anniversary of that date was just around the corner. I wasn’t sure the specific date, but it was near. “You want to talk about it?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   I completed my Teach For America training in Nashville, Tennessee so I’d been separated from Sara for over two years. We’d been best friends since childhood, but I went away to college then moved to the South. We kept in touch by texting and occasionally Skypeing, but we missed out on significant life events. 
 
   “It’s still hard, you know?”
 
   I busied myself with the plates, organizing my dishware and glasses. Each was secured in bubble wrap and had to be carefully removed before being placed on the ground. 
 
   “As time goes on, it gets easier, but I’ll never really get over it.”
 
   “You’ll be alright, Sara. Healing takes time.”
 
   “But I guess not knowing what happened is what haunts me.” Her bottom lip trembled slightly, but tears didn’t form in her eyes. “We were fine. We were happy together, and everything was perfect…and then he just left.”
 
   “Maybe there was someone else?” No one wanted to entertain the idea of their lover cheating, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t a possibility.
 
   “No. He wouldn’t do that.” There wasn’t an ounce of hesitation in her voice.
 
   Since I’d never met the guy, I didn’t have an opinion about him. And when they started seeing each other, I talked to Sara even less than I usually did. In fact, I didn’t even know what he looked like. She’d taken all of his photos and shoved them into a box under the bed. “Then maybe he started to feel differently.”
 
   “But the last time I saw him, everything was normal. He told me he loved me and kissed me…” She shook her head, like that would get rid of the pain. “But then the next time he saw me, he just dumped me. I’m not even going to sugarcoat it. He dumped me.”
 
   “Did you ask him why?”
 
   “Of course.” She stopped organizing the books and just stared at the ground. “But he said he just wanted to take a step back. Then he walked out—no further explanation.”
 
   “Could he have been mad about something?”
 
   “No…” Her eyes were still hazy. 
 
   Lingering on the past and analyzing every word of a prior conversation wasn’t healthy. Soon, people began to see things that weren’t there to begin with. They felt emotions that hadn’t existed at all. Memory was subjective—and dangerous. “Let it go. You’re going to find someone really fantastic, and this guy will seem insignificant in comparison.”
 
   “Yeah…I suppose.” Her voice trailed off as she continued to ponder it. “It’s just, I think he was going to propose.”
 
   “Why do you think that?” I doubted it. Why would he flip that suddenly if that were the case?
 
   “He’d just been different lately…wanting to go on a trip. We’d never been on a trip before.”
 
   Continuing to live in the past was just making it worse. “Sara, want my advice?”
 
   “I guess.” She turned her gaze back to me, finally coming back to reality.
 
   “Whatever happened a year ago doesn’t matter. He let you go—and that’s his loss. You’ll find a much better man someday, and he won’t hesitate to ask you to be his wife.”
 
   Finally, Sara smiled. “You always know the right thing to say.”
 
   “Because I’m your best friend.”
 
   Invigorated, the life came back into her eyes. “And you’ll always be my best friend.”
 
   ***
 
   My first day of class was uneventful.
 
   I read off the syllabus and explained my expectations for the school year. A sea of blank faces stared back at me, every student still in summer mode. Their eyes glanced to the windows, dreaming about their vacation by the pool. They looked like a group of lifeless slugs.
 
   It wasn’t exactly what I fantasized about.
 
   Getting them to focus was the most challenging part. So I had to do the thing I hated most—I had to be a hardass. I gave them a pop quiz about the elements just to light a fire under them. Each and every one of them disliked me, but at least they would take me seriously.
 
   By the end of the day, I was already dreading the following one. It would take at least two weeks for these kids to get into the full swing of things, and the parents were already shoving themselves down my throat asking about field trips and the academic decathlon.
 
   I walked into the break room and ate the lunch I skipped earlier that day. I could go home, but I was too exhausted to do anything besides sit and eat my tuna salad sandwich and my sliced apples.
 
   Ms. Lane poured herself a cup of coffee before adding a packet of sugar. “Long day?”
 
   I wasn’t even sure if she was talking to me because her back was to me. But there was no one else in the room, so I had to be the person she was talking to. “You could say that.”
 
   She turned around and sat in the seat across from me, her coffee steaming toward her chin. She was my age, possibly a year older. “Principal Rosenthal tells me you’re from Teach For America.”
 
   “I am.” 
 
   “Cool. Me too.”
 
   “Where was your program?”
 
   “In California.”
 
   “That’s great.” I stopped eating my sandwich because I didn’t want to have fish breath. “I’m glad I have a fellow alumni here. How long have you been at Bristol Academy?”
 
   “This is my third year.” She stirred her coffee before she blew the steam away. “I love it here. Great kids and great funding. We’re taking a trip to the museum next week.”
 
   “That’s great.” I hadn’t decided on the type of field trips we would be doing. First, I wanted to build a relationship with my students and figure out what they could handle. 
 
   “I’m Natalie, by the way.” She shook my hand.
 
   “I’m Taylor.”
 
   “Let me know if you need anything. I’m always here to help.”
 
   “Thanks.” I’d probably have to take her up on that offer.
 
   “Are you new to New York?”
 
   “Yeah. I lived in Washington for college. Then I went to Tennessee for my master’s.”
 
   “You get around.”
 
   “So to speak.”
 
   “Maybe I can show you around sometime. I was born and raised here.”
 
   “Sure. That would be great.”
 
   She blew on her coffee again before she left the table. “Well, I should get going. I’ve got papers to grade.”
 
   “Already?”
 
   She held her head high as she walked out. “What can I say? I’m a hardass.”
 
   ***
 
   By the end of the week, I got into the swing of things.
 
   It was all about accountability. I had to make good on my threats so the kids knew bad behavior wouldn’t slide, and I had to give them fun activities so they wouldn’t become restless with boredom. The combination of those two things brought stability to the classroom and facilitated learning. 
 
   After the bell rang, Natalie walked into my classroom. She took one look around at the desks perfectly aligned with their rows and the absence of paper and gum. “Wow…your kids are actually clean.”
 
   “They aren’t allowed to leave unless everything is picked up.”
 
   “Good call. I didn’t learn that until my second year.”
 
   I packed all the assignments into a folder and shoved it into my bag. I’d probably be grading papers tonight while the TV played in the background. Maybe Sara would come over and paint her nails while she droned on about work. 
 
   Misery loves company, right?
 
   “You have plans tonight?” Natalie asked.
 
   “Just a hot date with my assignments.”
 
   She chuckled. “I’m going out with some friends. You should come along.”
 
   Now that I was in a new city, I needed to make some new friends. I planned on being there a long time, and I couldn’t hang out with Sara all the time. I loved her to death—but sometimes, she drove me crazy. “I’d love that.”
 
   “Great. I have some hot guy friends, so I hope you’re single.”
 
   I grinned from ear to ear. “Single and ready to mingle.”
 
   “Perfect. Do you know where The Lion and The Snake is?”
 
   Was that a zoo?
 
   She answered the question I never asked. “It’s a bar near Fifth and Broadway.”
 
   “Oh, okay. I’ll find it.”
 
   “Alright. See you at eight.” She walked out and swayed her hips in her loose skirt. 
 
   “I look forward to it.”
 
   ***
 
   Despite the fact it was September, it was still warm in the city. I wore a long dress that nearly touched my feet. It was loose around the legs and the waist, and I wore a pink cardigan just in case it was chilly inside the bar.
 
   I found the place easily, thanks to Google, and walked inside. The second I entered, I realized I was underdressed. Actually, I was overdressed. Women wore dresses that were so short their asses nearly hung out. Heels that were five inches tall or more were on their feet, and I couldn’t look at them without wanting to topple over.
 
   I felt like a stick in the mud.
 
   Just when I decided to go back and change, Natalie spotted me. “Hey. You found it.”
 
   “Yeah, I did. Thanks to Google.”
 
   She held a glass of wine in her hand, and she wore a tight black dress that highlighted every curve of her toned body. It left nothing to the imagination because it was so skintight. She looked amazing in it. When she looked me up and down, she tried to keep the smile on her face. “You look cute.”
 
   I knew she didn’t mean that and was just trying to be nice. “I thought it would be casual.”
 
   “In New York, nothing is casual. You can’t even run to the store at two in the morning to grab a carton of milk without wearing makeup. And don’t even think about going to the gym in a t-shirt and shorts. You better have a bangin’ outfit.”
 
   “Thanks for the tip.”
 
   She linked her arm through mine. “You look beautiful in anything, so you’re good. Let’s get you a drink, and I’ll introduce you to everyone.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She got me a glass of whatever she was drinking then pulled me into the rear. There was a small table with a comfy sofa, and beside it was a dartboard. Two guys were playing a game while another sat on the couch with his beer in his hand.
 
   When I took a look around the bar, I realized why it had such an interesting name. Mounted lion heads were everywhere, and the walls had long cobras engraved into the marble. It was artistic chaos, but still really cool.
 
   Natalie pulled me onto the sofa. “Jared, this is my friend Taylor.”
 
   Jared finished drinking his beer before he turned to me. He had blond hair and green eyes, looking like someone that just returned from Ireland. He shook my hand with a firm grip. “Nice to meet you, Taylor.”
 
   “You too.” He was a good-looking guy, and I wondered if this was the man Natalie wanted to introduce me to.
 
   “Taylor is a teacher too.” Natalie tried to pull down her dress so the top of her thighs wouldn’t be revealed, but it was no use. “We work at the same school.”
 
   “Cool,” he said. “You’ve been there long?”
 
   “Actually, I just started. Natalie was nice enough to be my friend since I’m kind of a loner right now.”
 
   “A loner?” he asked.
 
   “I just moved to the city.” I should have explained that earlier so he wouldn’t assume I was a total loser.
 
   “A newbie?” He clanked his beer against mine. “Well, I’ll be your friend. Trust me, I have great references.”
 
   “He’s the biggest piece of shit I’ve ever met.” One of the guys playing darts came around the couch and rolled up his long sleeves. “He’ll borrow five dollars from you and never give it back.”
 
   Jared rolled his eyes. “I didn’t realize you were so hungry for five bucks.”
 
   “It’s the principle, man.” His blue eyes turned to me, and he shook my hand. “You’re the teacher, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m Derek—Natalie’s brother.”
 
   “Oh…” I searched his face and didn’t see any similarities. “That’s cool.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s lucky to be related to a stud like me.” He flexed his arms.
 
   “A penny-pinching stud,” Jared teased.
 
   “I’m a penny pincher?” he asked incredulously. “You’re the one who won’t pay me back. If it’s only five dollars, why haven’t you opened that thick wallet of yours?”
 
   The third guy returned the darts to the board then introduced himself. “I’m Cam. And I’m sorry you have to listen to this bullshit. I want to say it’s rare, but it’s not.”
 
   I shook his hand then chuckled. “I teach high school. Believe me, this is nothing.”
 
   Natalie looked at Jared and Derek then turned to me, rolling her eyes so dramatically they might get stuck in the back of her skull. “Losers, right?”
 
   “You’re the one who hangs out with your brother,” Jared jabbed.
 
   Derek slapped his knee and laughed. “Good one, bro.” As soon as his laughter died down, he switched gears. “Now give me my money.”
 
   Cam leaned toward me and whispered in my ear. “This argument has been going on for two weeks…”
 
   “Wow. It looks like they need to find something else to fight about,” I said.
 
   “You’re telling me,” Cam said with a chuckle.
 
   I sipped my wine and listened to the argument continue. Natalie and her friends were nice, welcoming me into their group without asking too many questions. And it was nice to hang out with them rather than be interrogated. 
 
   My eyes glanced around the bar and looked at the strange architecture. They didn’t have anything like this in Washington or Tennessee. The fact it was so odd made it beautiful. It seemed like I was in a different place, a different time.
 
   A man rounded the corner and came directly into my line of sight. Suddenly, the mounted lions and threatening cobras no longer seemed interesting. The black wallpaper became an obscure background, and the person who just walked into my life took the stage.
 
   I knew I was staring, but my body and mind had separated into two different entities. They no longer cross-referenced or worked together. My heart was beating painfully slow while my mind worked a million miles an hour.
 
   The deep blue eyes were startling. Speaking of distant lands and different times, they showed a past only told by the greatest storytellers. They were deeper than a gushing volcano full of lava, but they were softer than a rose petal. Blue eyes were common. I’d seen them a million times.
 
   But I’d never seen these.
 
   He wore an ordinary gray t-shirt, something he could have bought at any retail store. But his extraordinary body filled it out well, providing definition and depth from his powerful physique. The sleeves were tight from his bulging muscles, and his waist was thin with even thinner hips.
 
   His dark jeans hung low around the waist, enough to give him a noticeable V formation. Even without seeing his bare skin, it was clear he owned that chiseled form, the type of image only carved out of solid granite.
 
   My observations happened in a nanosecond, and once I processed the heat in my cheeks and felt my suddenly parched mouth, I understood the immediate effect this stranger had on me.
 
   His eyes turned my way once he entered the room, and instead of seeing the same look of desire on his face, I saw absolutely nothing. There was no change in feeling or mood. I was just another face in a sea of others.
 
   And I felt disappointed.
 
   Instead of walking past the group, he joined it, listening to his two friends bicker about the unpaid debt.
 
   “Stop being a pussy and just pay me,” Derek demanded. “Are you the kind of man who doesn’t pay his debts?”
 
   “Are you the kind of pussy who begs for money?” Jared countered.
 
   The man watched them argue back and forth.
 
   “Dude, just pay me,” Derek argued. “Then this stupid conversation will stop.”
 
   “Or you could just stop talking,” Jared countered. “And then the conversation will stop.”
 
   I was barely listening to a word they said because I was still occupied with the stranger just a few feet away from me. Now, I could smell his cologne. It was masculine and musty. But was it cologne at all? Or just his natural scent? If so, I liked it.
 
   He opened his wallet and pulled out two twenty-dollar bills. “Here. The debt has been settled, and the feud is over.” He shoved a twenty into each of their chests before he grabbed his beer from the table. “Let’s move on.”
 
   Derek grabbed the twenty then shoved it into his pocket. “Works for me.”
 
   “I’m going to buy a pretty girl a drink tonight.” Jared shoved the bill into the front pocket of his shirt.
 
   “You still won’t get laid.” Abruptly, the man turned to me and extended his large hand.
 
   I’d never done this before in my life, but I examined his hand. I eyed his dry knuckles, his thick fingers, and measured the size of his palm in comparison to mine. It was the first time I was attracted to something so mundane. 
 
   He waited for me to take his hand, still hanging in midair.
 
   I placed my hand in his but didn’t shake it. I just let our hands touch. My middle finger touched the top of his wrist, and I could feel his distant pulse. It was beating slowly, calm and confident—just like the man himself. 
 
   His eyes were on mine the entire time, absorbing every feature and reaction. He still hadn’t spoken a word to me, his face doing all the talking.
 
   I finally shook his hand and felt mortified. I was clumsy and awestruck. He didn’t need to know me to understand what my reaction meant. Everything about him affected me, and I was embarrassed how obvious that was. “I’m Taylor.”
 
   “Volt.”
 
   It was the strangest name I’d ever heard, but somehow, it suited him. “Natalie brought me.”
 
   “Good. Her only job is to bring cute girls.” He pulled his hand away but still didn’t give me anything other than his stoic expression. He was ice-cold but still warm to the touch.
 
   I didn’t react to his words because I wouldn’t allow myself to. 
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Can I get you a drink?”
 
   I was still holding my glass of wine, which was nearly full. “I’m okay. But thank you.”
 
   Without saying another word, he walked away and left his friends behind. He didn’t explain where he was going, and the rest of the group didn’t think his behavior was odd. 
 
   Natalie came back to my side. “You want an easy and hot lay? He’s your man.”
 
   “What?” Did everyone know how hard up I was?
 
   “Volt. I told you I would introduce you to a hot guy. Well, there he is.”
 
   “He wants to be set up?” I tried to keep the hope out of my voice. He was dark and dangerous, clearly someone I should steer clear of. I doubted a man like that would need help finding a date, but sometimes miracles happened.
 
   “No,” she said with a laugh. “He just sleeps with everyone.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   Volt
 
   The soft sheets were tangled around my waist, hugging me with smoothness. Diana’s leg was wrapped around my thigh, her warm skin matching the same temperature as mine. Laura lay on the other side, her sculpted back against my bicep. I wasn’t sure what time it was, but it was time to get up.
 
   Sunlight filtered through my open window and penetrated my bedroom. I didn’t draw the curtains shut the night before so the apartment was several degrees warmer than I would prefer.
 
   Diana stirred when I did then cuddled into my side. “Morning…”
 
   “Morning, baby.”
 
   She pressed her face against mine, rubbing her lips against my scruff before she placed a soft kiss against my mouth. Her hand rubbed my chest gently, feeling every line and groove. 
 
   Laura woke up next and turned my way, her tits pressed against my arm. She kissed my shoulder then licked it in a playful way. Her long hair brushed against me as she moved, and the strands were just as soft as her skin. Her hand slowly traveled down my chest until she reached my waist under the sheets. She wrapped her small fingers around my thick shaft and pumped up and down. 
 
   I wasn’t sure what time we went to sleep last night, but it was probably early in the morning. My body was wiped out, and I wasn’t eager to thrust and pump like I did last night. 
 
   But my dick disagreed.
 
   Laura moved down to my waist and started licking my balls, pumping my cock as she sucked my delicate skin into her mouth and massaged it with her inner cheek. Then Diana placed my long shaft into her mouth and gave me slow strokes, pushing me to the back of her throat just before her gag reflex was initiated.
 
   I shoved another pillow under my head so I could watch everything they were doing with a perfect view. I dug each hand into their hair and gripped it tightly, moaning from deep in the back of my throat. 
 
   ***
 
   Diana and Laura left, and I walked to a nearby coffee shop to get a hot cup of joe. The girls used all my coffee beans, so I was out of fuel. It was nearly three in the afternoon so it was late for coffee, but I couldn’t start my day without it.
 
   After I walked a few blocks and navigated around people like they were cattle, I came to the entrance of the shop. But I stopped when I saw something peculiar right in front of me.
 
   The woman I met last night was standing in the center of the sidewalk holding out an enormous map of New York. Her brown hair was flying with the breeze, and she kept turning the map upside down as she tried to decipher it.
 
   What was she doing?
 
   She wore denim shorts, sandals, and a white t-shirt with a giraffe on it. Like last night, she wore clothes I didn’t see women wear. I was used to short dresses and miniskirts. This woman was dressed like a schoolteacher, classy and casual at the same time. A man bumped into her as he passed, and she was nearly put off-balance because of it.
 
   Instead of talking to her, I continued to study her, unable to take my eyes off her. I thought she was pretty, like I thought of most women, but I also thought she was strange—awkward. When we met last night, she didn’t say much, and she did a lot of staring. If she was anything like Natalie’s other friends, she was obsessive and clingy.
 
   I learned to steer clear of those a long time ago.
 
   It would be easy for me to turn around and walk the other way like I hadn’t spotted her, but my feet remained in place. After examining her for a few more seconds, I walked up to her. “Hey, sweetheart. You look lost.”
 
   She kept her eyes glued to the map and didn’t look up. “What gave you that idea?” She laughed in a natural way, beautiful and soft. She held herself with a strict posture, shoulders back and her head held high. It was a completely different stance than the one she had last night. 
 
   “First of all, no one uses maps anymore.”
 
   “My phone died, and now I can’t find it.” She turned the map right-side up again. “And I can’t remember where my apartment is…”
 
   “Talk about a bad day.” She still hadn’t looked at me, and I began to wonder if she ever would.
 
   “I’ll figure it out. It might just take me a while.”
 
   I placed my hand on the map and pushed it down so she was forced to meet my gaze. “Or you could rely on a gentleman to steer you in the right direction.”
 
   A smile was still on her lips when she looked up. It was only there for a brief second, but it was long enough for me to see her perfectly straight teeth, plump and beautiful lips, and the same laughter in her eyes. She didn’t have any makeup on, but somehow her features were more distinct that way. Once she realized it was me she came face-to-face with, that smile disappeared quicker than lightning could strike the earth. “Oh, hey… What are you doing here?”
 
   “I was just about to get some coffee when I saw a lost puppy.” I gave her a smile so she knew I was only teasing her. “Can I help you? I have a phone that already has Google Maps installed.”
 
   She folded up the ridiculously big map and shoved it into her purse. “Maybe that’s a good idea. I couldn’t see anything on that thing. And there was no key. Who makes a map without a key?”
 
   “And who reads maps in this day and age?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I lost my phone, alright?”
 
   “Have you tried calling it?” 
 
   “It’s dead so that didn’t work.”
 
   “Hmm…”
 
   “It’s probably somewhere in the mess of my apartment.”
 
   “That’s a good place to start.”
 
   “I thought I had it on me when I left, but by the time I got here, I realized I was wrong.”
 
   “And where exactly were you trying to go?” This girl must be ditsy to lose her phone and get lost in the same day.
 
   “I was trying to get to the Museum of Natural History but realized I was going to the MET instead. Now, I’m just trying to get home so I can find my phone.”
 
   How did anyone get those two mixed up? “We definitely need to find you that phone. What’s your address?”
 
   “Ugh…” She bit her bottom lip as she tried to remember.
 
   Seriously, she didn’t know that?
 
   “I know it’s on East.”
 
   That didn’t help at all. “That’s a pretty big street.” I kept my agitation to myself because being a dick wouldn’t help anything. “What’s the cross street?”
 
   “I can’t remember that either.”
 
   Geez, woman.
 
   “I know how to get there from work. So, if you can direct me to Bristol Academy, I should be able to figure it out.”
 
   She worked at a school? I hoped she was a janitor for the kids’ sakes. “I know where that is.”
 
   “Great. Which way?” She looked at the cross street then looked the opposite way.
 
   She would only get more lost if I gave her directions. “I’ll walk you there.”
 
   “You don’t need to do that—”
 
   “I don’t mind. Let’s go.” I started off without waiting for her to follow me.
 
   When she realized this was really happening, she walked beside me. “It’s pretty late for a cup of coffee. Do you drink a lot?”
 
   “I just got a late start this morning.” Really late.
 
   “Oh…” She looked away like she figured out exactly what I’d been doing the night before. 
 
   “So, do you get lost like this on a daily basis?”
 
   “Lately, I have.” She pulled her sunglasses out of her purse and placed them on the bridge of her nose. They were aviator sunglasses, and they looked cute on her small face. “I’ve only been here for a week. I’m still not used to everything.”
 
   Now it all made sense. She wasn’t some stupid girl. “You just moved to New York?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s been a really big change.”
 
   “Where did you move from?”
 
   “Nashville.”
 
   She didn’t have even a hint of an accent so I suspected she wasn’t born and raised there. “Cool. Did you move for work? For a guy?”
 
   “Not a guy. For work.”
 
   I realized I’d been asking her a lot of questions, and I needed to back off. I hated it when people interrogated me, so I shouldn’t do the same to her. 
 
   “Thanks for walking me. That map wasn’t helpful.”
 
   “No problem. New York is a big place—especially without a phone.”
 
   “I’ll never make that mistake again. I’m usually organized and prepared for anything, but I still haven’t unpacked all my things so my apartment is a bit of a mess.”
 
   “Understandable.”
 
   “It’s pretty ironic that I ran into you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Natalie just told me last night that I shouldn’t go anywhere without makeup because you always see someone you know…and she was right. And I don’t even know that many people right now.”
 
   “You look good without makeup, so you’re fine.”
 
   “Thanks…” She adjusted her glasses again and kept walking. “So, Volt is an interesting name…”
 
   “It’s my middle name.” I had the lamest first name ever, and I didn’t like it when people called me by it. It didn’t fit my personality or my identity, and I rarely told people what it was.
 
   “Oh, I see.”
 
   We passed a few blocks before we finally reached the area where the school was located. It took up the entire block because it was a big school. There were quite a few prestigious private schools in the city, and Bristol Academy was one of the top three. “You work here?”
 
   “Yeah, I teach science.”
 
   “Really?” After my first impression of her, I couldn’t hide my surprise. She didn’t strike me as the academic type, but apparently, she was the nerdy, awkward type. “Do you like it?”
 
   “This is my first year teaching, so I’m not sure yet.”
 
   If Bristol Academy hired her as a starting teacher, then she must have had an impressive resume. Prestigious academies never did that sort of thing—and I would know. “You’ll love it. It’s a good school.”
 
   “I can tell. The staff is friendly and the kids are great.”
 
   “Because they’re all geniuses.”
 
   She chuckled. “Some of my students are smarter than me—but I’ll never admit it to them.”
 
   I stopped when we reached the entrance to the school. The gates were closed, and the campus was shut down for the weekend. No one could get in there if they tried. “Well, do you know your way from here?”
 
   She shielded her eyes from the piercing rays and looked across the street. “Yes. I can see my building.”
 
   Then she should be fine. “Alright. I’ll see you around.”
 
   “Thanks so much for helping me. I know I must have looked like a weirdo standing there with a map in my hands.”
 
   “I didn’t mind. And yes, you looked like a weirdo.” I gave her a teasing smile so she knew I wasn’t really being an ass.
 
   “People warned me that New Yorkers are coldhearted and brutal. But in my experience, they’ve been nothing but nice and friendly.” She shrugged and gave me that pretty smile I spotted when I first saw her. It was the kind that formed in her cheeks as well as her eyes. Her green eyes naturally glowed under the sun, and even in the darkness of that bar, they emitted their light like a star in the sky.
 
   She wasn’t the typical type of woman I was attracted to. I liked women in short dresses, with thick hair and heels that made them almost as tall as me. I liked the flirty and sexy kind, the ones who stuck their tongues down my throat the moment they laid eyes on me. 
 
   Taylor was nothing like that.
 
   But now I really looked at her, seeing the young smile on her lips and the gentleness in her eyes. She was her own breed of beauty, a rare kind that many people never got to see. “That’s because you’re a pretty girl. And everyone is nice to pretty girls.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   Taylor
 
   The students were gone, but I stayed behind my desk and finished grading lab reports. We just did a lab that measured the water displacement of pennies. The kids seemed too advanced for it, so I’d have to think of more challenging things for them to do. If they were too bored, they would become reckless and loud.
 
   And that would give me a headache.
 
   Natalie stepped inside with a folder of papers under her arm. An empty coffee mug was in her hand, and it said #1 Teacher. She wore a necklace with her keys hooked at the end, and every step she took was accompanied by a gentle rattle. “How was your day?”
 
   “My kids are bored,” I said with a sigh.
 
   “Oh, no. You’ll have to step it up.”
 
   “You’re telling me.” I placed the cap on my red pen and set it on the desk. “What’s up with you?”
 
   “The guys really liked you the other night.”
 
   “They did?” I asked in surprise.
 
   “Yeah. Thought you were charming.”
 
   I thought I stuck out like a sore thumb. “Well, that was nice of them to say. It seems like you have a fun group.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said. “It is what it is.”
 
   I wondered why Natalie hung out with her brother. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d heard of siblings being close, but it was usually because one of them was dating a mutual friend. That didn’t seem to be the case with them. “I liked them too. Made me feel welcome.”
 
   “You never hooked up with Volt?”
 
   My body immediately stiffened, and I felt my cheeks redden. At the end of the night, I saw him leave with two pretty girls, so I knew whom he went home with that night. “Uh, no.” My initial attraction to him was physical, and now that I knew more about him, I realized he wasn’t my type. He was the kind of man who had no intention of settling down, wasn’t looking for a girlfriend, and broke hearts like they meant nothing. “He was nice but…not my type.”
 
   “How is he not your type?” She sat on one of the desks and crossed her legs.
 
   “He seems like a player.”
 
   “Well, he is.”
 
   “And that’s not what I’m looking for.”
 
   “Really?” she asked. “I thought you’d want a welcome lay, to see what this amazing city has to offer.”
 
   I wasn’t against one-night stands, and I wasn’t one to turn down good sex, but a meaningless fling wasn’t on my list at the moment. Now that I’d started my career and settled down, I was looking for a husband to start a family with. I was twenty-seven years old, and I’d already had my fun. “I’m sure I’ll find a good lay soon. But it’s hard to enjoy it when I know it’ll never go any further.”
 
   “Please don’t tell me you’re one of those girls who needs to get married right away.”
 
   Her words ruffled my feathers and set me in a sour mood. Like she hadn’t understood a word I said, she immediately labeled me. “I spent my youth partying and having a great time. I enjoyed that lifestyle, but now, I don’t miss it. I’m ready to move on and settle down. I’m looking for Mr. Right, and I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that. Just like I don’t think there’s anything wrong with you for enjoying your freedom and sleeping with whomever you want.” I was a nice person who kept my judgments to myself, but once people started pushing me around, I bared my fangs and my claws.
 
   “Taylor, I didn’t mean it that way. I just want you to loosen up.”
 
   I wasn’t going to loosen up with Volt. He was ridiculously sexy, at a dangerous level, but he wasn’t the man for me. Maybe one day he’d be the right man for someone else, but I knew I wasn’t the woman who would make him realize that. “Have plans tonight?”
 
   “Derek, Jared, and I are going bowling. You want to come?”
 
   Did she always hang out with her brother? “Sure.” I didn’t have anything else to do.
 
   “Great. We have even numbers for a team.”
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   ***
 
   Pizza and beer were on the table, and we took our turns bowling.
 
   “You’re up, Tayz.” Jared winked.
 
   “What did you just call me?” I grabbed the pink bowling ball from the machine because, you know, pink is my favorite color. 
 
   “Tayz,” Derek said with a nod. “I like it.”
 
   “It suits you,” Jared said. “Taylor is too long of a name.”
 
   “It has the same number of syllables as yours,” I countered.
 
   Jared started counting on his fingers. “Oh shit, she’s right.”
 
   I tried not to smile before I turned to the alley and bowled. I hit nearly all the pins, but two remained. 
 
   “You got this, Tayz,” Derek said. “Focus.”
 
   “Why are you cheering her on?” Natalie asked. “She’s not even on your team.”
 
   “Well, she has a nice ass,” Derek said with a shrug.
 
   I rolled my eyes then bowled again. My aim was true, and I knocked down the two remaining pins. “I got a spare.”
 
   “She’s a pretty good bowler,” Derek said.
 
   “No kidding,” Jared said. “Maybe you two should switch.” He moved out of the way just before Derek could punch him in the shoulder, and then he headed to the machine that spit out the balls. 
 
   I sat down, and Derek took the seat beside me. 
 
   “You know what?” He grabbed his beer but didn’t take a drink. “I don’t know too many girls who can pull off bowling shoes. But, girl, you make them look hot.”
 
   My lungs immediately tightened in preparation for a laugh and my chest heaved. Unable to keep it in, I let a loud laugh escape my lips. “Oh my god…that’s the cheesiest line I’ve ever heard.”
 
   “But it’s true. You make them look awesome.”
 
   “Well, thank you. What a nice compliment.”
 
   “So, you don’t think Jared is a looker, right?”
 
   The question gave me whiplash because I had no idea where it came from. “Uh, he’s okay.”
 
   “But you aren’t into him?”
 
   “He’s a nice guy, but no.” The only person who gave me that queasy feeling in my stomach was Volt. The second I laid eyes on him, the butterflies exploded from their chrysalises and soared. I wasn’t sure what my problem was, but I was always attracted to the dangerous ones. We’d have our fun, and I’d get my heart broken—again and again. But I wasn’t doing that this time. I wasn’t looking for just any man—but the right man. 
 
   “Perfect. Because I’m totally single and looking for a lady.” Whenever Derek said cheesy things, they didn’t come off sleazy. He had an innate charm that made him harmless and actually cute.
 
   “Thanks for the heads-up.”
 
   “And Jared is Natalie’s man.”
 
   He is? “She told me she wasn’t seeing anyone.”
 
   “Well, she’s been in love with Jared forever, but he’s not into her.”
 
   Every puzzle piece came together, and the full picture was revealed. “That’s why she always hangs out with you…”
 
   “It’s sad, really,” he said. “She makes it so obvious.”
 
   “Why isn’t he into her?” Natalie was smart, beautiful, and fun to be around. What more could Jared want?
 
   “I don’t know. We grew up together, so I guess he sees her as a little sister.”
 
   “Does she know this?”
 
   “No. She’s totally naïve and thinks no one suspects her feelings for Jared. I’ve tried telling her a few times, but she just denies it. I feel bad for her because she just looks desperate.”
 
   I eyed Jared and Natalie in the seats across from us. He said something funny, and she leaned in and grabbed him by the bicep as she released a laugh that was real but also fake. 
 
   “See what I mean?” Derek followed my gaze. “She makes it obvious.”
 
   I’d have to help her. Friends didn’t let friends look clingy and obsessive. “Thanks for letting me know.”
 
   “I just don’t want you to waste your time with Jared.” He leaned in and winked at me. “When you have Grade A, top choice meat right here.”
 
   His lines just got worse and worse. “I think you’re cute and very sweet, but I’m not interested.” There was no reason to be rude to him when all he’d ever been was nice, but I didn’t want to lead him on either. He was a good-looking guy, but there was zero chemistry between us. I’d had more chemistry with cute dogs than this guy.
 
   “That’s fair,” he said. “But maybe one day you’ll change your mind.”
 
   I highly doubted that, but I wasn’t going to shoot him down again. “Yeah. Maybe.”
 
   ***
 
   After Sara and I went shopping all day, I walked into my apartment and dropped all the bags of useless stuff on the ground. I got new shoes, a few sundresses that were on clearance, and a new pair of shades. Since I got my first paycheck, I decided to do something reckless with it. 
 
   My apartment was finally clean and organized, so I didn’t have anxiety the second I walked in the door. My office was ready to go, and my Internet and cable were set up as well.
 
   I got a text message from Natalie.
 
   Hey, we’re watching the Yankees game. Come over.
 
   Come over where?
 
   To Jared’s place.
 
   I really needed to tell her she was making a fool of herself—and I needed to do it soon. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.
 
   Perfect. See you then.
 
   After I grabbed a six-pack of beer, I headed to his apartment. I had my phone this time, fully charged, and I used that to navigate to his place a few blocks away. I walked inside and greeted everyone.
 
   “Just in time,” Derek said. “It’s the second inning.” He grabbed the beer from my hands. “And you brought presents.”
 
   “I don’t know if beer is considered presents.”
 
   “It is to me.” He carried it into the kitchen.
 
   “Hey.” Natalie wore a Yankees jersey, and she welcomed me with a hug. “We’ve got pizza.”
 
   “I’m not hungry right now, but thanks. Just ate at Buffalo Wild Wings.”
 
   “Man, I love that place.” Jared wore a Yankees jersey as well, and that’s when I noticed Natalie was wearing the same exact one. “The teriyaki is the best—hands down. Who’d you go with?”
 
   “My friend Sara.”
 
   “Who’s Sara?” Natalie asked.
 
   “She’s my best friend. We’ve known each other since…” I couldn’t even recall when we met. “Forever.”
 
   “I didn’t know you knew anyone else in the city,” Natalie said. “That’s good you have someone to show you around.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s great. She went through a breakup a while back, and she’s still not over it quite yet.” She was so devastated when he left her that I wasn’t sure if she would ever recover. It’d been a year, and she still wasn’t the same.
 
   “I’ve been there, done that.” Natalie grabbed a beer and handed it to me.
 
   The guys were together on the couch, and I found myself disappointed when I didn’t see Volt there. I refused to ask about him because that would just feed my interest. I already decided he was off the table and not worth the heartache, so I needed to stick to that decision. “Hey, I have an idea.”
 
   “What’s up?” Natalie asked. 
 
   “How about the two of us go out tomorrow night? Just us.” Not Jared and the rest of the guys. 
 
   “And do what?” she asked.
 
   “Let’s hit the bars and pick up some cute guys.” Or at least she could pick up a cute guy. If she kept hanging around Jared, she would never find anyone else.
 
   To my sadness, she glanced at Jared. “Uh—”
 
   “It’ll be fun. You’re the one who said I needed to loosen up a little. You do too.” I knew I should tell her what Derek said to me, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Any woman would be humiliated if the guy she loved knew exactly how she felt and why she hung around all the time. I didn’t want to say the words, so getting her to meet someone else was a better way of accomplishing my goal.
 
   “Well, I—”
 
   “Then it’s settled.”
 
   “What’s settled?” Volt walked into the apartment with a bottle of whiskey. 
 
   Right on cue, I squirmed. I felt the butterflies grow to the size of flying watermelons. My eyes immediately went to his, falling into the deep chasm of solid blue. I was trying to stop my friend from embarrassing herself, but I realized I was doing the same exact thing. I needed to get it together and not let him affect me like this—no matter how hot he was. “Natalie and I are going out tomorrow night. You know, picking up some tail.”
 
   “Yeah?” he asked with a playful grin. “Why don’t the two of you just pick me up instead?” He walked past us and greeted the rest of the guys. “I’ve got whiskey to make manhattans.”
 
   “Sweet.” Jared walked with him into the kitchen.
 
   And there it is. The reminder I needed that he’s just a player. Ready to sleep with anyone—no strings attached. No heart involved. No chance of a future.
 
   No, thank you.
 
   Why was I attracted to a man like that? Instantly, my lust died away, and I finally stopped thinking about him that way. 
 
   Which was a relief.
 
   ***
 
   Jared and Natalie sat on one couch while I sat alone on the other. Derek just left to get more beers, and Volt hovered behind the back of the couch, sipping his manhattan slowly. I noticed he never had a beer—always hard liquor. 
 
   Volt eventually took the seat beside me and rested his glass on the end table. “Is this seat taken?”
 
   “Nope.” I didn’t take my eyes off the TV, even though only a commercial was on. My fingers were wrapped around the Heineken I was drinking. The glass was cool and wet from the condensation, but the crisp temperature was welcome in the heat. 
 
   His gaze turned my way and was directed onto the side of my face. I could feel his stare, slowly burning with every passing second. “How was work this week?”
 
   I wanted to push him away so my attraction would die for good, but when he was being a nice guy, it was difficult to keep my walls up. The second he came knocking, they were down. “Good. I’m not challenging my students enough, and I’m trying to figure out a way to change the curriculum without deviating from the quarterly lesson plans.”
 
   “Bristol Academy is a private school. You should be able to do pretty much whatever you want.”
 
   “Not really,” I said. “Common Core is still being shoved down our throats.”
 
   His eyebrows rose, and somehow, even that was sexy. 
 
   “Bristol Academy accepts some federal funding for students who need scholarships to attend. Therefore, we’re at the government’s mercy.”
 
   “I didn’t realize that.”
 
   “It’s something they introduced this year. So, I have to stick with the lesson plans but keep them engaged at the same time.”
 
   “Have you tried Teach and Go?”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Have the students do literature-based activities in science, such as presentations, plays, interactive games, etcetera.”
 
   “But that’s a problem because—” I halted in midsentence when I realized something I never noticed before. “How do you know so much about this stuff?” Did he have a kid in the school system? Were his parents teachers? He didn’t strike me as an instructor himself, so that wasn’t possible.
 
   “I used to be a teacher.” He said it nonchalantly, like this information wasn’t a revelation. The whole time I’d been talking about my teaching experience, and he never mentioned his once. But then again, I never asked what he did for a living. 
 
   “Really?”
 
   He nodded. “English and history at Northgate Assembly. It’s a private school across town.”
 
   I couldn’t hide the shock on my face. “Seriously?”
 
   Instead of being offended, he had the grace to smile. “It’s shocking, I know. But yes, it’s true.”
 
   After I realized just how rude I sounded, I tried to backpedal. “I’m sorry…you just don’t strike me as the teaching type.”
 
   “I was. I really liked it.”
 
   “You don’t teach anymore?” The fact he took two women home and had a threesome like it was no big deal didn’t make him a great role model. But then again, his personal life had nothing to do with the classroom, so it shouldn’t matter. 
 
   “I stopped a few years ago.”
 
   “May I ask why?” Volt was suddenly fascinating to me—in a way he never was before.
 
   “I opened an academic preparatory program in Manhattan. Its purpose is to prepare all students for their SATs. It’s a glorified tutoring program, but in this case, the students actually see results. Our pass rate is the highest in the country. We have students from private schools and public schools.”
 
   “What’s it called?”
 
   “First Chance Education.”
 
   I’d heard of it before, but I couldn’t recall where. “Wow. That’s really cool.” Sometimes tutors were geniuses, but they couldn’t teach the material in a way the students could understand. Having a large tutoring program that truly prepared students at any academic level was amazing. 
 
   “Thanks. We have a lot of clients who can attest to its effectiveness. I’ve had students jump from a seven hundred to a twenty-one hundred. I’m not kidding.”
 
   With scores like that, he seemed to be talking about two different kids. “That’s amazing.” I’d always heard students fall behind because they didn’t have the resources they needed. It was a story told too many times, and the ending was always the same. “How did that come about?”
 
   He leaned back into the chair, his shirt fitting snugly against his powerful chest, and then took a drink. “It was an idea I had a long time ago. Students continued to stay behind after class because they needed extra help—usually with English. After a few weeks, I had more students than desks. It was becoming too much work on me and too stressful for the students because they weren’t getting the attention they needed. That’s how the concept was formed. And frankly, there are a lot of teachers out there who don’t have their students’ best interests at heart. They get tenured and stop caring. How is that fair to the students?”
 
   When I told people I wanted to go into education with my chemistry degree, they told me it was a waste of potential. I could make a lot more money working in a lab or doing research. But none of those things ever interested me. I was always passionate about educating—and even more passionate about kids. To listen to someone share those same views at such a deep level was comforting. 
 
   “Over the course of a year, I put everything together, and once it was open, it immediately boomed with clients. I have a lot of tutors and specialists working one-on-one with students who needed the attention. After a few years, the business became a corporation, and we have new locations in major cities.”
 
   I couldn’t wrap my mind around everything he said. “That’s truly an incredible story.”
 
   “It’s still hard to believe everything happened the way it did. It got off the ground pretty quickly, and it’s a resource that’s getting used thoroughly.”
 
   “Will you implement this service to low-income schools?”
 
   “Eventually. My goal is to receive government funding so all students can afford to attend if they want to go.”
 
   Volt seemed like two different people. He was a cocky womanizer by night, and by day, he was an academic leader. I never would have guessed he was capable of this kind of contribution to society. But then again, I really didn’t know him. “You don’t teach anymore because you’re tutoring?”
 
   “No. I have employees who do that. I’m the CEO of the company.”
 
   What did that mean?
 
   He must have seen the question in my eyes because he answered on his own. “I run the business side of things, but sometimes, I take students who aren’t getting what they need. There can be conflicts between certain students and the tutors, and I have to step in. But that doesn’t happen very often.”
 
   He dropped a lot of information on me in five minutes, and I needed more time to process it all. I would definitely Google the company the second I could—when he couldn’t see me. 
 
   “I just realized how long I’ve rambled on for.” A slight grin stretched his lips. The kind that didn’t really affect his mouth but reached his eyes. “Sorry about that. When it comes to work, I have a lot to say.”
 
   “It’s okay. I found it interesting.”
 
   He turned back to the TV and rested one ankle on the opposite knee. His hand rested on his thigh, his large fingers reaching out. His hands intrigued me in ways I couldn’t describe. I couldn’t stop picturing them on me, gripping my hips or spanning across my back. Those hands could do so much to me, and I wanted to borrow them for the evening.
 
   ***
 
   I said my good-byes then walked out the door.
 
   Volt came behind me then caught up to me, his footsteps in stride with mine. “Can I walk you home?”
 
   “I’m okay. But thanks.”
 
   “Are you sure?” he teased. “You won’t get lost?”
 
   I shot him a glare, but I never meant anything less in my life. “I can manage. My phone is fully charged.”
 
   “Let me walk you home anyway.”
 
   “Really, it’s fine—”
 
   “I love walking in the city at night, so it’s perfect.” He placed his hands in his pockets and looked away like the conversation was finished. He was pushy in an antagonizing way. The kind that wasn’t worth fighting over.
 
   Now I was back to being annoyed with him.
 
   We reached the sidewalk then walked together down the street. When the sun was gone, it wasn’t nearly as warm. The humidity was still prevalent, moisture sticking to our skin in heavy drops. But the unrelenting heat had passed.
 
   “Do you like the city so far?”
 
   I kept my arms across my chest as we walked. “There’s no other place like it.”
 
   “That didn’t answer my question.”
 
   “I guess I’m still homesick.”
 
   “For Nashville?”
 
   “Actually, Washington.”
 
   “Really?” he asked. “You made it sound like you haven’t been there in years.”
 
   “But you never forget your first home.” I missed the lush greenery, the endless trees that stood everywhere you looked, and the fact Mt. Rainier was in the background no matter where you were. “I’m sure I’ll get used to this new place. And one day, I’ll love it.”
 
   He kept a foot between us, but sometimes his elbow would brush across my shoulder.
 
   “Have you lived here your whole life?”
 
   “Born and raised.”
 
   “Could you imagine living anywhere else?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe.”
 
   “You know what I’ve noticed about New York?”
 
   “Hmm?” He was nearly a foot taller than me, so when he turned my way, he always had to look down.
 
   “People always seem to be in a hurry here, but they don’t have anywhere to go.” The statement was contradictory, but that didn’t make it untrue. People were always rushing to get to the next place, even if they didn’t need to be there. It was nonstop—always.
 
   “I know what you mean.”
 
   “In Washington, it’s slow. People take their time to get places because there’s so much to see. I miss that sometimes.”
 
   “It sounds like your heart belongs in a small town.”
 
   “I won’t make that decision until I give New York a chance.” It was beautiful in its own way, with majestic skyscrapers and brilliant lights that burned as far as the eye could see. The people were just as much a part of the city as colors to a painting. Neither one could exist without the other. Despite the maze of roadways and underground tunnels, it was an efficient city, getting people where they needed to go in a timely manner. There was always something to treasure if you looked hard enough. 
 
   “It’s good to keep an open mind.”
 
   We passed a few food and newspaper vendors before we finally made it to my block. “I can take it from here.”
 
   “Come on. Let me walk you to your door.”
 
   “I appreciate the sentiment, but I can get there on my own.”
 
   “I don’t know… I’ll never get the image of you trying to read that map out of my head.”
 
   I wanted to roll my eyes but couldn’t manage it. “You’ll never let that go, will you?”
 
   “You looked pretty ridiculous.”
 
   Since he was going to get his way no matter what, I let it go. “You know what? I’d rather be weird than boring.”
 
   “That’s very true. But I never said you were weird.”
 
   “Actually, I think you did.”
 
   He grinned at the memory. “Oh wait, you’re right. But I meant it in a good way.”
 
   We entered my building then took the stairs to the fifth floor. He didn’t need to accompany me all the way there, but at least the evening was almost over. “Where do you live?”
 
   “On Park Avenue.”
 
   I wasn’t familiar with the city to know exactly where everything was, but I knew where Park Avenue was—and I knew what kind of real estate it contained.
 
   “It’s close to the office, so that’s a perk.”
 
   I was certain there were a lot more perks that came along with it.
 
   He stopped when I reached my door and pulled out my keys. “Now I know exactly where to bring you when you get lost again.”
 
   I wanted to throw down my keys and stomp my foot. “Give me a break.”
 
   He chuckled but stopped when he realized it was really starting to bother me. “For what it’s worth, I thought you were cute standing there in your giraffe shirt looking like another lost tourist.”
 
   “Cute?” That word was in his vocabulary?
 
   “Yeah. Why do you think I stopped?”
 
   I touched the metal in my fingertips and felt the strain from his gaze. His blue eyes were inviting and piercing at the same time. Sometimes, I thought he could swallow me whole, and other times, I thought he could spit me out after chewing me into tiny pieces. 
 
   He stared at me for nearly a minute, his eyes unreadable but his intention clear. I could feel the sting in the air, the rush just before a lover’s kiss in a doorway. There was no explanation for my prediction. It was just a feeling deep in my gut, an instinct that told me something was about to happen.
 
   I wanted it to happen.
 
   But I also dreaded it.
 
   I wanted my attraction to die like a wet fire and never rekindle. But every time I thought I turned cold, he brought me to life once more. He said sleazy things, but then he said something unbelievably sweet.
 
   He took a step forward, closing the distance between us. At lightning speed, he dug his hand into my hair and pulled me in for a kiss. He took exactly what he wanted without thinking about it, like he had every right to. He didn’t think twice about what I wanted or how it would make me feel. He just saw—and he conquered.
 
   But I didn’t want that.
 
   I pulled away just before his lips could land on mine. 
 
   Stunned, he dropped his hand. The confusion on his face told me this never happened to him before—that a woman had never rejected him. 
 
   In that moment, I realized exactly what I wanted. I wanted a man’s lust, but I also wanted his love. I wanted to be kissed like there was no one else he’d rather be kissing. I’d never been in love, and now that was all I wanted. 
 
   And I would never have that kind of future with Volt.
 
   I was just some girl in that moment. I was a pair of lips he could kiss, and my bed was a mattress he could screw on. I was one of the many women he would forget the second the fun was over. He would see me again and pretend nothing happened at all, and then he would completely lose interest in me because he got exactly what he wanted. 
 
   “I’m not the kind of woman you’re looking for.” My eyes bored into his, showing him every ounce of sincerity I possessed. “And you aren’t the kind of man I want.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   Volt
 
   I hadn’t stopped thinking about the final conversation we had in front of her door. The urge to give her a hot kiss came over me because of how pretty her eyes looked. And my body craved something sexy and fast. 
 
   But she turned me down.
 
   She pulled away before my lips could even touch hers, and the repulsion in her eyes was painful. She stared at me like she wanted me, but she wanted nothing to do with me.
 
   I didn’t understand it.
 
   I didn’t put too much thought into my actions before I did them—at least, physically. If I wanted to kiss a woman, I kissed her. If I wanted something more, I took it. In that moment, I wanted her. I wanted that soft mouth on my body. I wanted to hear her moan as I moved inside her all night long. She was shy and gentle, but I wanted to bring out a new side in her.
 
   But she didn’t want me.
 
   She said I wasn’t the kind of man she was looking for.
 
   And she wasn’t the woman I wanted either.
 
   What exactly did that mean?
 
   I should just forget about it and move on with my life. I didn’t know her, at least, not very well. We met two weeks ago, and she was still a stranger in my eyes. She would come and go like everyone I encountered.
 
   But I couldn’t stop thinking about her.
 
   Was it guilt I felt? Something else?
 
   I spent my week working at the office. Emails from concerned parents never died down, and I was holding interviews for new tutors. The interview process was daunting and suffocating. I couldn’t take anyone who wasn’t the best of the best, and I couldn’t hire someone who didn’t care about the success of the students. My livelihood depended on their compassion.
 
   I started this business with the best intentions, but it inadvertently made me rich. Money wasn’t important to me years ago, but once my heart was broken and my world was shattered, I relied on it to make me happy—just as I relied on all the women. That didn’t make me a bad person. It was two birds with one stone.
 
   I met a few beautiful women and brought them back to my apartment, but the sex was mediocre—and that was being nice. Something was holding me back—a dark conscience about the last conversation I had with a woman I hardly knew. When it didn’t go away, I knew I needed to clear my head.
 
   So I had to talk to her.
 
   I knew where she worked because I was familiar with the campus. I’d interviewed there once before, and I was on good terms with the presiding principal. 
 
   Because he was my father.
 
   I walked down the halls and eyed the clock in the corner. The bell was about to ring any moment, and the students of Bristol Academy would take off down the halls.
 
   I reached her classroom and peered through the small window in the door. She wore a teal blue dress that was loose around her entire body, and nude pumps were on her feet. She dressed like a typical schoolteacher, nice but never intentionally looking sexy. Taylor wasn’t the kind of woman I was used to, but I still found her attractive.
 
   She just finished writing something on the board when the bell rang, and the kids dashed for the door. I stepped out of the way just in time before I was crushed by the throng of eager students.
 
   The students filed into the hall, and soon it was a moving sea of kids in their school uniforms, dark blue vests with matching slacks. The girls wore the same thing, but I remember the skirts they used to wear in my youth. My hand had slipped underneath them too many times. 
 
   When the classroom was vacated, I walked inside.
 
   Taylor sat behind her desk, her brown hair pulled over one shoulder. A coffee sat in the corner, probably cold and stale since it was brewed that morning. Packets of lab reports were stacked beside her, and the lack of red ink suggested she hadn’t graded them yet.
 
   When she didn’t notice me, I walked farther into the room and approached her desk. That’s when I noticed the scent of vanilla and oranges in the air. It was a strange combination, but the mixed scent was soothing. I recalled the scent when I leaned in to kiss her, but I didn’t really get to enjoy it.
 
   I still wore my suit because I just left the office, and the clothing was stifling. I’d wear a t-shirt and jeans every single day if I could get away with it. It was more comfortable than this blanket. 
 
   Taylor finally looked up when she realized she wasn’t alone. “Sorry, didn’t see you there—” She halted when she understood exactly whom she was talking to. Once the surprise melted away, disappointment replaced it.
 
   And that made me feel worse.
 
   Was she that upset because I tried to kiss her? She behaved as though I tried to steal her wallet or something. 
 
   She recovered from the shock and collected herself. “Hi. What brings you here?”
 
   I scanned the walls of her classroom, seeing the different projects the students had made. Illustrations of black holes and their gravitational pull were plastered on every wall, and I couldn’t help but be impressed by each student’s interpretation. They even had calculations of the force projected along the orbit of a satellite. “I wanted to stop by and see your classroom. I like it.” In the back was the lab equipment, and on the back shelf were small motors in the process of being constructed. Everything they were doing was far more advanced than I ever did as a student. 
 
   “Thank you. But I can’t take the credit since the students made everything.”
 
   “You should take some credit. After all, it was your idea.”
 
   A red pen was held tightly in her fingertips. The tip pressed against the paper, and it started to bleed on the lab report. 
 
   I glanced at it. “You should put the cap on.”
 
   She saw what she did and quickly pulled the tip away. She capped it then tried to figure out what to do about the large pool of ink. “I should be able to make that into an A…”
 
   I pulled up a chair and grabbed the pen. “Let me see.” I carefully sculpted an A with the ink, making it look like a cheeky design Taylor was giving to her student.
 
   Taylor studied it with approval. “You saved the day. You know how these parents can be…overanalyzing everything.”
 
   “All too well.” In my experience, all of the single moms wanted to get too friendly with their child’s teacher…and some of the single dads as well. I blew on the ink until it was dry then capped the pen.
 
   Once that was done, it became awkward again.
 
   Taylor placed the paper aside and cleared her throat, addressing the tension. “How can I help you, Volt?” Her gaze turned elsewhere, avoiding any kind of eye contact with me. 
 
   When I studied her from afar, she had the strongest sense of confidence, but once I was next to her, that strength evaporated. I couldn’t tell if I intimidated her or made her hot. “I wanted to talk about what happened last week.” 
 
   She finally turned her gaze on me, her hands moving to her lap. “There’s nothing to talk about. Let’s just forget about it and move on. I know I have.”
 
   Ouch. “I never meant to offend you.”
 
   “You didn’t.”
 
   Hostility was emanating from her in high-voltage waves. I could feel it pierce my skin like tiny particles of radioactivity. “Look, I know I screwed up somehow, and I’m trying to make it right. Please meet me halfway.”
 
   “Trying to make what right?”
 
   “Whatever this awkwardness is. What exactly did I do to bother you?” In that moment, I realized how strange my behavior was. I never let anyone get to me, bother me like this. But Taylor had me rethinking my actions and thoughts.
 
   Taylor finally dropped her front, letting her walls come down enough to allow her vulnerability to shine through. “I just don’t want to be treated the way you treat all the women in your life.”
 
   Her comment made me stagger. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “I’m not a woman you pick up in a bar, have a threesome with, and then never call again. And I don’t want to be treated that way. I don’t know what I did to give you the impression that I’m looking for an easy lay, but that’s not on my roster.”
 
   “Whoa… What?” How did she know all of that? “Taylor, you don’t even know me.”
 
   “I don’t?” she asked. “So you’re saying my assumption is inaccurate?” She challenged me with her look.
 
   “Well…” Actually, it wasn’t inaccurate at all. All I wanted was meaningless sex, cheap booze, and then to wake up the next day and do it all over again. When I kissed her on the doorstep, it was exactly what I wanted. I wasn’t going to lie about it. “No, I guess you’re right.”
 
   “And there’s nothing wrong with that, Volt. I don’t judge you for it. But I don’t want to be on your target list.”
 
   Over the past year, I’d never made a pass at a woman and been turned down. Most of the time, they came on to me. I had regulars that stopped by at three in the morning, and I always had a full booty call list. I stopped keeping track of how many women I slept with because I didn’t have enough fingers and toes. And my brain couldn’t remember every name. I thought Taylor was pretty that night, and like with all the others before her, I went for it. 
 
   “I just don’t want to be treated that way, that’s all. Like you can kiss me whenever you want because you’re entitled to my lips. I’m not a woman you can just grab and take. I’m a person.”
 
   I didn’t truly feel guilty until that point—when she rammed the truth into me. “I’m sorry.” I never apologized, even when I knew I was in the wrong, but the apology escaped my lips automatically. “I wasn’t thinking.”
 
   When she saw the sincerity in my eyes, her gaze softened. “It’s okay. I didn’t mean to be so harsh. I don’t mind being kissed when I’m on a date or when the guy walks me to my door…but I knew that wasn’t the kind of kiss I wanted. I didn’t feel like a person—more like an object.”
 
   That was exactly how I viewed her, so I couldn’t blame her for drawing that conclusion. “You had every right to feel that way.” I hadn’t misread her that night. In fact, I hadn’t bothered reading her at all. I just took the shot because I assumed she would want me—like an asshole. “I hope you’ll accept my apology.”
 
   “Of course I do.” Her gentle spirit had finally returned, and she actually gave me a smile. It wasn’t a forced grin, the kind you knew was fake. This one was genuine—and it was beautiful.
 
   “Good.” The weight finally left my shoulders, and I could breathe again. “I hope we can move on from this and forget about it.”
 
   “Maybe we can be friends.”
 
   “Friends?” I asked, unsure what that word even meant. Friendships were rare for me, and the only ones I had were with men. And even then, I wasn’t close to them. I didn’t share every aspect of my life with anyone. In fact, I never told anyone anything. Derek and I used to be closer, and he’d still claim I’m his best friend, but I didn’t feel the same way anymore. Solitude was my only friend now. 
 
   “Yeah,” she said with a chuckle. “Do you need to brush up on your vocabulary?”
 
   “I don’t have many friends.”
 
   “You seem to be pretty close to the guys.” She grabbed the pen and slowly spun it in her fingertips. That’s when I noticed different planets of the solar system were painted on each of her nails, and her thumb displayed a comet. It was childish—but cute. 
 
   “We hang out.” But that was the extent of it.
 
   “That’s pretty sad… I wish I had more friends, and you don’t want any friends. Ironic.”
 
   That did make me sound like a sad person—pathetic. “You’re actively looking for new friends?”
 
   “And that’s pretty hard in a big city like this. People are always coming and going all the time. No one has the chance to stop for a cup of coffee.”
 
   “Well, I can be your friend. And I’ll take you out for a cup of coffee.”
 
   “Really?” she asked. “You expect me to take a pity invite?”
 
   Now that the suggestion was out in the open, I didn’t dread it. In fact, it might be nice. “You want to be friends or what? This offer expires.”
 
   She chewed her bottom lip as she tried to come to a decision. 
 
   I glanced at my watch. “Time is ticking.”
 
   “Okay. But only if you buy me a scone.”
 
   “That’s what you want?” I asked with a laugh. “A scone?”
 
   “Orange and cranberry. They’re my favorite.”
 
   She reminded me of a child excited to visit Disneyland for the first time. An innocent smile was on her face, and her eyes were lit up like Christmas Tree Lane. “I’ll buy you whatever you want.”
 
   ***
 
   We walked into The Muffin Girl and stood in the line that wrapped around the store. Taylor stood beside me and peered into the glass windows that displayed all the baked goods inside. There were pies, cookies, and assorted pastries. 
 
   “Is this place always so busy?” She pulled her hair over one shoulder and showed off her earrings. They were small globes hanging from silver hoops. Her look was geeky, but she somehow made it look cool. 
 
   “Yeah. But it’s the best bakery in town. If I’m going to show you around the city, we have to make a stop here.”
 
   “Wow. I’m excited.” She pressed her face to the glass and eyed a chocolate and strawberry scone. “That looks good.”
 
   I didn’t have much of a sweet tooth. I drank my coffee black and skipped cake at birthday parties. I was boring and predictable. “Then get it.”
 
   “But that blueberry muffin looks good…” She pointed to the basket of muffins on the lower shelf.
 
   “Good thing this line is long so you’ll have time to make a decision.”
 
   She chewed on her nails, still indecisive. 
 
   The corner of my mouth upturned in a grin. “You have the perfect personality for a teacher.”
 
   “Yeah?” she asked. “I would say thank you, but I’m not entirely sure what that means.”
 
   “You’re playful—not stiff. Kids respond to that.” I only taught for five years before I opened First Chance Education. But in that amount of time, I was able to understand what students really needed from their instructors—and the type of people they responded to. I knew Taylor would leave a lasting impression on them even though I’d never set foot in her classroom during the school day.
 
   “I don’t know about that. I’m having a difficult time getting them to listen.”
 
   “Really?” We moved farther up the line, talking loudly over the chatter of the bakery. Blenders were going off, and the cash register kept beeping with new orders. The kitchens were operating at full speed, toasting bread for sandwiches and making new pastries.
 
   “Yeah. I’m not sure what the problem is. At first, I thought they were unchallenged. I gave them some complicated projects, but that didn’t fix the problem. I’m not sure if it’s the Common Core standards that’s throwing them off…” 
 
   “Interesting.” Private schools tended to have obedient students, especially those at Bristol Academy. Taylor’s experience was rare—and strange. “Do they know you’re a new teacher?”
 
   “I never said I was.”
 
   Students had a way of finding the truth—no matter how hard you tried to hide it. “Kids talk.”
 
   “Even then, I don’t know what difference it makes.”
 
   “When students know you’re new, they like to test you—see how far you’ll go.”
 
   “Ha. I’d like to see them try.” We moved up the line some more, and she examined the pecan cookies in the window. “Dude, those look bomb.”
 
   What did she just say? “Did you just call me dude? Wait, back up. Did you just use bomb as an adjective?”
 
   She pointed inside the window. “Do those not look like the most delicious cookies you’ve ever seen?”
 
   I shrugged. “I’m not much of a sweet tooth.”
 
   She cringed. “Just when I thought we could be friends.”
 
   I stared at the back of her head and felt that old smile tug at my lips.
 
   We reached the register and ordered our coffees. After the man took our order, he said, “Anything else?”
 
   “Yeah,” Taylor answered. “Can I have…?” She fidgeted with her hair as she tried to make a decision. “Can I have the chocolate strawberry scone?”
 
   “Sure—”
 
   “No, I want the blueberry muffin instead.”
 
   He typed it into the register. “Okay.”
 
   “Actually, I want a scone. That’s what I came here for anyway.”
 
   The cashier hid his irritation poorly and fixed the previous entry before making the new one. “Anything else?”
 
   Taylor had her hair wrapped around her hand at this point. “Actually, I want a pecan cookie.”
 
   Now the guy looked like he wanted to kill her. “Are you sure?”
 
   Taylor flinched at the threat in his voice. “Uh…”
 
   As entertaining as this was, I had to intervene. “Give her two of everything and a dozen of those pecan cookies.”
 
   “What?” Taylor asked. “I don’t need all of that.”
 
   “You can take it home with you.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Ring us up, please.” I handed over my card to speed things along. There were thirty people in line behind us. 
 
   The guy didn’t hesitate as he grabbed my card and slid it through the machine. “Here’s your receipt and have a good day.” He grabbed a white paper bag and shoved all of the pastries inside before he handed it to Taylor.
 
   She had to carry it with two hands because it was so heavy.
 
   I carried our coffees to a table outside and took a seat in the small patio enclosure near the alleyway. Picnic tables were lined on the small grassy area, and umbrellas were erected to keep the sun out of our eyes.
 
   Taylor sat across from me and set the heavy bag on the table. It made a noticeable thump. “That guy must think I have no self-control.”
 
   I sipped my coffee and watched the people pass. “And he would be right.”
 
   “I didn’t need all of these.”
 
   “Take them home and eat them later.”
 
   “You didn’t have to buy them all. I could have paid for them.”
 
   “I didn’t mind.” I sipped my coffee again. “So, which one are you going to have? Or is that a dangerous question to ask?”
 
   She opened the bag and peered inside. “I don’t know… I’m leaning toward the muffin.”
 
   “It’s what the bakery is known for.”
 
   “Then I’m sold.” She pulled out the blueberry muffin and picked small crumbles from the top before popping them into her mouth. The second the first bite was in her mouth, her eyes rolled into the back of her head. “This is off the hook.”
 
   Off the hook? “Is that how you talk when you’re in the classroom?”
 
   “I would if I were eating this muffin.”
 
   I chuckled then snatched a piece and popped it into my mouth.
 
   “Hey. I thought you didn’t have a sweet tooth.”
 
   “Well, you wore me down.” I quickly chewed it and swallowed.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   I slowly nodded. “You know what? This really is off the hook and da bomb.”
 
   She covered her mouth and laughed, almost dropping her muffin. “I didn’t say da. You added that word all on your own.”
 
   “And it’s fitting.” I took another piece of the muffin and ate it.
 
   She pushed the enormous bag toward me. “Have whatever you want. There’s plenty to go around.”
 
   “I’d rather split this one with you. I can’t eat a whole one by myself.”
 
   She pressed her lips together like she was trying not to laugh. “Sorry, you sound like a girl.”
 
   “A masculine one.”
 
   “You have to keep your body under six percent body fat?” she teased.
 
   I immediately smiled because I liked the fact she guessed so accurately. “Actually, yeah.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Not my style. I love food too much.”
 
   “Your body doesn’t imply it.”
 
   “Why do you think I always wear loose dresses?” She gave me a knowing look, like she defeated me in an imaginary battle. “I’ve got a tummy and some serious thighs.”
 
   I didn’t believe that. I could admit she wasn’t a supermodel, but she still had a great rig. “Women are always hard on themselves. Not sure why.”
 
   “Now that I’ve seen the type of women you go home with, I know exactly why. Men want a perfect woman who eats like a pig but doesn’t gain a pound anywhere. They have to hold their liquor just like a man, but they have to be a classy drunk as they do it. I can’t do either of those things so I’ll never be the perfect woman. But you know what? I’m fine with that. I still get that D from time to time.” She waggled her eyebrows before she sipped her coffee.
 
   I forgot about the conversation we were having momentarily because I was absorbed with the playful look on her face. Now that she cooled her jets, she was actually fun—and funny. “What’s your type?”
 
   “Type of what? Ice cream?”
 
   “Sure. But that’s not what I was asking.”
 
   “Mint chip,” she answered. “And what were you really asking?” She picked at her muffin until nothing but the wrapper was left.
 
   “Your type of man.” Because I clearly wasn’t it.
 
   “I don’t really have a type.” She covered her lips with her fingertips as she continued talking. “I’m not picky.”
 
   “Come on, you must have an idea.”
 
   She wiped her hands together to dissolve all the crumbs from her fingertips. “Well, I like guys who don’t take themselves too seriously. You know, they can make fun of themselves. I like someone who’s honest and genuine. And they have to make me laugh. If he’s not my best friend, then it’ll never work.”
 
   Whenever I asked that question to women, I never got that response. “But what about their features?”
 
   “I don’t care about that. Cute is cute.”
 
   “There must be some physical attraction to a relationship. Otherwise, it’ll never last. One partner will cheat. It’s a guarantee.”
 
   “Well, I do value physical attraction. But it’s definitely not the most important factor in a relationship. I want a nice guy. You know, someone trustworthy.”
 
   There was no such thing. “Guys aren’t trustworthy. They’re all dogs.”
 
   “Not all of them.” She grabbed a cookie from the bag.
 
   “Yes. All of them.” 
 
   She broke off a piece and looked at me. “Does that include you?”
 
   I’m the biggest dog of all. “Absolutely.” I should’ve felt ashamed for saying that, but I wasn’t. I’d been hurt so irrevocably that I was never the same. My heart disappeared that night, and I never found it again. My friendships were never the same because I couldn’t even trust my buddies. All I wanted was to screw because feeling meaningless pleasure mixed with nothing was better than feeling heartbroken all the time.
 
   Taylor didn’t take a bite of her cookie because all of her attention was directed at me. “I don’t believe that.”
 
   “I kissed you, didn’t I?” Just an hour ago, she was pissed at me for it.
 
   “You aren’t a dog for kissing me. When I pulled away, you stopped. A real asshole would have pressed me against the door and forced the kiss to happen against my will. So, no, you don’t fall into that category.”
 
   She didn’t know the truth. She suspected I spent my nights screwing anything that moved, but she didn’t understand just how bad it was. I’d broken hearts and beds. I’d broken promises and plans. I was entirely selfish and only cared about myself. There was no way to misinterpret what I really was. 
 
   “When I was lost in the city, you helped me. You could have turned around and walked away, but you didn’t.”
 
   “That doesn’t make me a good person.” Not by a long shot.
 
   “It doesn’t make you a bad person either.”
 
   The conversation was beginning to make me fidget. I took a long drink of my coffee just so I would have something to do.
 
   “Is there a reason why you are the way you are?”
 
   Like I would ever tell her. “No.”
 
   “You don’t do relationships at all?”
 
   “No.” I’d had this conversation with a lot of women, and my same answers were making me feel numb. 
 
   “Is it because you haven’t found the right woman yet?”
 
   I laughed because her question was just stupid. “I’m a permanent bachelor because I like it that way. I like sleeping around and making the rounds in different beds with different women. Sometimes, I like two girls at once, even three. I have a specific palate, and that’s just how I am. I don’t apologize for it, and I never will.”
 
   She studied my face like she still didn’t believe me. “It’s interesting.”
 
   “What?” My sex life was interesting?
 
   “You’re so compassionate when it comes to young minds and education. You started an entire company with the intention of helping people. When you talk about your years as a schoolteacher, it’s with fondness. But then you have this side of you…which is dark and twisted. It’s so contradictory that I don’t believe what you’re saying. There is a reason why you’re this way—I just don’t have a clue what it is.”
 
   Instead of being impressed by her observation, I was ticked. I didn’t want people to read me, to analyze my behavior and try to understand me. Once, I was an open book with no secrets. But now I was closed off from everyone because I was ashamed of my stupidity. I let someone trick me, mislead me, and I allowed her to make a complete fool out of me. My walls reached the sky, and I didn’t like it when people tried to tear them down.
 
   Taylor must have known she crossed a line. She felt it in the air and shifted her weight slightly, as if she was trying to get away from it. “I offended you. I’m sorry.”
 
   I stared at her without blinking, unable to control my rage and irritation. “Don’t try to figure me out. Don’t analyze me. I hate that.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Otherwise, our friendship is done.”
 
   Instead of looking away, she met my gaze. There wasn’t a trace of fear or intimidation. “You got it.”
 
   I wanted to storm off, but something was keeping me there. I liked the way my life was, how sheltered and shadowed it was. When someone risked that and peeked through the clouds, it bothered me. But yet, I remained.
 
   She opened the bag and pulled out the other blueberry muffin. She handed it to me, giving me a smile that would cheer anyone up. “My peace offering.” She grabbed my hand and placed it within my fingers.
 
   It was hard to stay mad when she did something so innocent and cute. I felt the soft muffin in my grasp before I took a bite. “Better not be poisoned.”
 
   “Oh, no. I would never poison my friend.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   Taylor
 
   Sara shoved her hand inside the paper bag and pulled out a pecan cookie. “I’ve eaten ten of these. I can’t stop.”
 
   “They’re good, huh? I went to this bakery downtown, and it was amazing.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “It’s called The Muffin Girl.”
 
   “Oh, I’ve heard of that place. There’s another location next to my work.”
 
   “I didn’t know it was a chain.” It seemed too cozy to be corporate.
 
   “I don’t think it is. It’s just expanded.”
 
   That part didn’t surprise me. The place had a warm atmosphere, and it smelled so good that they should have an air freshener in that scent. 
 
   “Go there with anyone?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, a friend.” 
 
   Sara had become a couch potato over the past year. She didn’t want to go out or do anything. When we did hang out, it was at my place or hers. “A guy friend?” she asked hopefully.
 
   “Yeah, actually. But he really is just a friend.”
 
   “Is he hot?”
 
   So hot it should be illegal. “He’s definitely a looker. But I don’t see him like that.”
 
   “How can you not?”
 
   “He’s not my type. You know, he’s the manwhore type.”
 
   “Oh…gotcha.” She nodded like she understood that all too well. “Steer clear of him. You’ll think he’ll change for you, but he never will. When a man has too many options, he never sticks with one thing.”
 
   I suspected Volt’s behavior arose from a deeper level than indecision, but I didn’t dwell on it. He was fiercely private, and I wasn’t going to stick my nose where it didn’t belong. “I really like being his friend anyway. I get a lot more enjoyment out of it than if I were to sleep with him.”
 
   “He’s gay?”
 
   I laughed. “No, definitely not. But he shows a more humane side of himself when I’m off-limits.”
 
   “Why do guys act so strange once pussy is involved?”
 
   I shrugged. “I think that’s a question women will ask until the end of time.”
 
   “Yeah, probably,” she said with a chuckle.
 
   The Bachelorette was playing on the TV, and I just finished a game of Candy Crush on my phone. “You wanna go out this weekend? Hit up a bar and find some cute guys?”
 
   Like always, she sidestepped the question. “Nah. I have a long week.”
 
   I tried not to roll my eyes. I wanted to be there for my friend while she went through a hard time, but it’d been a year. She should be over it by now. And I needed to go out and mingle. Maybe the perfect guy was out there—waiting for me just as I was waiting for him.
 
   ***
 
   “Back left pocket.” Jared hit the ball, and it rolled right into the hole. “Boom.”
 
   “Shut up, asshole,” Derek said. “Get on with your turn.”
 
   Jared moved around the table until he found his next shot.
 
   Natalie stared at his ass, practically drooling. 
 
   I hoped no one else noticed. “Hey, Nat.”
 
   She snapped out of her trance. “What’s up?”
 
   “Let’s go barhopping tomorrow,” I said. “Meet some sexy dudes.”
 
   “Tomorrow?” she asked. “Well, I—”
 
   “Perfect,” I said. “We’ll meet at The Lion and The Spider—”
 
   “The Lion and The Snake.” Like always, Volt appeared out of the shadows and graced us with his unexpected presence.
 
   “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes and nudged him in the side. “She knew what I meant.” When my elbow connected with his stomach, I felt a solid slab of concrete. It actually hurt my arm a little.
 
   “I doubt it,” he said. “And what will you two be doing there?”
 
   “We’re going to meet our future husbands.” I held my beer in my hand and watched Natalie’s expression. She definitely wasn’t into the idea.
 
   “Your future husband?” Volt asked. “In a bar?”
 
   “What’s wrong with that?” I asked.
 
   “You aren’t going to meet a good guy in a bar.”
 
   “Okay, cupid,” I said. “Where will I meet a good guy, then?”
 
   He adopted a stumped expression. “I don’t know… The library?”
 
   I turned back to Natalie. “Ignore him. Let’s go.”
 
   “What about dating apps?” he asked. “Tons of chicks use those.”
 
   “I don’t want to do that,” I said. “I’m sure it’s fine, but I want to meet someone organically.”
 
   “Or there’s Tinder.” He grinned from ear to ear. “I speak very highly of that app.”
 
   I nudged him in the stomach again.
 
   This time, he grabbed my arm and dragged me into him. “You wanna play a round?”
 
   When I was this close to him, I smelled his familiar scent, the masculine tone mixed with body soap. “A round of what?”
 
   “Pool.” Without waiting for my answer, he pulled me to our own table and grabbed two pool cues. “Do you know how to play?”
 
   I glared at him—venomously. 
 
   “I’ll take that as a yes.” He racked the balls and set them up on one side of the table. “Break, sweetheart.”
 
   “Her name is Tayz,” Derek called from the other table. “Get it right, bro.”
 
   “Tayz?” He turned to me, a permanent grin on his face.
 
   I approached the table and positioned my stick. “Yes. I’m cool like that.”
 
   “Your students call you that?”
 
   I lined up the shot then slammed the stick hard into the cue ball. It slammed into the triangular formation and sent the balls flying everywhere, sinking a solid into the corner pocket. “No. But that would be fun if they did.”
 
   He eyed the balls on the table with a look of approval. “Where did you learn to play like that?”
 
   I shrugged. “I’m a natural.” I prepared for the next shot but missed.
 
   “But not humble.” He leaned over the table, his back perfectly straight and etched with muscle. His thick arms stabilized the shot before he struck. Two stripes went into the same pocket. “Now, I’m a natural, but I’m not going to say it.”
 
   “You just did.”
 
   “No. I showed I’m a natural. Big difference.” He moved to a different spot on the table and prepared for the shot. He was right beside me, so when he was about to hit the ball, I tickled him in the side. 
 
   His stick veered off to the right, and he knocked the cue ball forward, missing all the other balls. He laughed then jumped away. “Someone’s a sore loser…”
 
   “I’m just making it more challenging for you. You know, since you’re so good.”
 
   “Well, maybe I’ll make it challenging for you.” He gripped his pool stick by his side with a threatening look in his eyes.
 
   “You wouldn’t dare.”
 
   “I guess we’ll find out.”
 
   I walked around the table and tried to figure out what shot I was taking next.
 
   Volt remained on the other side, trouble written all over his face. His dark eyes hinted at his mischievous nature, and the slight smile on his lips was even more threatening. 
 
   “You better not come over here.”
 
   He held the pool stick in one hand and shoved his other hand into his pocket, but his fake hostility didn’t diminish.
 
   I finally found a shot I wanted to take, and the second I set up, he made his move. “Touch me and you die.”
 
   His fingers moved into my ribs, and he tickled me fiercely.
 
   I laughed and got the attention of everyone else in the bar. I dropped my pool stick because I was frantically trying to get away. “Let me go.”
 
   “Tell me I’m the pool king.”
 
   “What?” I said as he continued to tickle me.
 
   “I’m the pool king—say it.”
 
   “That doesn’t even sound cool.”
 
   He tickled me harder. “Say it.”
 
   “Fine. You’re the pool king.” And I lost all self-respect for myself for saying it.
 
   “Good girl.” He patted my rear then stepped up to the table to take a shot.
 
   “Hey, it’s my turn.”
 
   “Damn, I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”
 
   “I always notice when someone’s trying to take me for a ride.” I lined up the shot and felt my shooting star earrings swing from my lobes. I kept the shot stabilized as I jabbed the stick into the cue ball. But I didn’t sink any of the others.
 
   “Tsk…tsk. Don’t be too hard on yourself. You’re playing with a master, after all.”
 
   I wanted to chuck the cue ball right at his face.
 
   “So, what are you and Natalie doing at The Lion and The Spider?” He gave me a teasing grin, taking another jab right after the previous one.
 
   “We’re going to find some hot dates.”
 
   He lined up his shot then sank another ball. “What did I tell you? You aren’t going to find a good guy in a bar.”
 
   “Says who?”
 
   “Anyone with a brain. Men only go to bars because they know they can pick up women for a fun night. Trust me, I know about this stuff.”
 
   “You can’t make that assumption for all men.”
 
   “Yes, I can.” He took another turn but missed.
 
   When it was my turn, I stepped up to the plate. “You can’t make a generalization like that. I’m sure there are tons of men who go out every night hoping to find a woman they can have a meaningful relationship with.”
 
   His only reaction was a laugh. “Maybe in a Disney movie.”
 
   “It’s true.”
 
   “Every guy is looking for an easy lay. And if you aren’t an easy lay, they’ll pass you by.”
 
   I didn’t believe that. I refused to believe that.
 
   “I’ll take you out and give you some help.”
 
   “What?” I blurted.
 
   “I’ll go out with you to the bars, and I’ll find you a good guy. But I’ll also prove my point that there aren’t any.”
 
   “I can get my own dates. But thanks.”
 
   “Come on,” he said. “You can pick out a girl for me.”
 
   “Eww,” I said. “I’m not picking your sex buddy.”
 
   “You can watch us too, if you want.” He waggled his eyebrows.
 
   “I’m about to barf on this pool table. And I suspect it’ll be really hard to clean.”
 
   “Not our problem.” He landed another shot then moved to a different spot on the table. “So, what do you say?”
 
   “I’m supposed to go with Natalie.”
 
   “Can’t you go with her some other time?”
 
   I glanced behind me and saw Natalie and the guys absorbed in their game. They weren’t paying any attention to us.
 
   Volt watched my actions, growing more interested.
 
   I came around the table and stood by his side. “I’m trying to get Natalie to go out and meet someone.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because…” I nodded toward Jared.
 
   He followed my gaze and turned back to me. “Because?”
 
   “She’s into Jared, but he’s not into her. She looks desperate, you know? I can’t let her make an idiot out of herself.”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t see how that’s your problem.”
 
   “She’s my friend.”
 
   “But you haven’t known her long.”
 
   “So? That doesn’t matter.”
 
   “I guess I could sleep with her.” He shrugged like he was trying to be humble when doing something heroic.
 
   I glared at him.
 
   “What?” he asked innocently.
 
   “You will not sleep with her.”
 
   “Why not?” he countered.
 
   “Because she’s your friend. You don’t sleep with your friends.”
 
   “I know, but you want to help her out, right?”
 
   “I want her to move on and have a relationship with someone else. A night of hot sex won’t change anything.”
 
   He grinned like he was remembering a fond memory. “You obviously haven’t had any hot sex, then.”
 
   “Yes, I have.” I sounded far more defensive than I meant to, and I knew that was because all I’d ever had was mediocre sex. Sometimes I would get off, but most of the time, I wouldn’t. I wasn’t sure if it was the size of the ship or the motion of the ocean. But whatever it was, it wasn’t working. Maybe it was me. Geez, I hoped not.
 
   Volt smiled like he saw right through my words. “I’m always at your disposal if you need to let off some steam.”
 
   “Don’t be gross.”
 
   “Sex isn’t gross.”
 
   “It is with you.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” he countered.
 
   “You probably have chlamydia or something.”
 
   “I always use condoms, and I get tested regularly—I’m good.”
 
   “Even so, I’m not interested.”
 
   “Whatever,” he said. “When you change your mind, just let me know.”
 
   I’d never change my mind. I liked him much more as a friend than a fuck buddy. I’d never sink that low. “Don’t hold your breath.”
 
   “So, when are we doing this?”
 
   “Doing what?” I hadn’t agreed to anything.
 
   “Finding your Prince Charming.”
 
   “I never said I was looking for Prince Charming. I just want a nice guy.”
 
   “In New York City, there’s no such thing. Maybe you should go back to Washington.”
 
   I would if I could.
 
   “You can come so I can prove how wrong you are.”
 
   “And how will you prove that?”
 
   “I’ll find a nice guy.” 
 
   He chuckled. “Good luck with that.” 
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “I’m sure you are.” He walked around the table like he owned the place and everyone in it. His arrogance was charming at times, but now it was just annoying. 
 
   “My priority is getting Natalie out of her funk.”
 
   “She’s not your problem, Tayz. If she wants to follow a guy around, that’s her right.”
 
   “But I think she’d feel differently if she knew everything.”
 
   “Then tell her.”
 
   I couldn’t do that. She would be so humiliated she would never recover. “I think it’s easier if I just find someone else for her. She’s smart, beautiful, and really sweet. She deserves a man who notices her as much as she notices him.”
 
   He shook his head then lined up his next shot. “Why can you go out with her but not with me?”
 
   “Why do you want to go out with me so bad?” I countered.
 
   “If I walk in with a woman, all the others will fight for me more.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense.” He should be off-limits.
 
   “Women like a man they can’t have.”
 
   That’s disgusting. “I would never go after a man in a relationship.”
 
   “The rest of the world doesn’t share your morality.”
 
   Volt had a strange outlook on life. He thought everyone was innately evil and there were no good people in the world, which was strange since he molded the minds of young people and prepared them for the world. He told me not to analyze him, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted his secrets, answers to unspoken questions. “I think most people do.”
 
   He shook his head in response.
 
   “Friday night, then?”
 
   “I’m down.” He hit another ball and sank it into the corner. All that remained were the eight ball and some of my own solids. “After that, we’re going to teach you how to play pool—because you suck.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   Volt
 
   Somehow, without even realizing it, Taylor became my friend.
 
   When I first met her, I thought she was some awkward woman, and then I got to know her better and I wanted to have a one-night stand. But then she told me off and demanded the respect I didn’t give her.
 
   And boom! We were friends.
 
   I’d never had a friend that was a girl. There was always sex involved, and if sex couldn’t be had, there were some decent hand jobs. Natalie and I were friends, in a way. But I viewed her as Derek’s sister most of the time. 
 
   After I got off work, I was walking to my apartment when Taylor texted me.
 
   The Muffin Girl.
 
   She usually sent me these cryptic text messages, and it was my job to figure out what she was trying to say. Now?
 
   She sent an emoji of a blueberry muffin.
 
   That wasn’t too complicated to decipher. On the way.
 
   She sent me a picture she took of herself. She was shoving the entire muffin into her mouth like a snake that was swallowing a mouse whole.
 
   I chuckled and typed a reply. Damn, that’s sexy.
 
   Then she sent me an emoji of a hand flipping me off.
 
   I laughed then shoved my phone into my pocket. I walked to the bakery and spotted her sitting outside at one of the picnic tables. She wore a long pink dress with a purple cardigan over it, her usual classroom attire. She looked like a stereotypical schoolteacher, classy but also a little nerdy. Her long brown hair was in curls, and she wore a large sun hat to keep the sun out of her eyes. She looked like she belonged at the beach—minus the cardigan. “When you start a dating profile, you should make that picture as your profile picture.”
 
   “So no one will be interested in me?” 
 
   “No one is going to be interested in you anyway.”
 
   She gave me a playful kick under the table.
 
   “What’s this?” I spotted the coffee and muffin on my side of the table. 
 
   “I figured you didn’t want to wait in line.”
 
   “But how did you know I would come?” 
 
   She shrugged. “You don’t have any friends besides me, so what else would you be doing?”
 
   She made me smile bigger when I didn’t think it was possible. “Touché.” 
 
   “So, how was your day?”
 
   “Pretty boring. I was in my office the entire time.”
 
   “Looking at porn? Or working?”
 
   I chuckled. “I don’t watch porn.”
 
   She stopped in midbite and gave me an incredulous expression. 
 
   “I really don’t.” I had no reason to lie—especially to her.
 
   She looked at me like she didn’t believe a word I said.
 
   “Why would I watch porn when I’m getting laid all the time? Believe me, I don’t need my hand for anything besides writing with a pen.”
 
   “I guess that’s true,” she said. “For a second, I thought you were lying because all guys watch porn. Shit, I even watch porn.”
 
   I was about to grab my muffin but stopped when I heard what she said. I immediately pictured her lying in bed with her hand between her legs. Her bedroom was dark, and the light from her computer displayed her flushed cheeks and parted lips. She breathed deeply, moaning as she watched some man pound into his partner. Her fingers worked her pussy aggressively, bringing her to the edge of a powerful climax. 
 
   “Volt?”
 
   I zoned out for a moment there, and I wasn’t sure how much time had passed. “Huh?”
 
   “You just got a weird look on your face.”
 
   Because I was picturing her masturbating—and I got a hard-on from it. “I realized I forgot something at the office.”
 
   Thankfully, she bought my excuse. “Work has been a struggle lately.”
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “I’m having a hard time getting the kids to pay attention. The other day, I was lecturing and spotted them exchanging notes in the reflection of the whiteboard.”
 
   “Did you say anything?”
 
   “No. I didn’t see the point.” She picked at her muffin. “I know kids aren’t going to be soldiers, but I expected more from them.”
 
   “Do you hold them accountable for bad behavior?”
 
   “Yes. When I’m not pretending I don’t see it…”
 
   “Are the assignments too much or too little?”
 
   “I thought I wasn’t challenging them enough, so I increased the workload and increased the difficulty of the content, but it doesn’t seem to have made a difference. They just aren’t interested—for whatever reason. These kids are future diplomats, physicians, and rocket scientists. I just assumed they would be eager to learn.”
 
   When it came to the culture of a classroom, there wasn’t any specific factor that determined how it would flow. “In my first year, the kids gave me a hard time. They knew I was a brand-new teacher who was learning the ropes as I went. But when I became the wrestling coach, it really smoothed things over.”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “I became a member of their community. I was a face they saw outside the classroom, and I had a respectable position within the school community. The more involved you are with the school, the more respect they’ll give you.”
 
   “Never thought about it that way.”
 
   “It really makes a difference.”
 
   “But what could I get involved in?” she asked. “I’m already teaching all day and preparing lesson plans at night when I go home. How would I squeeze in another activity?”
 
   “Maybe you could do a club or something.”
 
   “Eh.” She shrugged with disinterest.
 
   “Academic decathlon?” 
 
   “God, no. That will take up all of my time.”
 
   “Did you play sports in high school?”
 
   “Does sunbathing count?”
 
   I laughed when I pictured her laying out on the school lawn. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “I guess I could find something… I just don’t want to take extra time out of my day. I have a million things to do as it is.”
 
   “It’ll help you get tenured quicker.”
 
   “It will?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah. The more courses you teach and the more involved you are in the school, the more likely it is they’ll want to keep you indefinitely.”
 
   She stared at me with impressed eyes. “Good thing I have a friend who can share all of his secrets with me.”
 
   “I don’t know if they’re secrets, but I’m a fountain of knowledge.”
 
   “Well, I’ll look into it tomorrow and see if there’s something I can get involved with. So these brats will start listening to me.”
 
   “I can sit in if you’d like.”
 
   “Sit in?” she asked.
 
   “You know, observe your class for a week and analyze it. It might be helpful.”
 
   “You would do that?” she asked incredulously.
 
   “Why not?” We were friends, right?
 
   “That would help me out so much. I need an expert to point out what I’m doing wrong and what I’m doing right.” She clutched her chest in gratitude. “Thank you so much.”
 
   “It’s really not a big deal. And I’ll definitely point out every little thing you do wrong.” I took a bite of my muffin and winked.
 
   She was so grateful for my offer that she didn’t seem to care. “I’ll get it cleared with administration.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it.” It’d be a lot quicker if I did it on my end. I knew all the right people in all the right places, including my father. 
 
   “Well, thanks for helping me out. I’m sure you have more important things to do.”
 
   “I really don’t mind. Besides, you bought me a coffee and a muffin. I have to repay you.”
 
   “I’m repaying you for buying that enormous bag of pastries that I didn’t need.”
 
   “Did you eat them all?”
 
   She looked away and avoided the question.
 
   “Seriously? You ate all of that?”
 
   “Not in one day,” she snapped. “And my friend ate some too.”
 
   “Your friend? I thought I was your only friend.”
 
   She threw a crumb at my face. “No, you aren’t. She and I have been friends forever.”
 
   “Is she cute?” I was always looking for new tail.
 
   “She’s not your type.”
 
   “Is she a man?”
 
   “She got out of a relationship recently, and she hasn’t mended yet.”
 
   “Even better. I can help her get over her ex.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I’m keeping her away from you.”
 
   “Now that she’s forbidden, I want her more…”
 
   “Are you five?” she asked incredulously.
 
   I shrugged. “I’d say I’m sixteen—immature and just hit puberty.”
 
   “You hit the nail right on the head.” She finished her muffin then downed her coffee. “Well, I have to get going. I have shit to grade.”
 
   “Their work is literally shit?”
 
   “Unfortunately.” She patted me on the shoulder and walked off.
 
   I craned my neck uncomfortably and watched her walk away. She swayed her hips as she walked, and her brown hair bounced as she moved. Her ass was decipherable in the dress, and I stared at it until she was out of sight.
 
   ***
 
   When I picked her up on Friday night, she was wearing one of her schoolteacher dresses. It was loose around her body and had bees all over it. She wore a necklace with a dangling beehive and sandals were on her feet.
 
   “You’re going to change, right?”
 
   “What’s wrong with this?” She looked down at herself, having no idea what I was talking about.
 
   “We’re going to a bar. That’s not how chicks dress.”
 
   “But I don’t want to wear a miniskirt and a tube top. I can’t pull it off.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” I checked out her ass the other day, and it was perfect.
 
   “I’m twenty-seven years old. I’m ancient.”
 
   “And I’m thirty-two. What does that matter?”
 
   “I can’t dress like a twenty-one-year-old anymore. I don’t have the body for it.”
 
   It took all my strength not to roll my eyes. “That’s the biggest tub of horseshit I’ve ever heard of.”
 
   “It’s true. Plus, I’m a schoolteacher.”
 
   “That means you can’t have a life outside the classroom? You think you’re going to run into one of your students?”
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest, giving me a pissy look.
 
   “Let me prove it to you.” I walked into her apartment without being invited and immediately headed for the bedroom I assumed belonged to her.
 
   “Please, come in…” She shut the door and followed me.
 
   I opened her closet door and peered at my options. Honestly, there weren’t many.
 
   “Please, go through my things…”
 
   Her clothes were carefully coordinated by color and season. The back of the door held a jewelry hook, where her necklaces of the universe and animals hung. On the top shelf were her shoes, most of them sandals.
 
   I was looking into an old woman’s closet.
 
   “I don’t even own anything sexy, so you’re wasting your time.”
 
   I moved her clothes over the rack and quickly browsed through them, searching for something somewhat sexy.
 
   “You’re wasting your time.” She sat on the edge of the bed behind her, her arms crossed.
 
   Tucked away in the back corner was a slender black dress. It was a tube top with a sweetheart shape in the front. When I held it before my eyes, it looked like a flimsy piece of material that would barely cover anything.
 
   It was perfect.
 
   “This.” I tossed it on her lap.
 
   She squinted as she examined the dress, like she didn’t know what it was. “I forgot about this. My friend got it for me.”
 
   “Because she knew you’d look hot in it.”
 
   “Like, three years ago.”
 
   “Shut up and put it on.” I rummaged through her closet until I found black heels that matched.
 
   She held the dress up in front of her face. “I doubt it even fits anymore.”
 
   She was slender, so I was sure it was fine. “Just give it a try.”
 
   “I’m going to look ridiculous if I wear this. I’m going to stick out like a sore thumb.”
 
   “You already stick out like a sore thumb.” I set the shoes on the bed beside her. “Now get to it.”
 
   She sighed as she held the dress in her fingertips. Then she looked up at me, an expectant expression in her eyes.
 
   I didn’t know what the holdup was. “What?”
 
   “Do you really think I’m going to let you watch me change?”
 
   Wasn’t thinking. “I was hoping you would just go for it.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   I left her bedroom then stood on the other side of the door. “I want to see it on you. Don’t you dare take it off before I get a peek.”
 
   “What if it doesn’t fit and it’s halfway up my thighs?”
 
   “I still want to see it.”
 
   “Believe me, you don’t.”
 
   “Stop talking and start changing.”
 
   She fumbled on the other side of the door, hopping around as she tried to get the skintight dress on. A few humphs and heaves reached my ears, and I expected the worst. It would be on upside down, or worse, backward.
 
   “You done yet?” I leaned against the door with my arms crossed over my chest. I looked directly into her living room and kitchen, examining the way she decorated her home. Beige couches contrasted against the hardwood floor, and colored pillows were arranged on the cushions. Her kitchen table was made of black wood, and it stuck out in comparison to everything else. It was elegant and sleek, but it also had personality—her personality. 
 
   “Yeah, I think so. But I look terrible.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.
 
   “I really do.”
 
   “I’ll be the judge of that. Can I come in?”
 
   “Wait…”
 
   My hand was on the doorknob, but I didn’t turn it. “What?”
 
   Her humor disappeared, and all that was left was a grand sense of vulnerability. “Volt, don’t laugh at me.”
 
   My hand gripped the doorknob, and I felt sympathy wash through me. “I would never do that.”
 
   “Because I don’t look anything like those girls you see in bars and clubs.”
 
   “Maybe that’s not a bad thing.” I kept talking to her through the door.
 
   “No, it definitely is.”
 
   My hand hadn’t left the doorknob. “Can I come in now?”
 
   “I guess…” 
 
   Now I pictured the dress so tight on her body it showed every flaw rather than every highlight. It was stupid of me to suggest this idea and make her feel insecure. I tried to help, but instead, I made it worse.
 
   I walked inside and tried to keep my face expressionless, so she wouldn’t see my true reaction. Telling a girl she didn’t look good in something automatically sent you to douchebag hell. And since I put her in this position to begin with, I deserved to go there.
 
   But when I looked at her, all my fears disappeared.
 
   The dress molded to her body like it was made for her. It hugged her slender waistline, giving her an hourglass shape that was so prominent my mouth went dry. Her tits fit into the sweetheart cups, pushing them together and forming a subtle line of cleavage. She had petite shoulders, well rounded with glowing skin. Her collarbone was defined just below her neck, and the hollow of her throat formed when she moved slightly. The dress stopped just above her knee, and even though her feet were flat on the floor, her legs still looked toned and her ass perky.
 
   She stared at her image in the full-body mirror, and instead of being impressed by what she saw, she seemed mortified. “I look stupid as hell.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I couldn’t take my eyes off her. “You look hot.”
 
   “Shut up.” She pulled her hair over one shoulder, trying to use it as a shield to hide herself from view. 
 
   “You do. Are you looking in a broken mirror?”
 
   She fidgeted in place and didn’t meet my gaze.
 
   “What exactly’s wrong with it?”
 
   “It’s just really tight, and I don’t have a hard body.”
 
   “Okay… I haven’t heard that term since the eighties.”
 
   “Well, it’s a perfect description for the situation.”
 
   Was this woman totally blind? “Tayz, you look like a damn fine woman.”
 
   She rolled her eyes.
 
   “I’d totally be all over you if I spotted you across the room.”
 
   “When you first saw me, you ignored me,” she countered.
 
   “Well, yeah. But I’d already decided to hook up with those two other chicks.”
 
   She shook her head like she didn’t believe me. 
 
   “I’m telling you, every guy will be looking at you tonight. You can have your pick of the crop.”
 
   “I don’t want to give them the wrong impression.”
 
   “Then don’t. Be yourself.”
 
    Her fingers moved through her soft hair.
 
   “You want to find Prince Charming? Well, you don’t have to. Now he’ll come to you.”
 
   She finally stopped touching her hair and turned to me. “You swear I don’t look stupid in this?”
 
   “Cross my heart, hope to die, never stick a needle in my eye.”
 
   “Wait… What?”
 
   That was my own version of the vow. “I’d rather die than stick a needle in my eye, so that’s how I say it. But the meaning is the same. I’m not yanking your chain.”
 
   “Really?” Up until this point, I’d never seen a needy side to her. She was usually confident, sometimes awkward, but never desperate. It was as if she needed my absolute approval before she’d leave the house.
 
   I grabbed both of her shoulders, noticing how soft they were, and positioned her to face me. “Absolutely.” I held up one hand to her, my pinkie extended. “Pinkie promise.”
 
   When she glanced at my hand, she smiled. All her teeth were on display, and it was one of those smiles that reached all the way to her eyes. She didn’t always do this, just on rare occasions. “Pinkie promise.” She interlocked our pinkies together, and we shook.
 
   I felt my own mouth stretch into a wide grin. I loved seeing that confidence in her eyes, knowing I wouldn’t lie to her—not with a pinkie promise. “Now let’s go out and get laid.”
 
   ***
 
   We sat together on a couch, our drinks in hand. Her legs were crossed, and I found myself glancing at her toned thighs more than looking around the lounge for my next catch.
 
   Heads turned her way the second they noticed her, and their eyes hardly left her face. Heads were turning my way too, followed by the sounds of high-pitched giggles.
 
   Taylor eyed a guy in the corner. He wore jeans with a dark blue t-shirt. He was on the thinner side, without the same kind of muscle tone I possessed. It surprised me she was checking him out considering he wasn’t the most handsome man in the room.
 
   Well, besides myself.
 
   “I think he’s cute.” She nodded in his direction then sipped her drink.
 
   “Really?” I couldn’t hide my disdain. “You’re way out of his league.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Because he’s, like, a hundred and twenty pounds. His clothes look like they’re from a thrift store, and his watch looks like a toy. What do you see in him?”
 
   “I’ve been watching him, and he smiles a lot. When he talks to his friends, he’s usually laughing. He seems like a good guy. You know, the kind that’s a loyal friend and a good man.”
 
   She gauged all of that just from watching him? “But are you attracted to him?”
 
   “He’s cute. I mean, he’s no Brad Pitt, but I’m not looking for Brad Pitt.”
 
   “Every woman is looking for Brad Pitt.”
 
   “Looks are the least important trait to me. I told you that.”
 
   “They mean the most to me.”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” she said with a laugh. “You’ve made that clear.” She sipped her drink and continued to watch Skinny Boy. “How do I talk to him?”
 
   “You’re going to hit on him?” I asked incredulously.
 
   “Yeah. Why not?”
 
   “Because you’re way out of his league. I’ll put it into terms that you can understand. He’s Pluto, and you’re the sun.”
 
   “You don’t even know him. How can I be out of his league?”
 
   “I can just tell.”
 
   “Well, who do you like?”
 
   I hadn’t been paying much attention, actually. “Uh, not sure.” I scanned the bar and found a group of pretty girls in the corner. They were staring at me, probably hoping I’d make a move on one of them—or all of them. 
 
   “I think I’m going to talk to him.” She set her drink down on the table. “What should I say?”
 
   I couldn’t believe this was happening. She was going to walk up to the guy, looking like a bombshell, and he was going to pass out. Guys like that never got hit on by girls like her. “Honestly, you don’t need to say much.”
 
   “Should I make a joke?”
 
   “Just say hi.” Trust me. That was all she needed to say.
 
   “Alright. Wish me luck.”
 
   I would, but she didn’t need it.
 
   She rose from the couch and adjusted her dress. Then she slowly walked over to where he stood in his circle of friends. Her hips swayed as she moved, and she had the grace of a queen. I’d never noticed the way she walked before, but then again, I’d never seen her in heels. Her long brown hair trailed behind her back and looked delicious against her fair skin. She had a few freckles on the back of her shoulders. They looked like kisses from the sun.
 
   Skinny Boy turned his gaze on her, and the moment he took her in, he couldn’t hide his surprise—and his pleasure. He held his beer in his hand and didn’t take a drink. All of his focus was pinpointed on the perfect woman right before him.
 
   I watched them talk to each other, and within a few moments, he laughed at something she said. They were both smiling, hitting it off right from the beginning.
 
   I sat on the couch alone and suddenly felt out of place. I spent most of my time in solitude because that was how I preferred to live. Just being with my own thoughts was enough entertainment. But once Taylor walked away, I felt a new sensation of loneliness. It was different than it ever was before. Somehow, I felt colder.
 
   The cushion beside me dipped when someone took the vacated spot. It was a young blonde with green eyes and fair skin. She wore a short dress that revealed things that should be hidden. “Hi. You look like you need another drink.”
 
   I turned to her and realized I’d seen her before—only I hadn’t. I’d seen a million of her. Just like everyone else in the crowd, she blended into the background. She wasn’t unique. She wasn’t special.
 
   She wasn’t memorable.
 
   ***
 
   “How’s work?” Mom passed me the bowl of potatoes.
 
   “Good. About the same.” I scooped the potatoes onto my plate and passed the bowl to Connor, my younger brother.
 
   Connor served himself before he set the bowl on the table.
 
   “What about you?” I dug into my roast and marveled at the flavor. Mom had always been a good cook, and I hardly ever had home-cooked meals. I lived off protein bars and protein shakes because I never took the time to figure out how to work a stove.
 
   “Things are great,” she said. “The shop is slowing down for the holidays, but that just means I have more time off.” My mom owned a wedding dress boutique. She sold dresses to future brides and loved every aspect of her job.
 
   “Maybe you guys should take a trip,” I suggested. “Enjoy the downtime.”
 
   “I wish,” she said. “Your father is way too busy at school.”
 
   “I’m putting out fires all over the place,” Dad said after he took a few bites. “I love Bristol Academy, but the parents run the show more than I do.”
 
   I immediately thought of Taylor but decided not to mention her. If I mentioned any woman, my mom would jump down my throat. Ever since my last relationship fell apart, my mom had been anxiously waiting for me to find someone new. She knew I was going to propose, and she was so disappointed when it didn’t work out. “The beginning of the school year is difficult.”
 
   “Not only difficult,” Dad said. “I have this new teacher who seemed promising in the beginning, but the parents keep complaining about her. The students say she’s all over the place, and it’s hard to follow what she’s teaching. And she gives out too many projects that take time away from the schoolwork for their other classes.”
 
   I stopped eating. Taylor immediately came into my mind again, and I hoped he wasn’t referring to her. She was working her ass off. “What does she teach?”
 
   “Science.”
 
   Damn.
 
   “She came through Teach For America, and since her resume was so impressive, I decided to give her a chance and forget her lack of experience…but that was a mistake. I may have to replace her after winter break.”
 
   This couldn’t be happening. “Dad, maybe she’s trying something new with the kids. You know, challenging them.”
 
   “Well, they aren’t learning.”
 
   “How would you know that unless you tested them?”
 
   “I am, actually. Unannounced, I’m going to give out an exam that covers everything they should have learned up to this point. If those scores don’t compete with the students of the previous year, she’s gone.”
 
   My appetite disappeared completely.
 
   “She’s a very nice woman and seems passionate about her subject, but I can’t keep taking these complaints from the parents. Since it’s a private school, they hold all the power.” He wiped his plate clean then sipped his wine. His hairline was starting to recede, and his sweater vest was the same one he usually wore to school. We had some similar features, but we looked nothing alike. Connor, on the other hand, was the spitting image of him.
 
   Now I wanted to get the hell out of there and go to Taylor. I had to do something to stop this. Even though I’d never seen her in action, I knew she was a good teacher. She didn’t work for the paychecks. She worked to enrich lives. “Thanks for dinner, Mom. It’s delicious.”
 
   “Thank you, dear,” she said. 
 
   Connor was quiet, eating in silence.
 
   “Anything else new besides work?” Mom asked. She didn’t bluntly say what she meant, but when her tone changed, I knew exactly what she was getting at.
 
   “No. My life is pretty boring.” I drank my wine to mask my unease.
 
   “So…no one special in your life?” Mom stared at her plate and tried to act casual.
 
   I loved my mom and respected her, but I wished she would get off my ass. “No one serious.”
 
   “Dear.” Dad gave her a gentle look. “Volt will settle down when he’s ready.”
 
   Thank you, Dad.
 
   Mom stopped eating and placed her fork on the plate.
 
   That wasn’t a good sign.
 
   “It just seems like you haven’t bounced back.” Now Mom looked me in the eye, turning into the protective and intrusive mother that she was. “You’re different, and I’m just concerned. Your father and I are always here to talk.”
 
   It was difficult to stay annoyed when she seemed so sincere. “Mom, I’m fine.” 
 
   “But you aren’t,” she whispered. “I hate her for what she’s done to you. That hopeful look in your eyes isn’t there anymore. You’re just…darker. I miss the man you used to be. You were carefree, easygoing, and happy…”
 
   I hadn’t been happy in a long time. And I wondered if I ever was happy. Stupidity had blinded me, and I was in a relationship that never truly existed. I was simply in love with a woman—who didn’t love me back. “Mom, I appreciate your concern. I really do. But I’m fine. I’m not rushing into another relationship until I find the right woman.” I was a terminal bachelor, and I was happy with that fate. I’d have fun flings that would last throughout weekends and trips, but nothing beyond that. But how could I ever say something like that to my mom? That I’d given up on love forever. 
 
   My parents got married young, but they’ve been happy ever since. They hardly ever fought, and when they did, it didn’t last long. After being together for over thirty years, they still made eyes at each other over the table. Their youth and beauty had faded away years ago, but love and respect had grown in equal measure. They had a partnership based on honesty and loyalty.
 
   And sometimes that gave me hope.
 
   “Well, I’m happy to hear you’re still actively searching for Ms. Right,” Mom said. “I thought you were just…passing time.” She took a bite of her broccoli before she pushed her food around, avoiding the awkward subject of my sex life.
 
   I wasn’t a total dick. I felt bad for lying to my mom, but I couldn’t lay out the truth like I did to other people. And the one excuse I made was Connor. He had a good head on his shoulders, actively dated, and brought different women around. One day, he would get married and pop out a few kids. 
 
   So, my parents would have grandchildren.
 
   And I was off the hook.
 
   ***
 
   “Hey.” Derek walked inside my office without knocking. He usually announced his presence with the quick pace of his feet against the hardwood floor as he approached my door. My secretary’s pointless attempts to stop him were also an indication.
 
   “What’s up?” Instead of working like I should have been, I was trying to crack a Rubik’s cube. Whenever I had a daunting amount of stuff to do, I became overwhelmed and didn’t know where to start. That’s when I busted this little toy out. It distracted me enough to clear my thoughts and start over. 
 
   “Dude, you haven’t cracked that yet?”
 
   “It’s not exactly easy.”
 
   “I could do that in five minutes.”
 
   I stopped twisting the different sides around. “Yeah? I’d pay serious money to see that.”
 
   “Then you’re on.”
 
   I tossed the cube to him.
 
   With a cocky grin on his face, he started randomly twisting the sides to align the correct color sections. His grin slowly started to fade away as the puzzle grew more complicated. When he reversed his progress and put himself in an even more difficult situation, that smile dropped altogether.
 
   His irritated silence became my victory song.
 
   “Whatever.” He tossed it back. “It’s a stupid toy anyway.”
 
   “You’re lucky I’m not going to make you pay me.”
 
   “Better not. You know I’m broke.”
 
   “What’s up?” I tossed the cube in my desk and stood. “Want to get lunch?”
 
   “Starving. I’m craving sushi.”
 
   “I’m down.” He and I left the building together and settled into the restaurant after a short wait. We ordered our food and made small talk about work before our plates finally arrived. 
 
   I used my chopsticks to pick up balls of rice and place them in my mouth.
 
   “You’ve been hanging out with Tayz a lot.”
 
   I grabbed a roll and dipped it into the spicy sauce before I plopped it in my mouth. “Yeah, I see her around.”
 
   “But you hang out with her a lot,” he pressed. “Are you sleeping with her?”
 
   “No.” I glanced at my watch to see how much longer I had on my lunch break. “If I had slept with her, I doubt I’d still be talking to her.”
 
   “Then what do you guys do together all the time? Any time we’re together, the two of you are huddled in a corner.”
 
   “We’re friends.” It didn’t feel weird saying that, not like it used to. She really was just a platonic friend, someone I hung out with. “We have a lot in common, and we have the same sense of humor.”
 
   Instead of stuffing his face, he hung on to every word. “But you sleep with everybody. Why haven’t you slept with this one?”
 
   I hadn’t slept with everybody. Natalie was another woman who’d never graced my bed—because that would be weird. There were a few rules I never broke. And one of them was screwing your friend’s sister unless you were in love with her. “Actually, I did try to go for it a while ago, but she turned me down.”
 
   “Really?” he asked in surprise. His face slowly started to light up like the sun was rising in the distant background of his eyes. He didn’t hide the fact he had a thing for Taylor. I just wish he knew she didn’t have a thing for him. 
 
   “Yeah. She said she wasn’t that type of girl.”
 
   “I know. She has some class.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said in agreement. “She’s not a prude either. She doesn’t want to sleep with someone unless it might be going somewhere. And she knew I just wanted a one-night stand.”
 
   “Then you become friends?” he asked with both of his eyebrows raised.
 
   “Yeah. I’m not sure how that happened. I apologized to her, and then overnight, we were friends. Weird, huh?”
 
   “I guess. You don’t have a thing for her?”
 
   “No.” I was never going down that road again. I opened my heart to someone, and she made a complete fool out of me. I was humiliated, heartbroken, and ashamed all in one night. “She’s a great girl. Really. But she’s not for me.”
 
   “Then maybe she’s for me.” He waggled his eyebrows.
 
   Taylor already told me about her experience with Derek. I didn’t want him to waste his time on a woman he could never have, and I also didn’t want him to keep pestering Taylor. “She’s not interested, man.”
 
   “What?” he said defensively. “How would you know?”
 
   “Well, we went out the other night, and she left with some guy.” Who wasn’t anywhere near her level. She could have walked out with any guy of her choosing, but she chose some skinny nerd guy. I knew she didn’t care about looks, but come on, she could do better. 
 
   “She did?” he asked in disappointment.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Not sure. Haven’t talked to her yet.” I went home with the blonde woman who made a pass at me. She was an easy lay and didn’t talk much, so I couldn’t think of a reason not to go through with it. Besides, I didn’t want to go home alone—even if I didn’t remember the girl’s name the next morning.
 
   “Damn.” He released a long and irritated sigh. “Maybe that guy was just in the right place at the right time.”
 
   “It’s not random, dude. She liked him, so she made it happen.”
 
   “But if she met me under different circumstances, things could have been different. Maybe it’s because I’m Natalie’s brother. She sees me as off-limits.”
 
   Derek had been my friend for a long time, so I wasn’t going to laugh in his face. “Maybe. I think it’s safe to say she’s off-limits to both of us. But being friends isn’t the worst thing in the world.” Truthfully, I actually liked it. I hadn’t had that kind of relationship with someone in a long time. Derek and I used to be close, but I pulled away after my heart was broken. It was impossible for me to trust anyone. I didn’t exactly trust Taylor, but she pierced my inner circle pretty quickly—abnormally quickly.
 
   “I was wondering when you were going to tell me about Taylor.” Now Derek stopped eating. The atmosphere was different, and I felt out of place. I was about to sip my iced tea but changed my mind.
 
   Derek didn’t ask a question, but it felt like he did. The hostility was undeniable, but I didn’t have a clue where it came from. One moment, we were having a normal conversation. Then, out of nowhere, he attacked. I held my silence because I didn’t know how to cooperate.
 
   “It just seems like you don’t tell me anything anymore.”
 
   Again, it wasn’t a question. But now I knew for certain he was ticked about something. I didn’t have a clue what it could be, but something was obviously pinching at his side.
 
   Derek tilted his head as he examined me, like I chose not to answer his direct question.
 
   When the silence was no longer tolerable, I spoke up. “Dude, what’s up?”
 
   “I’m telling you what’s up, but you haven’t answered any of my questions.”
 
   I gave him the same stoic look, wishing he could remember exactly what he said and how he said it. “You didn’t ask me any questions.”
 
   “I just feel like you don’t talk to me anymore. I admit we aren’t girlfriends or sisters, but we’ve never kept each other in the dark before. You don’t tell me anything, and I have to get my news secondhand. To this day, you still won’t tell me what happened with—”
 
   “Don’t say her name.” I hated hearing it. If I were about to hook up with a girl with the same name, I’d send her packing. That’s how much I hated it.
 
   “Whatever.” He continued on like he hadn’t been interrupted. “You called me and told me you were going to propose, and then a second later, you guys are broken up. What happened, man? Did she say no?”
 
   I never got the chance to ask her—thankfully. “It’s nothing personal, Derek.”
 
   “But it is personal. I thought I was your best friend.”
 
   “You are.” Actually, I hadn’t had a best friend in a while. And if anyone came close to that title, it was Taylor. But he didn’t need to know that. “I’m just not that talkative anymore.”
 
   “But you’ve completely shut me out. And for the past year, you’ve been a completely different person. It’s like night and day. I’m worried about you.”
 
   “I’m fine, I assure you.”
 
   Derek’s eyes narrowed in frustration. “But you aren’t fine. If you can’t tell me what happened with—”
 
   “What did I just say?”
 
   “If you can’t even hear her name, then you aren’t fine.”
 
   He had a point there—a big one.
 
   His hostility disappeared instantly. Heartbeats passed before his voice came out gentle. “Did I do something? Did I push you away? Offend you?”
 
   The sincerity in his voice made me feel like a dick. “Of course not, man.”
 
   “Then what’s with the distance? What’s with the coldness?”
 
   I couldn’t explain these feelings to someone else, not when I didn’t fully understand them myself. My life completely changed that night when I saw her in the bar with her ex. It was clear she didn’t just bump into him and the flames rekindled. They’d had a relationship—and for a long time. All those nights I made love to her and told her I loved her, she was lying and sneaking around behind my back. I questioned my intelligence and perception. This was going on right underneath my nose, and like a stupid idiot, I didn’t even realize it. I wasn’t just hurt, but mortified. I allowed someone to do this to me, to play me. How could I ever tell my friends what happened? It was embarrassing. “She and I had irreconcilable differences and—”
 
   “Cut the shit.”
 
   I stumbled in my speech. “I don’t want to talk about it, Derek. Plain and simple.”
 
   Hurt slowly crept across his face.
 
   “Like I said, it’s nothing personal.” The only people who knew what really happened were my parents. That was because I couldn’t lie to them. My mom would yank it out of me eventually, and since she won every battle we were in, I surrendered. 
 
   “How can it not be personal when I’m your best friend? Dude, what could have possibly happened that made you this way? Did she kill someone?”
 
   Yes. Me. “I don’t want to be constantly reminded of it. If I told anyone, that truth would echo eternally. I could never shake it. It would always be there.”
 
   “You think I’m going to think less of you?” he asked incredulously.
 
   If he didn’t, he should. “Just drop it, man. You have your secrets too.”
 
   “Not big secrets. Just the kind where I wipe the history on my phone when I’m done jerking off.”
 
   He wouldn’t let this go, and I wondered if he ever would.
 
   “Volt, come on.”
 
   “Just drop it, okay?” I wasn’t going to budge, not on this. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”
 
   Derek stared at me coldly, like he had a lot more he wanted to say.
 
   I stared back, standing up to him in my silence.
 
   “Whatever the reason is, I guess it doesn’t really matter.” He leaned over the table and lowered his voice. “But this is different.” He pointed between us, his chest to mine. “And I don’t like that.”
 
   I didn’t like it either. “You’re right.”
 
   “Can we at least move forward? And let it be different this time?”
 
   I could try, but I definitely couldn’t make a promise. “Yeah.”
 
   “Alright.” He leaned back in the booth and stared across the restaurant. His eyes lingered there for a while before he turned back to me. Heavy silence filled the air, and the tension was still there. “So, you really don’t think I have a shot with Tayz?”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Taylor
 
   The graded essays were sitting on my desk in alphabetical order. Like every day, the students grabbed their work before they sat at their desks and silently waited for class to start. I stayed up late the night before getting through these essays about the pasteurization process of milk and how that technique was discovered by Louis Pasteur. 
 
   I had a long week, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit I was tired. I loved my job and my students. Pushing them to be better learners and human beings was something I innately loved. 
 
   But damn, it was exhausting.
 
   My classroom door was opened, but no footsteps sounded in the hallway. It was too early for the students to arrive. It was even too early for most teachers. Someone knocked on my open door and caught me by surprise.
 
   Volt walked into my office, a visitor badge pressed onto his black suit. He wore a gray collared shirt with a black tie, looking like a powerful man who had complete dominance over the city. I didn’t see him in a suit very often, and when I did, I was always impressed. He had the perfect body to fill it out, all hard muscle. Even though I just saw him as a friend at this point, I couldn’t deny he was still hot.
 
   Like, really hot. 
 
   “Can I come in?” He was already inside my classroom so that was a moot point.
 
   “Sure. But what are you doing here?”
 
   “I came to help with your class. Or do you not remember my offer?” He leaned against one of the desks, his arms across his chest. He just shaved that morning, so his chin was free of hair. He looked good that way, but I actually preferred the slight scruff that usually covered his chin.
 
   “I remember. But a heads-up would have been nice.”
 
   The corner of his lips rose in a smile, and that same smile reached his eyes. “Do friends really need to give each other a heads-up?”
 
   “When they stop by your job, I think so.”
 
   “Do you want me to leave, then?” he asked like a smartass.
 
   “No.” I hated to admit it, but I needed him. “I could use your expertise.”
 
   “Still having a hard time, huh?”
 
   “I’m not sure what the problem is. Do they not respect me? Do they think I’m incompetent with the subject? Am I too stern? I have to say, classroom management is a lot different in real life than it is in theory.”
 
   “I know what you mean. I had a hard time my first year too. Honestly, every teacher does.”
 
   “But I’m doing everything right…” At least I thought I was.
 
   “We’ll get to the bottom of it. Just relax.”
 
   “I am relaxed,” I argued.
 
   “You sound defensive to me.” That same smile was there, rugged and mixed with boyish charm.
 
   I shot him a glare.
 
   “How’d it go with Skinny Boy?”
 
   “Skinny Boy?” Was I supposed to know who that was?
 
   “That guy from the bar.”
 
   “He has a name.” And it definitely wasn’t Skinny Boy.
 
   “Well, that’s how I know him,” he said. “And that’s how I’ll keep referring to him.”
 
   “Don’t be an ass—” I spotted the first student of the day file into the classroom, and judging the smirk on his lips, he knew exactly what I said. He approached the desk and took his essay before he sat in his seat at the back of the classroom.
 
   Volt grinned, enjoying every second of the tension.
 
   I tried to keep the embarrassment out of my face, knowing if I gave into it that would make it worse. “Well, Mr.…” I faltered when I realized I didn’t know Volt’s last name. 
 
   “Rosenthal,” he answered. “I’ll be in the back of the class.” He walked to the rear and took a seat at the large wooden table. He rested one ankle on the opposite knee and continued to give me that irritating smile.
 
   ***
 
   Once the last student walked out, I was relieved the school day was over. Having Volt watch my every move was unnerving, to say the least. During my student teaching, my advisor evaluated me, but that was different.
 
   Volt left the table he was occupying and joined me at the front of the room. He hadn’t taken any notes. All he did was stare.
 
   I met his gaze and waited for him to speak, but his mouth was shut. 
 
   His thin lips led to his stern jaw, making his stoic face impossible to decipher. 
 
   “So…what do you think?”
 
   “I think a lot of things. But how about we get something to eat while we talk it over? I’m starving.”
 
   I was hungry too. I didn’t have a prep period, and I didn’t get a lunch because some of my students stuck around to discuss the grades on their essays. “And I’m thirsty.”
 
   “For a shot?” he teased.
 
   “A lot of shots, actually.”
 
   We left the school grounds then headed to a pub just a few blocks over. Their food was decent, but their beer was awesome. I got a huge glass of ale and didn’t feel guilty for drinking at three in the afternoon.
 
   Volt didn’t care either. In fact, he’d probably drink at ten in the morning and still wouldn’t give a damn.
 
   I got a burger with onion rings and cheese and the greasiest French fries known to man.
 
   Volt got a salad.
 
   I rolled my eyes when I looked at his food, shaming him for eating healthy all the time. The only time he didn’t was when he ordered alcohol. I didn’t give a damn and inhaled everything placed in front of me. “So, what did you think?”
 
   “How sensitive are you?” He drank his beer while his eyes watched the baseball game in the corner.
 
   “I have a backbone of steel.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   How bad of a teacher was I? “Yes.”
 
   “Alright.” He set his beer down and turned his head my way. We were sitting right at the bar, side by side on the stools. “You’re all over the place, Tayz.”
 
   All over the place?
 
   “You jump around so much that the kids are having a hard time keeping up. One moment it’s micro, and the next, it’s evolution.”
 
   I admit it was unorthodox, but a lot of the subjects were intertwined. “But that makes it interesting. If the curriculum was predictable, they would get bored.”
 
   “But they should be bored, Tayz. It’s school. They aren’t supposed to like it.”
 
   “But I don’t want them to feel that way. Learning can be fun.”
 
   “Then make it fun. But don’t throw them off balance all the time. Students learn better when pathways are predictable.”
 
   “But that’s not how it is in real life.” How would these students ever succeed if they were so pampered?
 
   “Look, you’re wasting time by throwing them off. Their concentration can only last so long. And maybe you think you’re making it complicated, but the kids just think you’re confused.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “You asked for my advice, and I’m giving it to you.” His blue eyes were calculating, almost threatening. “You have a hard backbone or not?”
 
   “Of course I do. But—”
 
   “The kids were passing notes in the back of the class, and you didn’t even notice.”
 
   Now I tried not to be hurt. “I was busy—”
 
   “You’re paying more attention to what you’re doing at the front of the classroom rather than what your students are doing in the back. Your focus should always be on how they’re responding to what you’re doing. You’re in your own little world up there.”
 
   Maybe my backbone wasn’t as hard as I thought. I felt like an idiot.
 
   “You need to move around the classroom, stand in places they don’t expect. That will force them to behave because they never know what’s going to happen. Also, I suggest making a seating chart.”
 
   “I did make a seating chart.”
 
   “Based on where they sat on the first day. Of course they’re going to sit next to their friends. And when they sit next to their friends, they’re going to fool around. Make a new seating chart and put them next to people they don’t know. That will limit classroom disruption.”
 
   Why hadn’t I thought of that?
 
   “We’re going to go through your lesson plans and change things around. Also, what field trips have you gone on?”
 
   “None.”
 
   “Really?” He seemed to be most surprised by that.
 
   “Yeah. They aren’t succeeding enough and don’t deserve it.”
 
   He was about to take a drink of his beer but stopped. “Tayz, parents of this school expect at least four field trips a year. That’s what they’re paying big bucks for. They want their kids to be cultured and broad.”
 
   “I know, but—”
 
   “Also, all the other teachers at this school are masters of their craft. You’re sticking out like a sore thumb in comparison. The kids notice stuff like that. And that’s why they don’t respect you.”
 
   This whole time, I thought I was a good teacher. But in reality, I was a joke. I was doing my best to give them a great experience and make learning fun, but I was just making an idiot out of myself. I stopped eating because my appetite evaporated quicker than a drop of water in the hot sun. All my motivation to do better ceased because I felt incompetent. How did I get this job in the first place?
 
   Volt studied my expression, and when he realized how much I was aching, his sternness waned. “You aren’t a bad teacher. That’s not what I’m saying.”
 
   “Really? Sounds like it.” I drank half my glass and still wanted more.
 
   “I know you care about these kids. It’s obvious just from watching you. I just think you’re channeling your knowledge and passion in the wrong way. We’ll get it right. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   I rested my chin on my propped hand and stared down into my beer. 
 
   “Hey.” He nudged me playfully in the side.
 
   I ignored him, depressed.
 
   He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and leaned his face close to mine. That masculine scent washed over me, making my heart throb a little less. He gave me a gentle squeeze. “Taylor, you got this. I know you do.”
 
   “No, I don’t.”
 
   “Yes, you do. Every teacher struggles in their first year. There’s nothing wrong with you.”
 
   “But the year has already started. I’m not sure if I can change the atmosphere of the classroom. After the first few weeks, it’s pretty much set.”
 
   “We can change it,” he said firmly. “I’m here to help.”
 
   I still lacked the motivation.
 
   “You’re going to be the best teacher ever. I promise.”
 
   “That’s a big promise to make.”
 
   “Well, I was the best teacher ever at one point, and I can teach you my ways.”
 
   I didn’t tease him for the comment because I was desperate. “Well, thanks for helping me. I appreciate it.”
 
   “Of course.” He dropped his arm to the middle of my back and rubbed it gently. It was the most affection he’d ever given me, the sincere kind that actually meant something. In fact, it was the most affection I’d seen him give anyone. The lustful kiss he tried to give me once before was such a random blur. I felt like another nameless woman about to share his bed. But that condolence, that touch, actually meant something. 
 
   When he finally pulled away altogether, I suddenly felt cold, like a rainstorm just emerged over my head and released endless drops of water. It took several seconds for my body to heat up again. 
 
   “So, how’d it go with Skinny Boy?”
 
   Time had slowed down for just a moment, and it took my brain a few seconds to speed up and catch the present. “His name isn’t Skinny Boy.”
 
   “Then what’s his name?”
 
   “Drew.”
 
   “Eh.” He shrugged. “I’m still calling him Skinny Boy.”
 
   “He’s a nice guy. I like him.”
 
   “You do?” He seemed both surprised and disappointed. “That guy? Who wore a South Park shirt to a bar?”
 
   “Hey, I like South Park.”
 
   “Well, so do I, but I’m not blasting it with my attire.”
 
   I liked Drew. He made me laugh, he was polite, and he wasn’t full of himself. He was the kind of man who opened every door, didn’t try to kiss me after we just met, and actually called when he said he would call. “We’re going out again on Friday.”
 
   Volt drank his beer. “Did you sleep with him?”
 
   “No.” I was surprised he would even ask that. “You of all people know I’m not a one-night stand kind of chick.”
 
   “If you really like someone, things can change. Did you kiss him?”
 
   “Why are you asking me all these personal questions? You asked me to not ask you anything.”
 
   “No. I said don’t analyze me. You can ask me whatever you want. We’re friends.”
 
   I decided to put him to the test. “Did you go home with anyone?”
 
   “Some blonde.”
 
   “This blonde doesn’t have a name?”
 
   “I’m sure she does, but I never asked what it was.”
 
   He was such a dick. Geez.
 
   “So, did you kiss him?”
 
   “No.” We had a few drinks, and he walked me home. He got my number and asked if we could go out again.
 
   “Because he’s too skinny?” he teased.
 
   I nudged him in the side. “Stop picking on him. He’s a very sweet guy.”
 
   “You don’t know him well enough to say something like that.”
 
   “Well, I’ll find out more on Friday.”
 
   He drank his beer again, taking an extra large drink. “Tell me about him.”
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “Because.” He gripped his beer as he stared me down.
 
   “Sorry, was that a complete sentence?”
 
   “Because you deserve someone who’s good enough for you. You’re my friend, and I have to keep an eye out for you. No one knows the dogs better than I do, so you should trust my judgment.”
 
   “I don’t need a protector. I’m doing just fine on my own.”
 
   “But it doesn’t hurt, right? You’re trying to find Mr. Right, and I can save you some time.”
 
   Despite the harsh way he was speaking, his concern was actually kind of sweet. It didn’t seem like Volt cared about anyone but himself and his students. Somehow, I made the cut. “In Drew’s defense, you haven’t met him. So you shouldn’t judge him.”
 
   “Then tell me about him.”
 
   “Alright.” I gathered up all my information before I spit it out. “He’s a lab scientist for NYU. He lives in a one-bedroom apartment in Manhattan. His dad passed away from a heart attack, and his mom is a chef for a steakhouse. He has one sister.”
 
   Volt processed all of this without looking impressed. “What’s a lab scientist?”
 
   “He takes samples and identifies diseases and microorganisms.”
 
   “Sounds lame.”
 
   I kicked him under the table. “It’s actually a really interesting job. You need a master’s to do it.”
 
   “But it probably doesn’t pay anything.”
 
   I scoffed because it was ridiculous. “He makes way more than I do. And I don’t care how much he makes. That’s irrelevant to me.”
 
   “Well, if he’s going to take care of you, it should be relevant.”
 
   “Are you like this with Natalie too?”
 
   “Nah. She has Derek for that.”
 
   “Well, I’m going to keep seeing him because I like him. What you think doesn’t matter.”
 
   “You do care what I think.”
 
   “I don’t remember saying that.”
 
   “No. But I can tell.”
 
   I grabbed a fry and shoved it into my mouth, wanting to talk about something else. “How was that girl you went home with?” I wondered if he would really answer such a question.
 
   “Sex-wise?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “She was okay. I did all the work, but that’s usually how it goes.” He talked about his sex life like it was a routine procedure he did at work. He even sounded a little bored.  
 
   “If you don’t like the sex that much, why do you hook up with strangers?”
 
   “I’ve met a lot of really good lays doing it that way. They’re regular booty calls, when they aren’t in relationships and whatnot.”
 
   So, he really would answer anything I asked. Our friendship had reached a new level. He must trust me. Or at least be comfortable with me. “Why don’t you do relationships?”
 
   “Because I don’t do love.” He answered the question like he’d done it a hundred times. The indifference that emanated from him was heartbreaking. To feel loss was terrible, but to feel nothing was worse.
 
   “Is there a reason why?”
 
   “I don’t think people truly love each other. I think relationships are just about security. People don’t want to be alone, or they aren’t financially independent to be alone. They use each other until something better comes along. And there’s no such thing as monogamy. No one is ever faithful, and we’re all prey to our hormones.”
 
   Damn, that was a dreary outlook. “I don’t agree with any of that.”
 
   “Good for you.”
 
   “That means you don’t think your parents love each other.”
 
   He looked away and felt the top of his beer with his finger. 
 
   “And you don’t love them.”
 
   “I do love them,” he argued. “There are different kinds of love that do exist. I just don’t believe in the romantic kind.”
 
   “So, why are your parents together?”
 
   When he didn’t meet my gaze, I knew I had him. “There are some people who truly love each other, but it’s so rare that it’s not worth depending on.”
 
   “I think it happens more often than you think.”
 
   “And I think we have a difference of opinion.”
 
   Something did happen to him. Something made him this way. I didn’t know what it was, but I suspected a woman left him or cheated on him. It scarred his heart, and he never really recovered from it.
 
   And that broke my heart. “When was the last time you were in a relationship?”
 
   “So long ago I can’t even remember.” Finality was in his voice, telling me this subject had come to an end.
 
   “I think you’re going to find a woman you can’t live without, and she’s going to make you so damn happy that you’ll forget what it was ever like to be sad. Every single day for the rest of your life, you’ll wonder how you got so lucky to find someone who completes you so utterly. You’ll have a long and happy life, and every woman of your past will become a ghost.”
 
   His face turned to mine, and a new expression was there. It wasn’t stoic, but it wasn’t emotional either. His eyes turned an unusually bright blue, reminding me of the shallow waters of an exotic island. Time and space stretched endlessly through his eyes, showing a multitude of memories that seemed to go on forever. His entire soul was open and bare, but I couldn’t read a single thought or idea. Was it doubt I saw? Or was it hope?
 
   ***
 
   “How’s teaching?” Drew asked from across the table. Our meals had been demolished, and all that remained was the endless basket of bread in front of us. We kept eating it, and the waitress kept bringing us more.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m struggling a bit right now.”
 
   “You’ll get the hang of it. It’s a noble profession.” He wore a collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His forearms were slender, just as slender as mine. He was on the thinner side, and it must come from a fast metabolism because he ate just as much as I did. 
 
   “I hope so. I have a friend giving me some pointers. Maybe that will do the trick.”
 
   “There’s no shame in asking for help.” He ripped the bread apart before he slathered it with butter.
 
   I wish I could eat like that and stay thin. “How’s the lab?”
 
   “The same,” he answered. “I sit at the microscope all day.”
 
   “That’s still interesting.”
 
   “Maybe I can come to your class and do a demonstration sometime.”
 
   “The kids would love that. I’m always looking for ways for the students to learn about new careers. It might point them in the right direction.”
 
   “When I was in college, I saw a presentation from a lab scientist. And that’s when I chose it for a profession.”
 
   “There you go.”
 
   We made small talk about TV shows and music. The conversation flowed well enough, and he was always polite. He didn’t talk about himself too much, and he always listened to anything I had to say. I think Volt would like him if he actually gave him a chance. 
 
   After dinner, Drew walked me to my door. “Thanks for going out with me again.”
 
   “Thanks for taking me to dinner.”
 
   “I didn’t mind in the least. Looking at a pretty girl over a good dinner is the perfect way to spend an evening.”
 
   He was a smooth talker. And since he seemed sincere, it made me like him even more. 
 
   He eyed my door before he leaned in and gave me a PG kiss on the mouth. It was soft and sweet, and it lit me up in the right places. He may not be a body builder, but I cared more about what was on the inside than the outside. And Drew had the kind of qualities I liked. 
 
   “Can I take you out again?”
 
   “You’ve already taken me out twice. How about I take you out?”
 
   “Whoa, a beautiful woman wants to take me out on the town? Lucky me.”
 
   “You deserve it.”
 
   “I’m glad you asked me out in that bar. I thought you were pretty, but I also thought you were out of my league.”
 
   My eyes softened at the comment. “That’s a sweet thing to say. But no, I’m not out of your league. No one is.”
 
   ***
 
   Sara was getting on my nerves.
 
   “Dude, you never want to do anything.” We were hanging out at her apartment, like we did every time I saw her. She never wanted to leave the shelter of her home, and she was practically living under a rock.
 
   “I just don’t feel like going out.”
 
   She needed to get over this breakup. It’d been a year, for crying out loud. I texted Drew. What are you doing?
 
   Playing COD.
 
   Am I supposed to know what that means?
 
   Sorry, Call of Duty. It’s a video game.
 
   Oh, cool.
 
   Why?
 
   Well, my best friend is a turd who needs to get out of the house. Do you have a friend I can set her up with? We can go on a double date.
 
   Actually, I have a few friends.
 
   Great. Can we go out tonight?
 
   I’ll have to check with them, but I’m sure that works.
 
   Thank you. You’re a lifesaver.
 
   Maybe you can give me a kiss as a thank you.
 
   Score. 
 
   I turned to Sara. “Get dressed. We’re going out to dinner.”
 
   “I’m not hungry.”
 
   “Well, get hungry. ’Cause we’re going.”
 
   ***
 
   Sara wasn’t pleased about the double date, but since there was nothing she could do about it, she got over it and was tolerable. The guy Drew picked out for her was Rick, and he seemed nice enough.
 
   Drew and I talked quietly to each other on our side of the table.
 
   “I think Rick likes her.”
 
   “How can you tell?” I asked.
 
   “He likes blondes.”
 
   “Hope he likes the heartbroken ones, specifically.”
 
   He shrugged. “We’ll find out.”
 
   Sara and Rick talked quietly among themselves, and it was mostly Rick asking all the questions and participating in their conversation. It took Sara nearly an hour to break out of her shell. By the end of dinner, she was actually laughing and having a good time.
 
   Thank god.
 
   “Sometimes you need someone to push you to get back on the horse,” Drew said. “I’ve been there.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I got out of a relationship a few years ago, and it was hard for me to get back in the game.”
 
   “Why did you break up?” I asked.
 
   “We just fell out of love,” he said with a shrug. “Sometimes that happens.”
 
   I’d seen it happen, but I’d never experienced it myself. 
 
   After the guys split the bill, we went our separate ways. When Rick said he was going to walk Sara home, I almost did a backflip right on the sidewalk. She was finally living her life, letting the sun shine through. Maybe Rick wasn’t her future husband, but at least he was a start.
 
   Drew walked me to my door like he had several times. He gave me a kiss goodnight, but when he pulled away, it seemed like he didn’t want to leave. He stared at my lips like he wanted to kiss me again—and not in a PG way. I hadn’t had a good lay in a long time, and I liked Drew. I could see it going somewhere. Maybe we wouldn’t make it to the altar, but we would make it somewhere. “Want to come inside?”
 
   He grinned from ear to ear. “Definitely.”
 
   ***
 
   “This week has definitely been an improvement compared to last week.” Volt met me at the front of the classroom once the students were gone. “I think you’re getting the hang of it.”
 
   The students still weren’t responding as well as I wanted, but it would take them a while to adjust to my new teaching methods. “I have a lot of emails from parents. Really don’t want to answer them.”
 
   “Don’t ignore them. That’s the worst possible thing you can do. The parents have all the power, especially in private schools since they’re paying top dollar for their child’s education.”
 
   “That shouldn’t matter.”
 
   “But it does. If they don’t like a teacher, they can get them fired with a snap of a finger.”
 
   That was ridiculous.
 
   “That’s why it’s so important to be tenured.”
 
   “So you don’t have to worry about getting fired all the time?” I asked incredulously.
 
   “Pretty much.” He straightened his tie then grabbed my folder. “Let’s work on your lesson plan. Want to come to my place?”
 
   I’d never been there before. “Sure. Do you have food?”
 
   “I have food and beer.”
 
   “Excellent.”
 
   We left the campus then walked to his apartment a few blocks away. He lived in a nice building overlooking Central Park. We took the elevator to the top floor then walked into his apartment.
 
   The second I walked inside, I knew it was his place. Leather sofas were arranged in the living room with dark, cherry wood furniture. A large flat screen was on the wall, and the balcony connected to the kitchen overlooked the park. A round table sat there, the place where he probably had breakfast every morning. It was the size of a palace compared to mine.
 
   “This is where all the magic happens.” He tossed his jacket on the couch then loosened his tie as he walked to the table. He threw the fabric over the chair then walked into his kitchen. “What are you in the mood for?”
 
   “Depends. What do you have?”
 
   He poked his head into the fridge. “Bud Light.”
 
   “Yuck. That’s piss.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “If you know, why do you have it?”
 
   “Someone must have left it here. How about Corona?”
 
   “Eh. Do you have any wine?”
 
   “Cabernet?”
 
   “Yes.” Finally, something that didn’t taste like a Fourth of July party.
 
   He pulled out the bottle and poured two glasses. “All I have left is some leftover pizza.”
 
   “Any kind of pizza is good with me.”
 
   He pulled out the box, and we sat at the kitchen table. We didn’t bother using plates. We ate the cold pizza right out of the box and with our elbows on the table. We looked over my lesson plan for the following week and made the appropriate changes.
 
   “So, how’s Skinny Boy?”
 
   I knew Volt would bring it up at some point. “I don’t know whom you’re referring to.”
 
   “Yes, you do.” He had a gleam in his eyes, telling me he enjoyed teasing me.
 
   “I’m dating a guy called Drew. Is that whom you’re referring to?”
 
   “AKA Skinny Boy.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.
 
   “What’s new with him?”
 
   I remembered our night together with fondness. He stayed over, and we had breakfast the next morning at a little diner around the corner. “Things are really good. We’re getting serious.”
 
   “Really?” The teasing note left his voice.
 
   “Yeah. He slept over the other night.” I flipped through my lesson plan and decided I should just throw the whole thing out. “Do you think the cheek swab lab will still work?” I remembered doing it when I was in high school, and I liked it.
 
   “Whoa, what? He slept over?”
 
   “Yeah.” I looked at him, unsure what the big deal was.
 
   “So you slept with him?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   His expression was unreadable…and ice-cold. “How was he?”
 
   “Oh my god, I’m not talking about that with you.”
 
   “Why not? I tell you about all my conquests. It’s not like I asked how small his dick was.”
 
   I smacked him in the shoulder.
 
   “What?” he asked innocently. 
 
   “Stop picking on him.”
 
   “That’s never gonna happen, so you may as well not bother. And how was he?”
 
   I shrugged. “It was good.”
 
   “Just good?” he asked. “A man is supposed to rock your world until your vocal chords go out. Not just be satisfactory.”
 
   “He’s not Christian Grey.”
 
   “Then dump him.”
 
   “You’re ridiculous, you know that?”
 
   “Did he make you come?”
 
   My jaw almost dropped. “Volt—”
 
   “Did he?” he pressed.
 
   I shut my mouth and turned away.
 
   “So, he didn’t.”
 
   “The first time you sleep with someone is always awkward.”
 
   “Uh, no. I’m a gentleman. And gentlemen make their ladies come.”
 
   “How heroic…”
 
   “I’m serious,” he said. “If he can’t complete that simple task, then he’s no good. Kick him to the curb.”
 
   “Relationships aren’t all about sex.”
 
   “But the good ones are.”
 
   I turned back to my lesson plan. “Should I do the cheek swab thing?”
 
   “No. One of my students had a sperm swimming around in her mouth. You don’t want to go there.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “You’re the perfect woman, Taylor. This guy should be busting his ass to be with you, not half-assed pussy shit.”
 
   My neck almost snapped at the sudden change in subject. “I’m the perfect woman?” Did Volt just give me an amazing compliment?
 
   “Yeah. You’re classy, smart, funny, whatever. And those kind of girls don’t go out with losers like him.”
 
   “Again, you don’t know him.”
 
   “He should have cared enough to finish you off. There are tons of ways to do that.”
 
   Now I regretted telling him the truth. “Just drop it, alright?”
 
   “You told me you were looking for Mr. Right. I’m trying to save you some time here.”
 
   “I care more about having a good relationship with a good man. I want someone I can trust, who makes me laugh, and is a good guy all-around. I’m looking for a partnership, not just a night.”
 
   “Why can’t you have both? Why can’t you have the perfect relationship and have amazing sex?”
 
   “I’m not saying I can’t. I’m just saying I don’t value it as much.”
 
   “Well, you should. And it’s clear you’ve never had good sex.”
 
   “That’s not true,” I said defensively.
 
   “Yes, it is. You’ve never had that kind of orgasm that curls your toes. You’ve never had the kind of pleasure that makes you scream so loud people think you’re dying. You’ve never had a man give it to you so hard that you actually enjoy being sore the next day. I can tell, Taylor. And that’s just a shame.”
 
   Goose bumps emerged on my arm. When my hair stood on end, I knew he was right. When he described it in that way, I knew I’d never experienced it. I’d been with men who made me come, but not like that. But I refused to admit it.
 
   “Are you going to keep seeing him?”
 
   All these questions were giving me a headache. “Maybe I liked it better when we weren’t friends. Fewer questions.”
 
   “Well, too late. You’re stuck.”
 
   “Stuck?”
 
   “Yeah. Friends forever. So, are you going to go out with him again?”
 
   I tried to dodge the question by looking away.
 
   Now I could feel Volt roll his eyes. “You’re wasting your time. And I’ll be there to say I told you so.”
 
   ***
 
   Sara and I were shopping at the mall. All my clothes were ancient and starting to lose their color and elasticity. Maybe a change of wardrobe would make the kids listen to me. 
 
   “So…you like Rick?” We hadn’t talked about it since that night. The last thing I heard was he walked her home. But what happened after that was a mystery.
 
   “Yeah,” she said quietly. “He’s cute.”
 
   “So…did anything happen?” I was so eager for her to move on that I couldn’t care less who she chose to mess around with. She needed to get back on the horse—any horse.
 
   “No. We just said good night, and he left.”
 
   Damn. “And that’s it?”
 
   “Well, he got my number, and we’re going out on Saturday.”
 
   Seriously? That was the best news I’d heard in a long time. “That’s so great. You guys will have so much fun.”
 
   “I hope so. It just feels weird dating again.”
 
   “It shouldn’t. You’ve waited long enough.” Too long, actually.
 
   “I’ll see where it goes.”
 
   I hoped it would go to the bedroom. She just needed to get under a man so she could move on and scope out the other fish in the sea. “Good for you. Maybe we can do another double date.”
 
   “Yeah, that would be fun.”
 
   ***
 
   Drew came over, and we watched TV in my living room. I had a platter of cheese and cured meats sitting on the coffee table, and we sipped our cabernet as we sat close to each other. 
 
   I kept thinking about what Volt said. Sex with Drew wasn’t amazing, but did that really mean anything? I’d been with a decent number of partners, and I’d never had that mind-blowing kind of sex that people talked about. Maybe I was the problem. Maybe Drew thought it was amazing, and I just didn’t. 
 
   “Rick told me he likes Sara. Thinks she’s charming.”
 
   “That’s great.”
 
   “He says she’s a little rusty, though. He can tell she hasn’t dated in a while.”
 
   “Yeah…her relationship ended a while ago. But I think she’s getting over it. I’ve tried getting her to date for months, but nothing worked. But I guess she likes Rick.”
 
   “A perfect match.” He clinked his glass against mine before he took a drink.
 
   I looked into his eyes as I drank my wine, thinking about his full lips and how they would feel against my mouth. 
 
   When he set down his glass, I suspected a kiss was coming. That worked out in my favor because if he didn’t kiss me, I was going to kiss him. His hand moved to my arm before it slowly slid up to my shoulder. He let it rest there for a few heartbeats before his fingers moved to my neck then my hair. A deep breath escaped him, smelling like wine, before he leaned in and pressed a kiss to my lips.
 
   I felt the heat like I always did. But I had to admit, the foreplay before the sex was better than the sex itself. Maybe if we fooled around longer before we got to the finale, the explosion would be better. 
 
   An intrusive doorbell rang, and not just once, but three times in a row.
 
   Drew ended the kiss abruptly, immediately flinching at the unwelcome sound. “Expecting anyone?”
 
   “No.” Who the hell was that? I was about to get laid before I was rudely interrupted.
 
   “Well, it sounds important…since they rang so many times.”
 
   “It’s probably a kid or something.” I walked to the front door and tried not to look too vicious. I’d scare the kid away for good if he saw how pissed I was. When I opened the door, I didn’t come face-to-face with a kid. I was looking at a six foot two grown man who was so beautiful it was painful. His rugged jaw led to soft and thin lips. His blue eyes were brighter than usual, hypnotizing. “Volt?”
 
   “Hey, Tayz.” He wore dark jeans and a gray t-shirt, not his usual attire if he wanted to go out and do something. Then he held up a bottle of wine. “I say we drink and watch South Park.”
 
   He’d never come over unannounced before. I didn’t mind him stopping by, but it was a little weird since I was seeing someone. It didn’t exactly make me look good. “Uh…”
 
   Volt walked inside like he lived there. “I was on the subway this morning, and you’ll never guess who I saw.” He stopped when he spotted Drew sitting on the couch. The bottle was still in his hand, and he almost dropped it.
 
   I needed to defuse the situation as quickly as possible. “I suppose it’s time the two of you met each other. Volt, this is Drew.” Not Skinny Boy. Drew. 
 
   Volt stared at him coldly, and it didn’t seem like he was going to say anything.
 
   “Drew, this is my friend, Volt. We’ve been working together on my lesson plans and class-management projects.” 
 
   “Didn’t know you had company.” Volt spun the bottle in his hand.
 
   “Well, you certainly didn’t ask as you barged in here,” I snapped.
 
   “You barge into my place all the time,” Volt argued.
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked. “Not once.”
 
   Volt sat on the couch where I’d been sitting and extended his hand to Drew. “Nice to meet you. Heard all about you.” A malicious gleam was in his eye, the slight kind that Drew didn’t pick up on.
 
   “Likewise.” Drew shook his hand and quickly dropped it. “I hate to say I don’t know much about you.”
 
   “Taylor and I are besties.”
 
   What the hell did he just say?
 
   “You know, as the women call it,” Volt explained.
 
   Drew examined him closely, his eyes narrowing. “I think I recognize you now. You were in the bar when Taylor and I met.”
 
   Volt tapped his fingers against his temple. “You’re a smart guy.”
 
   Now that Volt knew Drew and I were on a date, why was he still here?
 
   “Whatcha guys doing?” Volt asked as he rested his arm over the back of the couch.
 
   “What does it look like we’re doing?” I snapped. “We’re on a date.”
 
   “Oh.” Volt looked at the display of fine cheeses and meats but still didn’t get up. “They are having a South Park marathon. We should watch it.”
 
   “Maybe tomorrow.” I sat down on the couch and was forced to the opposite end, Volt in between Drew and me.
 
   “So, you work in a lab?” Volt asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Drew answered. “I work in the medical office at NYU.”
 
   “Then you mainly examine specimens for STDs,” Volt teased.
 
   I rolled my eyes even though neither of the men was looking at me.
 
   “I guess,” Drew said with a chuckle. “It seems to be the number one thing people come in for.”
 
   “Been there, done that,” Volt said. “So, Tayz tells me you two are getting pretty serious.”
 
   I’m going to murder him. I mean it. “Volt, why don’t you just go?”
 
   Volt held up his hand to my face without looking at me. “Let the men talk.”
 
   Now my eyes burned with lava.
 
   “I guess,” Drew answered. “We’re having fun too.”
 
   “Good,” Volt said. “Always have to have some fun.” He poured himself a glass of wine. “Sports fan?”
 
   “Not really,” Drew answered.
 
   Volt stared at him like he didn’t know what to think. He was shocked. “You don’t watch sports?”
 
   “If they’re on, I guess. But in general, no.”
 
   Volt still had the same blank look on his face. “Then what the hell do you do all the time?”
 
   “I play games.”
 
   “Like board games?” Volt asked incredulously.
 
   “No. Video games,” Drew answered. “Like Call of Duty. Stuff like that.”
 
   Volt turned my way, and without saying anything, he gave me a look that said, “Seriously? This guy?”
 
   I gave him the same look of loathing in return.
 
   Volt sighed before turning back to Drew. “What are your plans for the future?”
 
   Drew gave him a blank look. How was he supposed to respond to that?
 
   “Stop interrogating him,” I hissed. 
 
   “I’m just curious,” Volt said without looking at me. “Where do you see yourself in five years?”
 
   “Uh, is this a job interview?” Drew asked. “Because last time I checked, I wasn’t applying for anything.”
 
   Volt narrowed his eyes in obvious threat.
 
   “He’s just joking.” I tried to defuse the tension as much as possible, but I suspected nothing I did would make a difference. I clapped Volt on the thigh and smiled through the ordeal. “Now, I think it’s time for you to go.”
 
   “What about the South Park marathon?” Volt asked.
 
   “Maybe some other time.” He was really cramping my style and ruining any chance I had of getting laid. I wouldn’t be surprised if Drew just walked out since he was being interrogated like a prisoner of war.
 
   Volt sipped his wine, and it didn’t seem like he was moving anywhere. “At least let me finish this exquisite wine.”
 
   I glared at him. “It was five bucks at Target.”
 
   He sipped it again. “Well, it’s delicious.”
 
   I sighed and leaned back into the chair, irritated that Volt ruined my evening.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Volt
 
   I just finished a game of Candy Crush on my phone when Scott walked into my office. I immediately shoved my phone into my pocket so I wouldn’t look like the laziest boss in the world. “What’s up?”
 
   His glasses were sliding off his nose, and sweat was sprinkled on his forehead. “My mom just called. She’s been in a car accident.”
 
   Oh, shit.
 
   “She’s at the hospital. Can I go?”
 
   What kind of question is that? “Of course. Don’t worry about anything.”
 
   “All my clients left for the day, so I just need someone to man the front desk.” His voice was raspy like he hadn’t drunk enough water. His vocal chords had shriveled like leaves in a hot desert. 
 
   “Don’t even worry about that.” I left the chair and came to his side, wrapping my arm around his shoulder to console him. “Take care of your mom. Work will always be here when you get back.”
 
   “Thanks, Mr. Rosenthal.” He gave me some form of a smile before he walked out.
 
   I watched him walk down the hallway and disappear before I went to the front desk. My fingers moved through my hair, and I released the breath I was holding. Scott was a great guy, and I pitied him for going through this. If something happened to my mom, I wouldn’t know what to do with myself. I’d always been close to my parents. The last thing Scott needed to worry about was work. I could handle it for the rest of the day until I found another worker to cover for him.
 
   I sat at the front desk and pulled out my phone again. The office was dead quiet because everyone had left for the day. First Chance Education was on the tenth floor of one of the many skyscrapers in Manhattan. Large windows covered the rear wall, and a perfect picture of the city was captured. I remodeled the floor and transformed it into a glorified coffee house, giving it a comfortable aura so the kids would feel at ease when they were being tutored. People could laugh all they wanted, but I believed having an environment like this really made a difference in the learning process. I learned about it in a case study when I was doing the research.
 
   But now that I sat at the front desk, I was bored out of my mind. The silence was deafening, and this crisp suit was becoming more uncomfortable by the minute. I hadn’t had a private tutoring session in over a year because I did all the management and paperwork, so I wasn’t even sure what to do with myself. All I had to do was wait a few hours before we were officially closed. Then I could be on my way to the gym and home.
 
   I turned my attention to my phone when I heard the elevator beep. The monitor near the ceiling said it was approaching my floor. I was about to have a guest, which surprised me since it was seven o’ clock in the evening. Most kids were home by now.
 
   The doors opened, and instead of a concerned mother or father walking out, it was a high school student. His jeans were whitewashed and faded, having enormous patches in both knees. Strings of fabric hung from the area, the beginning of another rip. He wore a red t-shirt that looked too small for him, as if he grew out of it a few years ago. The end barely reached the top of his jeans. The backpack over his shoulder was packed to the max, looking heavier than a car. He pulled out his map and looked around the lobby.
 
   I whistled quietly and raised a hand. “You’re in the right place, kid.”
 
   He quickly shoved the map into his pocket and approached the desk, timid and uneasy. He didn’t make direct eye contact with me, keeping his head low and trying to avoid as much attention as possible.
 
   Which was pretty difficult considering he was the only person in there.
 
   “What can I do for you, kiddo?” I put my phone away and gave him all my attention. When he was this close to me, I noticed his haircut. It was peculiar, to say the least. The brown locks trailed down his forehead, but it was uneven all the way around. There was no way a professional would have done that, so I could only assume he did it himself. 
 
   Small freckles sprinkled his face, and a tiny nose blended in with the rest of his features. He looked too small to be in high school—and definitely too skinny. He opened his backpack and pulled out an application form. His messy handwriting filled the blanks, barely legible. 
 
   I took the paper and didn’t tease him like I normally would. He didn’t exactly seem like the joking type. “Carmichael High?” That was the poorest school in the city, hands down. Nearly every student was in the food program, and they were using the same textbooks from the eighties.
 
   “Yeah.” He adjusted the single strap on one shoulder. 
 
   His application said he was a sophomore and quickly approaching sixteen. I’d never had a student from Carmichael walk into this office before, but there was a first time for everything. “How can I help you?”
 
   He pulled his hair off to the side even though it wasn’t in his eyes. He looked at me head-on but seemed uncomfortable doing so. “I want a tutor.”
 
   “Sure thing. What subject?”
 
   He shrugged. “Whatever.”
 
   Whatever? “There’s not a specific class you need help with?”
 
   He fidgeted with his strap again. “I guess math and English.”
 
   That was a better answer. “We have a few different programs you can enroll in. Annual programs, monthly, etc. Is there something you specifically want?”
 
   “Well, I want to prepare for the SAT.”
 
   “Then you probably want the annual one.”
 
   He shrugged then dug into his pockets. 
 
   I watched his movements, wondering what he was doing.
 
   He pulled out a few bills and a collection of change. “Do you have a payment plan? I have some for a down payment.” He placed everything on the counter between us. It amounted to $28.75. It was chump change to me, but probably a fortune to him. “Is this enough?”
 
   Not by a long shot. That was barely enough to pay the tutor for just one hour. “Not quite.” I pulled out a financial aid form, assuming this kid was from a low-income household just by looking at him, and handed it over. “Just fill this out, and you won’t have to pay a dime.”
 
   He took the form and read through it, looking stressed rather than relieved. His hand automatically moved through his hair, pulling it back and revealing more of the side of his face.
 
   And that’s when I saw it.
 
   A distinct purple bruise high on his upper cheekbone. It faded underneath his hair, difficult to see with the naked eye.
 
   My laid-back manner disappeared, the concern coming through. “What’s your name?”
 
   He kept looking at the form. “Why does it ask for my parents’ income?”
 
   “We just need to verify that so you’ll qualify for after-school aid.” 
 
   He set the form on the counter. “Never mind. Thanks anyway.” Then without saying good-bye, he walked away.
 
   “Whoa, hold on.” I rose out of my chair and kept him in my line of sight. 
 
   He was already at the elevator and hitting the button.
 
   “Kid, hold on.” I came around the desk and headed to the elevator, not wanting to run because that might freak him out more than he already was. 
 
   He walked into the elevator and hit the button, the doors closing and hiding him from view. Then it began to move, sinking to the bottom of the building.
 
   I put my hands on my hips and stared at my distorted reflection in the closed doors. Something didn’t feel right with this kid. He looked like a mess, he refused to provide his parents’ information, and then he ran from me like I was going to make his life more difficult.
 
   But now he was gone.
 
   ***
 
   I sat at our usual table with two muffins set in front of me. The sun was shining, but the few trees around the area sprinkled shade to keep it cool. My aviator sunglasses were on my nose, keeping my eyes comfortable.
 
   Taylor emerged from the crowd and headed for the table. She wore a sundress with a pink cardigan, alligator earrings in her ears, and she had a tote bag with the globe on it. Even if I didn’t know her, I could tell she was a teacher just by looking at her.
 
   And she looked pissed.
 
   She dropped into the seat across from me and tore the sunglasses off her face, letting me get the full scope of her anger. “What. The. Hell.”
 
   I pushed the plate toward her. “I got your favorite—a chocolate muffin.”
 
   She shoved it back across the table. “I don’t want your sorry food.”
 
   I didn’t believe that for a second. “Alright. I’ll just eat it then.” I reached for the muffin, watching her expression the entire time. As I suspected, her anger diminished as her appetite took over. If she let me have this muffin, then she would have to stand in line for twenty minutes to get another. And chances were, they’d probably be sold out by then.
 
   She grabbed the plate and dragged it back toward her, keeping it out of my reach.
 
   I grinned from ear to ear. 
 
   “Why did you crash my date last weekend?”
 
   We hadn’t spoken in a week because I knew she was mad at me. I gave her some space so she could cool off. Obviously, that didn’t work. “Look, I didn’t know you guys were on a date. I just came by like I would any other time. It’s not like a schedule was posted on your door.”
 
   “But when you found out I was on a date, you stuck around.”
 
   “So?” I asked. “I wanted to see what he was like. And by the way, I’m not a fan.”
 
   She reached across the table and snatched my muffin. Now she had two.
 
   “Ooh…big punishment.”
 
   “How would you feel if I crashed one of your dates? I just hopped in and got right between you?”
 
   I couldn’t stop smiling at the arousing image in my head. “I’d love that, actually.”
 
   Her cheeks tinted immediately. “Don’t be gross.”
 
   “What?” I asked innocently. “I’m just being honest. I love threesomes. Sometimes pleasing one woman is just too easy.”
 
   “Ugh, I hate you.”
 
   “No, you don’t.” If she did, she wouldn’t have met me for lunch. “Speaking of pleasing, does he still suck in bed?”
 
   “I never said he sucked.”
 
   “Because he clearly isn’t doing any sucking.” I waggled my eyebrows.
 
   She grabbed a piece of muffin and threw it hard at my face.
 
   I let it bounce onto the floor, where a group of pigeons ripped it apart. “Has he made you come yet?”
 
   “Yes,” she said defensively.
 
   “How many times?”
 
   “What does it matter?”
 
   “It does matter. Is he bringing you to that special place every time?”
 
   She turned her attention to the muffin and started to eat it. “I’m not having this conversation with you.”
 
   “Why? Because you know I’m right?”
 
   “Right about what?”
 
   “That the sex isn’t working and you need to find someone else.”
 
   “Volt, sex isn’t everything.”
 
   “But it’s a lot.”
 
   I grabbed my muffin and dragged it back to my side of the table. “So, he only makes you come once in a while?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said as she picked her muffin apart. “I’d say once every four times.”
 
   I almost spit out my food because I was disgusted. “And he calls himself a man?”
 
   “Shut up, Volt.”
 
   “No, that’s bullshit.”
 
   “Why do you care so much about my sex life?” she argued.
 
   “Because you’re my friend. And friends don’t let friends have terrible sex. If you were Derek, I’d say the same thing. He was with this one chick who hated blow jobs, so I told him to kick her to the curb. And guess what? He did.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Stuff like that isn’t as important to women.”
 
   I laughed because it was absurd. “Women are just as sexual as men. They like sex, and they shouldn’t feel ashamed to say it. You clearly haven’t had a great experience in the bedroom. If you had, you wouldn’t be settling.”
 
   “Not settling.”
 
   “You so are.”
 
   “Look, enough of this conversation. Just stop crashing my dates.”
 
   “He wasn’t even that interesting,” I said. “And he plays video games? What is he? Five?”
 
   “Hey, I like video games,” she said defensively. 
 
   “This guy is a total nerd. What do you see in him?”
 
   “For your information, he’s very sweet.”
 
   “If you care about sweetness, eat a peach.”
 
   Taylor made a deep sigh, expressing her obvious irritation with me. “I’m done talking about this.”
 
   If she wanted to settle for some skinny guy who didn’t know how to tap her headboard against the wall, then fine. She was the one missing out. “Whatever.”
 
   She kept her head down and ate her muffin quietly. When the tension became too much, she broke off a piece of her food and tossed it to the birds. Her nails were bright green, reminding me of a neon light show. I noticed she did her nails in different colors, always bold and striking. “How was your week?”
 
   “Fine.” I thought of the kid who came into the office. I never got his name, and I kept wondering what happened to him. I watched the birds walk past our feet, searching for any crumb they could have possibly missed. 
 
   “It doesn’t sound fine.” She pulled the wrapper off the muffin and ate the remaining pieces. 
 
   “I just had a weird interaction with a kid.”
 
   “What does that mean?” She set her muffin down, more interested in me than eating—which was a first.
 
   “He came by the office and tried to sign up for tutoring. When I told him he had to fill out a financial aid form, he took off.”
 
   “That’s not too strange.”
 
   “He had a bruise on the side of his face. And he’s the first kid I’ve ever had from Carmichael High.”
 
   Taylor became very still, her breathing shallow. “A bruise?”
 
   “It was past his cheekbone.” I used my hand to mark the area on my own face. “He has uneven hair that covered most of it, but I spotted it. He wanted to pay for the service on his own, but he only had a few bucks. When I asked him to list information about his parents, that’s when he took off.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound good…”
 
   “I never got his name. And I haven’t stopped thinking about him.”
 
   “Maybe you can trace him down by going to the high school.”
 
   “If I don’t have a reason to be there, it’s going to look really bad.”
 
   “Don’t go on campus. Just watch from across the street.”
 
   “I guess I could do that.” The short interaction I had with him was enough to stick with me for a lifetime. 
 
   “I think you should.”
 
   My parents were upstanding citizens, and Connor and I always had what we needed. Not just financially, but academically. My dad was always a role model to me, and he gave me the resources to succeed. When I noticed the other students on the lunch program or getting sent to the principal’s office every other day, it made me realize how much I had. I was the valedictorian of a school with two thousand students, and that never would have happened without my parents’ encouragement. I always pitied students who didn’t have that kind of support at home. “Me too.”
 
   ***
 
   The bell rang, and kids filed out like ants leaving the anthill. They grabbed their bikes and skateboards and took off, heading to the skate park or to get a drink from Starbucks.
 
   My eyes scanned the crowd, searching for the small boy who stopped by my office. Carmichael High was oversaturated with students, and it was a sea of nameless faces.
 
   But luck was on my side, and I spotted him.
 
   After most of the students left, he approached the bike rack and unlocked his mountain bike. It looked too old to be usable, and the chain was barely hanging on. He pulled it from the bars and was about to hop on when he noticed the problem himself. He kneeled down and fixed it like he’d done it a hundred times.
 
   That’s when I made my move.
 
   I crossed the street and headed down the sidewalk until I was near enough to speak to him. I stood over him, my hands in the pockets of my suit. My shadow covered his face.
 
   He looked up when he noticed me. “What?” At first, he didn’t recognize me, but after he took in my features, he made the connection. “What the hell do you want?” He stood up straight and pulled his bike close to him, ready to take off again.
 
   “Whoa, calm down. I just want to talk.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk to you.”
 
   “Why is that?” I kept my hands in my pockets and seemed as unthreatening as possible. 
 
   “Because you’re a creep who follows kids around, maybe?” he said like a smartass.
 
   To defuse the situation, I smiled. “Following kids around isn’t my thing. I only came here because I had a meeting with the principal. And that’s when I recognized you. So, chill.”
 
   “Really?” he snapped. “What’s the principal’s name?”
 
   This kid was brighter than I gave him credit for. “Principal Littleton.” I happened to know everything about the New York school system, both public and private. 
 
   His suspicion died down but didn’t disappear altogether. The bruise that was on his face last week was gone, but there was a new one on his arm. I tried not to stare.
 
   “You got a minute to talk?”
 
   “No.” He secured his chain and hopped on the bike.
 
   I wanted to stop him, but there wasn’t much I could do. “If you’re still interested in the program, there’s room for you.”
 
   “I don’t have any money.” He started to pedal away.
 
   “There’s no fee.”
 
   “I’m not filling out that stupid paper.” He gave me one final look before he started to pick up speed.
 
   I was going to lose this kid if I didn’t do something. “You don’t have to. You don’t even need to tell me your last name if you don’t want to.”
 
   To my luck, he hit the brakes. He turned the bike around and faced me, his hands gripping the handlebars. “Are you lying?”
 
   “No. I wouldn’t lie to you.” I kept my cool even though I was panicking inside. Something told me I couldn’t let this kid go. I had to intervene in his life, make him come to my tutoring program. If I lost him, I’d regret it forever.
 
   He studied me with suspicion before he pedaled back to me. “So, I don’t have to fill out any paperwork?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “My dad won’t find out I’m there?”
 
   Why would he want to hide tutoring from his own family? That just made me more uneasy. “Not unless you tell him yourself.”
 
   “Why is it free all of a sudden?”
 
   Because I was paying for it. “We have special programs for all students with different needs.”
 
   Finally, he dropped his uneasiness. “When can I start?”
 
   “Whenever you want. We have a lot of different tutors you can choose from, based on your needs.”
 
   He twisted the handlebars slightly, his eyes looking off into the distance like he was thinking.
 
   I noticed he was careful with his words. He thought about every action before he made it, like every little thing mattered. He had the thought process of a diplomat, wise beyond his years. 
 
   “I want to take the SATs.” He looked down like he was embarrassed.
 
   “Sounds like a good plan.”
 
   “But I’m terrible at math and English. Actually, I’m terrible at everything. I was hoping I could score high enough to get into a junior college or something…”
 
   I noticed his jeans were the same ones he wore when I first met him. And now I wondered if that was the only pair of jeans he owned. “We can make that happen.”
 
   “Yeah?” he asked in surprise.
 
   “Absolutely.” I was definitely the best tutor in the building since I was the only one who had been a teacher at one point. My knowledge wasn’t necessarily better, but I understood how to work with special-needs students—like this one. “What should I call you?”
 
   “Clay. What’s your name?”
 
   “Volt.”
 
   He raised both eyebrows. “Mr. Volt?”
 
   “No.” I gave him a smile. “Just Volt.”
 
   ***
 
   I walked into the bar and spotted the gang mingling near the couches in the rear. My eyes immediately went to Taylor, seeing her in a charcoal gray dress that hugged her hips perfectly. Purple heels were on her feet, and despite the clash, they looked great on her. Her calf muscles bulged out impressively, and her ass was even perkier than usual. 
 
   I grabbed two drinks then made my way over there. “This is for you.”
 
   Taylor already had a drink, but she took mine anyway. “What’s this for?”
 
   “I always buy hot women drinks. And you look damn fine tonight.”
 
   The corner of her lip automatically rose in a semi-grin. Half embarrassed, half flattered, she turned away and set her previous drink down. “Well, thanks…” She took a sip then savored the taste on her tongue. “Just hope it’s not spiked.”
 
   “Nah. I don’t need drugs to get a woman into bed.” I drank my beer while my eyes remained glued to hers the entire time. “So, who picked this out for you?”
 
   “What?” 
 
   I looked her up and down. “This ensemble.”
 
   “That was all me, thank you very much.”
 
   “You’ve got great taste. And you know exactly where you got it from.”
 
   “Cosmo?” she asked playfully.
 
   “We both know it was me.”
 
   Natalie came over wearing a skintight dress and heels that were so high they might break her ankles. I knew she dressed to impress, but there was only one person she was trying to attract—and he didn’t notice her. “I was wondering if you were going to say hi to the rest of us.”
 
   I gave her a short wave. “Hey.”
 
   She eyed us back and forth suspiciously, a few drinks already swirling in her belly. “Okay, seriously. What’s going on between you two?”
 
   “Between us?” Taylor asked incredulously.
 
   “Yeah,” Natalie said. “The two of you are always tucked away in your own little world, and you always hang out. There has to be something you aren’t telling us.” She backed us into a corner and wouldn’t let up.
 
   “We’re just friends,” Taylor said. “I already told you that.”
 
   “Friends with benefits?” Natalie leaned forward like she was in on our little secret.
 
   “I wish,” I said. “But no.”
 
   “You guys are two peas in a pod,” Natalie said. “And I’ve never seen Volt be just friends with anybody.”
 
   “I’m just friends with you,” I pointed out.
 
   “But that’s different,” Natalie said. “You and I don’t just hang out.”
 
   “What are we doing right now?” I countered.
 
   “But not alone,” Natalie said. 
 
   “What’s the big deal?” I asked. “Tayz and I are close friends. There’s nothing weird about it.”
 
   Natalie still seemed suspicious after the entire conversation we just had. “In my experience, a guy and a girl can never just be friends.”
 
   “Well, believe me,” Taylor said. “That’s all we are, and that’s all we’ll ever be.”
 
   My head snapped in Taylor’s direction, and my mind replayed the way she emphasized ever. My stomach squirmed with discomfort, and I suddenly felt hot around the collar. I took a drink to mask whatever it was I felt.
 
   “Fine,” Natalie said. “Whatever.”
 
   “Besides, I’m seeing Drew,” Taylor reminded her. “And I really like him.”
 
   I couldn’t help it. I had to roll my eyes—and I had to roll them hard. “Nat, please tell me you think this guy is a joke.”
 
   She shrugged. “He was nice to me.”
 
   “He weighs, like, a hundred pounds.” No man should ever be that skinny.
 
   Natalie shrugged again. “We all come in different shapes and sizes. Who cares?”
 
   “I don’t care,” I argued. “But Taylor deserves the best, and I think we can all agree he’s not it.”
 
   Taylor was about to sip her drink but stopped when she heard what I said. Her eyes softened in a beautiful way, and it made me want to keep saying those sorts of things.
 
   “Aww,” Natalie whispered. “I wish someone would say something like that to me.” She trailed away and returned to the guys, taking her place right beside Jared.
 
   I cleared my throat and tried to change the subject. “Did you ever tell her about Jared?”
 
   “No,” Taylor said with a sigh. “I just can’t bring myself to do it. If it were me, I’d be mortified.”
 
   “Don’t you think it’s worse for her to keep this up?”
 
   “We’re going out tomorrow night to pick up a guy for her. I think if I can get her to move on with someone else, it’ll be a lot more convenient.”
 
   “I guess you’re right.” I scouted the room and searched for a pretty woman to take home, but no one caught my eye. It was a sea of short skirts and heels. 
 
   “Did you ever find that kid?”
 
   I pivoted back to her. “Yeah. Found him at the bike rack.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I got him to come to tutoring. He starts Monday.”
 
   “How did you get him to fill out all the paperwork?”
 
   “I didn’t.” There was no way Clay would come if I asked him to do that. “I’m tutoring him for free.”
 
   “Aww…”
 
   “He doesn’t know that, though. He thinks he received a qualifying scholarship…some bogus shit I made up.”
 
   “That’s so sweet, Volt.”
 
   I shrugged because I didn’t know what else to do. I liked this kind of attention from her, when she looked at me like I was some kind of hero, but I hated getting it from other people. “No student should ever be turned away because of lack of funds.”
 
   “You’re absolutely right.” She shifted her drink to the other hand, and unexpectedly, she wrapped her arm around my waist and hugged me. Her head rested against my arm.
 
   I stood absolutely still because I couldn’t process what was happening. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Hugging you.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “Because I love this side of you…the sweet and compassionate one.”
 
   I looked down at her and waited for her to pull away, but she never did. My arm automatically wrapped around her waist and pulled her into me, and that’s when I realized it was the first time I’d ever hugged her. The scent of her shampoo entered my nose, and it made me think of a summer meadow. The affection was strange, but welcome at the same time.
 
   And I liked it.
 
   When I looked up, I spotted Natalie staring at us. She shook her head and rolled her eyes. Then she mouthed, “Just friends, my ass.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Taylor
 
   We walked into the bar and immediately grabbed our drinks before we headed to a standing table. Natalie was wearing a sexy dress, showing off her perfect legs and slender waist. But she looked uncomfortable—like this was the last place she wanted to be.
 
   “See anyone you like?” I scanned the crowd and saw a few cute men scattered around.
 
   “Eh.” She shrugged then stirred her drink.
 
   She wasn’t even trying. “How about that guy in the black shirt?”
 
   She glanced at him. “He’s okay.”
 
   She was giving me nothing to work with. “Natalie, what’s your deal?”
 
   “What do you mean?” She set her drink on the table.
 
   “You never date. And when we’re out, you aren’t interested in anyone. I’m starting to think you’re a lesbian.” Coming out and saying I knew she was in love with Jared would just embarrass her. She had to tell me on her own terms. 
 
   She nudged me in the side playfully. “Maybe I am.”
 
   “Oh, whatever. I’m not your type.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I’m short and brunette…you seem like someone who would be with a tall blonde woman.”
 
   “I guess,” she said. “Maybe like Charlize Theron?”
 
   I realized we were getting way off topic. “I just don’t see you very active in the dating world, which is strange since you’re young and in your prime.” If I kept nudging her, maybe she would spill her secret. “I’ve only been in town for a few months, and I’ve already snagged a boyfriend.”
 
   “That’s because you’re cute.”
 
   “Whatever.” I smacked her arm. “You’re cute too. Now tell me what’s up.”
 
   She kept her fingers wrapped around her glass like it would keep her steady. “Alright. The truth is…”
 
   I leaned forward and waited for the official announcement.
 
   “I have a thing for Jared.”
 
   That was the biggest understatement—of the year. “Really? I had no idea.”
 
   “I’ve had feelings for him forever. Every time I try to shake them, I just can’t. I keep hoping that he’ll finally notice me and stop thinking of me as his friend’s little sister.”
 
   If this had been going on for years, I doubted that would ever happen. “Then maybe it’s time you move on and find another great guy. Natalie, this is New York. There are a ton of amazing men.”
 
   “I know, I know. But everywhere I look, I see Jared.”
 
   This was worse than I thought. “If it’s not going to happen with Jared, you need to take a step back. Staying hung up on him will only waste your time and ruin your chances of meeting a great guy.”
 
   “You’re right.” She breathed a heavy sigh like she wished I weren’t.
 
   “So, how about we start now?” I turned back to the guy in the black shirt. “Go over there and talk to him.”
 
   “Just like that?” she asked incredulously.
 
   “Introduce yourself and offer to buy him a drink.”
 
   “I’ve never hit on a guy before.”
 
   “It’s not hard. Just have some confidence. Guys like that.”
 
   “And what if he says no?”
 
   I shrugged. “So what? Then move on to the next guy.”
 
   She pulled down her dress and fixed her hair. “I don’t take rejection as well as you do.”
 
   “It’s really not that bad.”
 
   She turned to me. “How do I look?”
 
   “Hot as hell. Now go get some.” I turned her around and gave her a playful push.
 
   She walked to the corner where he stood with his friends. She walked with grace, her shoulders back and a sway in her hips.
 
   This night was going far better than I imagined. I stayed at the table and drank my beer, delighted to sit back and enjoy the show. I sipped my drink and realized I already drank the entire thing.
 
   And I needed another.
 
   Just when I turned to the bar, I stopped in my tracks. Drew was standing at the end of the bar wearing his typical jeans and t-shirt. 
 
   He told me he was going out with the guys tonight, so this must have been the spot they chose.
 
   Excitement welled up in my heart when I spotted him, but just as quickly, it disappeared. 
 
   Because he wasn’t with the guys.
 
   He was talking to a cute blonde against the wall. She had a drink in her hand and a pretty smile on her lips. His arms were across his chest, but he was standing dangerously close to her.
 
   My mind immediately wanted to make a bad assumption, but I convinced myself I was just jumping to conclusions. The bar was dark and the limited light distorted people sometimes. She was probably just a friend he ran into. No reason to be upset.
 
   I decided to walk over there and say hello. I hadn’t seen him in a few days, and I missed him. The bar was crowded and the music was loud, so I had to navigate through the sea of bodies to reach him.
 
   Just when I was a few feet away, I stopped.
 
   Because he kissed her.
 
   He had her pressed into the wall as he kissed her passionately. One hand dug into her hair while the other gripped the small of her back. He practically ripped her clothes off in excitement.
 
   All I could do was stand there and watch.
 
   My hearing became muffled, and the music changed to the distant echo of a throbbing bass. The conversations around me died down, and only a high-pitched ringing burned deep in my ears. My heart was racing like I was about to compete in the Boston Marathon. My body died in that moment, but it also came to life at the same time. I stared at Drew as he kissed her, and despite the horrible scene I was looking at, I couldn’t stop. It pained me, wounded me, but it was so awful it was hypnotizing.
 
   Finally, I pulled myself together and turned around. I needed to find the nearest exit and get the hell out of there. Anyone else would have confronted him and slapped him hard across the face. Or at least thrown a drink at him. But I didn’t do any of those things.
 
   I chose to run instead.
 
   When I finally reached the sidewalk and pushed past the people trying to get inside, I inhaled the cool air. It smelled like smoke and rat piss, but it was still a haven to me. Without realizing it, my eyes bubbled with tears until they slid down my cheeks. I didn’t realize just how much Drew hurt me until I felt the hot liquid reach my chin then drop to the concrete below. 
 
   I shouldn’t cry because no man was worth my tears.
 
   He didn’t deserve anything from me.
 
   I wiped the tears away with my forearm, smearing my makeup in the process. I sniffed loudly to stop the liquid from seeping from my nose. Once I was in some kind of control of my emotions, I went to the first person who came to mind. I went to my closest friend in the world. I went to the one person who could actually make me feel better.
 
   I went to Volt.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Volt
 
   Ring. Ring. Ring.
 
   I was reading in bed when the irritating sound snapped me out of the story. I set aside The Count of Monte Cristo and kicked the covers back.
 
   Ring. Ring. Ring.
 
   I glanced at my nightstand and realized it was 10:30 p.m. The only person who would come to my door at this time of night was a booty call, but they wouldn’t announce their presence in such an obnoxious way. Plus, they usually texted first just in case I was already booked for the night.
 
   Ring. Ring. Ring.
 
   “Shit, I’m coming.” I walked past the living room in just my sweatpants then reached the door. I flung it open, ready to tell off this clingy woman for pissing me the hell off. “What the hell—” I stopped in midsentence when I came face-to-face with Taylor.
 
   Her eyeliner was smeared.
 
   Her mascara was running. 
 
   Her eyes were red.
 
   Her cheeks were tinted.
 
   Dumbfounded, I stared at her. My brain couldn’t comprehend what I was looking at. There wasn’t enough time to process everything. I couldn’t tell if this was real or just a dream. I wanted to say something, but my brain had turned off for the moment. How could someone look so beautiful when they looked their worst?
 
   She pressed her body into mine and wrapped her arms around my neck. Her mouth crushed against mine, and she gave me the hardest kiss I’ve ever received in my life. Her hands gripped me everywhere, needing every part of me. She threw herself into me completely and utterly. Her lips moved against mine at record speed, heating me up in a nanosecond. Her fingers dug into my hair and gripped me tightly. She came closer to me, trying to be absorbed so we were a single person.
 
   I breathed against her mouth then gripped her hips tightly. I felt every inch of her, the feminine curve of her hips and the steep plunge of her back. The skin of her arms was so smooth, and when I reached her hair, I actually moaned into her mouth. Explosions were erupting inside me, and we hadn’t even begun.
 
   It didn’t matter why she was there. She wanted me, and never in my life had I wanted someone more. We were feeding off each other, needing each other to keep this feeling alive.
 
   This wonderful feeling.
 
   I picked her up and slid her legs around my waist before I backed her against the wall. My throbbing dick was pressed against her through my sweats, and I grinded with her against the wall as I showered her mouth with kisses. My tongue danced with hers in the most erotic way, and I thought I would come then and there. 
 
   One hand gripped the back of her neck as I felt her, loving the sensation of her body against mine. She was pinned under me, entirely mine to enjoy. I’d wanted her in the past, and a part of me always wanted her, but now I couldn’t think of a time when I ever wanted someone else besides her. “I love your kiss.” I loved everything about her. The softness of her lips turned me on, the way she gripped me in desperation made me feel like the man she needed, and the way she squeezed my hips made me feel like a goddamn king. “I’ve never wanted a woman more in my life.”
 
   Her hand went to my sweatpants, and she yanked them off, getting them down to my thighs. Then her hand went to my boxers, yanking them down. “Fuck me, Volt. Fuck me hard.”
 
   The dirty talk would normally make my dick twitch because of how sexy it was. But those words had the opposite effect. 
 
   I felt used.
 
   I felt like a warm body.
 
   I didn’t feel like anything.
 
   The connection I had with her was severed. The hot and blinding heat between us halted in midstep when I understood what this was.
 
   She was just using me.
 
   I pulled my lips away and looked into her face, seeing the desperate arousal coursing in her eyes as well as her lips. But I also saw the overwhelming sadness, the depression—and the heartbreak. “You’re crying.”
 
   “No, I’m not.” She yanked my boxers down farther.
 
   I pulled them back up, knowing I couldn’t sleep with her—not like this. “Baby, what’s wrong?” My hand cupped her cheek, and I suddenly recognized the salt on my tongue. The salt of her tears. 
 
   “I’m fine.” She kissed me, trying to pick things up again.
 
   “Why are you crying?” I pulled away again even though I didn’t want to. I wanted to keep kissing her.
 
   She reached her hand into my boxers and grabbed my rock-hard dick. She stroked it like a pro, her thumb gliding along my tip and catching the pre-cum before she gave me a good pull, spreading my own liquid down to my balls.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Her mouth pressed to mine, and she kissed me as she rubbed me hard, giving me the kind of hand job I’d give myself.
 
   I couldn’t kiss her back because her hand felt so good. My mouth was idle, breathing into hers as she made my dick ache to be inside her. Everything about her touch was euphoric. She set my nerve endings on fire and made me yearn for the greatest release of my life.
 
   I wanted to say no, but I couldn’t. Fuck, it felt too good. 
 
   I carried her to my bedroom, still breathing into her mouth as she jerked me off in the sexiest and most sensual way possible. I set her on the bed and moved on top of her, ready to have some amazing sex with a gorgeous woman. 
 
   She pulled my boxers down to my thighs and allowed my cock to emerge. She took one look at it and licked her lips.
 
   Oh, damn.
 
   I lifted her dress up and revealed her slender waist then grabbed the top of her thong and prepared to yank it off. It was the first time I saw her bare skin. I noticed how flawless she was. She had beautiful legs, curvy hips, and firm abs just underneath the skin.
 
   She was perfect.
 
   She kept stroking me, making more liquid ooze from my tip.
 
   My hand shook as it grabbed her thong. I wanted to pull it off and shove myself inside her—all night long. But then I looked at her beautiful face, still marked from the tears she had shed. No matter what she did, whether she wore makeup or not, she was beautiful.
 
   And that’s why I couldn’t do this.
 
   Somehow, I found the strength to overpower my dick and take a step back. I released her panties then pulled her dress down. Then I pulled the covers back and got beside her, tucking my dick back into my sweatpants.
 
   He throbbed in protest.
 
   Taylor went for it again, reaching right for my waist.
 
   I grabbed her hand and steadied it. “No.” 
 
   “Volt, come on. I want some amazing sex, and I was told this was the place to go. Isn’t that what you’re known for?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then get inside me.”
 
   My spine actually shivered, but I kept my focus. “I’m known for screwing women who mean nothing to me. But you don’t mean nothing. You mean everything.”
 
   She pressed her lips to mine and tried to seduce me. My words went through one ear and out the other. I doubt she even heard them. “Please…”
 
   God, she was killing me. “No.” 
 
   “I want meaningless sex. I’m telling you that’s what I want.”
 
   And I wanted to give it to her. I wanted to be inside her all night long and ignore the sun when it came up the following morning. I wanted her to scream my name over and over until her voice broke. I wanted every fantasy to happen—with her. “But it’s not what you deserve.” 
 
   She finally stopped trying to grab and kiss me. All she did was stare, a whirlwind of emotions in her eyes. I didn’t know what she was thinking, but she was obviously thinking a million things at once.
 
   “I won’t give you a night of sex that you’ll regret in the morning. I won’t use you when you’re at your lowest point.” I pulled her against my chest, cuddling with her. My arm wrapped around her small waist, and our faces were close together. “But I’ll give you this.” My hand moved to her cheek and gently pulled her hair from her face. Her eyes were still red and glossy, the aftermath of unstoppable tears. “Now tell me what happened.”
 
   She stared at me for nearly a minute, her thoughts unknown. Then she spoke. “I went out with Natalie tonight. Everything was fine until I saw Drew…”
 
   I didn’t understand what she was upset about, but instead of asking questions, I let her keep talking, knowing she would get to the point when she was ready.
 
   “And he was making out with some woman.” Her tears bubbled all over again, turning into globs of misery. They were the size of hail, and they carried the same weight. They billowed over and streaked down both cheeks, shining like diamonds. 
 
   Pain erupted everywhere in my body, and not just in my heart. A physical affliction had wounded me, but I didn’t carry the scar. More than anyone, I knew exactly how she felt. I knew what it was like to walk into your worst nightmare and never walk out of it. 
 
   She sniffed then wiped her tears away, shame written all over her face. “I know I shouldn’t cry. Crying is stupid and for weak people.”
 
   “Crying is a sign of emotion. Those who don’t cry are the weak ones because they’re too cowardly to actually feel anything.” I stroked her cheek and wished I could make all this pain go away. Now I was even more grateful I didn’t give in to my physical demands and do something I could never take back. 
 
   “I thought you would be annoyed by it…”
 
   “Do I look annoyed?” Without looking at my face, I knew she could see the sadness in my eyes. Whatever was in my heart reached the surface, thudding with misery. “Did you love him?” She was so worked up over it I could only make the assumption.
 
   “No. So I know my tears are even more stupid.”
 
   I wiped a tear away with the pad of my thumb. “Not stupid.”
 
   “I just feel stupid, you know? I trusted him and thought he was someone worth trusting. But then he goes and…it makes me question my judgment.”
 
   I knew exactly what she meant. “Did you slap him?”
 
   “No. I just walked out.”
 
   “So, he doesn’t even know he’s been caught?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “You’ll tell him off later?”
 
   “I guess. Whenever I’m up to it. It’s not about pride, but I don’t want him to see me this way. I don’t want him to realize how much he hurt me. I just don’t want him to know how well he played me.”
 
   I knew that feeling better than anyone. ”Yeah.”
 
   “I guess you were right,” she whispered. “You can say it.”
 
   “Say what?”
 
   “I told you so.” She didn’t look at my face, her eyes directed at my chest.
 
   “Taylor, I didn’t want to be right. I hate that I am.”
 
   “Yeah, me too.”
 
   I ran my fingers through her hair, a failed attempt to comfort her. 
 
   “I came here because I wanted to do something to forget about the pain. I want to fall into something stronger than misery. You’re a sex machine, so I thought this was where I should go.” She didn’t need to explain herself, but she continued to do so. “Maybe you’re the one who has everything figured out. You have these meaningless flings that never go anywhere. And you never get hurt. You never feel pain. Maybe you have everything figured out, and I’m the one who doesn’t have a clue.” She released a sarcastic laugh that lacked any type of humor. 
 
   “You don’t want to be like me.”
 
   “The grass is always greener on the other side, and your side looks like a green lawn right after a storm.”
 
   “The truth is…I’m pretty lonely.” I’d never said that to anyone before, including myself. I kept up a charade, not for everyone in my life, but for myself. It was the only way I could convince myself that I was okay. “I think that’s why you and I have become such good friends. You keep the loneliness away. You give me everything I’m lacking.”
 
   Her eyes drifted to my face, and they looked like glossy orbs. “You give me a lot too, Volt. The second I saw him kissing that woman, this is where I wanted to be. I didn’t go to my best friend’s place. I didn’t call my mom. I came here…to be with you.”
 
   “And I’m glad you did.” Even without the opportunity for sex.
 
   She pulled the sheet farther over her shoulder and got comfortable on the pillow. “Do you mind if I sleep here?”
 
   “I wasn’t going to let you go, Tayz.” I pulled her into my chest and ran my hand down her back. She felt nice against my body. I could feel the echo of my beating heart when I pressed against her.
 
   And I could feel hers. 
 
   “Volt?”
 
   “Hmm?” My lips ached to kiss her again. It was the most natural thing I wanted to do, to feel our mouths move together.
 
   “Thanks for not sleeping with me.”
 
   When she kissed me the second she walked through the door, I wanted her badly. My entire body zoned in on the prize. But when she told me to fuck her, I knew I didn’t want it anymore. She didn’t want me to kiss her when she felt used, and now I knew exactly how that felt. I didn’t want her to be meaningless—because she could never be meaningless. “Yeah.”
 
   ***
 
   The strobe lights shone across the walls and changed patterns with the tempo of the song. The bass was loud, making it feel more like a rave than a club. Everyone danced on the floor, either high or drunk out of their minds.
 
   I lingered near the entryway to the bathrooms, my arms across my chest and my eyes locked on the prize. I never lost my target, always carefully waiting for my opportunity. Women came and went, but I never took their offers.
 
   Then he made his move.
 
   He set his beer on the counter and left the girl he was with, some blonde with a boob job. He moved around the dancing crowd in the center, hugging the wall as he maneuvered to the entryway where I stood.
 
   Discreetly, I turned my face away and blended with the shadows.
 
   He passed me, heading for the men’s restroom.
 
   I followed his trail, lingering behind him with enough space between us so he wouldn’t grow suspicious and glance over his shoulder. The line for the women’s restroom was endless, but there were no guys in line for the men’s bathroom.
 
   I entered the bathroom after him and immediately turned the lock behind me. It closed with an audible click, sealing us inside and preventing new visitors from entering the restroom.
 
   Drew turned at the sound, his brown hair messy from the woman digging her fingers into it. He wore jeans and a t-shirt that made his body look even smaller than it already was. His eyes widened in recognition when he saw me.
 
   I stepped closer to him, the threat unmistakable in my eyes. Now that I was this close to him, I couldn’t stop my hands from shaking. The image of Taylor crying in my bed was permanently scarred in my brain. It made me so angry I felt like an erupting volcano.
 
   He stepped away, his hand slowly rising to keep me back.
 
   And that’s when I snapped.
 
   I pushed him against the wall and slammed my fist into his face, making blood squirt from his nose at the first strike. The sight of blood didn’t stop me, and I hit him again, blackening his eyes then cutting his lip. Rage fueled me forward, and I bloodied him so much he was unrecognizable. 
 
   “Stop!”
 
   “Fucking cunt.” I threw him on the ground then kicked him hard in the ribs, flipping him onto his back. The blood from his face drained onto the tile and made it slippery.
 
   “What the fuck was that for?”
 
   That pissed me off again, so I kicked him right in the face. “You know exactly what that was for, asshole. Come near Taylor again and I’ll kill you.” I’d make good on my word, and I didn’t need to shed any more blood to prove it. 
 
   I made my point.
 
   ***
 
   Taylor sat across from me, looking sad like she did every day. She was taking the breakup hard, which surprised me. She seemed like a woman who would bounce back from everything. 
 
   She picked at her muffin with her gaze downward. That’s when she noticed my hands. “Why are your knuckles so bruised?” She grabbed both of my hands and examined the purple swelling.
 
   I quickly pulled them away and hid them under the table so she couldn’t inspect them any further. “Boxing.”
 
   “I didn’t know you boxed.”
 
   “Sometimes. I like to mix up my exercise routine.”
 
   “You don’t wear gloves?”
 
   I made up a quick excuse. “I put them on wrong.”
 
   “There’s not too many ways to do that…”
 
   If she kept digging, she’d find something I didn’t want her to find. “Has he called?”
 
   “No…and it’s been a week.” She returned her focus to her muffin even though she wasn’t eating it. She just picked at it, making one piece into several smaller pieces. 
 
   “Forget about him, Tayz. You’re too good for him.”
 
   “I don’t want him to call because I miss him. I don’t want him to call so I can hear him apologize. I guess I just want to act like he didn’t affect me. Get the last word in kind of thing.”
 
   “But you don’t need that. Just put it in the past and forget about it.”
 
   “I feel stupid too. I thought he was a good guy, but he just turned out to be a player.”
 
   “It’s his loss.” I wanted to make her feel better, but nothing I did or said seemed to make a difference. “What are you doing on Saturday?”
 
   She shrugged. “Probably grading papers.”
 
   “As fun as that sounds, how about we go to a Yankees game instead?”
 
   “I do love baseball.”
 
   “Attagirl.” I gave her a playful tap under the table.
 
   She tapped me back. “And I’m a sucker for chili dogs.”
 
   “Aren’t we all?”
 
   “Should we invite anyone else?”
 
   I didn’t want to bring the gang along. I preferred spending my time with just her. I could be myself in every way imaginable. Somehow, she put me at ease. “I only have two tickets.”
 
   “Bummer.”
 
   “Derek talks too much anyway. Did Natalie ever hook up with anyone?”
 
   “She started talking to this guy, but I’m not sure what happened. She didn’t say much more about it because she was too busy asking me if I was okay. She said she wants to kick Drew in the nuts then slap him across the face.”
 
   Already beat her to the punch. “He definitely deserves a bitch slap.”
 
   “She told me about her feelings for Jared. I tried to steer her away from him as much as possible.”
 
   “Do you think you made an impression?”
 
   “I think it planted a seed. Hopefully, that seed will grow with some water and sunshine.”
 
   I liked the metaphors she made. 
 
   “Any new girls in your life?” She asked the question with a sigh, like she didn’t really want to know my answer.
 
   “Not really.” Actually, I hadn’t hooked up with anyone all week—which was a first for me. Despite the fact Taylor gave me a short hand job, it didn’t seem awkward between us. But I wasn’t going to lie, I’d been thinking about that hand job a lot—in addition to her kisses. 
 
   “No honies around?”
 
   I hadn’t been looking. “Guess not.”
 
   She eyed the time on her phone. “Well, I should get going. If we’re going to that game tomorrow, I better grade those papers tonight.”
 
   “I can come with you if you like.”
 
   “And watch me grade papers?” she asked incredulously.
 
   “I can watch TV or something. Keep you company.” I didn’t want to leave her alone right now. One of my biggest fears was Drew would call and beg her to take him back, and she wouldn’t have the strength to say no.
 
   I had to make sure she said no.
 
   “Sure,” she said. “If you’re up for it.”
 
   “I am.” I threw our trash away and walked with her down the sidewalk.
 
   She held her purse over one shoulder, and her eyes were on the ground. “Thanks for being my friend during all of this. I know there are better ways for you to spend your Friday night.”
 
   Actually, there was no better way I could spend my Friday night. “You’re my best friend, Tayz.”
 
   She smiled as she looked at me, her eyes glowing. “You’re my best friend too.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Taylor
 
   Sara took me shopping and out for ice cream to cheer me up. Sometimes a frozen treat was the only thing that could lift your mood. At least, that was the case for me.
 
   Sara kept discreetly glancing at me as if she thought I would burst into tears at any moment. 
 
   “I’m fine, Sara.”
 
   “I know you are,” she lied.
 
   “Then why do you keep staring at me?”
 
   “Just want to make sure there’s nothing on your face… That’s all.”
 
   Yeah, whatever. “Drew really hurt me, but I assure you, I’ll get over it.” I didn’t want to be one of those girls who moped around after a guy wounded them. There were better things to do with my time than let some guy drag me down. But I needed some time to finally get there. 
 
   In the meantime, I’d eat ice cream. 
 
   “I know you will. You’re the strongest chick I know.”
 
   “Thanks.” It was a compliment I didn’t deserve, but I’d take it right now. “Everyone has been smothering me with love. It’s been nice.” Volt was in the lead, taking me to ball games and just hanging out at my apartment so I wouldn’t be alone with my thoughts. I never asked him to do anything, and he made all those gestures by himself. “Volt has been the sweetest. Not sure what I would do without him.”
 
   “Your other boyfriend?”
 
   Everyone teased me about my relationship with Volt, and I knew it was easier just to let it go. “My other best friend.”
 
   “You can’t have more than one best friend.”
 
   “You can if the other one is a dude.” And frankly, I spent more time with him than her. Now she spent most of her free time with Rick, and before that, she was Debbie Downer. “On the night I caught Drew, I went to his place and did something really stupid…”
 
   She dropped her spoon into her cup, abandoning it in light of my gossip. “Did you guys get it on?”
 
   “A little bit.” Without even realizing it, the corner of my mouth lifted.
 
   “Say what?” She slammed her hand on the table. “Girl, what happened?”
 
   “Keep in mind that I was a little crazy at the time. I just saw Drew grinding against some blonde in a nightclub.”
 
   “Shut up and get to the good stuff.”
 
   “When Volt answered the door, we started making out. He picked me up and pinned me to the wall as we continued to devour each other like we had fasted for the past week.”
 
   Sara hung on every word. “And he’s hot, right?”
 
   “Oh god, yes.” One of the hottest guys I’d ever seen. “And such a good kisser.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “We were getting hot and heavy against the wall, and I just wanted some meaningless sex that would make me feel better. He’s the king of manwhores, so I thought he was the best place for that kind of service. But then he pulled away and stopped.”
 
   “No!” Sara was even more disappointed than I was.
 
   “I gave him some strokes in his pants to change his mind, and it almost worked…but then it didn’t.” When I stuck my hand down his pants and gripped his rock-hard cock, I was expecting a specific size. Average, maybe a little bigger. But when my fingers grasped his base, I released a quiet sigh into his mouth, shocked by what I was grabbing.
 
   “How is he down there?”
 
   I shouldn’t share Volt’s personal information, but Sara wouldn’t quit until she heard the truth. “Let’s just say I thought it was his leg at first.”
 
   She gasped and covered her mouth. “What a hunk.”
 
   “I know. It’s the biggest one I’ve ever touched. I couldn’t believe it.”
 
   She looked away like she was reliving an old dream. “Muriel was big in that department…miss that.”
 
   “I’m sure Rick is more than perfect too…”
 
   “Like I’m ever seeing him again.”
 
   “What? Why?” I thought things were going well. Sara was out of the house and off the couch. The cushion was stained with old popcorn butter and Ben and Jerry’s ice cream. 
 
   “I can’t keep seeing him after what Drew did to you.”
 
   I stared at her blankly because I didn’t understand the correlation. “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “Because he’s Drew’s friend. I’m not going anywhere near that asshole ever again.”
 
   “But that’s not fair. Rick didn’t do anything.”
 
   “But I don’t want to ever be in the same room with that guy. If I keep seeing Rick, it’s bound to happen.”
 
   “That’s still not right. I really don’t care if you keep seeing him.” In fact, I would encourage it.
 
   “No. You’re my best friend.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Rick is his best friend, which would mean I’d have to have a relationship with him. And hell no, I’m not having a relationship with a man who hurt my best friend. I want nothing to do with him, and I better not see him again because I may go to jail for the shit I’m about to pull.”
 
   Her loyalty made me smile, giving me the first feeling of happiness in a while. “Well…thanks.”
 
   “No problem. I’ll find someone else.”
 
   “Yeah. There are a lot of great guys in the city.”
 
   “What about Volt?” She waggled her eyebrows.
 
   “He’s off-limits,” I blurted. I didn’t think about what I said before I said it. The idea of him screwing my best friend immediately made me feel vomit in my throat.
 
   Sara raised an eyebrow. “Is he now?”
 
   I knew what the look meant. I’d seen it a hundred times. “Not because I have feelings for him, but because it would make things awkward for me if you broke up.” Not if they broke up. When they broke up.
 
   “Even if it was a one-night stand?”
 
   “Definitely a one-night stand. Sara, he’s my closest friend besides you. I can’t afford to lose him.” When I first met Volt, I was attracted to him, but I didn’t like him very much. It took me a while to look past his callous shell before I saw the beauty underneath. Or maybe it just took him a while to show the beauty underneath. Either way, he was now an integral part of my life. He helped me out at work and was the person I went out with on the weekends.
 
   “Oh, really?” Her left eyebrow was arched so high it was about to fly off her face. 
 
   “Yes. Really.”
 
   “So, you’re saying there’s not a single chance that you have feelings for this guy?”
 
   “None.”
 
   Now her right eyebrow rose. “Oh, really?”
 
   I hated it when she tried to act like some genius detective. “Yes.”
 
   “Not even a tiny bit of a chance?” She held her forefinger and thumb together and waved it in front of my face.
 
   “No.”
 
   “You made out with him and jerked him off, but you don’t feel a thing?”
 
   “Sara—”
 
   “You have to feel something for this guy. I’m sorry, but I don’t believe your bullshit.”
 
   “I admit I’m attracted to him. But who wouldn’t be?”
 
   “And you call him your best friend, which means you’re attracted to him and you like him as a person. If you ask me, he sounds like the perfect guy.”
 
   I laughed because it was absurd. “He’s not the perfect guy.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “He’s the biggest manwhore I know. He doesn’t do relationships, just sexcapades.”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “Because when we first met, he said that was all he could give to anybody. When I realized he was hollow and superficial, I stopped thinking about him that way.”
 
   “Obviously not if he was the first place you went for some action.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes because I was growing irritated. “Look, I was just depressed and didn’t really know what I was doing.”
 
   “Were you drunk?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “Then you knew what you were doing.”
 
   “Sara, I don’t have feelings for the guy. I’m not sure why we’re even arguing about it because I would have told you the truth if I did.”
 
   “Maybe you’re in denial.”
 
   “Nope.” My desire to be with him died once he tried to kiss me on my doorstep. That feeling of indifference, of looking like another warm body, turned me off so completely that I wanted nothing to do with him. In order for real passion to emerge, there had to be some feelings there. But with Volt, he didn’t feel a single thing for me. After that, I really saw him as a friend—and nothing more.
 
   “You said he was an amazing kisser.”
 
   “I’d be surprised if he wasn’t since he’s kissed all of New York.”
 
   “Or maybe you had some serious chemistry.” She gave me a knowing look.
 
   This was getting old—and fast. “Sara, let it go. Now you’re just getting on my nerves.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll drop it.” She picked up her spoon and began eating again. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not thinking it.”
 
   ***
 
   Volt walked me home after the movies. 
 
   “I liked it.” He walked beside me with one hand in the pocket of his jeans.
 
   “You only liked it because there were titties.”
 
   “So?” he asked with a laugh. “I think titties stop a movie from being ordinary and make it extraordinary.”
 
   “Does that mean every porno is a cinematic masterpiece?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and kept walking. “I thought you didn’t watch porn?”
 
   “Not regularly, but I have. Every guy does it.”
 
   “But if you’re getting laid all the time, why would you need to watch it?”
 
   “Well, it’s very rare when I do watch it. And it happens when I can’t get laid. But since I have quite a sexual appetite, I need to do something.”
 
   “You haven’t had any conquests this week?” It seemed like Volt picked up four to five women a week. It happened everywhere he went, the grocery store, the dry cleaners, anywhere that women went.
 
   “Nothing lately…”
 
   That was a first. “How is that possible?”
 
   “I haven’t been feeling well, so I’ve taken a break.” He put his other hand in his pocket.
 
   In the time I’d known him, I’d never heard him take a break from the bedroom. “Are you sick?”
 
   “Kind of under the weather.”
 
   “You don’t seem sick.” I hadn’t heard a sniff or a cough.
 
   “It’s been mostly the stomach flu. Ate some bad tacos or something.”
 
   “Gotcha.” Now that made sense. We kept walking until we were just a block from my place. There was a bar nearby, but I hadn’t had a chance to stop by. There was so much to see in the city but never enough time.
 
   Just as we passed it, Drew stepped outside with a discolored face. Old bruises covered his cheekbones and his eyes. And there were a few old cuts along his bottom lip. It happened so quickly, I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. It took a moment to focus.
 
   Drew noticed me in that instant, and instead of looking confused about why I hadn’t called or even apologetic for not calling me, he halted in midstep with a look of horror on his face. He took one look at Volt then took off at a dead run. He pushed past people on the sidewalk and hauled ass.
 
   Did that really happen?
 
   Volt kept walking like he hadn’t noticed anything.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Drew just took off like a madman was chasing him.”
 
   He shrugged. “Beats me.”
 
   None of it was making sense. Drew didn’t even know I caught him in the act at that nightclub. And now he was covered in bruises like he took a serious beating. The second he looked at me, he ran off in terror. What was I missing?
 
   The fact Volt didn’t find it suspicious was even more suspicious.
 
   “Did you do something?” I stopped walking and faced him head on so I could look into his face.
 
   “Do what?” He had the same bored expression on his face like he couldn’t care less about this conversation. 
 
   “Something with Drew. Because he looked pretty terrified.”
 
   “Well, I’m a pretty terrifying guy.” He started walking again.
 
   “Volt.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him toward me. Now I knew something was up, and I couldn’t ignore it. “You did something, didn’t you?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   What else could explain the bruises and the way Drew took off? “You hunted him down, didn’t you?”
 
   Volt shook his head. “Like I don’t have better things to do.”
 
   “And you kicked his ass.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Again, I don’t care enough to do something like that. Now let’s get to your apartment because I need a beer.”
 
   “Volt.” My voice became threatening, telling him I wouldn’t drop this until I got the truth out of him. I silently pressed him, eye-mugging him until he caved. He would tell me the truth if I asked him for it. “Tell me what happened.”
 
   Volt slowly began to cave, a resigned look on his face. “If you want me to apologize, you’re wasting your time. I don’t feel bad for what I did, and I never will feel bad for what I did.”
 
   My heart slammed hard into my chest, making me ache. “What did you do?”
 
   “I hunted him down in a club, where he was making a pass at some other bimbo, and when he went into the bathroom, I followed him inside. And that’s when I made him wish he were dead.” Volt held my gaze without blinking, a hint of his former rage shining in his eyes. There was no regret in the look—and definitely no remorse. “He hurt you, so I hurt him more.”
 
   Speechless, I just stared.
 
   Volt stared back, prepared for whatever I might say. 
 
   “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “And you shouldn’t have. You could have gotten hurt—”
 
   He released a sarcastic laugh.
 
   “Or he could sue you.”
 
   “Don’t care.”
 
   “You didn’t need to defend my honor like that. I appreciate it, but…you didn’t need to do that.”
 
   “I have your back until the end of time, Tayz.” The angry look in his eyes slowly started to fade away. The man I knew was slowly coming back to me, the rage and hostility becoming something of the past.
 
   “Even so, I—”
 
   “What’s done is done.” He started to walk again. “No one hurts my best friend and gets away with it.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Volt
 
   Clay walked inside right at 3:30 p.m. 
 
   He wore the same ripped jeans and flimsy t-shirt. One of the zippers on his backpack was broken, so the bag hung open when it was on his back. He sat in the chair across from me and set his stuff on the ground. There were no bruises on his face today, but his hair was still a mess.
 
   He looked homeless.
 
   “Hey, Clay.” I had the stack of books beside me because I suspected he didn’t have the things he needed.
 
   “Hey, Volt.” He faced me across the small table and immediately looked out of place. He examined the room, studying the gray walls and mahogany furniture. It was a type of luxury he probably never experienced in his life. 
 
   “How’s it going?”
 
   “Fine.” He didn’t ask me the same question in return. Up until that point, he still hadn’t looked at me.
 
   “Are you ready to study?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   I opened the SAT book and turned it upside down so he could read the words. “We’re going to start with vocabulary. You’ll read each sentence and determine the meaning of the underlined word.” It was the shortest section of the SAT but arguably the most difficult one.
 
   “Uh, okay.” 
 
   I pointed to the sentence and waited for him to begin.
 
   He stared at it blankly before he glanced at me. When he saw my stare, he turned back to the paper. Instead of his eye following along with the words, he just stared at it.
 
   What was the holdup? “How about you read it out loud?”
 
   “It’s okay,” he said quickly.
 
   My eyes narrowed. “Then what does antagonist mean in the sentence?”
 
   He kept his eyes glued to the paper, and minutes went by without him saying a word.
 
   I gave him all the time he needed so he wouldn’t feel pressured, but when three minutes passed, I assumed he didn’t have a clue. “The best way to approach this type of question is to read it completely and understand what the sentence is about. Then you can backtrack and make an appropriate guess.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “So, how about you read the sentence out loud.” I was curious to know what his reading level was at the moment. It was probably lower than the sophomore level, but how low?
 
   He shifted his position several times before he began reading. “The…he…here…”
 
   “Hero.”
 
   “The hero,” he repeated. “de…de…fe…”
 
   “Defeats.”
 
   “The dra…drag…”
 
   “Dragon in the…cas…cas—”
 
   “Castle. He is the…ant…ant…”
 
   “Antagonist.”
 
   “Antagonist.” He continued sounding out the rest of the sentence like a five-year-old, and it took nearly ten minutes for him to arrive at the end of the sentence. By the time he got there, he forgot what he just read.
 
   He was even more behind than I feared. 
 
   I’d never had a student with such poor reading skills, and I feared how bad his math would be. If I wanted him to get a decent score on the SAT, I’d have to teach him everything—from the beginning.
 
   Clay rested his temple against his palm and stared at the surface of the table. The spunk he showed before was nonexistent. The shame wafted from him in waves. 
 
   And I pitied him. He didn’t have any of the resources to succeed, and without my help, he would walk away from high school without even graduating and probably get caught up in some bad shit.
 
   I was his only hope.
 
   “That was a good start, Clay.”
 
   The disbelief on his face was unmistakable. “It was?”
 
   “Yeah. We’ve got a long way to go, but I’ve had students start at lower levels.” That was a lie, but he didn’t need to know that.
 
   “Really?” He straightened in his chair and put his hand down.
 
   “Yeah. But it’s going to take a lot of hard work. I hope you’re up to it.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Great.” I gave him a smile before I turned back to the notebook. “Let’s move on.”
 
   ***
 
   I glanced at my phone for the fifteenth time and hoped there was a message from Taylor.
 
   There wasn’t.
 
   I got home late that night but didn’t want to hang out in my apartment. I wanted to go out and do something, but I didn’t want to go out alone. I wanted to be with Taylor. She made me laugh in ways I hadn’t felt since I was a child. She made me feel good about myself even on my worst day. And she just made me happy in general. 
 
   But I saw her last night and the night before…and the night before that. If I kept this up, it was bound to annoy her. She wasn’t my only friend, and I certainly wasn’t hers.
 
   Now I was overthinking everything, wondering what she thought when I asked to see her. What did she think when I just stopped by her apartment?
 
   Why did I care?
 
   After sitting around for long enough, I just went ahead and texted her. Dinner plans?
 
   Nope. Forgot about it since I’m buried under lab reports.
 
   Sounds like you need a break. Pita Paradise?
 
   Uh, duh.
 
   That was her favorite place to eat, so I knew she wouldn’t say no. I’ll see you there in fifteen minutes.
 
   K.
 
   I went to my closet and pulled on a dark pair of jeans and a gray t-shirt. It fit my chest perfectly, and the jeans hung low on my hips. Whenever I was trying to attract attention, this was the type of thing I wore. I examined my arms in the mirror and felt the muscle. When they didn’t look big enough, I got on the floor and did twenty push-ups. Blood moved to the muscles and made them bulge.
 
   I left my apartment and headed to the restaurant. I got there first because I was closer, and I got a table in the garden located on the side of the restaurant. Plants and flowers were scattered around the enclosure, and birds still chirped despite the sun’s absence. 
 
   My heart was beating fast.
 
   Why was it pounding so hard? Why did I feel the rush of blood to my head? Why did I feel the distant tingle in my fingertips? 
 
   Taylor entered the restaurant then approached the door to the patio. This was where we ate last time, so she probably just assumed that’s where I would be. She wore a champagne pink dress that fit snugly around her waist and flared out around her hips. Nude pumps were on her feet, and her legs looked long and toned. Her brown hair was in loose curls, pulled over one shoulder, and looked soft as hell. She hardly wore makeup like usual, but her eyes seemed to stand out that evening.
 
   I swallowed the lump in my throat.
 
   When she spotted me, she smiled then headed my way.
 
   I didn’t know what to do. I froze on the spot. That dull ache in my chest returned in full force, and my mouth was painfully dry. I tried to think of what to do and wasn’t sure why I was thinking at all.
 
   She reached the table and placed her clutch on the surface.
 
   That’s when I darted out of my chair and wrapped my arms around her. The impulse came out of thin air, and when my arms were wrapped around her small figure, I felt at peace. It was the same sensation I felt when we were lying in my bed together. I could feel the distinct curves of her hips as they led to her waist. I detected the indentation of her ribs through the fabric. Her smell washed over me at the same time, and a vivid image of us kissing came to mind. 
 
   Taylor froze when she felt my embrace, clearly not expecting it. Her arms rested on mine, and she held her breath. “Uh, everything alright?”
 
   Realizing how stupid I looked, I pulled away. “Yeah. Of course.” I shoved my hands in my pockets so fast I actually missed and threw them down my thighs. I tried to cover it up by acting like I was brushing something off my jeans.
 
   Her eyebrow rose.
 
   “It seemed like you needed a hug…after all those lab reports.”
 
   When her eyebrow fell, I knew she took the bait. “True. They are daunting.” She reached for her chair.
 
   Like the idiot that I was, I moved behind her and pulled the chair out for her. I hadn’t pulled a stunt like this in so long, I couldn’t remember. It surprised me most of all that I had any manners.
 
   Taylor fell into the chair and looked at me over her shoulder.
 
   I pretended everything was perfectly normal and sat across from her. Her gaze was drilling into my face, the disbelief more paramount than the awkwardness. I grabbed the menu and pretended to browse it even though I already knew what I was having.
 
   Taylor kept up her stare for another minute before she grabbed her menu.
 
   I knew I was acting like a weirdo. But I had no idea why. The last thing I wanted was for her to question me about it because I didn’t have any of the answers. “Hummus?” We usually ordered a plate to share.
 
   “Like we would ever come here and not order it. I’d never forgive myself.”
 
   I chuckled. “You’re right.”
 
   The waiter took our drink and food order, and once he was gone, so were our menus. Now I had nothing to hide behind. I had to stare at her and keep my aura of confidence even though I felt anything but collected. 
 
   Taylor stared at me with her usual expression. A ghost of a smile was on her lips, and her eyes had a distant twinkle. They were unusually glossy, slightly wet at all times, and they reflected the light better than any other pair of eyes I’d gazed into. Right now, they reflected the white lights hanging in the garden just behind me. It looked like a constellation of stars in her eyes. As if she held the answers to the mystery of our very universe.
 
   I could look into them all day.
 
   “Volt?”
 
   The sound of conversation became louder when I was brought back to reality. My eyes took in her entire face, and I saw her lips moving. “Sorry?”
 
   “I asked you to pass the dessert menu three times. Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.” I grabbed the plastic stand and accidentally knocked over the bottle of oil. It tipped on its side but didn’t break, thankfully. I quickly righted it then handed over the menu.
 
   She took it, but her suspicion was directed right at me.
 
   Before she could ask the question she had every right to ask, I changed the subject. “Already thinking about dessert before we’ve even had the appetizer? That sounds about right.”
 
   A smile formed on her lips, and she looked down at the menu. “That’s how I roll.”
 
   I felt sweat form on my forehead, and I quickly wiped it away. My heart was beating so fast it actually hurt. My dick was hard in my jeans, and my breathing was haywire. I wasn’t sure if I was having a panic attack or just a heart attack. 
 
   All I could think about was the softness of her lips. They felt perfect against mine. When they brushed past one another, they took hold before they broke apart again. The distinct taste of cherry was on her lips, concentrated from her ChapStick. I’d never been so turned on from a kiss in all my life. I was even fantasizing about it. 
 
   I hadn’t seen her naked, but now I kept picturing how she would look. Her tits were average, but I bet they were firm and round. Her nipples would probably feel amazing in my mouth.
 
   I shifted my weight in the chair because my dick was pressing hard against the zipper.
 
   Her words kept echoing in my mind. Fuck me, Volt. Fuck me hard.
 
   God, I couldn’t stop thinking about it.
 
   I’d been aroused before, but this anxiety had never accompanied it. My feet had been pulled from the earth, and I floated far above the ground. I couldn’t catch my footing, and I spun out of control. Chills ran up my spine, but I was painfully hot at the same time.
 
   I didn’t even know who I was at the moment.
 
   The waiter set the hummus and pita bread in front of us, and Taylor immediately grabbed a piece. She scooped the bread into the creamy hummus and popped it into her mouth. She closed her eyes and released a quiet moan from her lips. “Oh god…”
 
   My dick twitched, and my heart raced even faster. I knew she was talking about the hummus, but I pictured her talking about something else. A vivid picture of her lying on her back underneath me, her tits shaking with every thrust I made, exploded into my mind. 
 
   And I pictured the face she made when she came.
 
   ***
 
   “Taylor seems to be doing better.” Derek sat across from me at the table in the bar. 
 
   I glanced over to see Taylor and Natalie standing near the TV. They both had a drink in their hands, and they were watching the game. “Yeah. She’s bounced back.” I stared at her curves in the black dress she wore, and I knew I wasn’t the only man turning her way.
 
   “That guy was an idiot,” Derek said. “Taylor is so fucking hot. Why would you—”
 
   “Say that again and you won’t have any teeth.” My hand formed a fist on the table, and I stared him down like an executioner.
 
   Derek was just about to take a drink of his beer but decided against it. “I’m just saying—”
 
   “Don’t say anything about her, alright?” I forced my hand to relax, and I turned my gaze back to Taylor on the other side of the room. “She’s not a piece of meat. How would you feel if I said that about Natalie?”
 
   “Wouldn’t give a damn. And I’m surprised you would give a damn.”
 
   “She’s my friend.” I didn’t need to explain it further than that.
 
   “Just your friend?” Suspicion was heavy in his voice.
 
   “Yes. Just my friend.” I watched Taylor laugh at something Natalie said. I couldn’t hear the sound, but I imagined it in my head because I’d heard it so many times.
 
   “Dude, you spend every waking hour with this woman. She’s not your friend, and we both know it.”
 
   “Don’t act like you know what I’m thinking or feeling. Trust me, I don’t have a thing for her.”
 
   Derek rolled his eyes then drank his beer. “This has something to do with her. I know it does.”
 
   I knew who he was referring to, and I was grateful he didn’t say her name. It was the ugliest name I’d ever heard. When I hit on a girl with that same name, I ditch her in a heartbeat. “It doesn’t.”
 
   “She did something to you, didn’t she? That’s the only explanation. Because you changed overnight.”
 
   “Drop it, man.”
 
   “I don’t know what happened between you two, but whatever you have with Taylor is different. I can tell.”
 
   He could? “You don’t know anything about our relationship.”
 
   “I know she’s replaced me as your best friend.” He sounded a little bitter, like he was trying to mask it but failed to do so. 
 
   “No, she hasn’t.”
 
   “Cut the shit. Yes, she has. A guy and a girl can’t be best friends unless one of them is gay. And I know you aren’t gay, so that must mean Taylor is a lesbian.”
 
   “Shut up, man.”
 
   “Whatever.” He fell silent and took a long drink of his beer. 
 
   I didn’t have feelings for Taylor. I refused to go down that road—with anyone. I’d already had my heart ripped out of my chest and it’d never healed. The scars were still there—along with all the memories. I’d never been afraid of pain in all my life, but heartbreak was something that affected everyone. 
 
   And it affected me.
 
   To put myself out there again and get trampled was something I’d never consider. I liked my life the way it was, going from woman to woman and never having anything significant with them. I forgot their names and faces the moment we were finished.
 
   It was so easy.
 
   But I hadn’t done that in a while. I stayed home every night waiting for Taylor to text me. I convinced myself I was just trying to look after her after Drew hurt her, but now I wasn’t so sure.
 
   I wasn’t sure of anything.
 
   My eyes wandered around the room until I found a pretty girl. Blonde or brunette, I didn’t care. Tall or short, what difference did it make? I had to prove to myself that my heart was still my own. Taylor was just my friend, and the only feelings I felt for her were lust.
 
   And lust alone.
 
   ***
 
   I pounded into Trish and listened to my headboard smack against the wall. I was giving it to her hard and rough, trying to fuck the feelings out of my heart. Her legs were wrapped around my waist, and she was moaning loudly, wanting even more than I was already giving her.
 
   Her nails dragged down my back, cutting into me slightly. I liked the pain. It made me feel alive.
 
   She already climaxed just a minute ago, and now it was my turn to take the plunge. My body was covered in sweat, and every sensation felt so good. I wasn’t thinking about Taylor. I was just thinking about sex. 
 
   I made my final thrusts into her, feeling the delectable sensation start deep in my groin and spread out everywhere. I stared at her blonde hair and watched it change to brown. The strands got longer, reaching her shoulders and her tits. Her green eyes immediately turned blue, crystal clear like the water of a tropical island. Her lips changed from thin to plump, and her moans even changed in tune.
 
   And then I came.
 
   “Taylor…” I filled the tip of the condom with the most seed I’d ever released. My body became blinding hot, and all the sensation increased by tenfold. It was the best orgasm I’d ever had. My head swirled in a rush of emotions, all of them physical and undying. 
 
   The orgasm seemed to go on forever, and when it finally dwindled, reality came back into play. Her hair became blonde and her eyes green. She didn’t stare at me with a look of satisfaction, but a look of horror. “Fucking asshole.” She pushed me off violently, causing me to roll over onto the sheets.
 
   She grabbed her dress and hastily pulled it on before she stepped into her heels and stormed out of my apartment. I knew she was gone when my front door slammed shut.
 
   I lay back and stared at the ceiling, still breathing hard. The undeniable truth hit me like a slab of bricks. Now I couldn’t deny everything I felt. Taylor was on my mind, and she infected every inch of me. I couldn’t shake her because she was a part of me. 
 
   And that terrified me.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Taylor
 
   Natalie walked into my classroom at the end of the day. “How’s it going?”
 
   “Good.” Now that the school day was over. “How about you?”
 
   “I’m ready for the school year to end.”
 
   “But it just started.”
 
   She shrugged then hopped onto one of the desks. “Just not feeling it this year. You’ll see what I mean one day.”
 
   I already knew exactly what she meant. 
 
   “So, Peter and I are going out again on Friday.”
 
   He was some guy she met at the bar when I caught Drew grinding up against that woman. “Really? That’s great.”
 
   “Yeah.” She crossed her legs then leaned forward over the desk. “I guess so.”
 
   “I’m guessing you don’t like him that much?”
 
   “I don’t know…” Her eyes drifted away, and she looked at the posters of the solar system on the wall. “I mean, I do. But…I still think about Jared.”
 
   “You’ll stop eventually.”
 
   “It’s hard when I see him all the time. I’ve had feelings for him since…forever.” Natalie wasn’t always this vulnerable with me, and the only time she was seemed to happen when Jared was the subject of the conversation. “I know it’s stupid because he’s just some guy who doesn’t notice me, but I love him.”
 
   I gave her a sad look, pitying her deep in my heart. I saw the way she looked at him, and then I saw the way he looked at her. Their stares were completely opposite. One had an overwhelming amount of emotion, and the other lacked any interest. “I’m sorry, Natalie.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said with a sigh. “You were right when you told me to move on. I’ve wasted a lot of time waiting for him.”
 
   “You’re so beautiful and smart, Nat. You’ll find a guy who’s head over heels for you.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “Maybe Peter is that guy.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said noncommittally. “But I need to stop seeing Jared if I’m ever going to make this work. Because if I see him all the time, I’ll always feel something for him. And how would that be fair to any guy I date?”
 
   “True.”
 
   “So…I think I’m going to pull away from the group.”
 
   It would completely change the dynamic, but it was probably the best thing for her. “It won’t be forever.”
 
   “I know. It’ll still be weird.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean we can’t hang out all the time.”
 
   “If you aren’t too busy with Volt.” She gave me a teasing look, except it wasn’t that teasing.
 
   I suspected I would get these accusations as long as Volt and I were friends. “All three of us can hang out.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to ruin your date nights.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “He and I really are just friends. I’m not sure why people find that so hard to believe.”
 
   “Because you’re both hot. How can you not be attracted to each other?”
 
   “I never said I wasn’t attracted to him.” Because I was. “But I don’t see him in a romantic way.”
 
   “Not even after you kissed him and gave him a rub down?”
 
   “No.” I said it with complete honesty. I wasn’t hiding anything from anyone, including myself.
 
   “But how is that possible?”
 
   “Because I know what kind of relationship he would give me. It would be empty and meaningless, and in the end, I would just be unsatisfied. I want something more from a guy, and I know he’ll never give it to me. I want something deep and romantic. You know, the kind of love you see in books and movies. That’s exactly what I want, and that’s just not possible with Volt.”
 
   “But how do you know unless you give it a try?” she asked.
 
   “Because that kind of love happens the moment you meet. You know what I’m talking about. You see each other for the first time, and the chemistry is just there…”
 
   “I think you have unrealistic expectations.”
 
   “Maybe.” Maybe romance didn’t happen exactly the way it did in movies and books, but I had to believe it did. “But I’m not going to settle either. I’d rather spend my life waiting for Mr. Right than be with a man who doesn’t make me happy.” The first time Volt and I met, he hardly looked at me. All he cared about were the women in short, tight dresses and how their tits almost popped out. When he looked at me, there was nothing there. A deep friendship formed later, and it was a relationship I valued immensely. I never wanted to lose him from my life because I did love him…in a platonic way. But that’s all we would ever be. 
 
   Natalie studied my face before she responded. “Alright. I believe you.”
 
   “About time.”
 
   “All the women love Volt, so I just assumed you did too. But I get it now. And I think you’re smart. He’s the kind of guy you sleep with, not go to sleep with. If you catch my drift.”
 
   I understood it better than she did. “I definitely do.”
 
   “So, are you on the market again?”
 
   “I guess.” It’d been a few weeks since Drew and I went our separate ways, and I should take my own advice and get back on the horse. But I was a little discouraged after that relationship. I was certain Drew was a good guy, and he played me like a fool.
 
   “Maybe you should try a dating app. Lots of people do that.”
 
   “Yeah…” But it was embarrassing to tell people that. If I did meet someone online, it made it seem like I couldn’t get my own dates. “A little strange, though.”
 
   “I don’t think so. A lot of people do it.”
 
   “What if I meet a creep?”
 
   “I’m sure there are creeps on there. But you’re a smart girl who can spot them out.”
 
   Or could I? “I guess I could give it a shot.”
 
   “Take Volt with you so they know not to mess with you.”
 
   I couldn’t believe Volt viciously attacked Drew like that. Even days after the incident, Drew looked terrible. Volt did something I never would have approved of, but knowing he risked his neck to look out for me was sweet…in a violent way. “I’m not telling Volt anything. He’s been weird lately.”
 
   “Weird, how?”
 
   “I can’t even explain it.” He was timid and skittish. He made awkward gestures toward me, like hugging me or pulling out my chair. But then he didn’t listen to a word I said over dinner. His mind was somewhere else the entire time. “And I know he’ll make fun of me for it. He teased me about Drew every chance he got. He’ll be a million times worse now.”
 
   “Volt is opinionated, that’s for sure.”
 
   “I’ll give it a try. But if I meet a weirdo, then I’m done.”
 
   “I think that’s fair.” She hopped off the desk and pulled out her phone. “Alright. Let me take a picture of you for your profile picture.”
 
   “We’re doing this right now?” I asked incredulously.
 
   “Yep. I’ll set up your account, and you’ll be good to go.”
 
   I guess there wasn’t a better time than now. “Just let me go to the bathroom and fix my hair.”
 
   ***
 
   “Come in.” I knew Volt was at the door. He texted me a few minutes ago and told me he was on the way.
 
   He walked inside with a six-pack of beer in his hand. He wore jeans and a t-shirt, like always. Instead of saying hi to me, he darted to the refrigerator and popped off the lids of two beers. Then he returned and handed me one.
 
   I took a drink before I set it on the coffee table. My lesson plan for the next week was spread out, right beside the first midterm I would be distributing in a few days. It was worth a lot of points, and I wanted Volt’s opinion before I handed them out. If the parents didn’t like it, my life would be more difficult.
 
   Volt sat at the far end of the couch and hugged the armrest. He was so far away he couldn’t see the lesson plans unless he leaned over and craned his neck down in a painful way. 
 
   Something didn’t feel right. He hadn’t said a word to me, and he treated me like I had a deadly virus that was contagious. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.” He drank his beer again.
 
   “Then why are you sitting way over there?”
 
   “It’s more comfortable.”
 
   “But you can’t see any of the papers.” Seriously, what was his deal? He got weirder and weirder.
 
   He eyed the space between us with uncertainty. Then he finally made the move and slid over, purposely keeping extra space between us. And he gripped his beer like he needed it to keep living.
 
   I’d come to know Volt pretty well over the past few months, and I’d never seen him act this way. He was a completely different person, someone I didn’t even know. “Are you sure you’re alright? You’ve been different lately.”
 
   “I’m not different,” he snapped. “I’ve just been tired at work and stuff. You didn’t do anything.”
 
   I didn’t do anything? “I never asked if you were mad at me.”
 
   “Well, I’m not. I don’t feel anything toward you.”
 
   Even weirder. “Okay…”
 
   “I picked up this girl the other night. Trish something…”
 
   Even his tone of voice wasn’t the same. His features were slack, and the usual playfulness he displayed was absent. “Good…do you like her?”
 
   “I don’t like anybody. Single forever. I already said that.”
 
   Now his hostility annoyed me. “If you’re going to be a dick all night, just go. I have a lot of stuff I have to do.”
 
   “How am I being a dick? All I said was I don’t do relationships, and I won’t change my mind.”
 
   And it was random as hell. “I know…you said that already. I’m not even sure why we’re talking about this. I assumed you were here to help me with work. But it seems like you have something else on your mind.”
 
   “I have nothing else on my mind.”
 
   I just wanted to get out of this conversation—pronto. “What do you think of this midterm?” I handed it over.
 
   He set down his beer and flipped through the test, taking his time and reading every single question. He leaned back into the couch and finally sat normally. He rested his ankle on the opposite knee, and his features began to soften and fade from the scowl he walked in wearing.
 
   “How’s it going with Clay?”
 
   He pulled his eyes away from the exam and looked at me. The look was normal again, and the man I knew was looking back at me. “He’s even further behind than I imagined.”
 
   “That’s too bad.”
 
   “His reading level is elementary.”
 
   I cringed.
 
   “I have some time to prepare him for the exam, but…that’s so much content to cover.”
 
   “And a lot of hours.”
 
   “But this kid seems motivated. He said he wants to score high enough to at least get into a junior college.”
 
   “At least his expectations are realistic.”
 
   “I just feel bad for him. My parents gave Connor and me everything, and I’m not talking about financial stuff. Dad always helped me study, and Mom always helped me build all my projects and stuff. They pushed me to succeed and knew exactly how to do it. Kids like this…don’t stand a chance.”
 
   “It’s heartbreaking.”
 
   “It really is.” He shook his head and turned back to the exam. Instantly, he changed back into the soft and compassionate man I loved. This side of him was so gentle it was unreal. I loved it when he came out. I just wish he stuck around longer. 
 
   “So, what do you think?”
 
   “I think it’s a little challenging…”
 
   “Isn’t that the point?”
 
   “I mean the questions themselves—the way they are written.” He grabbed a pen and marked it up. “You’re trying to trick them with every question.”
 
   “Not in a mean way,” I argued. “This is how every test will be when they get to college.”
 
   “But these kids are juniors. They aren’t quite there yet.”
 
   “Well, they need to be prepared.” I wasn’t going to give them a simple and straightforward test. Every exam I ever had required meticulous concentration just to decipher what the question was even asking. If I didn’t prepare them now, they would be thrown off course when these kinds of exams happened.
 
   “Maybe put a few like that, as bonus questions.”
 
   Oh, hell no. “I’m not giving extra credit. I’m not that kind of teacher.”
 
   “Then throw out the questions altogether.”
 
   My ears were about to blow out smoke. “I’m tired of having to attenuate my teaching style to please everyone. That’s not what education is about. I want these kids to dislike me but thank me later. How can I accomplish that when I’m trying to make the parents happy? And they aren’t even teachers, so they don’t understand what needs to be done.”
 
   Volt shut the packet and tossed it on the coffee table. “Baby, listen to me.”
 
   I was so pissed off, my nose was about to ooze with lava, but when he said those words, I was suddenly jerked in a different direction. “Whoa, what?”
 
   Volt’s face blanched when he realized what he said. “I mean, you’re acting like a baby.”
 
   “No, I’m not,” I snapped. “You just—”
 
   “Just do what I say until you get tenured. When you get to that level, you have a lot more freedom to do whatever you want. But you’re a brand-new teacher, and you are being scrutinized at a microscopic level.” He grabbed my wrist and gave it a firm squeeze. “I hate to say it, but you’re their bitch—for now.”
 
   “I’m nobody’s bitch.”
 
   He shrugged. “Everyone is somebody’s bitch—at one point in time.”
 
   ***
 
   “What do you think of this guy?” I turned my computer toward Natalie, who was sitting beside me at my desk.
 
   “Eh. He’s okay.”
 
   “Yeah…he’s the best I found.” Once my profile went live, I got a lot of takers. But most of them were weird, divorced, had no profile picture, or just plain creepy. This guy was the first one who seemed decent. He lived in the city, worked as an accountant, and he wasn’t bad to look at. “But I have a bad feeling about this. I think I’m just going to waste my time.”
 
   “You won’t know until you give it a try.” 
 
   “But I may end up dead by giving it a try.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You’ll be fine. I can come with you if you really want.”
 
   “Maybe we can just do that GPS sync on our phones so you’ll know where I am just in case I go missing…”
 
   She smacked me in the arm. “That’s not gonna happen. Don’t even think like that.”
 
   I responded to his message and agreed to a date on Saturday night. After I hit send, I knew it was final. There was no going back now. I was taking a risk to find Mr. Right. But I had a strong feeling this guy wasn’t him.
 
   ***
 
   Volt and I didn’t talk for the rest of the week.
 
   Which was very odd.
 
   We usually talked every day, even if it was just a quick text conversation. He often came by my classroom to sit in, or we met up after work and got a pastry at our favorite bakery.
 
   But he’d been radio silent.
 
   Volt had something going on in his life that he wasn’t comfortable talking about. That was the only way to explain his peculiar behavior. I felt like I was talking to three different people when I had a single conversation with him. He was all over the place, jerking me around with his unpredictability. 
 
   One moment, he was hugging me and pulling out the chair for me at a restaurant, and then a few days later, he acted like he hated me. There was no possible guess I could make that would explain everything, so I just stopped thinking about it.
 
   It was a waste of time anyway.
 
   He would come back to me whenever he was ready to be himself again. And when that time came, I wouldn’t ask him a million questions. I would just let him be—like always. 
 
   I got ready for my date and wore the dress Volt had once picked out for me. It was skintight and short, and I was afraid it was a little slutty for a first date. But this was what he recommended, and I trusted his taste. I wore matching pumps with a pink clutch. We were going to an Italian restaurant, so I hoped I wasn’t overdressed.
 
   I got to the restaurant first and was taken to a table near the window. I arrived at my chair and sat down before looking at the time. I was purposely late, as Natalie told me to be, and he wasn’t there yet. I looked at my phone to see if I had any messages from him, but I didn’t.
 
   I grabbed the wine list and tried to decide what I should get. A pair of eyes settled on me, and I could feel their burn. It felt intrusive and inhospitable. Without even looking up, I knew someone was staring at me.
 
   But I didn’t know whom.
 
   I looked up from my menu and stared at the next table over. It was next to the window just as mine was, and a white tablecloth and low burning candle decorated the surface. 
 
   A man sat there alone, directly facing me. He wore a gray collared shirt that fit his broad shoulders nicely. Despite the fact the fabric covered everything, his muscular arms were still defined. He had dark brown hair with matching eyes. His face was cleanly shaven, revealing his hard jaw and smooth lips.
 
   And he stared at me.
 
   Heat immediately rose up my throat and entered my mouth. When I looked up, I hadn’t been expecting someone like that to be staring at me. He was easy on the eyes, and I’m sure he felt good on the body. 
 
   Damn, he was gorgeous.
 
   I looked at my menu again just so I had something to do. If I put it down, my eyes would wander to him again.
 
   Why can’t he be my date? 
 
   I felt guilty for the thought the moment I had it. The guy coming to meet me was probably a nice person, and I felt like a jerk for checking out some other guy who was probably waiting for his supermodel girlfriend. 
 
   Minutes passed, and my date still hadn’t arrived. Was I being stood up? That didn’t make any sense since he was the one who asked me out. And he knew what I looked like. It wasn’t like he saw me then left. 
 
   I felt the man’s gaze still glued to my face, and I wanted to take a peek and see if he was looking. But then I wouldn’t be able to keep up my poker face of indifference.
 
   Eventually, the waiter came over and asked if my date was coming. “Will he be here shortly?”
 
   “Uh, I think so…”
 
   After a dirty look, he walked away.
 
   Now he was thirty minutes late, and it didn’t seem like he was going to show.
 
   How embarrassing. 
 
   My phone lit up with a message from the dating app, and I quickly read it. It was from my date. Hey, are you still coming? I have a seat by the window at Le Chance.
 
   Le Chance? I peeked at the menu on the table and read the name of the restaurant. Le Chancet. 
 
   Shit, I got the wrong restaurant.
 
   I was just about to type back when someone fell into the seat across from me. 
 
   The man sitting at the next table came face-to-face with me. He was even more beautiful up close. He had a nice complexion that brought up his hazelnut eyes, and there was a kindness to him I hadn’t expected. “I was waiting for a blind date, but she didn’t show.”
 
   My first instinct was to tell him I was on a date myself but went to the wrong restaurant. But instead, I said something else. “Me too.” I felt bad ditching the guy I was supposed to be on a date with, but something told me it would be a mistake to leave this opportunity. It was very rare when I saw a man I was truly attracted to. The first time it ever happened was when I looked at Volt. 
 
   And now it happened again.
 
   “If you ask me, your date missed out.”
 
   Good-looking and sweet. What a deadly combination. I moved my lips to speak, but I didn’t have any words to actually say. Finally, I found something to share. “That’s nice of you to say. Your date missed out too.”
 
   “My friend arranged everything because he thought we would hit it off. I guess he was wrong.”
 
   “Sometimes things don’t work out.”
 
   He stared at me for nearly a minute, examining every feature of my face like he was trying to memorize it. “Can I be your date tonight? And you be mine?” He grabbed a menu and handed it to me.
 
   My heart was slamming against my ribs so painfully I was certain he could hear every beat. My mouth was parched and my fingertips felt numb. I never wanted to do online dating. Organic meetings like this were the kind I craved. I wanted something natural, to have the kind of chemistry that exploded the second we were in the same room together. I wanted a love story that was more authentic, more genuine.
 
   I wanted something like this.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Volt
 
   I took a step back.
 
   My feelings for Taylor were undeniable. They were there, constantly bubbling under the surface. When I wasn’t with her, she was all I thought about. And when I was with her, I did stupid shit like call her baby.
 
   I was out of control.
 
   I didn’t exactly know what I felt for her. Did I love her? Did I just like her? Did I want a relationship with her?
 
   I didn’t have a clue.
 
   But I knew I didn’t want to feel this way. I wanted to go back to what my life was before. My chest was empty of all feeling, and I just went through the motions. I was detached from all human emotion.
 
   And I liked it that way.
 
   Whatever this was with Taylor was bad news. If we became anything more than friends, it would end in disaster. Just like my last relationship, she would break my heart and humiliate me at the same time. I didn’t trust anyone, and I would never trust anyone again.
 
   Even Taylor.
 
   The best way to get rid of these feelings was to avoid her. After enough space, these emotions would go away, and we could go back to being friends. She could start dating someone new, and I wouldn’t give a damn. I would screw an endless line of beautiful women and not think about her.
 
   It was a great plan.
 
   But by the end of the first week, I was going through withdrawals. I hadn’t spoken to Taylor, and I missed her voice. Every time I saw a funny meme online, I wanted to show it to her but realized I couldn’t. I wanted to tell her about the progress I was making with Clay, but I couldn’t do that either.
 
   I felt alone.
 
   I stayed home every night after work and found myself staring at my phone. I wanted her name to pop up on the screen because I knew I wouldn’t have the strength to ignore her call. It was an excuse to talk to her, an excuse for me to be weak. 
 
   But she never did.
 
   Now I was worried over why she hadn’t called me. Did she know how I felt about her? Did she pick up on all the signs? Or did I just annoy her? I hoped I just pushed her away. 
 
   I needed to push her away.
 
   Because I would never be a boyfriend again—not even hers. 
 
   ***
 
   “What’s up with you?” Jared handed me a beer before he plopped down on the couch beside me. 
 
   “Nothing. You?”
 
   “You seem weird lately. Like, weirder than usual.”
 
   “I’m not weird. You’re weird.”
 
   Derek walked in from the kitchen and sat on the other couch. “You guys are both weird.”
 
   “What’s up with Taylor?” Jared asked me.
 
   “Why the hell would I know?” I asked defensively. “She’s not my girlfriend.”
 
   Jared gave me a strange look. “I never said she was, man.”
 
   “Good.” I took a drink of my beer and focused on the game. “Because I’m not.”
 
   “She said she would pick up a pizza on the way,” Derek said. “But Natalie isn’t coming.”
 
   “Why isn’t Natalie coming?” Jared asked. 
 
   Derek finished chewing a handful of chips before he spoke. “She said she was—”
 
   “Whoa, hold on.” I held up my hand. “Taylor is coming?”
 
   “Yeah,” Derek said. “Tayz. Why?”
 
   “Shit.” I set my beer down and tried to get the hell out of there. “I’ve got to go.”
 
   “But you just got here,” Jared argued. “And why isn’t Natalie coming?”
 
   I walked around the couch and grabbed my keys.
 
   “I guess she has a date or something,” Derek said. “Looks like she’s finally gotten over you.”
 
   “A date?” Jared asked in surprise.
 
   Derek shrugged. “That’s what Tayz said.”
 
   “I’m outta here.” I headed to the door.
 
   Derek turned to me. “Why, again?”
 
   “I’ve got somewhere to be.” Right when I reached for the door, it flew open. Taylor stood on the other side with two pizza boxes in her hand. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to kick your door in.”
 
   I stared at her blankly, hating the fact I loved the way her hair fell over one shoulder. She wore some mascara today, and it made her eyes prettier than usual. I couldn’t stop myself from memorizing the look, wanting to picture it when I made her come in my fantasies.
 
   Shit, this was bad. 
 
   “It’s all good,” Derek said. “If you’re bringing food, you can do whatever you want.”
 
   Taylor chuckled then walked around me. “Hey, Volt. How are you?” She spoke to me like the silence over the past two weeks was perfectly normal. 
 
   “Good. You?”
 
   “Good. I changed the exam, and the kids did great. Maybe your suggestion was for the best.” She set the pizzas on the counter. “Do you have any paper plates?”
 
   “In the cupboard,” Derek barked.
 
   She grabbed a handful then scooped a few slices onto her plate.
 
   Now that Taylor was there, I couldn’t just walk out. It would be obvious she was the reason why I left, and that would invite unnecessary questions. 
 
   She grabbed a beer and sat on the couch next to Derek. She didn’t pay any particular attention to me, which was a relief but also a frustration. She didn’t think it was strange that I hadn’t called her in a while? But wasn’t it worse that it bothered me when she didn’t call when I actually wanted her to?
 
   This kind of psychology was hurting my head.
 
   “So, Natalie has a date?” Jared asked.
 
   I headed back to the couch and sat down, forcing myself not to look at Taylor. She wore dark blue shorts with a pink top. She normally wore dresses, and I loved seeing her in this new outfit. Her legs were to die for. 
 
   I hated myself for noticing.
 
   “Yeah, she’s been seeing this guy for a while,” Taylor said. “She seems into him.”
“Wow,” Derek said in surprise. “Good for her.”
 
   Jared remained silent, his eyes glued to the TV.
 
   “Yeah,” Taylor said. “They like to spend time together, and she talks about him all the time. I think he’ll be around for a while.”
 
   “Who is the guy?” Derek asked.
 
   “His name is Peter,” Taylor said. “They met when we were out one night. I don’t know much more about him.”
 
   “I just hope he’s a cool guy,” Derek said.
 
   “I think so,” Taylor said. “He makes her happy.”
 
   Jared drank his beer.
 
   I felt awkward not sitting next to Taylor and talking to her like I usually did. In fact, it was so strange I felt out of place. I was on a different planet with different people. Without her as my anchor, I drifted away to a place I didn’t enjoy. 
 
   ***
 
   “Say what you want, but that game was totally rigged.” Derek cleared the pizza boxes and shoved them into his garbage can.
 
   “You’re just a sore loser,” Jared jabbed.
 
   “Whatever,” Derek said. “Those calls were bullshit, and we all know it.”
 
   “It’s just a game,” I said. “No reason to get worked up.”
 
   “Just a game?” Derek asked incredulously. “That’s it. Get out of my house.”
 
   “I should get going anyway. Have work tomorrow.” And I needed an excuse to get out of there without talking to Taylor…even though I wanted to talk to her.
 
   What the hell was wrong with me?
 
   “I should get going too.” Taylor grabbed her purse and tossed her plate in the garbage on the way to the door. “Thanks for inviting me over.”
 
   “No problem,” Derek said. “See you later.”
 
   Jared walked to Taylor with his arms across his chest. “So…is Natalie serious with this guy?”
 
   Why did he care?
 
   Taylor shrugged. “Not sure. But she wants to keep seeing him.” Suspicion settled in her eyes. I recognized it because I’d seen it so many times myself. “I guess that answers your question.”
 
   Jared suddenly walked into the bathroom, not saying anything more.
 
   What was that about?
 
   “Alright. I’ll see you later.” Taylor walked past me and headed to the door.
 
   I walked out with her because I had no choice. “Bye.”
 
   Once we were outside and the door was shut behind us, I expected her to interrogate me about the change in our relationship. One moment, we were inseparable. And now, we were distant.
 
   “Good game, huh?” she asked as we walked down the hall.
 
   That was the last thing I expected her to say. “Pretty tense.”
 
   “I love sports, but they’re so heartbreaking at the same time. Kinda makes me hate them.”
 
   “I know what you mean.”
 
   We got into the elevator and slowly rode it down to the lobby.
 
   I expected her questions, her concern. But it never came.
 
   “How’s it going with Clay?”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. “He’s really behind. We meet every single day after school, and I still don’t think that’s enough.”
 
   “There’s always the weekend.”
 
   “Nah. I’m not giving up my weekends too.”
 
   She pulled out her phone and read a text message. A smile stretched her lips from ear to ear. She typed a response then shoved her phone back into her purse.
 
   I saw everything in the reflection of the doors.
 
   The doors opened, and we walked through the lobby to the sidewalk outside. Her apartment was in the opposite direction from mine, and we were about to part ways.
 
   “I’ll see you later, Volt. Have a good week.” She immediately turned around and walked away.
 
   What the hell?
 
   Did she not miss me?
 
   She didn’t think my distance was weird?
 
   She didn’t expect me to walk her home?
 
   What was going on?
 
   How could she not care?
 
   “Taylor.”
 
   She turned around, gripping her purse on her shoulder. “What’s up?”
 
   I had her full attention, and I tried to think of something to say. There were a million things I wanted to share with her. She was the only person I could talk to, and I wished I could tell her about these strange feelings I had for her. She would be able to help me figure everything out and what I should do about it. But she was the one person I couldn’t tell. “Want me to walk you home?”
 
   “Nah. I got it.” She turned around and kept walking.
 
   I stood there and watched her go, counting every step as she walked away and left me behind.
 
   What was wrong with me?
 
   ***
 
   I worked with Clay for an hour, and we were still on the vocabulary section of the SAT. Since he couldn’t read, he couldn’t complete the subject. So I had him read every sentence in the SAT prep book and work out every vocabulary word. When he recognized words he’d already seen before, he was able to remember them and spit them out easily. 
 
   But we still had a long way to go.
 
   I was dreading the math section. Absolutely dreading it. Most kids struggled with math in some capacity, and that was perfectly fine. But I suspected he couldn’t do much more than add and subtract. 
 
   Poor kid.
 
   He rubbed his temple at the end of the session. “Fuck, my brain hurts.”
 
   “What did I say about cussing?”
 
   He rolled his eyes.
 
   “You’re just making it worse.”
 
   “Sorry…” He grabbed his backpack and put all his stuff away. His stomach rumbled loudly under the table, and we could both hear it. 
 
   “Better run home and get some dinner.”
 
   “Yeah…” He got out of the chair and shouldered his backpack. “I’ll see you later, Volt.”
 
   “Alright, kid. Good work today.”
 
   He waved and walked out.
 
   I closed up the office because I was the last one in the building. I used to leave just after lunch, but since I’d taken on Clay, I had to stick around. It cramped my style, but it was temporary. Clay needed help, and I knew I was his only hope for some form of a better life.
 
   I left the building and started walking to my apartment. After I passed a few blocks, I saw a familiar bike leaning against the wall in an alleyway. It was gray and rusty—and the chain was about to fall off.
 
   Clay must be around here somewhere.
 
   I stopped and peeked down into the alleyway, and that’s when I saw something I’ll never forget.
 
   Clay pulled out a Styrofoam container directly from the dumpster and opened the lid. He examined soggy fries and leftover chicken inside, and after a few seconds of deliberation, he began to eat it.
 
   My heart broke.
 
   “Clay.” I entered the alleyway and snatched the box out of his hand.
 
   He stepped back and tried to brush it off. “I was looking for food for my dog.”
 
   “No, you weren’t.” I tossed it into the dumpster. “Don’t lie to me. You’re wasting your time.”
 
   He crossed his arms over his chest, putting up his walls to protect himself from my judgment.
 
   “Why are you eating out of a dumpster?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “I asked you a question.”
 
   “I was hungry. Obviously.”
 
   “Do you have anything to eat at home?”
 
   He shrugged again. “Not really.”
 
   “Your dad doesn’t make you anything?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. There’s no food in the house.”
 
   The blood drained from my body as the depression hit. I knew Clay wasn’t well-off, but I didn’t realize things were this bad. Maybe that bruise on his face was exactly what I thought it was. “Does he hit you?”
 
   “No.” He blurted it out without hesitation. “He doesn’t hit me. We’re fine.” He took a step back, his head bowed.
 
   “Clay, are you lying to me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What did I say about lying?”
 
   “I’m not lying,” he argued. “Don’t call social services. You’re wasting your time.”
 
   Now I was even more confused. How did he know about social services? Why would he lie and say he’s not being hit if he is? I’d never been in this position before, and I didn’t know what to do. “Come on. Let’s get you something to eat.”
 
   “I don’t need your charity.” He walked to his bike, keeping his back to me.
 
   “It’s not charity.” I followed behind him and grabbed him by the shoulder. “I’m only trying to help you.”
 
   He looked up into my face, inexplicable rage marked into every feature. “Maybe you grew up rich, but not everyone is so lucky. You don’t need to pity me or look down on me. I can take care of myself.” 
 
   “I’m sure you can, Clay. But when a door opens, walk through it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just come with me.” I released his shoulder and headed to the sidewalk.
 
   “I don’t have a lock for my bike.”
 
   “No one will see it. And if it’s gone, I’ll loan you mine. I never use it.”
 
   ***
 
   I got him the most fattening and delicious meal I could find.
 
   We went to Mega Shake and ordered burgers and fries. It was much better than any leftovers he could find in an alleyway.
 
   Just thinking about it made me sick.
 
   He was apprehensive to eat at first, but once he took the first bite, he couldn’t help himself. He devoured the entire thing in less than five minutes. Grease and dressing were all over his fingers, and he licked it off.
 
   Thankfully, I told him to wash his hands before he ate.
 
   “Pretty good, huh?”
 
   He nodded, still sucking his fingers. 
 
   “You want more?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. I’m pretty stuffed.”
 
   His stomach was probably smaller than a walnut at this point. “If you ever need anything, you can always ask me, Clay.” I wasn’t going to let this kid eat out of a garbage can. I wouldn’t let any kid resort to that.
 
   He wiped his hands with a napkin.
 
   “I mean it, Clay.”
 
   “I heard you, Volt.”
 
   The more I helped him, the more he resented me. I understood he wanted to make his own way in life, and he was embarrassed about being so far down on the economic ladder, but he shouldn’t feel so ashamed. 
 
   I opened my wallet and set a twenty-dollar bill on the table. “That’s for lunch tomorrow.”
 
   He eyed it without taking it. 
 
   “I’ll give you more every day.” 
 
   “What am I supposed to do with it?”
 
   “Buy lunch at school. What do you normally do?”
 
   “Nothing…”
 
   “They don’t have a lunch program there?”
 
   “I dunno. Everyone makes fun of the kids who are on it… I’d rather not eat.”
 
   How was he functioning right now? No wonder he couldn’t pay attention in school. He was malnourished and starving all the time. “Take the money and buy lunch.”
 
   “I’m not taking your money. I couldn’t use it anyway.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “They use lunch cards. You load it with money at the office and then use a card.”
 
   Even schools were going digital. “Then I’ll take care of that tomorrow.”
 
   “I don’t want your money.” He shoved the twenty back to me. “I’m fine without it.”
 
   I shoved it back. “I’m not taking it, Clay. You may as well keep it.”
 
   He eyed it for a long time before he pocketed it.
 
   “I’ll pay for the card and leave it at the office. Pick it up at lunchtime.”
 
   “You don’t need to do that,” he whispered.
 
   “I know I don’t, Clay. I’m doing it because I want to.”
 
   He stared at his empty tray, his mind somewhere else. “This is the first time I’ve felt full since… I can’t even remember the last time.”
 
   I didn’t know my heart could break that many times in a row. “You’ll never be hungry again. I promise.”
 
   “I’m not your problem, Volt. You don’t need to make me your problem. I’m just some poor kid that will die in a ditch someday. No one will remember me, and no one will even notice when I’m gone.”
 
   It was one of the rare times I was speechless. No one had ever floored me with their words. The misery in his voice was difficult to listen to. It made me want to do anything in my power to make him happy, even rip off my own arm. “That’s not what’s in your future, Clay.”
 
   “It’s not?” he asked sarcastically.
 
   “No. You’re going to go to college and make something of yourself. You’re going to have a happy life with a beautiful girl and some kids one day. You’re going to live happily ever after. This moment, right now, is going to be forgotten. Not you, Clay.”
 
   ***
 
   Taylor was always in my dreams.
 
   I expected her to be naked and on all fours, but that wasn’t the case. Sometimes, she was lying next to me on the couch, her long hair resting on my arm. Sometimes, we walked through a meadow holding hands. Sometimes, she laughed—just laughed. 
 
   What did that mean?
 
   The more I pushed her away, the more I obsessed over her. Her absence only reminded me how much I needed her. The loneliness was worse than ever before, and I wasn’t sure who I was anymore.
 
   I wanted to tell her about Clay. This was the first situation I couldn’t handle on my own, and there was no one better to ask than a great teacher. Actually, there was no one better to ask—period. 
 
   I showed up at her classroom at the end of the day and checked my appearance before I walked inside. I wore a navy blue suit with a colored tie, and I worried I didn’t look my best. I never cared what women thought of my appearance before because they always seemed impressed no matter what I was wearing, but now I couldn’t stand the idea of looking anything less than the perfect man—at least for her.
 
   Pushing her away made me value our friendship even more. It was an amazing sensation, to be this close to someone without feeling pain. I hadn’t had a relationship like that in…a long time. I didn’t want to lose that. Actually, I couldn’t afford to.
 
   I walked inside with the intention of being normal. Taylor was just my friend and nothing more. These feelings would go away if I bottled them down hard enough. 
 
   Taylor was wiping down the whiteboard when I stepped inside. She wore a loose bright blue dress with a pink cardigan. Flamingo earrings hung from her lobes, and the heels she wore were safari themed.
 
   She looked cute as hell.
 
   I used to think her clothing was strange and a little dorky, but now I loved it. She stood out in the crowd, being unnaturally beautiful and unique. She didn’t care what anyone thought of her, and I loved that about her. Actually, I preferred these outfits to the skintight stuff I told her to wear to bars and clubs.
 
   Because it was who she was.
 
   She set the eraser on the edge then turned to the desk. That’s when she noticed me. “Oh, hey.” She rested her hand against her chest and released a sigh of relief. “You scared me for a second.” She chuckled at her own reaction.
 
   I could do this.
 
   It’s just like old times.
 
   She’s just my friend. My gorgeous and amazing friend…but just my friend.
 
   Think clearly. 
 
   “You should be James Bond with moves like that,” she said with a laugh.
 
   I came closer to her desk, trying to think of something witty to say in response. My eyes focused on those rosy cheeks, and I imagined my fingers running across her smooth skin until they rested on her lips. Then that image changed, and I was kissing her against the desk, hiking her up until she was sitting on it with her legs around my waist. “I miss you.”
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Goddammit.
 
   What the hell is wrong with me?
 
   I hadn’t blinked since I uttered those words, and now the room fell quiet in intensity. I didn’t expect her to say anything back. What could she possibly say to that? I came here determined to resume our friendship, but instead, I ruined it.
 
   Like an idiot.
 
   Her eyes softened as she examined me, seeing the sincerity in my eyes as well as everywhere else. Her lips parted slightly, reminding me of the gentle kisses we once shared. “I miss you too.”
 
   Liquid softness spread across my heart, giving me the greatest amount of pleasure I’d ever known. I never expected her to say those words, so I wasn’t prepared for how they would make me feel. Cloud Nine was a real place, and I just landed. 
 
   “I just assumed you had a lot on your mind and needed some space.” She stood at her desk and watched me with affectionate eyes. They were bright like usual, containing the secrets of the world deep inside.
 
   I never needed space from her—just these ridiculous feelings. “I’ve just had some stuff going on…” Now I was even more convinced that these emotions were here to stay. All I could think about was the enchanting tone of her voice, the way her hair fell around her face like she was about to walk into a photo shoot, and the hypnotic way her eyes fell on me. I kept picturing her in my bed, but not naked and wet. She wore one of my t-shirts and a pair of boxers. Her lips were red and puckered from kissing me like she loved me. And I was just watching her sleep.
 
   “You want to talk about it?” She sat in the chair behind her desk.
 
   I couldn’t tell her what was really going on. If I did, it would just make things awkward…or at least more awkward. And if I told her how I felt and she felt the same way, it would be a moot point—because I couldn’t offer her anything. Maybe these feelings were real and not superficial, but that didn’t mean I wanted a commitment. Right now, I was just focused on making them go away. 
 
   I pulled up a chair and sat across from her. “I caught Clay eating out of a dumpster.”
 
   It took her a second to react, and when she did, she wasn’t shocked—just heartbroken. “Oh, no…”
 
   “I gave him some money to pay for food at school, but he said they run on a card system. So I loaded one with enough cash to last him until he graduates. And I bring food to our lessons now so I know he gets dinner.”
 
   “That’s so sweet of you, Volt.”
 
   No, it wasn’t. I wasn’t doing it for any kind of recognition. I wasn’t doing it because it made me feel good. I was doing it because…I cared about this kid. “I asked if his dad hits him, but he said no. I feel like he’s lying.”
 
   “Why would he lie?”
 
   “That’s the thing…I don’t know. There is no reason. If you were in an abusive household, wouldn’t you want to be taken out?”
 
   “I would think so,” she whispered.
 
   “I haven’t seen any bruises lately so…maybe he’s telling the truth.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “But if this kid isn’t getting food, and he has to hide the fact he’s being tutored…I can only assume the worst.” Two things were weighing me down at the moment. The first one was my feelings for Taylor. They didn’t die down during our time apart, and they definitely flared up when we were together. The second thing was Clay. I worried about him constantly, fearing what went down when he was home with his father. No kid should have to struggle like this, and my heart kept breaking over and over. I wasn’t an emotional guy, but Clay brought out the worst in me. 
 
   “Wait until he trusts you. Then ask him again.”
 
   “Kids like Clay don’t trust anyone. That’s how they survive.”
 
   “But you’ve gone above and beyond for him,” she whispered. “You aren’t just another grown-up. He knows you care about him.”
 
   I hoped he realized that. Because I suspected I was the only person who did care about him.
 
   “I’d like to meet him…if there’s ever a time.”
 
   “You would?”
 
   She nodded. “He doesn’t have a mom in his life, right?”
 
   I shook my head. “Not that I know of. It sounds like just the dad is in the picture.”
 
   “Every boy needs a mom…no matter how strong they are.”
 
   I could attest to that. Growing up, I was a momma’s boy. And frankly, I was still a momma’s boy. “I’ll give him some more time to get used to me before I bring in someone else. He’s very timid around people, like if he draws too much attention to himself, he’s going to be punished in some way.”
 
   “Volt, this is heartbreaking.” She ran her fingers through her hair and sighed. “How do you do it?”
 
   “I don’t know…” I really didn’t have an answer to that. 
 
   “Well, if he’s a sophomore now, he’s almost done with school. You can get him a decent score on the SAT and help him get out of his situation. In a few years, he’ll be in a better place, and this will seem like a distant nightmare.”
 
   “True.” I just hoped I could get him a good score on the exam. If his grades reflected his skill level, then I could only assume he was failing everything. Then the score would carry even more weight.
 
   Taylor stared at me, sympathy glowing in her stunning eyes. “How are you? Besides all of that?”
 
   Miserable.
 
   Confused. 
 
   Lost. 
 
   “Good. You?”
 
   “All the kids did great on the exam, but now I’m worried that might get me into trouble.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Well, they all got As. And that’s suspicious.”
 
   It was. 
 
   “It makes it look like the test was too easy…which it was. And now I’m afraid when they move on, they won’t be prepared. I’m afraid the kids will talk about me in the hallway and say how easy I am. The other teachers won’t respect me, and when the principal realizes that, he’ll start to reevaluate me.”
 
   All of those were valid points. “But it’ll get the parents off your back.”
 
   “Frankly, the parents are the least of my problems right now.”
 
   “The principal has to deal with parents all day long. Trust me on that. The less often he sees parents about you, the more he’s going to like you. Maybe this test was too easy, but you can make the next one a little more challenging. The parents won’t be as alarmed because they know you’re fair.”
 
   “I didn’t realize teaching was so political…”
 
   The sky was infinite in that regard. “It’s just as political as anything else you hear about.”
 
   “Great…”
 
   “But again, when you’re tenured, you have a lot more freedom to run your classroom how you want. Just don’t sleep with any of the kids and you’re good.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes on me.
 
   I chuckled. “I’m glad that’s not your thing.”
 
   “That’s not even funny to joke about.”
 
   In my short teaching career, I’d never come across anything like that, thankfully. If it happened to one of my students, I would be livid. If it happened to Clay, I’d see red. And if it happened to my own son or daughter…I’d be on trial for murder. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”
 
   She closed her folder and shoved her papers inside her bag. “Have plans tonight?”
 
   I was hoping to spend every free hour with her. “No. You?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   I wanted to invite her back to my place in the hope she would make another move on me. This time, I wouldn’t turn her down, and I would enjoy every second of those beautiful lips against mine. But I knew that was wishful thinking. Even if she did come on to me, I would have to turn her down because I knew that wasn’t what she truly wanted…but it was fun to imagine. “Can I take you out to dinner?” I immediately hated myself for wording it that way. 
 
   Taylor didn’t seem to notice anything. “I think I should take you out to dinner—and for a drink.”
 
   There’s nothing I wanted more. “I’d love that.”
 
   ***
 
   I forced myself not to stare at her too much over dinner. My eyes naturally wandered to her face, particularly her lips, and I needed to get a hold of myself before I freaked her out. I was coming to realize I was obsessed with her.
 
   And I’d never been this obsessed with a woman.
 
   “Have you moved on from the Drew incident?” She seemed to be in better spirits than she was three weeks ago. She was smiling just the way she used to, and that bubbling sense of life was bright in her eyes. 
 
   “Yeah. I’m over it.”
 
   “Good.” I sipped my wine and returned to my new favorite hobby—staring. “He’s an idiot for letting a woman like you go.” I hated myself for the stupid shit I was blurting out, but I could never stop myself in time.
 
   She smiled before she took her drink. “I actually started dating again.”
 
   My heart fell into my stomach quicker than the snap of a finger, and the nausea immediately followed it. My fingers were so tense I almost shattered the glass in my hand. I wanted to flip over the table and throw a tantrum, but I managed to restrain myself. “Oh…”
 
   “It’s actually a funny story.”
 
   Like ha-ha funny? Or blow my brains out funny?
 
   “I started online dating—”
 
   “Why the hell are you doing that?” I exploded like an active volcano. My anger had been building since she mentioned dating, and now I couldn’t hold everything back. I didn’t want her to date anyone, especially random strangers she met online. “Only losers do online dating. You’re so much better than that, Taylor. I would never date someone who lowered herself to that level.”
 
   Taylor held her glass near her face but didn’t take a drink. Her narrowed eyes showed her irritation as well as her unease. I could feel her pulling away without her actually moving. 
 
   Fuck. I’m an asshole.
 
   She finally took a drink to mask the tension. Her eyes drifted away, growing more uncomfortable by the minute.
 
   “I’m sorry I said all of that. I didn’t mean it. I just…” Don’t want you to date anyone but me. I want to take you home right this second and kiss you like no man ever has before. I want you to be mine forever. And I want to be yours. “I’ve had too much to drink.” 
 
   Taylor took another drink before she set her glass down. “It’s okay. I know you’ve had a stressful day.”
 
   Only Taylor could forgive me for being such an asshole. “That’s not an excuse.”
 
   “Really, it’s fine. Let’s just move on.”
 
   The tension fell on the table all over again. I was determined to sabotage this relationship every chance I got. I tried pushing her away and I succeeded, but not in the way I wanted. “So…did you meet anyone online you like?” I only asked the question to be polite. I wasn’t sure if I could tolerate her answer.
 
   “Uh…” She wrapped her fingers around the stem of her glass and stared at it. “No. I haven’t met anyone.” She took a long drink of her wine, finishing it off. “Natalie told me to give it a try, but I didn’t come across anyone I liked.”
 
   What a relief. “Maybe it’s too soon to date anyway. Take your time. There’s no rush.”
 
   “Yeah…maybe.” She poured herself another glass of wine.
 
   Our natural chemistry still hadn’t returned, and I spoiled the entire evening when I lost my temper. I got upset when I thought she was dating, but I had no right to be upset. I wanted her, but I didn’t want to have her. So why would I have any right to be pissed?
 
   At least she hadn’t met anyone she liked.
 
   I still had time to figure this out.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Taylor
 
   Sage walked me to my door at the end of the night. His hand was wrapped in mine, and he pulled me close to him, wanting our bodies to be as close to one another as possible.
 
   Without warning, he dug one hand into my hair and pulled me closer. He rubbed his nose against mine in the sexiest way imaginable before he leaned in and gave me a fiery kiss. 
 
   It started off slow and gentle before it escalated into something deadly. I was panting into his mouth and gripping his biceps so I wouldn’t float away on my high. His kiss was almost as good as the one I had with Volt, and I suspected it would soon surpass it. 
 
   “Can I come inside?” he breathed into my mouth.
 
   It was our second date, but we had a connection from the beginning. He was charming, funny, and oh-so-sweet. I loved everything about him. He made Drew look like a troll. 
 
   I wanted to invite him inside.
 
   But I remembered everything that happened with Drew. We moved way too fast, and as a result, I got my heart broken. I thought Sage was different, and that’s why I wanted to make sure I didn’t sabotage it with a hasty decision. “I would love that…but maybe we should get to know each other better.”
 
   Instead of being disappointed, he gave me a gentle kiss. “Whatever you want, sweetheart.”
 
   Now I liked him even more.
 
   He pulled me in for a hug and held me that way for a long time. “Never knew I would be happy about being stood up.”
 
   “Me neither.”
 
   He kissed me on the temple as he pulled away. “Are you free on Friday?”
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   “Have dinner with me.”
 
   He didn’t need to ask twice. “I’d love to.”
 
   “Great. I’ll see you then.” He gave me a kiss good-bye before he walked away.
 
   I watched him go until he turned down the hall, treasuring the sight of his nice ass the entire way.
 
   I walked inside and immediately called Natalie.
 
   “How’d it go?” She insisted that I call the second the date ended.
 
   “Great. Really great.”
 
   “You managed to say no to a sleepover?”
 
   “Yeah…and it was hard.”
 
   “Good for you. I’m sure that wasn’t easy.”
 
   I plopped down into the chair and realized I already missed him. “I really like him, Nat.”
 
   “I can tell.”
 
   “I think this could go somewhere. And he seems to really like me too.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t he?” she asked. “You’re perfect.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. 
 
   “When is Volt gonna meet him?”
 
   I held back the laugh that tried to escape my throat. “Never. I’m not telling Volt about this.”
 
   “Why not? I thought he was your best friend.”
 
   I remembered that awful conversation we had just a few days ago. “I started to tell him the story, and I began with the blind date part and he flipped out on me…more than I thought he would.”
 
   “Really? Why is that guy so judgmental when it comes to you?”
 
   “I don’t have a clue.”
 
   “Well, he’s going to find out eventually.”
 
   “I know he will. But at least I don’t have to tell him.” And deal with his shit afterward.
 
   “Gotcha.”
 
   “Well, I should go. I need to call Sara and tell her everything I just told you.”
 
   “You called me first? Aww.”
 
   “But she’s not going to know that.”
 
   “Or maybe you did call her first, but you’re just playing me…”
 
   “Hmm… I guess you’ll never know.” 
 
   She laughed. “Such a player.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Volt
 
   Derek ran down the court and dribbled the ball past me.
 
   I faked to the right then darted to the left, stealing the ball right from underneath his fingers. I charged down the court and made a slam dunk into the net. 
 
   It was nothing but air.
 
   “Traveling!” Derek yelled.
 
   “Was not traveling,” I argued.
 
   “You so were,” Derek argued.
 
   “I thought it was clean,” Jared said.
 
   “Oh, shut up.” Derek rolled his eyes then retrieved the ball.
 
   “I’m done.” Jared wiped his face with his t-shirt, removing the sweat and dirt.
 
   “I think I’m done too.” I sat on the bench and downed my water bottle. It was an unusually hot day in the city for this time of year. 
 
   “If anyone asks, I won.” Derek spun the ball on his finger for a second before he lost his balance and dropped it.
 
   “We weren’t keeping score.” I squirted water in my face to cool off.
 
   “Well, I was,” Derek said.
 
   He was a sore loser, so I let it go.
 
   Jared sat beside me on the bench. “So…is Natalie still seeing that guy?”
 
   The question came out of thin air, and it was so jarring, I actually looked at him. Did he suddenly have a thing for Natalie? Because he hadn’t noticed her once for the past five years. Why did he notice her now?
 
   “Yeah,” Derek answered. “She and Taylor went on a double date last night.”
 
   Say what?
 
   “They did?” Jared asked. “How did it go?”
 
   Wait, hold on. Taylor told me she wasn’t seeing anyone.
 
   “Natalie likes her date, but I guess Taylor is totally enamored by this guy she met,” Derek said. “They were both on blind dates that didn’t show up, so they hooked up instead.”
 
   Hooked up? “How long has this been going on?”
 
   Derek shrugged. “I don’t know. Two weeks?”
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Jared watched me. “You okay, man? You look sick.”
 
   I ignored his question. Taylor was already dating someone while I sat around and tried to figure out what the hell I wanted. Now that I knew she was already being wooed by some other guy the second she got out of a relationship, I realized how much time I had wasted. I could have swooped in before anyone else had a chance.
 
   I had the perfect opportunity.
 
   But I blew it because I was too stubborn and stupid.
 
   I wasn’t ready to be in a relationship, not after the way I was betrayed. But I couldn’t let Taylor walk away. I couldn’t lose out on the chance to be with someone I was so fond of. She was my best friend, the only person who had stepped into my inner circle so fluidly. She was special.
 
   I couldn’t let her go.
 
   I had to do something before it was too late. 
 
   ***
 
   I didn’t stop to shower and change my clothes. I went exactly as I was, in a sweaty t-shirt and basketball shorts. My palms were covered with dirt, and lines of sweat streaked down my forearms.
 
   But I didn’t have time to mess around.
 
   I knocked on her door but didn’t get an answer. So I rang the doorbell a few times and became the most obnoxious person on the planet. She still didn’t answer, so I rang the doorbell once more for good measure.
 
   I had to accept the fact she wasn’t home.
 
   Now I didn’t know what to do. 
 
   It was getting late so she should head home soon. She wasn’t out with me, so she must be out with whoever this dreamy guy was. 
 
   Or she might be staying at his place.
 
   The thought made me sick.
 
   I paced in front of her door so I had something to do. It was impossible for me to stand still for even a second. My heart was pounding painfully in my chest, and I could hardly catch my breath.
 
   I had to fix this.
 
   If I just told her how I felt from the beginning, I wouldn’t be in this situation. When I kissed her on my bed, there was more chemistry there than the damn periodic table. It was an explosion of feeling. There was no way she didn’t feel it too. 
 
   I knew she was attracted to me when we first met, and once romance was off the table, we became friends. So, I did have a chance. If I offered to give her more than just one night, she might take it.
 
   But I was an ass to her.
 
   Would she ever want to be with me after I insulted her? Would she want to be with me after I waited so long to figure out how I felt? Would she want me after I spent most of my life as a manwhore? 
 
   Was I good enough for her? 
 
   The elevator opened, and voices echoed down the hallway. I knew exactly whom they belonged to without even seeing them. Taylor and her date headed right my way, whispering to one another like longtime lovers.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Taylor spotted me by the door, and she immediately dropped the guy’s hand.
 
   I didn’t look at her. I looked at him.
 
   He was my height with dark brown hair. He clearly hit the gym several times a week, and he dressed to impress. Confidence radiated from his body in waves. I could feel his immediate dislike for me the second he laid eyes on me, some stranger standing outside Taylor’s door.
 
   I didn’t like him.
 
   I didn’t like the fact he was good-looking.
 
   I didn’t like the fact he wasn’t afraid of me.
 
   I didn’t like the fact he grabbed Taylor’s hand again when she purposely dropped it.
 
   And I didn’t like the fact he was a threat.
 
   Taylor immediately came to me, concern written all over her face. “Volt? Is everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. I just…wanted to talk.”
 
   “About?” she asked.
 
   “Can we talk inside?” Away from this asshole.
 
   “Uh…” She glanced at her date before she turned back to me. “I’m kind of on a date right now. Can it wait?”
 
   “No.” It couldn’t wait another second.
 
   “Um, alright.” She turned to her date and lowered her voice. “I’m sorry about this. Can I call you tomorrow?”
 
   A scowl was still on his face. “Are you going to introduce me?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.” Taylor turned to me. “Sage, this is my friend, Volt. Volt, this is my friend, Sage.”
 
   She didn’t call him her boyfriend—and that was music to my ears.
 
   He extended his hand to shake mine. “Nice to meet you.” He gripped my hand firmly, threatening me.
 
   I did the same back to him. “You too.”
 
   We both pulled our hands away quickly. 
 
   Sage turned to Taylor and gave her a kiss. “Call me tomorrow.”
 
   “I will.” She kissed him back.
 
   And I wanted to die.
 
   Sage walked down the hallway and didn’t look back until he got into the elevator. The doors closed, and he was finally hidden from view.
 
   Taylor got the door unlocked and walked inside.
 
   I followed behind her. “Look, I—”
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about him.” She tossed her clutch on the table. “But when I brought up the online dating thing, you got hostile with me. And when I was dating Drew, you were an ass about him every step of the way. I just didn’t want to deal with it.” She blurted everything out a million miles an hour until she was out of breath.
 
   Her face was contorted with stress, and somehow, I thought she looked beautiful. I always thought she looked beautiful. “You had every right to feel that way, Taylor. I was an ass. I don’t blame you.” It hit me in that moment how much I didn’t deserve her. This guy wanted her the moment he saw her, but it took me four months to figure out she was a piece of treasure sitting right in front of me. She wanted me, but I didn’t want her.
 
   What kind of man was I?
 
   I used to think her dresses and earrings were strange. I used to think she was a little ditzy. I didn’t appreciate her, not until long after we met. She was always a good friend to me, and I knew I wasn’t the best to her. 
 
   I didn’t deserve her.
 
   “What did you want to talk about?” She crossed her arms over her chest.
 
   My plan was to come here and tell her the truth. I was going to confess all my feelings and ask her for a chance. But I realized that plan wasn’t going to work. The second I saw the two of them together, I knew she liked him. 
 
   She didn’t like me.
 
   I was setting myself up for failure.
 
   For heartbreak.
 
   I took too long to figure everything out.
 
   There was only one thing I could do. I could try to get her to want me again. I could be the kind of man she wanted me to be. I could sweep her off her feet and convince her to be mine without actually saying a word.
 
   I could chase her—and chase her hard.
 
   And maybe she would leave Sage and pick me over him. 
 
   Maybe.
 
   “Volt?”
 
   I could be the man she deserved—if I tried hard enough. That’s how much I wanted her. I was willing to open old wounds to make this work. I was willing to get hurt again just for a chance.
 
   I was willing to do anything.
 
   “I had a hard day with Clay…wanted someone to talk to.” I felt like a dick for using him as an excuse. If there was one thing Taylor was a sucker for, it was helpless kids.
 
   “Oh, no. What happened?” She dropped her hands to her sides and came to me, her hands immediately reaching for my biceps.
 
   When she touched me like that, I couldn’t breathe. 
 
   I wanted to grip her around the waist and pull her into me. 
 
   I stared at her face and loved the concern in her eyes. I loved it when she looked at me that way, like I was the center of her world—at least for a moment. “He hasn’t been focusing lately. Seems distracted.” I couldn’t think of a complex lie on the spot, so I just said something vague. 
 
   “Maybe something is going on at home.”
 
   “Maybe…” 
 
   She walked into her kitchen and made two cups of tea. “Sit down.”
 
   I took a seat at the kitchen table, looking directly at her. My tea emitted steam that wafted into the air. Instead of taking a drink, I kept my attention on her. I wished the table weren’t separating us. I wish nothing was keeping us apart. I wish I didn’t have to compete with Sage.
 
   I wish I could call her mine.
 
   As of tomorrow, I would be competing in a game I’d never played before. I would be giving my all to win over a woman I could’ve had long ago. But I had to convince her to be with me, not ask her to. 
 
   And I had to win. 
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   Chapter One
 
   Volt
 
   I walked into the bar and felt the dull ache return. My heart was constantly vulnerable, on the edge of catching fire and burning out. Taylor was always in my thoughts, and she was always in my dreams. I wanted this woman—and I was afraid I wouldn’t get her.
 
   I spotted her talking to Natalie in the corner. She wore a skin-tight purple dress that hugged her beautiful hips and showed off her ridiculously sexy legs. Her hair was pulled back into a sexy updo, and I could only assume that was because the dress was backless.
 
   Oh man.
 
   While she looked great with her new fashion taste, I actually preferred her older stuff. I loved the big dresses with strange colors. I loved the globe earrings and the snake ring she wore from time to time. I loved her strange and quirky self—because she was perfect the way she was.
 
   After I grabbed a drink, I joined their conversation. My eyes were preoccupied with Taylor, and I hardly glanced at Natalie. Everyone else in the room seemed insignificant next to the woman I’d fallen for. I still couldn’t wrap my mind around the truth.
 
   That I’d fallen for someone at all.
 
   Natalie waved her hand in front of my face. “Uh, hi?”
 
   Shit, was I making it obvious? “Hey, Nat. How are you?”
 
   “Wasn’t sure if you even noticed me…” She was dressed in her finest as well, but I didn’t pay enough attention to know what color her dress was or how her hair was done. Everyone else in the room turned into strange blurs and shapes. 
 
   “Of course I did. You look nice.” My eyes examined Taylor’s shoulder, noticing the small freckles on her skin. I’d never noticed them before, and now I wanted to kiss each one—forever. 
 
   “Still haven’t looked at me…”
 
   Now I was just irritated. I turned to her and gave her my coldest stare. “Happy now?”
 
   Natalie rolled her eyes and walked away.
 
   Thank god she was gone. 
 
   “Don’t mind her,” Taylor said. “She’s just a little moody right now.”
 
   The second she left my sight, I stopped thinking about her. All I cared about was Taylor and the way her hair was pulled off her neck. Her delicate skin was revealed, and I got a hard-on in my jeans when I thought about kissing her everywhere. “I like the thing you’ve done with your hair…” I pointed at her neck like there would be any misunderstanding of what I was talking about. 
 
   “Uh, thanks.” She absentmindedly touched it.
 
   I cleared my throat then masked my unease with a drink. I acted like a total loser who had absolutely no game. Taylor would never notice me at this rate.
 
   “I was too lazy to do my hair so I just threw it up—”
 
   “I think it looks amazing.”
 
   She was just about to take a drink but faltered at my outburst. “Well…thanks.”
 
   I was just making this worse and worse. Why couldn’t I just turn on the charm like I did with all the other women? Why was this so difficult? She was my best friend, so I should know exactly what to say.
 
   Except I was clueless.
 
   “Do you have plans this weekend?” I suspected she was doing something with that piece-of-shit loser.
 
   “Sage is visiting his parents on Saturday, so we’re going to go out on Sunday.” Her eyes lit up slightly when she mentioned him. 
 
   I hated him. 
 
   Loathed him.
 
   “So…is this getting serious?” If she loved the guy, then I couldn’t intervene, but they just met and Taylor wouldn’t jump into something that quickly. She had a good head on her shoulders. 
 
   “We’ve only been out a few times, but I have a really good feeling about him. I think my search for Mr. Right is over.”
 
   Ouch.
 
   Fuck.
 
   No.
 
   “Don’t rush into anything. Remember, you really don’t know him.”
 
   “That’s true,” she said. “But I just have a hunch. The chemistry was there the moment we met. And we met under such strange circumstances that it makes me wonder if it was meant to be or something…”
 
   I felt sick.
 
   “I sound like a crazy person, don’t I?” She looked into her glass.
 
   “No…not at all.”
 
   “I’m not obsessed with marriage.”
 
   “I never said you were.”
 
   “I just want a partner I can spend my life with, have kids with, and I think he might be it.”
 
   “You don’t know him well enough to say that.” How could I have a fair chance if she was already making all these assumptions when she hardly knew him?
 
   “You’re right. I don’t know him well enough. But…I still have a good feeling about it.”
 
   I hated myself even more. She was right under my nose for the past six months, and I could have had her whenever I wanted her. All I had to do was ask her out and she would have been mine. But no, I chose to be a goddamn idiot instead.
 
   She stared at me, and I didn’t even notice. “Volt, are you alright?”
 
   “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “I just think I might be coming down with something.”
 
   “Oh no. And you just had the stomach flu not too long ago.”
 
   “I did?” When did that happen?
 
   “Yeah. A few weeks ago…”
 
   Now I remembered. I was using it as an excuse to avoid her. “Oh yeah. You’re right.”
 
   Taylor grew suspicious, and I didn’t blame her. “Are you sure you’re all right?”
 
   Other than losing the one woman I couldn’t live without? Fabulous. “Yeah. I’m sure. If you’re free on Saturday, want to get dinner?”
 
   “Sure. I’d love that.”
 
   “Where do you want to go?”
 
   A playful smile formed on her lips.
 
   “Pita Paradise?” I asked with a laugh.
 
   “What? It’s good.”
 
   “There are so many amazing restaurants in the city and that’s what you want? Tayz, it’s not even that good.”
 
   “I’m a weirdo. I know.”
 
   “I didn’t say you were a weirdo. You just have interesting taste.”
 
   She shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a little quirky.”
 
   “But I love you that way.” I never meant anything more in my life. The words left my lips, and I realized just how deep I was in. The moment I couldn’t have her was the moment I knew how I truly felt. A shooting star had crossed my path, but I didn’t take the time to look at it and appreciate it. By the time I understood how rare and beautiful it was, it already passed. 
 
   And I missed my chance.
 
   ***
 
   After dinner at Pita Paradise, we went to a piano bar. The place was crowded with people but the conversation volume was low. Everyone was dressed classy, wearing dresses and heels, and the men wore collared shirts. I didn’t usually wear a button up unless I was working, but tonight I did.
 
   And I knew why.
 
   Taylor was on her third drink, and she was laughing for no reason at all. “That one episode of South Park…Kenny dies.” She slapped the table as she relived whatever episode she was thinking of. “Oh man. Good stuff.”
 
   I didn’t get the joke, but I loved watching her laugh. Her eyes had an adventurous glow and her smile was to die for.
 
   I wish I were the one who made her laugh.
 
   She was almost finished with her third drink and she probably shouldn’t have another one. “So…how many women did you pick up this week?”
 
   My sexual appetite had disappeared when I realized how I felt about Taylor. I wasn’t in a relationship with her and she didn’t even know how I felt, but I couldn’t be with anyone else. And I didn’t want to be. “None.”
 
   “None?” She laughed like she thought I was making a joke. “Come on, be serious.”
 
   “I am being serious.” 
 
   She laughed again, having no idea what she was laughing at. “Yeah right. I can’t even imagine that. Your head would explode if you weren’t getting laid on a daily basis.”
 
   “Not really.” I was too depressed to feel anything.
 
   “Then you must be watching a ton of porn. Like, a ton.”
 
   I wasn’t doing that either. “No.”
 
   She grabbed another drink from the bartender and took a drink so big she almost spilled it down her dress. “Shh… I have a secret.”
 
   “Yeah?” That was her last drink. I wasn’t letting her have another.
 
   “Come here.” She waved me toward her.
 
   Getting close to her made me nervous. There was no way I could have my lips near hers and not kiss her.
 
   She grabbed my hand and pulled me closer. Without realizing it, she pulled my hand right against her chest. I could feel the swell of her boob.
 
   And it was nice.
 
   Since she didn’t know what was going on, I pulled my hand away.
 
   But she yanked it back. “You want to know my secret?”
 
   We were close enough for a kiss.
 
   I should just go for it.
 
   I could lie and say I was drunk.
 
   We’d have a great kiss and go home together. She would have such amazing sex she wouldn’t think about that loser she was dating. She would be mine and we could start something new.
 
   But that would make me an asshole. “What’s your secret?”
 
   She chuckled before she pressed her lips directly against my ear.
 
   My spine shivered when I felt her lips brush past my skin. Her breath amplified in my eardrum, and I could feel my dick harden at record speed.
 
   “I watch porn.” She chuckled and pulled away.
 
   I looked at her and grinned from ear to ear. “Really?” This was a topic I needed to know more about.
 
   “I know. I’m nasty.” She laughed again.
 
   “What are you into?”
 
   Her cheeks blushed. “Stuff…”
 
   “Come on, tell me.”
 
   “I don’t know. What are you into?”
 
   My taste had changed recently. “A beautiful brunette who’s a high school teacher.”
 
   A puzzled look formed on her face. “What?”
 
   She was too drunk to understand anything. “Nevermind. Now tell me what you like.”
 
   “All sorts of things…even threesomes.”
 
   “Say what?” I asked with a laugh.
 
   “Since you said you do threesomes a lot, I thought I would see what the fuss is about.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “It’s pretty hot.”
 
   “With two guys?”
 
   “No. Two girls.”
 
   Even hotter. “Yeah?”
 
   “I think it’s sexy when a man can please two women.”
 
   Then I was her man. “If you weren’t so drunk right now, I’d make a move.”
 
   She laughed like she thought I was joking.
 
   I wasn’t.
 
   She finished her drink then tried to order another.
 
   “Nope. I’m cutting you off.”
 
   She pouted her lips like a whiny kid. “Why?”
 
   “I’ve never seen you this drunk.” I sipped her drink. “Damn, no wonder why you’re wasted. They’re putting some serious shit in here.”
 
   She chuckled. 
 
   “Let’s get you home.”
 
   “But we’re having fun.”
 
   “Show me your favorite porn when we get to your place.”
 
   “What?” she asked incredulously. “That’s just weird.” She tried to get off the stool but slipped.
 
   I grabbed her by the waist and righted her. “Be careful, Bambi.”
 
   “I’m not a deer. I only have three legs…”
 
   My eyebrow rose. “Three?”
 
   “Yeah.” She counted each leg. “One…two…” Then she stopped with a puzzled look on her face. “That’s weird. I could have sworn I had three.”
 
   I didn’t laugh at her even though I wanted to. “It’s definitely time to get you home.”
 
   She took a step forward but her heel slipped on the tile.
 
   She was definitely Bambi. I scooped her up into my arms and held her against my chest. “I’ll give you a lift.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around my neck. “Geez, it’s high up here. You ever get scared?”
 
   “You get used to it.” I carried her out of the bar and up the sidewalk. I’d never held her before, and I loved how light she was in my arms. Our bodies were made specifically to form to each other. Was I the only one who noticed that?
 
   She set her clutch in her lap then leaned her head on my shoulder, not caring about all the people staring at us as we walked by. She closed her eyes and seemed to have fallen into a somber state from all the alcohol.
 
   My apartment was closer than hers. “You want to go to my place?” My offer wasn’t totally selfless. Okay, it wasn’t selfless at all.
 
   “Yeah…I’m tired.”
 
   Yes.
 
   ***
 
   I set her down on my bed and pulled off her heels. “At first, I thought you were a light weight, but now that I know they put bombs of liquor in your drink, I’m surprised you lasted so long.”
 
   She laid her head on my pillow. “I love liquor.”
 
   I chuckled then pulled the covers back so I could tuck her in.
 
   She sat up and unzipped the back of her dress.
 
   I froze as I waited for whatever she was about to do.
 
   She pulled the dress loose from her body then tossed it on the floor. She only wore a strapless black bra, and her tits were pushed together in the fabric. A cleavage line formed, and the silver chain around her neck contrasted against the color of her skin.
 
   I just stared, infatuated.
 
   She pulled her hair out of her face then grabbed the sheets.
 
   I couldn’t stop staring.
 
   She was nearly naked in my bed. Her bare skin was touching the mattress I slept on every night. Her natural scent would stick to my blankets and infuse the fabric for weeks.
 
   I couldn’t comprehend what was happening.
 
   I opened my nightstand and pulled out one of my t-shirts and tossed it to her. “Maybe you’ll be more comfortable in this.” And I’ll be able to control myself while I lay beside you.
 
   She didn’t sit up to grab it because she was too tired. She felt around on the blanket until she found it. Then, she pulled it on quickly, yanking it over her body and getting comfortable. Once she was adjusted, she lay back down.
 
   The gentlemanly thing to do was sleep on the couch in the living room. I didn’t mind giving her the bed because I’d never make a woman sleep anywhere else, but I didn’t want to be in a different room.
 
   I wanted to sleep beside her.
 
   I pulled off my shirt and jeans then grabbed my sweatpants from a drawer. Despite my strong urge to lay right beside her in bed, I managed to convince myself to head into the living room.
 
   “Where are you going?” She sat up when she heard my footsteps recede. Her mascara started to smear, and her shirt was several sizes too big. Who knew a woman could look so sexy in baggy clothes. 
 
   “Sleeping on the couch.” I stood in the doorway and waited for her to invite me back to bed. Actually, I hoped she would invite me back to bed. My body could keep her warm all night long, and her heart could chase away my ghosts.
 
   “No. Sleep in here.” She pulled the covers back so I could slip inside.
 
   I knew she was drunk and confused, but I wasn’t going to deny the offer. She’d slept with me before, so I used it as an excuse to hop in. I slid in between the sheets and lay beside her in the dark.
 
   There were a few inches of space between us, but those inches felt like miles. Her quiet breathing filled the room, and I could hear her small chest rise and fall with every breath she took. She kicked her feet a few times as she tried to get comfortable. 
 
   I lay still and stared at the ceiling.
 
   She turned around then moved into my side within a heartbeat. It happened so quickly I had no time to prepare for it. Her arm hugged my waist and she rested her face on my arm. Her slender legs settled against mine. She even tucked one leg between my thighs.
 
   This was heaven.
 
   I moved my arm under her head and pulled her even closer to me. Her head moved to my shoulder and her light breathing fell on my neck. Her hand rested on my flat stomach, and I loved feeling her weightless fingers there.
 
   It felt so good I wanted to growl.
 
   When women spent the night, they usually stuck to their side of the bed and I stuck to mine. I wasn’t a fan of cuddling. It was nothing against my partners. I was just too hot to be comfortable next to another body.
 
   But with Taylor, I couldn’t get enough. 
 
   I wanted to roll her onto her back and kiss her aggressively. Her nails would run down my back, leaving marks that would linger for days. She would moan for me, asking for more. And she would kiss me like she loved me.
 
   I knew that fantasy would come true if I made a move. If I kissed her and made love to her, she would want it as much as I did. The next morning, we’d have to talk about it, and that would be the perfect opportunity to ask her out on a date—and ask her to be mine.
 
   But that would be a fucked up thing to do.
 
   She was drunk. Drunk enough that she took off her dress right in front of me. It didn’t matter how good of friends we were. She never would have done that if she were sober. 
 
   I couldn’t do it.
 
   I wanted her to be mine, and I was willing to play dirty to make that happen, but I wasn’t willing to take advantage of her to achieve it—even if I had the best intentions.
 
   Because above all else, I was her friend. 
 
   And friends didn’t do that to each other.
 
   She released a quiet sigh just before she fell asleep. Her hold on me loosened and she drifted off into her dreams. 
 
   I had a moment of weakness and did something I shouldn’t. I turned into her and placed a soft kiss right on her lips. It felt just as good as the last time we had an embrace. My lips were so hot they felt cold, and my entire body came alive with ecstasy.
 
   I could have sworn she kissed me back, just a little. Her lips moved with mine slightly, and when I pulled away, they were slightly open. Maybe it was just my imagination, but I could have sworn it happened. 
 
   She released another sigh, telling me she drifted back to whatever dream she was having.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   Taylor
 
   I woke up with a massive migraine.
 
   The worst one ever.
 
   It was even worse than the one I had after my college graduation.
 
   It was that bad.
 
   The second I opened my eyes, the throbbing became worse. It was dark in the bedroom because the shades were shut, but that was still too bright for me. I saw the dark nightstand and the baseball bat in the corner.
 
   I didn’t own a baseball bat.
 
   Wait, where was I?
 
   I sat up and realized I was in Volt’s bed. We must have crashed here after the bar we went to. I couldn’t remember much of it, but I did recall Volt carrying me somewhere.
 
   “Hey, baby.” Volt sat at the edge of the bed and held out his open palm. Two painkillers sat in the center. 
 
   I snatched them out of his hand and swallowed them dry. “Oh, thank god.”
 
   Then he handed me a beer.
 
   “You actually expect me to drink that?” 
 
   “You think it’s for me?”
 
   “I just took meds. You aren’t supposed to drink alcohol.”
 
   “It’ll be fine.” He pressed it on me. “The best way to cure a hangover is to keep drinking.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I know it sounds crazy but it’s true.”
 
   I took the bottle and drank half of it.
 
   “There’s my girl.” He rubbed my back gently.
 
   I set the bottle on the nightstand with a loud clunk and just wanted to go back to sleep. I hadn’t felt this bad in a long time. My fingers ran through my hair to relieve the tension on my skull, and that’s when I noticed Volt was shirtless.
 
   And he was ripped.
 
   Every line of muscle was emphasized like it was outlined with permanent marker. His skin was flawless and tight, his strength and power obvious every time he moved. I knew he had a nice body, but I didn’t realize it was that nice.
 
   Volt watched me, his thoughts a mystery behind his eyes.
 
   “Have you always been this ripped?” I blurted.
 
   An arrogant smile stretched his lips. “Yeah.”
 
   “Oh…” I forced myself to look away because now I was just gawking.
 
   Volt grabbed an extra pillow and stuffed it behind my back. “Get comfortable. I’ll bring breakfast.”
 
   “In bed?” I asked in surprise.
 
   “Yep.” He left the bedroom for a few moments before he returned with a bed tray. He placed it over my legs. There was one plate with scrambled eggs, bacon, and two pieces of toast. In a shot glass was a little bit of water and two pink roses. After he set the tray down, he grabbed the orange juice and put it on the nightstand. 
 
   My mouth was hanging open because I was in shock. “Whoa…”
 
   “It tastes as good as it looks.”
 
   “I just… I’m surprised.”
 
   “Hotel De La Volt is pretty classy. You should stay here more often.”
 
   “I will if I get breakfast in bed every day.”
 
   He blurted out the following word at the speed of light. “Done.”
 
   I picked up my fork and began to eat, eyeing the roses at the same time. “Where did you find these?”
 
   “Outside. There’s a rose bush.” He left the bed and walked around back to his side. He got under the covers and picked up a paperback he was reading. He threw on a pair of black glasses and started reading.
 
   I took a drink of my juice and studied him. “You wear glasses?”
 
   He kept the book open and turned to me. “Just when I read. Sometimes, I have a hard time with the small font.”
 
   I never knew that. Surprisingly, he looked good in glasses. Somehow, he looked better. It brought out the color of his eyes and gave him a wise appearance. With his ripped body and thin hips, the glasses made him sexier than he already was. “You should wear those more often.”
 
   “Why?” This time he kept reading.
 
   “You look cute.”
 
   “Cute?” he asked with a smile.
 
   “I mean, they look sexy on you.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Now his mouth was upturned in a full smile. He shut the book and turned to me. “You’re into that?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say that. But they look good on you. I’m just giving you a compliment.”
 
   “Well, I appreciate that compliment. You’ve told me I’m hot twice in five minutes. I must be having a good hair day.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You always have a good hair day.”
 
   “I’m starting to think you have a thing for me.” He opened the book again and turned back to the page.
 
   “Yeah right.” Like that would ever happen.
 
   “Well, I think you’re pretty sexy. And cute. And funny. Beautiful. Smart and fun. Woman of my dreams.” He said it in a serious tone but his eyes continued to scan the words on the page.
 
   I couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not. He couldn’t be because Volt didn’t have those kinds of feelings for anyone. But it was such a strange thing for him to say. “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not.” I took a bite of my toast.
 
   “That’s because I’m not.”
 
   I chewed my food and had a difficult time swallowing it because my throat was so dry. “Well, if this is a joke, I don’t get it.”
 
   Volt turned the page. “Do you like your breakfast?”
 
   “It’s delicious. Thank you.”
 
   “I would have made you coffee, but it wouldn’t mix well with the alcohol.”
 
   “And I already took some painkillers. Don’t want to die today.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want that either.”
 
   I eyed the side of the book he was reading but couldn’t make out the title. “What book is that?”
 
   “The Count of Monte Cristo.”
 
   “Any good?”
 
   “Definitely one of my favorites.”
 
   “Do you read often?”
 
   “Every night before I go to bed.”
 
   I had no idea. “I don’t read as much as I would like. I just don’t have time.”
 
   “You always have time. It’s just a matter of making time.”
 
   I guess I’d rather watch TV before bed than read. I kept eating my breakfast until I wiped the plate clean. The roses were fresh and lively. I didn’t want to put them aside because they were so beautiful, invigorated with life even though they’d already been picked. I set the glass on the nightstand before I set the tray on the floor. “Would you judge me if I stayed and went back to sleep?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “I’m not cramping your style? You don’t have plans?”
 
   He looked up, complete seriousness on his face. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like. There’s nothing else I’d rather be doing right now.” He turned back to his book and flipped the page.
 
   Something felt different in the air, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. Since I was too exhausted and sick to put too much thought into it, I lay down and closed my eyes. That’s when I realized I was only wearing his shirt and my panties underneath. I couldn’t recall putting on the shirt or where I got it. “Did you dress me last night?”
 
   “No. You took off your dress, so I handed you a shirt.”
 
   “I just took off my dress?” I asked incredulously. How drunk was I?
 
   “Don’t worry, I didn’t see anything. And I wouldn’t have looked anyway.”
 
   “Oh really?” That wasn’t the Volt I knew at all.
 
   “I would have looked if it were someone else. Not you.”
 
   ***
 
   We played checkers in bed, and I won twice in a row.
 
   “I’m awesome at this.” I was always competitive when it came to games. It was just my nature.
 
   “Yep.” Volt seemed bored with the game, making lazy moves and not paying attention.
 
   “Are you just a sore loser?”
 
   “Did it occur to you that I’m letting you win?”
 
   All the pride left my body. “You wouldn’t…”
 
   “Or would I?” A slight smirk was on his lips. 
 
   “But you have no reason to let me win.”
 
   “You aren’t feeling well,” he answered. “I do have a reason.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. “I don’t want you to let me win.”
 
   “Alright then.” He made his next move and took three of my pieces. And he reached the very end. “King me.”
 
    A growl escaped my lips.
 
   “Now look who’s a poor sport.”
 
   We spent the day playing games, napping, and eating. I hung out with Volt a lot, but I never had a day quite like this. It was nice and relaxing, and I didn’t mind being in his t-shirt and sweatpants all day. He didn’t take a shower or get dressed either. And he wore his glasses all day, even when he wasn’t reading. I wondered if that was because of the compliment I gave him.
 
   Volt sat beside me on the couch while we watched TV. He was still shirtless, as he’d been all day. It’d become distracting, to say the least. Sometimes, I wanted to run my fingers down his chest just to feel how hard he was. “This is the best Sunday I’ve had in a while.”
 
   “Yeah. It got even better when my migraine went away.”
 
   He chuckled and ran his fingers through my hair. “Maybe you’ll take it easy next time.”
 
   “I didn’t drink that much.”
 
   “Well, the bartender must have thought you were cute because those drinks were strong.”
 
   “The bartender was a woman.”
 
   He smiled. “Even better.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and looked at the TV. When I saw the last football game of the day come on, I realized something. “Oh shit. Today is Sunday.”
 
   His fingers paused when they were in my hair. “Yeah…”
 
   “I’m supposed to see Sage.” How could I have forgotten? “Damn, where’s my clutch?”
 
   He dropped his hand, and his eyes fell along with the movement. “On the kitchen counter.”
 
   I hopped off the couch and headed straight for it. After I pulled out my phone, I realized the screen was black.
 
   The battery was dead.
 
   No wonder why I hadn’t heard it ring.
 
   I grabbed Volt’s phone charger and plugged it in so I could turn it on. The moment the screen came on, I got text messages from Sage.
 
   Are we still on for tonight?
 
   A few hours later, he texted again. Did you get my last message?
 
   Then he texted me again. Everything all right?
 
   I felt like such a jerk for making him worry. I was lying around Volt’s house all day doing absolutely nothing. I’m so sorry for the late reply. My phone died and I didn’t even realize it.
 
   The three dots formed on the screen instantly, like he was waiting by the phone. I’m just relieved you’re okay. A little worried there.
 
   I’m sorry for stressing you out.
 
   It’s okay. As long as I get to see you tonight I’ll forgive you.
 
   I smiled. I’m getting the check so don’t bother.
 
   Then I’m getting a kiss.
 
   I smiled again. That works for me.
 
   I set my phone down and walked back to the couch. “I got a hold of Sage. Everything is okay.”
 
   Volt stared at the TV and didn’t turn around.
 
   “Volt?”
 
   “That’s great,” he said quietly. 
 
   I thought I detected a hint of hostility in the air, but that couldn’t be possible. “I’m going to head out. I need to shower and get ready for my night.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   I changed back into my dress and heels and grabbed my clutch. I headed to the door where Volt was already standing. “Thanks for letting me crash here.”
“No problem. You’re welcome to stay here whenever you want.” That happiness that was in his eyes just a moment before was gone. Now he seemed hollow, like he’d never find joy as long as he lived.
 
   “Is something wrong?” One moment we were watching TV together, laughing and talking about the game. Then the next moment, he was quiet and distant. 
 
   “No.” He opened the door and gestured for me to walk out. “Have a great time on your date.”
 
   I walked out. “Okay…”
 
   “See you later.” He shut the door and immediately locked it when it was closed.
 
   It was the strangest goodbye, but if Volt really had a problem, he would come out and tell me. Perhaps he was just tired or had a hangover like I did. Maybe I was reading into things that weren’t there.
 
   So I left.
 
   ***
 
   We sat across from each other at the table in the restaurant, and while we ate our entrees, we discussed work and music. I told Sage about my classroom and how the school year was getting easier every month—thanks to Volt.
 
   He stared at me most of the time, but since he was so charming and handsome, it didn’t feel intrusive. It seemed like I was the only woman in the room. “So, what happened today? With your phone?”
 
   “Oh, that.” The night before was a drunken blur. “It died at some point last night or this morning, but I was so hung over, I didn’t even think about it.”
 
   He chuckled. “Sounds like a good night.”
 
   “Yeah. But I don’t think I’ll be drinking like that for a while.”
 
   “Did you sleep all day?”
 
   “For the most part. I woke up when Volt made breakfast then I went back to sleep for a while. Then we started watching the game, and I lost track of time.” His bed was unnaturally comfortable. It was like sleeping on a pile of sheep. His mattress was soft and his sheets were made of satin. I wasn’t sure how he got up every morning. If it were me, I’d just lay there forever.
 
   Sage was about to spear a piece of chicken when he stopped. “Volt made you breakfast?”
 
   “Yeah, I didn’t know he could cook either.” I chuckled and kept eating.
 
   “So, that means he was at your place?” He held his fork but didn’t take another bite of his food. He stared at me quietly, his thoughts a mystery behind those hazelnut eyes.
 
   “No. We were at his place.”
 
   “Meaning…you spent the night?” He kept his tone the same, but his eyes were full of accusation.
 
   Now I understood what he was thinking. “No, not like that.”
 
   He released the breath he was holding.
 
   “Well, I did sleep over. But that was because we were drinking last night, and I had way too much. So he carried me to his apartment and let me crash in his bed. The next morning, he helped me get rid of my hangover. That’s all.” Since Volt was my best friend, I didn’t think any of that was weird. Sometimes I forgot how our relationship seemed to other people who didn’t know us.
 
   “Oh… Do you do that often?”
 
   The only other time that I had was when I tried to sleep with him. “No.”
 
   “Okay.” He finally returned to eating, but he still seemed uneasy. The date wasn’t as carefree as it was a moment earlier. Tension filled the air.
 
   Maybe I shouldn’t have said all of that.
 
   But that would be lying.
 
   Hopefully, he wouldn’t ask if we slept in the same bed. Because I couldn’t lie, and it would make me look like a downright ho. “Volt and I have been good friends for a while. We do a lot of stuff together.”
 
   He took a long drink of his wine. “Have you guys dated before?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Not once?” he asked.
 
   “Nope. Volt isn’t my type, and I’m not his either.”
 
   He stopped eating again. “Really?”
 
   “Really what?”
 
   “You think you aren’t his type?”
 
   “I know I’m not.” He wanted a supermodel with ridiculous measurements. They had to wear skin-tight clothes at all times, and their hair had to look like they just walked out of a salon every second of the day. And he wanted something hollow and meaningless.
 
   I didn’t care about any of that stuff. Of course, I wanted good sex…but I wanted it to be good because there was so much love between my partner and I…not because he practiced on different women every night.
 
   Sage gave me a look I’ve never seen before.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”
 
   Why would I be joking? “Sorry?”
 
   “It’s just…” He turned back to his plate. “Never mind.”
 
   “What?” I pressed.
 
   “Forget I said anything.” He turned to the waiter and made a hand gesture to request the tab. 
 
   I wasn’t even finished with my dinner.
 
   Did I screw this up?
 
   What did I say?
 
   Was this over?
 
   ***
 
   Sage walked me to my door, his hands in his pockets. “Well, thanks for having dinner with me.” He kept a foot of space between us, like we were coworkers or siblings. “I’ll see you around.”
 
   He was blowing me off. “Sage, hold on.”
 
   He turned back around, disappointment written on his face.
 
   “I don’t know what I said to push you away, but I’m sorry for that. Talk to me. I don’t want this to end.”
 
   He rubbed his hand up the back of his neck, his fingers brushing through his hair.
 
   “We were great at the start of dinner, but then it crashed at the end. Did I do something?”
 
   “I just…don’t want to get involved with someone who’s already involved with someone else.”
 
   What was he talking about? “I don’t understand your meaning.”
 
   “I know we aren’t exclusive or anything, so I really have no right to feel this way. But…whatever you have with Volt seems pretty serious. Maybe if you were casually dating someone else, it wouldn’t bother me. But, the fact you’re sleeping over there and spending all day with him without even realizing your phone is off…makes me uneasy.”
 
   Why did I tell him about Volt at all? It was biting me in the ass. “Sage, I understand where you’re coming from. But there’s nothing going on between Volt and I. He really is just a friend.”
 
   “That’s in love with you.”
 
   I took an involuntary breath when I heard what he said. My lips parted with a gasp and my eyes expanded to twice their normal size. His words were so ridiculous I couldn’t even process them. “Sage, that’s absurd.”
 
   “Is it?” he pressed.
 
   I laughed because it was ridiculous. “Trust me, Volt doesn’t see me as anything besides his annoying friend. He makes fun of me every single day, and he sleeps around with anything that moves. When we first met, he told me I was a weirdo. I think I gave you the wrong impression because of what happened last night. But I promise you, we’ve never done anything like that before.”
 
   “That isn’t the only reason why I feel this way.”
 
   I didn’t have a clue what that other reason was. “Okay…”
 
   “I see the way he looks at you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Volt is just protective of me. After my last boyfriend, he doesn’t want me to get hurt again.”
 
   “What happened with your last boyfriend?”
 
   I didn’t want to get into it when we were just starting to date. Talk about a mood killer. “He cheated on me.”
 
   “I see…” Sage’s eyes filled with sadness.
 
   “Volt was upset about it and took matters into his own hands…” Even though Drew deserved it, I wish Volt hadn’t done what he did. “And he’s just worried about me getting hurt again. That’s all.”
 
   Sage’s shoulders started to relax and the coldness disappeared from his eyes. “I guess I can understand that.”
 
   “I’m sorry I gave you the wrong impression. But there’s really nothing between Volt and I. I love him and he loves me—but in very platonic ways.”
 
   “Okay,” he said. “I believe you.”
 
   I saved this date from total destruction. I just wish I wasn’t stupid enough to say anything about Volt to begin with. “So…are you free on Tuesday? I’d like to take you out…so we can have a redo.”
 
   Finally, he smiled. It was the kind of joy that reached his eyes instead of staying on his lips. “I’d like that.”
 
   Crisis averted. “Great. Me too.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   Volt
 
   Clay began the critical thinking part of the exam. He had to read an article and determine the tone and intention the author was trying to portray. Thankfully, we worked on the vocabulary section for a long time. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to read a single sentence.
 
   My mind was somewhere else the entire time he worked. I kept thinking about the way Taylor stabbed me in the heart when she left my apartment the other day. We spent the entire Sunday lying in bed together or watching TV on the couch. She even forgot about her date until the day was nearly over.
 
   And then she left.
 
   Was I stupid for thinking that Sunday afternoon actually meant something? I made her breakfast in bed like I would every day if she was the woman I woke up next to. I ran my fingers through her hair and even told her how I felt about her.
 
   But she didn’t take me seriously.
 
   Honestly, I was hoping she would forget about Sage.
 
   And when I thought I got what I wanted, I was thrilled. Then it was taken away from me in the blink of an eye.
 
   She didn’t want to stay with me.
 
   She wanted to go.
 
   “Volt?”
 
   “Hmm?” I turned back to Clay, unsure how long I’d been drifting.
 
   “I’ve been trying to get your attention for, like, a minute now.”
 
   “Well, now you have it. What’s up?” I ran my fingers over my temple, feeling a migraine that emerged from my heart rather than my brain.
 
   Clay studied me, his hand still holding the corner of the page like he was going to flip it. He marked up the page with the blue pen I’d given him, underlining the parts he was unsure about as well as the key points he needed to answer the questions.
 
   When he didn’t say anything, I spoke again. “What’s your question?” Over the course of the past few months, he’d dropped his smartass attitude and became more open with me. Instead of watching every move I made because he didn’t trust me, he finally took down his walls and breathed easily around me. He was a different kid altogether. 
 
   “Seems like something is bothering you. Did I do something?” The vulnerability in his voice, something he never let escape, crushed me.
 
   “No. Not at all, Clay.” This kid had become an essential part of my existence. When I wasn’t with him, I worried about him, particularly on the weekends. I wondered if his father was treating him well. I always gave him money on Friday so he could get through the weekend, and I just hoped it was enough. I cared about him more than I could stand. It was the kind of concern that actually hurt. “There’s something else on my mind…”
 
   “You want to talk about it?”
 
   “No, it’s okay.” I wasn’t talking about my love life with a sixteen-year-old.
 
   “Oh… I thought we were friends.”
 
   “We are friends,” I said quickly.
 
   “Well, I tell you stuff…but you don’t tell me stuff.” He looked down at the page and picked up his pen again.
 
   He was right. This was a two-way street. And I suspected he didn’t have any friends besides me. “It’s about a girl.”
 
   He looked up again, interested.
 
   “I…kinda have a thing for her, but she doesn’t notice me.”
 
   “Been there, done that.”
 
   “I’m not sure what to do about it.”
 
   “How can she not notice you?” he asked with a laugh. “You’re good-looking and rich. What else can a girl want?”
 
   I smiled. “Did you just give me a compliment?”
 
   “Uh…shit. I did.”
 
   “Hey. What did I say about cussing?”
 
   He rolled his eyes.
 
   “And looks and wealth don’t matter when it comes to women.”
 
   “That’s a load of crap.”
 
   “Well, they don’t matter when it comes to this woman.” Taylor cared more about inner beauty than anything else, and I seriously lacked in that department. She’d only seen the ugly side of me, the broken man that had his heart ripped out of his chest. I turned ice-cold after I got my heart shattered, and that’s all she’d ever known. If we met before all of that happened, things would have been different. Much different. 
 
   “What does this woman want?” 
 
   “A nice guy.” In a nutshell.
 
   “But you are a nice guy.”
 
   “Not really.” I was selfish and superficial. I was the first one to admit all my faults. Taylor was out of my league, and I knew it.
 
   “I think so,” Clay said. “No one has ever paid any attention to me…at least in a good way. You help me every day after school and give me food. No one cares about me except you.”
 
   His words were both beautiful and devastating. “Clay, that’s not true.”
 
   “Yes, it is,” he whispered. “And we both know it.” He turned back to the page and kept his eyes averted.
 
   “Your teachers care about you—”
 
   “They hate me. I’m just some annoying poor kid that sits in the back of the class.”
 
   “And your father—”
 
   “He only uses me to get money from the government. And he pisses it away on drugs and liquor. He doesn’t care whether I live or die.”
 
   How this kid was still going floored me. He was in my office, trying to make a better life for himself. After saying all of that, I’m not sure where he got the motivation. “I’m sure you have friends who care about you.”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m on my own.”
 
   There I was complaining that I couldn’t be with the one woman I actually wanted while Clay was fighting to survive every single day. I didn’t know true misery, not like him. “You’re never on your own, Clay. You always have me.” 
 
   ***
 
   Clay grabbed his rusty bike from the bike rack, and we walked up the sidewalk together.
 
   “How about we get you a new bike?” It didn’t look like it would last much longer. It was rusty and old, and the chain popped off every two seconds.
 
   “No, it’s okay.”
 
   “I really don’t mind, Clay.”
 
   “If I come home with a new bike, Dad will wonder where I got it. It’s just best to leave it alone.”
 
   His dad wouldn’t want his son to have something nice? I would never understand those kind of parents. I’ve heard of them before, but I’ve never been in so deep like I was now. “Let me know if you change your mind.”
 
   “It’s easier having crappy stuff anyway. I never have to worry about someone stealing it. When you don’t have nice things, people leave you alone.”
 
   An Aston Martin was sitting in my garage at that very moment. It was a beautiful car I hardly ever drove, but I had the wealth to afford something I didn’t even need. 
 
   Now I hated that car.
 
   And I hated myself for owning it. 
 
   “Want to get something to eat?” I didn’t have time to pick up food before our study meeting.
 
   He shrugged. He never asked for anything even though I made it clear I’d get him anything he wanted. 
 
   “How about Mega Shake?” It was just at the end of the block.
 
   “Cool,” he said. “I love that place.” There was a skip in his step when he knew he was getting dinner.
 
   And that made me sad.
 
   “Volt?”
 
   I could recognize that voice anywhere. It was in my dreams, and when I was awake, it echoed in my mind. 
 
   I turned around and saw Taylor standing there. She had her big bag over her shoulder, and she wore a light blue dress with a pink cardigan. Her clothes were always two sizes too big and didn’t highlight all of her natural curves. Sometimes I wondered if she was specifically trying to hide them. 
 
   Her hair fell over one shoulder, like always. A breathtaking smile was on her lips, making her eyes crinkle in the corners. Standing right in front of me was the one woman I wanted but couldn’t have. I hadn’t gotten laid in so long I couldn’t remember the last time it happened. I had every right to go out and snag a beautiful woman, but there was no one else I wanted.
 
   I only wanted her. 
 
   She came up to me with that smile still on her lips.
 
   I forgot where I was and what I was doing, just standing there in awe. When I looked at her, I froze on the spot, unable to determine reality from fiction. She made me nervous and awkward at the same time.
 
   She turned me into a different man entirely.
 
   “You all right?” she asked when she was just a foot away.
 
   I snapped out of my daydream and cleared my throat. “Sorry, the sun was at a weird angle…couldn’t really see.” The sun was setting the opposite way, but I needed something to say.
 
   She didn’t challenge me. “What are you up to?”
 
   “Uh…” I couldn’t remember, actually.
 
   Clay chuckled from beside me.
 
   And that’s when I fell back into place. “Clay and I were about to get something to eat.”
 
   Clay laughed again, knowing I was acting like a total idiot. “Yeah. We’re going to Mega Shake. Wanna come?”
 
   He hated any adult he met, so I knew he understood exactly who Taylor was.
 
   Taylor looked at him, and whatever affection she had for me was amplified tenfold for him. “I’ve heard so much about you, Clay. It’s great to meet you.” She extended her hand and shook his.
 
   “You’ve heard that I’m a super smart and good-looking stud?” he asked with a grin.
 
   Taylor laughed. “Yes. That’s exactly what I heard.”
 
   “I teach Volt the ways of my charm—whenever I have time.” He was still sitting on his bike with his backpack hanging off his shoulders.
 
   “That’s very nice of you.” Taylor was immediately smitten with him, just like she was with all of her students. 
 
   It was nice having Clay there because the focus was taken off of me.
 
   “Let’s get something to eat.” Clay turned his bike and started pushing it toward the restaurant. “I’m starving.”
 
   “Good call.” Taylor trailed behind him and walked beside me.
 
   I put my hands in my pockets, feeling out of place standing so close to her. I could smell the usual scent of vanilla and oranges from her soft hair. I could feel the bristle of the breeze every time she moved. I was innately aware of every little thing she did, even when she took an innocent breath.
 
   I couldn’t believe there was ever a time when I didn’t feel like this.
 
   We walked into the diner and ordered our food before we sat down in the booth. Taylor sat beside me, and Clay sat across from us. He kept looking at Taylor, just as interested in her as I was. 
 
   “What do you do for money?” Clay asked as he ate his fries.
 
   “What do I do for money?” Taylor asked with confusion.
 
   “Yeah,” Clay said. “What’s your job?”
 
   “I’m a teacher,” Taylor said. “I teach at Bristol Academy.”
 
   Clay grimaced. “Bunch of preppies…”
 
   “Clay,” I warned him. “Don’t be rude.”
 
   “I’m not being rude,” Clay said. “Kids who go to private school are preppies. Everyone knows that.”
 
   Instead of being annoyed, Taylor continued the conversation. “Those kids in private school aren’t any different than you.”
 
   “Whatever,” Clay said. “They’re a bunch of smart, rich kids.”
 
   “You’re smart too.”
 
   “Am not,” Clay argued.
 
   “That’s not what Volt tells me.” She smiled as she looked at Clay.
 
   The conversation started to feel comfortable, and without thinking twice about it, I rested my arm over the back of her chair, touching Taylor on the nape of her neck. 
 
   I realized my mistake, but it was too late to fix it. At least she didn’t notice anything.
 
   “Really?” Clay asked, his eyes moving to mine.
 
   “What can I say?” I said with a shrug. “I talk about you.”
 
   “And say bad things?” Clay pressed.
 
   “Nothing but good things,” Taylor said. “He’s very fond of you.” She smeared her fries in ketchup then popped them into her mouth. 
 
   I’d give anything to be those fries. 
 
   Clay asked her more questions about the school she taught at, and then the conversation turned to the SAT. They got along well, better than Clay and I got along when we first met. Taylor had a natural aura that made people feel comfortable in her presence. Perhaps it was a maternal atmosphere. Or maybe it was the way she spoke. I didn’t know. 
 
   Maybe she cast a spell on all of us.
 
   Clay finished eating then pushed his tray away. “I better get home. Thanks for dinner, Volt.”
 
   He always said thank you. And that was something I didn’t need to teach him. He was proud and stubborn, but he was grateful and appreciative. That’s how I knew he was a good kid underneath all that street talk. “You’re welcome, Clay.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Lady.” He winked then walked out.
 
   When he was out of our sight, Taylor turned to me. “He’s cute.”
 
   “Just don’t tell him that.” He wouldn’t like that description one bit.
 
   “I understand why you’re so determined to help him.”
 
   “He’s a good kid in a bad situation.”
 
   “I see what you mean.” She finished her food then picked at a few of my fries.
 
   If someone else ate off my plate, I’d be annoyed. But this woman could do whatever she wanted. And she definitely was doing whatever she wanted.
 
   “Any bruises?”
 
   “I haven’t seen any in awhile.”
 
   “Good.” She sighed in relief. “I’m glad he has someone watching over him.”
It was sad that I was the only one. “Everyone needs someone. And I’m his someone.”
 
   “You know what?” She turned to me, those beautiful blue eyes sucking me in. “You’re my someone.”
 
   “Yeah?” We were close to each other in the booth, close enough that I could kiss her if I had the balls to do it. I kissed her the other night and felt her kiss me back. Why couldn’t we do that now? Why couldn’t we do that all the time? Why couldn’t we do that for the rest of our lives?
 
   Shit, I was in deep. 
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “You’re my someone. You know, that person I can always rely on to look out for me.”
 
   “And you’re my someone.” My only someone.
 
   “Good thing we have each other.” She turned back to my tray and ate a few more fries.
 
   Why could we have these conversations but not be something more? How could she sit this close to me in a booth but not feel what I feel? How did those feelings just disappear? How could she date someone else?
 
   I wanted to ask about Sage, but I didn’t want to hear her answer. What I really wanted was for her to say they weren’t seeing each other anymore. That would be the best news I’ve heard in a while. “How was your date?”
 
   “It was okay.”
 
   Okay? That didn’t sound good. Was I an asshole for being excited by that answer? “Something go wrong?”
 
   “We just got into an argument over something stupid…”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   She shook it off. “Nothing important. But we’re going out again on Tuesday.”
 
   Ugh. What a tease. “Did you sleep with him?” 
 
   What the hell was wrong with me?
 
   Why did I ask these questions when I didn’t want the answers?
 
   Why was I torturing myself?
 
   “No,” she answered. “On our last date, he wanted to come inside, but I didn’t want to rush it. We’ve only seen each other a few times. I went too fast with Drew and looked what happened there.”
 
   I seized the opportunity. “You’re right. You should go slow. Like, really slow. Maybe even wait until marriage.”
 
   She laughed because she thought I was joking. “Maybe even wear a chastity belt.”
 
   “Even better. Wear it at all times, just in case.”
 
   She laughed harder. “I’ll just hide it under my clothes and wear it when I’m in my bikini. People won’t think that’s weird.”
 
   “I think it’s the best idea I’ve ever heard.” As long as she gave me the key to unlock it. 
 
   Her chuckles died down. “What have you been up to?”
 
   “Nothing much.” Just hating life.
 
   “No ladies?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “That has to be a record for you. What’s it been? A few weeks?”
 
   “A month, actually.” I’d been jerking off a lot—thinking of that night she and I fooled around.
 
   “Is everything okay?” She crossed her legs then faced me again.
 
   “Yeah…just haven’t been in the mood lately.”
 
   “Do you go through these phases often?”
 
   Never. “Every once in a while.”
 
   “Well, at least you’ll really enjoy the sex when you put yourself out there again.”
 
   The idea of having sex with anyone but her didn’t seem appealing at all. It would be another meaningless night with a random woman. With Taylor, kissing her was more exciting than any hot sex I’ve ever had. It was full of passion and desire. And it was sexy as hell.
 
   That’s what I wanted. “How’s your classroom doing?”
 
   “Good,” she said. “I’m giving them another exam soon. This time, I’m doing it my way.”
 
   “Be careful with that.”
 
   “That last exam was way too easy. They need something more complicated.”
 
   “What about a field trip?” I was just relieved we weren’t talking about my sex life anymore. Because when I thought about sex, I thought about her. And that made me hard in my jeans, and it would be impossible to cover up—if she looked.
 
   “I haven’t done one yet.”
 
   “It’s almost the end of the first semester, and you haven’t done a field trip yet?” That was bound to piss off some parents.
 
   “There just hasn’t been time.”
 
   “You need to make time.” Like, ASAP.
 
   “I don’t know…then I have to get chaperones.”
 
   “I’ll be a chaperone. You only have twelve students, so two adults should be fine.”
 
   “Really?” she asked. “They won’t think it’s weird a random guy is volunteering for a school field trip?”
 
   I wasn’t just a guy. “It won’t be a problem. Remember, I used to be a teacher.”
 
   “Oh yeah.” She smacked herself in the forehead. “Sometimes I forget.”
 
   “Let’s schedule one. How about the Planetarium?”
 
   “Ooh…that could be cool.”
 
   We could sit together in the dark. I could innocently touch her hand and imagine she was touching mine in the same way. If we had enough quality time together underneath the projected stars, maybe she would look at me differently. 
 
   Maybe she would forget about Sage.
 
   ***
 
   “Hey, dear. How are you?” Mom spoke into my ear over the phone.
 
   I was sitting at my desk at work. “Good. How are you?”
 
   “Great. My shop is closing down since the holidays are just around the corner. I keep asking your father to take me to Paris, but he won’t budge…”
 
   “He’ll come around, Mom.” I put my feet on the desk and closed my eyes, wanting this conversation to end. I suspected my love life would come up—because it always came up.
 
   “Will you be driving up with us this weekend?”
 
   “This weekend?” Driving up with them where?
 
   “To Suzie’s wedding. You don’t remember?”
 
   It totally slipped my mind. I didn’t care much for weddings. I couldn’t be myself at family weddings because that was just weird. “Now I do.”
 
   “Well, Paul’s daughter is going to be there. She’s actually sitting at our table.”
 
   Oh no. My parents were setting me up on another blind date. They were the worst. Most of them were super conservative debutantes, and that definitely wasn’t my type. 
 
   “Volt?”
 
   I could get out of this forced date by not going to the wedding at all. But that would make me look like a huge dick when I already said I was coming. The only other alternative was to bring someone. 
 
   Taylor.
 
   The light bulb went on in my head, and I just went with it. “I’m bringing someone.” Taylor would come along if I asked her to. She loved food, people, and dancing. A wedding would be perfect for her. And there’s no one else I’d rather go with. 
 
   Mom was dead silent before the gasp came. “You’re bringing someone?” Her voice was louder by tenfold and her excitement bubbled like a newly opened bottle of champagne. “Volt, that’s absolutely wonderful. I’m so excited to meet her. I’m sure she’s amazing.”
 
   She is amazing. 
 
   “Tell me about her.”
 
   “Her name is Taylor.”
 
   “Awe…beautiful. How long have you been dating?”
 
   “We’re just friends, Mom.”
 
   “Oh, okay.” She was rolling her eyes through the phone. I could actually hear it. “Your father and I won’t scare her off.”
 
   Better not. “I’ll see you on Saturday then.”
 
   “Alright. I’m looking forward to seeing you, baby.”
 
   My mom still called me baby. But what was I supposed to do? Ask her to stop? She’s my mom. I can’t do that. “I can’t wait to see you too.”
 
   “Love you, baby.”
 
   There she goes again. “Love you too.”
 
   ***
 
   Clay didn’t open his notebook like he usually did. He fell into the chair across from me and gave me a mischievous grin. He had a trick up his sleeve, and I suspected I wouldn’t like it. 
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Volt and Taylor sitting in a tree…k-i-s-s-i-n-g—”
 
   “Are you five?”
 
   “You act like such a loser around her.”
 
   If Clay noticed it, then she must have too. And that was the most mortifying thing ever. I had the smoothest moves when it came to women, but all of those plays went out the window when Taylor stole my heart. Now I could barely say hello to her. “I admit I’m a little off my game.”
 
   “Off your game?” Clay laughed. “You look like a stupid buffoon when you stare at her like that.”
 
   “I know.” He didn’t need to tell me twice.
 
   “How does she not notice?”
 
   “I don’t—” That last sentence gave me some hope. “You don’t think she notices?”
 
   “Nah. She’s totally blind.”
 
   Was I really taking comfort in the observations of a sixteen-year-old? “That’s a relief.”
 
   “Why don’t you just ask her out?”
 
   “Because…”
 
   “Because why?” he pressed.
 
   “She doesn’t see me like that. I’m just a friend to her.”
 
   “And isn’t asking her out on a date a good way to show her otherwise?”
 
   “But she’ll say no, and it’ll be weird.”
 
   Clay stared at me like he didn’t understand me at all. “I don’t get it. I thought real men weren’t scared of anything?”
 
   “They aren’t, but…it’s complicated.”
 
   “Complicated how?”
 
   “Because she’s my friend. And if I make a stupid move, she might stop being my friend.”
 
   “I don’t have many friends,” he said. “But I always assumed they were your friend no matter what?”
 
   “Well…yeah.”
 
   “Then go for it. She’s cute.”
 
   “I know she is.” I noticed it every damn day. “But she’s seeing someone.”
 
   “Oh…she has a boyfriend?”
 
   “Not a boyfriend. They aren’t serious—at least not yet.”
 
   “Then you can do something.”
 
   Clay was too young to understand. “If I did, that would make me an asshole.”
 
   “Hey, watch the language.”
 
   I chuckled when I realized I shoved my own foot in my mouth. “You got me.”
 
   “Why would that make you an asshole? And yes, I can cuss that one time because you just cussed.”
 
   He had a good argument, so I let it slide. “It sounds like she really likes him. And if that’s how she feels, it would be disrespectful to step in and ruin something that could turn into something that she wants.”
 
   Clay stared at me blankly. 
 
   “I couldn’t do that to her.”
 
   “You love her, right?”
 
   Love was a strong word, and I wasn’t ready to say it. I wasn’t sure how I felt. “I don’t want to be with anyone but her. I haven’t felt this way since… Well, it’s been a while.”
 
   “Since what?” he asked.
 
   I wasn’t sure why I was telling Clay any of this. He was my student, but he was also…something more. I wouldn’t consider him to be a friend. I guess he was…like a son. “I was with this girl for a while, and I was going to ask her to marry me. But I found out she was sleeping around.”
 
   “That sucks.”
 
   “Yeah, it did.” It was brutal.
 
   “And you’ve been single ever since?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s hard for me to trust people.”
 
   “And you trust her?”
 
   I trusted her more than anyone else on the planet. “She would never hurt me.” 
 
   “Then you have to do something—whether she’s seeing someone or not.”
 
   “But she doesn’t feel the same way. I would just make her uncomfortable, mess up our friendship, and ruin her relationship with this guy.”
 
   “But if you told her how you felt, maybe she would feel something for you.”
 
   Or maybe not. “I’m going to wait it out and see how it goes. If she breaks up with this guy, I’ll make a move.”
 
   “You better. Stop acting like a pussy.”
 
   “Whoa, watch your mouth.”
 
   Clay didn’t regret what he said. “Sometimes, you need someone to light a fire under your—”
 
   “Don’t say it.”
 
   “Tushy.” He rolled his eyes. “And you clearly need a fire under yours.”
 
   ***
 
   I texted Taylor as I walked home. Baby, you busy? I growled to myself when I realized what I wrote and how fluidly I dropped the nickname. I erased the word before I sent the message. You busy?
 
   Just got home. What’s up?
 
   Can I come by? I was already outside her apartment.
 
   Sure. I’ll throw a bag of popcorn in the microwave.
 
   Excellent thinking, baby. Ugh, I did it again. Excellent thinking.
 
   See you in a few.
 
   I took the elevator to her floor then knocked. My heart was racing in my chest, and I tried to keep my breathing regulated. She did strange things to me. Made me feel strange things.
 
   She opened the door still wearing her school clothes. She wore a long dress that had zebras on it with leggings underneath. A black scarf was around her neck to keep the incoming fall chill away. “Hey. The popcorn is done.”
 
   “Then I got here right on time.” I walked inside and stopped myself from hugging her. “How was your day?”
 
   “Good.” She opened the bag of popcorn then plopped down onto the couch. “Clay is a really great kid.”
 
   “He is, huh?” I sat beside her and shoved my hand inside the bag.
 
   She threw a few pieces into the air and caught them in her mouth. “You can tell he’s a smart guy. He just hasn’t been educated well.”
 
   “You hit the nail right on the head.” Clay was wiser than most kids. He understood how the world really worked, and he knew how to survive. Most kids didn’t understand that kind of pressure. Their motivation stemmed from desire, not hunger. 
 
   “He’s so fond of you. I can tell.”
 
   “Yeah…” We did have a good relationship. I could tell he looked up to me in a lot of ways. And I could tell he trusted me.
 
   “He’s lucky to have you.” She wrapped her arm through mine and gave me a squeeze.
 
   Even that got me hot. 
 
   I loved it when she touched me. 
 
   I wanted her to keep touching me.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   She turned back to the bag of popcorn, crunching every piece in that tiny mouth of hers.
 
   “Hey, I was wondering if you could do me a favor.”
 
   “Sure. Anything you want, I’m there.” She turned her full attention on me, still shoving popcorn into her mouth.
 
   She made eating popcorn sexy as hell. “I have this wedding to go to this Saturday, and I want you to come as my date.”
 
   “A wedding?”
 
   “It’s my cousin’s wedding.”
 
   “Oh…” Instead of agreeing right away, she remained apprehensive.
 
   “I talked to my mom today, and she has plans to set me up with some family friend…so I told her I was already bringing someone.” Hopefully, that wasn’t too forward. Blind dates arranged by my parents were the worst. 
 
   “She’s trying to set you up with someone?” she asked in surprise.
 
   “My mom is pretty adamant about me taking a wife.”
 
   She chuckled. “Wow. That’s brutal.”
 
   “So, you’ll come with me?” Please come with me.
 
   “Uh…” She turned away, her mind distracted by something else.
 
   “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. Honestly, there’s no pressure. I could just bring someone else. It’s not a big deal.”
 
   “Who would you bring?”
 
   I didn’t want to bring anyone else. In that case, I’d rather go alone. “I don’t know…one of my regulars.”
 
   “But won’t they think things are getting serious? You know, since they’re meeting your family?”
 
   “Uh…I hope not.” 
 
   “No, I’ll go.”
 
   Thank god. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You don’t have plans already?” With that stupid asshole.
 
   “No. I’d love to go with you.” She settled back in the couch beside me. “Now I have to go shopping.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Something to wear.”
 
   “You already have plenty of stuff.”
 
   “But I don’t have many nice dresses—the kind you wear to a wedding.”
 
   “What’s wrong with what you wear every day?”
 
   “You’re the first person who made fun of me for it.”
 
   Now, I didn’t understand why I ever teased her. She looked beautiful in everything. She had the kind of beauty that thudded constantly. It didn’t matter what she wore or how she did her hair and makeup, she just looked perfect. “I was a jerk. Taylor, you rock everything you wear. Honestly.”
 
   She smiled. “Aww. You just gave me a compliment.”
 
   I would give her compliments for the rest of her life—if she would be mine. “And I meant it.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   Taylor
 
   I was dreading this.
 
   Like, super duper.
 
   I made the call and listened to the phone ring. “Don’t pick up. Don’t pick up.”
 
   But of course, he did. “Hey.” Sage’s voice came across the phone. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Nothing much. How about you?” I started pacing in my apartment, feeling my heart pound with adrenaline.
 
   “Just got home from the gym. Hearing your voice is a nice reward for working out so hard.”
 
   I was too nervous to crack a smile. “I would have loved to see that.”
 
   He chuckled, his voice deep and hypnotizing. “Have plans tonight?”
 
   “No. I’m free. I was hoping we could do something.”
 
   “Yeah, sure. Two nights in a row, I’m down with that.”
 
   Here it goes. “Well, I actually need to cancel tomorrow…” I knew this was going to blow up into a fight. I could sense it. Sage and I weren’t even official yet, and the relationship was tense.
 
   “Oh. Everything alright?”
 
   “Yeah. I told Volt I would go to a wedding with him, like, six weeks ago, and I totally forgot.” A little white lie didn’t hurt anyone, right? “His mom keeps trying to set him up, and he thinks she’ll back off if he has a date.”
 
   Silence.
 
   He was pissed. I knew it.
 
   Sage sighed into the phone. “Well, if you committed, you committed, right?”
 
   Really? He wasn’t mad? “Yeah. I can’t leave him hanging.”
 
   “I’m free tonight, so no harm done. Want to get some dinner?”
 
   “Absolutely.” That went over much smoother than I anticipated.
 
   “Just let me hop in the shower.”
 
   “Ooh…can I watch?”
 
   He chuckled. “I’d love that.”
 
   ***
 
   “Where is this wedding?” Sage drank his beer as he sat across from me. 
 
   “Uh…not sure. Connecticut, I think?”
 
   “You don’t know?” he asked playfully.
 
   “All I heard was free food and open bar.” Actually, I didn’t hear any of those things, but I hoped it was true. My fingers were wrapped tightly around the stem of my glass. 
 
   “That’s necessary at any wedding…if they want people to go.”
 
   “Well, I like weddings anyway. They’re fun and happy.”
 
   “So, Volt can’t get his own date?” 
 
   I suspected his irritation would flare up eventually. “No, he can.” That was never the problem. “He doesn’t want to take one of his regulars to a wedding because they’ll think things are getting serious. He has to avoid that.”
 
   “One of his regulars?” 
 
   “Yeah. He’s a terminal bachelor.” I chose not to believe that. When he met the right woman, he would be saddled and subdued. But until then, he was a wild bronco. 
 
   “A player?”
 
   “That’s another word for it. He likes playing the field and doing what he wants. He refuses to have a relationship.” 
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   He never told me. “I’m not sure, but I think he got his heart broken sometime in the past.”
 
   “He’s never told you?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “I thought you were best friends.”
 
   “We are. But he doesn’t talk about that sort of stuff with me. I don’t think he talks about that stuff with anyone, actually.”
 
   “Sounds like whatever happened was pretty brutal.”
 
   “Yeah…” She must have left Volt for another man or cheated on him. I wasn’t sure which. Maybe it was both. “Anyway, I’m his date for the evening.”
 
   “Is that why you’ve never hooked up?”
 
   Well, we kinda had hooked up. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Because he’s a player. You don’t seem like the type of girl who’s into that.”
 
   “I guess. But I also think we’re better friends than lovers.”
 
   Sage seemed to be coming around after his outburst over Volt. Maybe he finally realized there was nothing to feel threatened by. “So you’ve tried to be lovers before?”
 
   “Uh…no.” I wasn’t sure how to answer that. We did kiss one time, but I was delirious with pain. Volt stopped me from doing something I’d regret so it didn’t count. But I changed the subject anyway just to avoid the conversation. “When was the last time you were in a relationship?”
 
   “About a year ago.” He drank his beer and kept his eyes glued to me. He had the features of a classically handsome man, someone you would see on TV. “It was a mutual parting. Just wasn’t working.”
 
   “Sometimes that happens.”
 
   “Ever since then, I’ve been dating here and there…trying to find someone new. You’d think it’d be easy in a big city like this but it’s just the opposite. There are so many choices that people can’t make up their minds.”
 
   That sounded like Volt. “I know what you mean.” Despite what Drew did, he did seem like a good guy. Maybe the temptation was just too much. There were too many beautiful women in the city for him to keep his hands to himself. 
 
   “There are a lot of beautiful people here,” he said. “But it’s very rare to find a beautiful soul.” He clanked his beer against my glass. “And I think we’ve both found that.”
 
   ***
 
   “What are you going to tell your parents?” I walked beside Volt in my burgundy dress with sleeves and black-heeled shoes. It was a sunny day, but the chill had crept in.
 
   “What do you mean?” He walked beside me with his hands in the pockets of his suit. It was charcoal gray and of the finest material. He looked taller in the clothing and somehow broader.
 
   “Are you going to tell them I’m your girlfriend?”
 
   “Why would I say that?”
 
   “To get them off your back.”
 
   “I just told them we were friends…” His eyes drifted away, and they became darker like he was thinking of something only he would understand. He turned back to me, a different look on his face. “You’re okay with pretending to be my girlfriend?”
 
   “Sure. Why not?” What could be the harm in that? His parents would hear what they wanted, and Volt would be off the hook for at least a few months. “Just don’t stick your tongue down my throat and we’re good.”
 
   “Dang…” He gave me a teasing smile. “I wanted to play some serious tonsil hockey with you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes because I knew he was joking. “I’m sure Sage would love that.”
 
   “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”
 
   I rolled my eyes again.
 
   Volt grabbed my hand when we reached the front door. His fingers interlocked with mine immediately, like we held hands all the time. He pulled me in close to his side. “My parents are nice. You’ll like them.”
 
   “I’m sure I will.” They raised a fine son, so I was sure they were good people. 
 
   The door opened, and his mother greeted us with a smile. She had dark brown hair just like Volt, and she had his eyes too. She was a petite woman, barely five feet tall. The fact she gave birth to a six foot two man was oddly cute. “Hello, dear.” His mother pulled him in for a hug. “I’ve missed you.”
 
   Volt hugged his mother without any embarrassment. “Missed you too, Mom.”
 
   She squeezed his hips tightly, pushing the air out of his stomach.
 
   “Whoa, Mom. You’ve been hitting the weights, haven’t you?”
 
   She pulled away then patted his cheek gently. “Those wedding dresses are heavy.”
 
   Volt pulled me to his side. “Mom, this is Taylor.”
 
   She looked at me like I was a miracle sent from the heavens. Her eyes sparkled with absolute joy, and it seemed like she wanted to squeeze me just the way she did to her son. “You’re so beautiful, dear.” She hugged me with the same motherly affection, but thankfully, she didn’t break my ribs.
 
   Volt rolled his eyes.
 
   “We’re so glad you could come.” His mother pulled away and cupped my cheeks. “Please call me Vivian.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Vivian. Thank you for letting me come along.”
 
   “No. Thank you.” She squeezed my shoulders before she entered the house. “So…I have some bad news.”
 
   “What?” Volt asked as he stepped in with me. 
 
   “Your father is very sick,” Vivian explained. “He won’t be able to come.”
 
   “Sick, how?” Volt asked. “Is he okay?”
 
   “He has food poisoning,” she said. “He’s been lying on the bathroom tile all day.”
 
   “Aww… I feel so bad for him.” Food poisoning was the worst. 
 
   “Poor guy,” Volt said. “Maybe we should stay home and look after him.”
 
   Vivian shook her head. “I offered, but he was insistent that we go without him. He said he’s just going to be throwing up anyway. Not much we can do.”
 
   “I guess we’ll only be gone for a few hours.” Volt eyed his watch. “He won’t be alone too long.”
 
   “That’s very true.” Vivian grabbed her purse from the counter. “We should get going.”
 
   ***
 
   After the ceremony was over, we took our seats at the round tables underneath the almond trees. The flowers were in full bloom, and white candles glowed from all the tables.
 
   Volt sat beside me, and his hand immediately moved to my thigh under the table. He was adamant about keeping up appearances, even if no one could really see his hand on my leg. 
 
   I noticed a lot of women looked Volt’s way, probably hoping he would be single for the evening. Some of the bridesmaids made eyes at him, and the women sitting at different tables kept casting looks his way.
 
   Maybe bringing me was a mistake.
 
   Vivian turned her attention on me. “Taylor, what do you do for a living?”
 
   “I’m a teacher.”
 
   Her eyes lit up in affection. I clearly gave the right answer. “Elementary school?”
 
   “Actually, high school,” I answered. “This is my first year teaching.”
 
   “Volt used to be a teacher,” Vivian said. “It’s such a great profession.”
 
   “I couldn’t agree more.” Even though I was seriously struggling with it. 
 
   “Where do you teach?” she asked.
 
   Volt suddenly stood up and extended his hand to me. “Dance with me.”
 
   Volt danced? 
 
   Vivian didn’t seem to mind being interrupted. She was just happy her son finally had a girlfriend. “This is such a great song.”
 
   I took his palm, and he pulled me onto the dance floor. It was a slow song, one of those cheesy romance ballads that people played on their anniversary. He pulled me to his chest and rested his hands on the small of my back, keeping me tightly against him.
 
   My arms linked around his neck. His cologne washed over me, smelling exactly like he always did. I recognized it from the scent of his sheets and his clothes. The smell was potent and made me think of that lazy Sunday we spent together. It made me think of all the times we were together, his smell infecting my memories. 
 
   Volt looked down at me with a dreamy look in his eyes. They were linked to mine, and he hardly blinked. He guided me from side to side without ever taking his eyes off me.
 
   “You’re good at that.”
 
   “At what?” he whispered.
 
   “That sexy, dreamy look. You use that on all the girls?”
 
   “Not really.” He pulled me closer into him, his forehead touching mine.
 
   We’d never had this kind of affection before. It was even more intimate than the heated foreplay we had a few months ago. Our lips weren’t touching, and we were fully clothed, but it was still unnerving. We looked like two people madly in love, thinking about our own wedding day in the future. 
 
   I swallowed the lump in my throat to clear the tension. I felt shivers run up my spine. My hair stood on end.
 
   Then I remembered this was all an act. Just a show.
 
   And that made me forget about all the sensations circling through my body. 
 
   “Your mom seems happy.”
 
   “She’s over the moon,” he whispered. “When you aren’t around, she’s going to start pestering me about marriage and bullshit like that.”
 
   “That’s sweet.”
 
   “I know she means well, but it annoys me sometimes.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “The fact she owns a wedding dress shop doesn’t help. She’s even more obsessed with marriage than most women.”
 
   “She owns a wedding dress shop?” I asked incredulously. “That’s so cool.”
 
   He chuckled. “You’re obsessed with weddings too?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say obsessed…but I think about mine.”
 
   “Yeah?” he asked. “What’ll your wedding be like?”
 
   I felt embarrassment spread through my veins. I sounded like a dumb schoolgirl that only cared about marriage and babies. “You don’t want to know…”
 
   “Would I have asked if I didn’t?” He grabbed one hand and placed it over his chest as he continued to dance with me.
 
   “You promise you won’t make fun of me?”
 
   His eyes softened. “I promise.”
 
   “Well…I’ve always wanted to get married outside. You know, somewhere with lots of trees, grass, and flowers. I’m more of a nature person than a church person.”
 
   “I’ve picked up on that.”
 
   “And I want it to be small—a hundred people or less.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I just don’t want it to be too big. You know, just our most intimate friends and family.”
 
   “That sounds nice. What about the guy?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What’ll he be like?”
 
   “I don’t know. I haven’t met him yet.”
 
   He squeezed my hand gently. “How do you picture him?”
 
   “Handsome, sweet, kind…my best friend.” When our eyes locked, I felt the tension suddenly rise. My choice of words wasn’t the best, but now that I said it, I couldn’t take it back.
 
   “I think that’s a good description.” The song came to an end but he continued to hold me. A fast-paced song came over the speakers, and people were jumping around, having a good time. But we remained idle on the dance floor, just staring at each other. “And I don’t think it’s funny.”
 
   “Well, thanks for not making fun of me.”
 
   “I never make fun of you.”
 
   “Oh, whatever.”
 
   “When was the last time I teased you about something?”
 
   “Just the other day…” I drew a blank because I couldn’t actually think of anything.
 
   A victorious smile crept over his lips. “See? I told you so.” 
 
   ***
 
   “This cake is so fucking good.” I shoved enormous pieces into my mouth as we stood near the bar. I forgot about everyone else at that wedding and just enjoyed the arousing relationship with my piece of cake.
 
   Volt watched me devour the whole thing. Of course, he didn’t take a piece himself. “That’s hot.”
 
   “Oh, shut up.”
 
   “I feel like I’m watching porn right now.”
 
   I gave him a light kick in the shin.
 
   He came closer to me and grabbed my ass, giving it a playful squeeze. “Two can play that game.”
 
   “Whoa, what are you doing?” I took a step back.
 
   “What?” he asked innocently. “You’re my girlfriend. I’m supposed to grab your ass.”
 
   “That’s not even kinda romantic.”
 
   “Real relationships aren’t about being romantic all the time. They’re about taking something you want without any explanation. They’re about those hot quickies in the bathroom. They’re about making each other come with just your fingers. Now that’s a real relationship.” He gave my ass a playful pat before he pulled his hand away.
 
   Images of us screwing in the bathroom or getting each other off with just our hands flashed across my mind, and I felt heat enter my cheeks until it burned. I remembered the make out session we had in his apartment. It was something I could never forget because it ignited my body and brought it to life. I hadn’t thought about it in a while, and now that I did, I felt the arousal return.
 
   I shook it off then grabbed his ass and gave it a squeeze. “How do you like it?”
 
   He grinned from ear to ear. “I’m always down for a little ass play.”
 
   “Oh my god,” I said as I rolled my eyes.
 
   “What?” he asked. “You’ve never gotten any?”
 
   “Any what?” What was he talking about?
 
   “Some ass play. Anal? Not ringing any bells?”
 
   I was drawing a blank. “I like sex. You know, the regular kind.”
 
   “Then you don’t know what you’re missing. I’ll show you sometime.”
 
   “What?” I blurted.
 
   “Kidding.” He winked at me. “Or am I?”
 
   “I hope you’re kidding. Because this is an exit only.”
 
   “They all say that…until they try it.”
 
   “I’m not letting anyone fuck—” I shut my mouth when Vivian walked over.
 
   “You two are so cute together.” Her hands were held to her chest. “I never thought my little Mur—”
 
   “Mom, don’t you dare.”
 
   Don’t dare what?
 
   “Oh, sorry,” she said with a sigh. “It’s a great name. I don’t know why you’re ashamed of it.”
 
   “What’s a great name?” Volt told me his middle name but never his first name. 
 
   “Nothing,” Volt said quickly. “Mom has had too much to drink, clearly.”
 
   “Have not,” she said in offense. 
 
   “Mom, how about a glass of champagne?” Volt asked. “Maybe a glass of wine from the bar?”
 
   “I’ll take some champagne, please.”
 
   “Coming right up.” Volt walked to the bar.
 
   When it was just her and I, she gave me that same look again. As if I was the answer to all her prayers. If she could squeeze me again, she would. “Thank you for making my son happy. I was worried about him.”
 
   Now I felt guilty as hell. He and I were both lying to her, making her believe something that wasn’t real and never would be real. One day, he would have to tell her we weren’t seeing each other anymore. Would that break her heart? I really didn’t feel so good about this. “Volt is a great guy.”
 
   “And you must be an amazing woman to get my son to come back around. He lost his way for a while, and I was afraid he would never find himself again. But seeing the way he looks at you… I know this is it.”
 
   This is what? “Uh, Vivian…”
 
   “He loves you. It’s written all over his face every second you’re by his side. He’s happy, and that makes me so happy. So, thank you for being patient with him and for making my son smile again.” 
 
   I didn’t know what to say. Should I tell her the truth and break her heart? Could I really carry that kind of weight? Should I keep lying to her? This scheme was a bad idea. We never should have done it.
 
   Volt returned with a glass of champagne for his mother. Then he handed me a glass as well. “They had pinot noir. I thought you would like some.”
 
   It was my favorite kind of wine. I wasn’t even sure how he knew that. “Thank you.” I took a long drink and tried to cover up my unease.
 
   “Well, I’ll let the two of you get back to it…” She winked at her son before she walked away.
 
   Volt sighed when she was gone. “See what I mean? She’s obsessed with—”
 
   “I thought I could do this, but I can’t.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Lie to your mother. She just came over here and told me how happy she is we’re together. Volt, can you really do this to your mom? Because when you tell her we’re broken up, she’ll be devastated.”
 
   “Why do I have to tell her we broke up?”
 
   “Well, eventually you will.”
 
   “Again, why? We can keep up pretenses. It’s not like I see my parents all the time.”
 
   “You want to keep up a lie like this indefinitely?”
 
   “Why does it have to be a lie? Why can’t we make it real?”
 
   Now I was lost. “What?”
 
   “Look, this arrangement makes my parents happy. It makes me happy. There’s no harm.”
 
   “Well, I’m going to get married someday, and I don’t think my husband is going to be thrilled about this.”
 
   He took a long drink of his wine, unusually long. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, alright? For now, just leave it alone.”
 
   “When you settle down with the right girl, they’re going to dislike her since they’ll be attached to me. How is that fair to her?”
 
   “I’m never going to settle down, so there’s no problem there.”
 
   “Yes, you will. When you meet the right girl, you will.”
 
   “Well, I already met her, and she doesn’t want me. So no, that’s not going to happen.” He stared at me hard, barely blinking and looking so devastated it was actually painful. 
 
   Volt was finally opening up to me, telling me his darkest secret at the most unsuspecting moment. “You’ve been in love before…but she didn’t want you?”
 
   He kept up his ice-cold stare before he finally turned away. “No… Forget I said anything.”
 
   “Talk to me.”
 
   “No. Just forget it.” He downed the rest of his glass before setting it on a nearby table. “Let’s just keep going with the plan. End of story.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “End of story.”
 
   ***
 
   Volt was tense for the next few hours. We spent that time drinking at our table and making small talk with his family members. He didn’t touch me for a while, and then his hand eventually snaked back to my thigh. I didn’t push it away because I didn’t want to start another fight.
 
   Since he and I weren’t talking, I spent a lot of extra time drinking the never-ending bottles of wine. My eyes began to droop, and I felt a little sluggish. I knew I had too much to drink after I already had way too much to drink. “You wanna dance?”
 
   Volt turned to me, having that same drunken look in his eyes. “Not sure if you could keep up with me, baby.”
 
   “Believe me, I’ve got some serious moves.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” he challenged. “Then let’s see these serious moves.” He set his whiskey down and guided me onto the dance floor. People were crammed on the tile underneath the sea of stars, and there were only a few more songs left until the wedding was over. 
 
   Volt did a fancy spin and pulled me into him like he’d done it a hundred times.
 
   “Whoa…someone used to watch Dirty Dancing when they were home from school.”
 
   He spun me around again. “Women think dancing is similar to sex. So, I had to make sure I was good in both departments.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “Maybe you should find out for yourself.” He moved his hands as he got into the music, and I was surprised he could loosen up so well. When he wasn’t being stiff, he was actually a lot of fun. 
 
   “Well, I know that isn’t true because I’m a much better dancer than a lover.”
 
   “I don’t believe that.”
 
   “It’s true.” My filter was off because I’d had way too much to drink. “Maybe that was why Drew was getting around.” Now it was easy to talk about it because I was over what happened. It didn’t sting anymore.
 
   “Shut up.” He pulled me closer to him as we kept dancing. “That’s not true. I know for a fact it’s not true.”
 
   “No, you don’t.”
 
   “I’ve kissed you. Believe me, I didn’t want to stop. The only reason why I did was because I knew you didn’t really want it. But if you did…nothing would have stopped me from having you.”
 
   “But I was out of my mind at the time… I don’t normally kiss like that.”
 
   “So you only do that with me?” he asked quietly.
 
   “I don’t know…” I wasn’t sure what I was saying anymore. I pulled away from him and started dancing again, trying not to think about anything with too much detail. If I did, I would just get confused.
 
   And I was already confused.
 
   ***
 
   We sat together in the back seat while his mom drove back to New York. I was still drunk from all the wine and dancing. When we first got into the car, I was a little sweaty from moving around so much. But I was too tired to care about Volt noticing.
 
   I rested my head on his shoulder while he kept his arm around me. We were snuggled close together, both exhausted and buzzed. I drifted in and out of sleep. Sometimes, the lights from passing cars burned through my eyelids and stirred me. But when the road was dark, I drifted off again. Volt ran his fingers through my hair gently, lulling me back to sleep whenever I was stirred awake. 
 
   His mom spoke from the front of the car at some point. “Where to, Volt?”
 
   “My apartment,” he answered.
 
   She continued driving for several minutes until we came to a stop. “Good night, baby.”
 
   “Good night, Mom.”
 
   I forced myself to wake up so I could say goodbye. “It was nice meeting you, Vivian. Thanks for the lift.”
 
   “Anytime, sweetheart.” She turned around and gave my hand a gentle squeeze.
 
   I was just about to step out of the car when Volt scooped me into his arms and lifted me out. “See you later.” He shut the door with his hip and walked to the entryway.
 
   “You don’t need to carry me…” I was already drifting again, comfortable in his arms.
 
   “It doesn’t seem like you want to walk,” he said with a chuckle.
 
   “Well, I know you haven’t been to the gym lately, so I’m giving you a workout.”
 
   “A workout?” he asked with a laugh. “You don’t weigh enough to be a workout.” He carried me into the building and then up to his apartment. Once we were inside, he immediately carried me into the bedroom.
 
   I knew I shouldn’t be there because Sage had a problem with it. But I really didn’t want to walk home, and walking at that time of night when I was still drunk wasn’t the best idea anyway. 
 
   Volt stripped off his clothes until he was in his boxers before he slid into bed beside me. He spooned me from behind, hooking his arm around my waist and resting his forehead against the back of my neck.
 
   I was so comfortable I dared not move. I was still in my dress, but I was too tired to take it off. His scent enveloped me, making me remember that night in a blur of images. The scruff from his chin brushed against my skin, somehow lulling me into a deep sleep I never wanted to wake from. 
 
   I wanted to stay there—forever.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   Volt
 
   We didn’t wake up until one the next day.
 
   Taylor’s body was wrapped tightly around mine. She was snuggling with me like I was her favorite teddy bear.
 
   I loved seeing her wrapped around me like that. But I knew it was just a fleeting moment. She was there now, but when she woke up, she would leave like she always did. I continued to set myself up for failure, and just when I thought I couldn’t get hurt again, I did. 
 
   Taylor stretched her arms before she woke up. Her makeup was smeared, and her hair was a mess, but she rocked the look. The only thing missing was red and puckered lips. 
 
   And being naked. 
 
   “I hate being hung over…” She ran her hand up my chest without even realizing it.
 
   “Yeah, it’s a bitch.” I grabbed two tablets of painkillers and handed them over.
 
   She swallowed them dry. “Now I’m ready to go back to sleep.”
 
   “Good plan.” The longer she was in my bed, the better.
 
   “But I’m hungry…”
 
   “You want the chef to make you something?”
 
   “You don’t have to cook for me, Volt.”
 
   “I don’t mind.” I never cooked for anyone else, but I’d cook for her. “I say we make some breakfast and watch football all day. No grooming and no clothes.”
 
   “No clothes?” she asked with a laugh.
 
   “I mean, no street clothes.” Or just no clothes in general.
 
   “I can get down with that. This dress is the most uncomfortable thing in the world.”
 
   “I have clothes for you.”
 
   “That would be much appreciated.”
 
   I grabbed a t-shirt and shorts for her to wear, and I pulled on sweatpants so she wouldn’t see my hard-on throughout the day. She’d already rubbed it so it probably wasn’t necessary, but I would feel more comfortable. 
 
   After we had breakfast, we sat on the couch together and watched football all day. This is what I usually did in the fall and winter, but I usually did it alone or with the guys. Never with a girl. 
 
   During every commercial, she pulled out her phone and played a game of Candy Crush. This time, she looked too tired, so she set her phone on the coffee table and closed her eyes.
 
   I didn’t dare wake her up because she looked too peaceful. She lounged on my couch, looking like a tiny person in my baggy clothes. It was hard to remember a time when I didn’t feel this way about her. Before she walked into my heart, I would have started out my morning by saying goodbye to the lover who slept over. Then I would spend my day alone, doing whatever I wanted to do without thinking about anyone else.
 
   And I liked it that way.
 
   But now, everything was different. I wanted to spend all my time with her, and I wanted her to feel the same way about me. It was frustrating to want someone you couldn’t have. It was even more frustrating that I couldn’t tell her…even though I made a few comments here and there. 
 
   Her phone started to vibrate on the coffee table. The screen lit up, and a name appeared on the screen.
 
   Sage.
 
   Why wouldn’t this guy just disappear? Why did he have to be good-looking and dreamy? Why did he have to take my girl away?
 
   I glanced at Taylor and noticed she was still asleep. Hopefully, she wouldn’t wake up.
 
   Sage’s phone call ended, but his name was still on the screen.
 
   I wanted to swipe it away, so she would never know he called.
 
   It would be so easy to do.
 
   She wouldn’t call him back and would spend the rest of the day with me.
 
   All I had to do was swipe.
 
   I checked to make sure she was still sleeping before I snatched the phone and held my thumb to the screen. I just wanted to swipe and hide the notification. She would only see it if she went to her missed calls. 
 
   Just do it.
 
   I continued to hold the phone, unsure if I could actually go through with it. If I did, I would be the biggest asshole in the world. If she really liked this guy, I couldn’t sabotage their relationship. I could linger and hope for my chance to swoop in when they broke up, but I couldn’t purposely destroy what they had.
 
   No, I couldn’t do that to her.
 
   Despite how shitty it made me feel, I put the phone back.
 
   And left the message untouched.
 
   ***
 
   I held up the pie. “Hey, Mom.”
 
   Instead of being happy to see me, like she always was, she looked disappointed. “Where’s Taylor?”
 
   “She couldn’t make it.” Because I never asked her. She was probably out with that douchebag. 
 
   “Oh… I wanted your father to meet her.”
 
   “He’ll get his chance.”
 
   She just stared at me, totally void of emotion.
 
   “Alright then…” I walked inside and didn’t wait for the hug I usually received from my mother. I set the pie on the counter then walked into the dining room. “Hey, Pop. Feeling better?”
 
   “Lots better.” He stood up and hugged me, but he definitely looked different. He looked like he lost ten pounds of water. His neck was slender, and his face was hollow. “It’s so nice to eat solid food again.”
 
   I sat across from him and helped myself to a glass of wine. The food was already set on the table. “Where’s Connor?”
 
   “So, I heard you have a lady friend.”
 
   Dad wasn’t as obsessed with the idea of marriage as Mom, but it was important to him. “Yeah. Her name is Taylor.”
 
   “Your mother made it sound like she’s the most perfect woman who ever walked the earth.”
 
   Pretty damn accurate. “She is.”
 
   Dad chuckled. “I’m glad you found someone, and I can’t wait to meet her.”
 
   “Thanks. I think you’ll like her.”
 
   “I don’t need to like her since your mother already loves her.”
 
   Mom joined us at the table and served our plates. Soon, we were eating quietly together. “What are you doing for Thanksgiving?” Mom asked.
 
   “I don’t have any plans,” I said. “I figured I would come over here.”
 
   “Great,” Mom said. “Does that mean you’ll be bringing Taylor?” She didn’t bother playing it cool. Her desperation permeated the air like toxic gas.
 
   “I’ll ask.” I cut into my chicken and ate quietly. “So, where’s Connor?”
 
   “Couldn’t make it,” Dad said. “Had to work late.”
 
   My brother and I weren’t very close even though we were similar in age. He worked as an attorney for a financial group in Manhattan. He was pretty big time. “Are you back at work, Dad?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “And the work piled on my shoulders the second I walked in the door. You remember that new teacher I had? Well, the parents are totally fed up with her. There hasn’t been a single fieldtrip, her second exam was totally different than the first one and most of the kids got C’s. The kids say she’s too hard. And that’s saying something since these kids are brilliant.”
 
   I stopped eating and felt my blood run cold.
 
   “She’s being replaced after Christmas. I’m already holding interviews.”
 
   Shit. Shit. Shit. “Dad, don’t you think you’re being a little harsh?”
 
   “No.” He kept eating. “You should see the emails that hit my inbox every day. I shouldn’t have hired a new teacher. That was my fault, and I’m paying the price.”
 
   I had to save Taylor. She was a good teacher in a bad situation. “Dad, don’t you think it would be worse for the kids if you replace a teacher halfway through the year?”
 
   “Not if they aren’t learning anything,” he snapped.
 
   “But they are learning,” I argued. “Maybe she’s trying a new teaching method.”
 
   “Well, it’s clearly not working.” Dad sipped his wine while he stared at me. “Why do you care about this so much?”
 
   I didn’t want them to know it was Taylor. It would ruin her image to my parents. She had to redeem herself first. That was the only way it would work out in her favor. Plus, if she knew the truth, she would throw in the towel altogether. She was giving everything she had, and if that wasn’t enough, she’d probably change careers. “Once upon a time, I was a new teacher. I needed some time to learn the ropes, but once I did, I was a great teacher. Instead of kicking her aside, nurture her. Help her. Have you even given her a warning?”
 
   “Well…no.” Dad held the glass of wine in his hand.
 
   “Maybe you should talk to her,” I suggested. “How is she supposed to fix anything if she doesn’t know there’s a problem? And stop giving the parents whatever they want. You guys are the teachers, not them.”
 
   “I would agree with you if they weren’t paying so much money,” Dad said.
 
   “Just give this teacher some time. And direction. Don’t just pull the plug when she doesn’t know there’s a problem.” That’s terrible communication, and even worse, it wasn’t very professional.
 
   “Alright. Fine.”
 
   At least I diverted that crisis. 
 
   “Anyway,” Dad said. “What’s new with you?”
 
   A lot was new with me. But I couldn’t tell them about any of it.
 
   ***
 
   I was going on empty at that point. 
 
   The situation with Taylor was just getting worse and worse with every passing week. I expected myself to pull away and slowly move on, but that didn’t happen. If anything, I held on tighter. She was my someone, the person I talked to about mushy crap.
 
   But I couldn’t talk to her about this.
 
   Derek and I had been best friends since the beginning of time, but we’d drifted apart lately. After I got my heart broken, I went to the extreme and closed out everyone—until Taylor softened me up again. 
 
   Maybe I should talk to him.
 
   He assumed I had feelings for Taylor anyway. Everyone did. He would keep it a secret if I asked him to. I knew he would. So I decided to go for it. I texted him. Hey, man. What are you doing?
 
   Just got home. What’s up?
 
   Can I come by? I hadn’t hung out with him in a while, so it felt strange having this conversation.
 
   Sure. See you soon.
 
   I walked to his place and knocked on the door. He didn’t seem to think anything was different between us because he acted exactly the same as always. “Hey, asshole. You want a beer?”
 
   “A big one, cunt.”
 
   “Coming right up.” He snatched a bottle from the fridge and tossed it to me.
 
   I twisted off the cap and flicked it on the coffee table before I sat on the couch.
 
   He fell onto the other couch and immediately put his feet up. A baseball game was on, and the score didn’t favor the Yankees. “What’s new with you?”
 
   We made small talk about work and life. He told me he hooked up with a few girls but none of them led to anything promising. 
 
   “What about you?” he asked.
 
   This was the moment of truth. “I haven’t been with anyone lately.”
 
   “Like, since yesterday?”
 
   “Uh, no. More, like, in a month.”
 
   He sat upright and gave me a hard expression. “Shit, you have HIV.”
 
   That was the last thing I expected him to say. “Dude, no.”
 
   “It’s okay. It’s a treatable disease now. It’s not the end of the world.”
 
   “Derek, I don’t have HIV,” I said calmly. It was embarrassing to even be accused of it. 
 
   “Then why would you go through a dry spell?”
 
   Because of a woman. “I haven’t been interested in it.” I kept beating around the bush because it was difficult to admit these feelings out loud.
 
   “Oh shit.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I didn’t know…”
 
   Know what?
 
   “When did you come out?”
 
   Now I just wanted to smack him upside the head. “Derek, I’m not gay. I have feelings for Taylor, and I’m not sure what to do about them. I don’t have HIV, and I don’t like men.”
 
   His jaw dropped like that revelation was worse than the first two. He slowly raised his hand and pointed right at me. “I knew it!”
 
   I rolled my eyes. 
 
   “I knew you had a thing for her, and you kept telling me I was being a stupid asshole.”
 
   “You were being a stupid asshole. And I didn’t have feelings for her then.” At least, I don’t think I did. 
 
   “It’s so obvious. You spend every waking hour with this woman, and if anyone even looks at her, you flip out.”
 
   I didn’t deny any of that. “You can’t tell anyone, alright? I don’t want it to get back to her.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t you want her to know?”
 
   The truth was undeniable. I could try to run from it, but it would just sneak up on me. “She doesn’t feel the same way.”
 
   “She doesn’t?” he asked in surprise. “Are you sure about that?”
 
   I was more sure than he knew. “Yes. Trust me.”
 
   “But how would you know unless you’ve asked her?”
 
   “Dude, I just know. I know when a woman is into me and when she isn’t.”
 
   “And how do you know with Taylor?”
 
   “Well, she’s dating other guys…that’s a big clue.” Sarcasm dripped from my voice, and I couldn’t keep it back. It burned like seeping venom.
 
   “Who’s she dating? I thought Drew was out of the picture?”
 
   “She’s dating someone else… Some stupid douchebag.”
 
   “Why is he a douchebag?” Derek asked. “Why would Taylor date him if he was a douchebag?”
 
   “Well…he’s not actually a douchebag.” I just hated him because he had the woman I wanted. And he didn’t do anything to get her. He just saw her across the room and asked her out. He didn’t deserve her more than I did. “I just don’t like him.”
 
   “I’m gonna need a second to process this… Volt actually has feelings.”
 
   “Whatever.” I knew I would be teased for this, and I didn’t bother fighting it.
 
   “When did this start?”
 
   “Not sure. But a while ago.”
 
   “What happened? You just woke up one morning and realized Tayz was awesome?”
 
   “I always knew she was awesome. But no, it didn’t happen that way. I’m not sure when these feelings started. I think they began long before I realized they were even there.” I think every other piece of me fell for her, but my mind held off the longest. Eventually, that snapped too—like a twig.
 
   “If you aren’t going to tell her how you feel, then why are you telling me this?”
 
   Just like everyone else, I needed someone to talk to. I was in a difficult situation, and I had no idea what to do about it. Taylor would have the best advice, but since she was the subject of the problem, she would be a little biased.
 
   And that would be awkward as hell.
 
   “I don’t know what to do about it. I guess I’m asking for help.”
 
   “You don’t know what to do about Tayz?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Telling her how you feel is out of the question?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Well…I guess you can just wait it out. She has to break up with this new guy eventually, right?”
 
   “That’s the problem.” I hated what I was about to say. “She really likes this one. She told me she sees it going somewhere and crap like that.” Why? Just because he was good-looking? I was good-looking too. I could give her the damn world on a silver platter. “And if she really likes him, I can’t mess with it.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because that would make me the biggest dick in the world.” I knew if the situation were reversed, she wouldn’t do that to me. What kind of friend would I be if I purposely ruined something good just so I could have what I wanted? If I really did that, I wouldn’t deserve her.
 
   “When did you start caring about being a dick?”
 
   “Since I met Taylor.” She smoothed my edges and healed my cuts. She brought back the goodness in me, the part of me I thought had disappeared forever.
 
   “Wow.” His joking nature had disappeared. “So you’ve really got it bad, huh?”
 
   I shrugged. “It sucks. I hate it.”
 
   “I don’t understand how she doesn’t know. I mean, it’s obvious to the rest of us.”
 
   “When we first met, I didn’t show much interest in her. She must think first impressions are forever and my feelings would never change. That’s my only explanation. Because you’re right, it’s painfully obvious.”
 
   “Beautiful but sad…”
 
   I shot him a glare.
 
   “I mean that in a good way,” he said quickly.
 
   “Yeah, you better.”
 
   “So…what now?”
 
   “I don’t know… What do you think I should do?”
 
   He laughed. “You think I’m a good person to ask?”
 
   “You’re my best friend, right?”
 
   His chuckles died away. “Dude, we both know I’m not your best friend anymore. Taylor is.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I’m okay with that. That’s how it should be.” He gave me a slight look of affection. “I just hope she realizes how she feels eventually.”
 
   “Realizes?”
 
   “I think she feels the same way. She’s stuck to you like glue.”
 
   “I don’t think she does… It doesn’t seem like it.”
 
   “You’re right. It doesn’t seem like it. But I think she does. She just doesn’t know. Just how you felt however long ago.”
 
   “Like, subconsciously?”
 
   He nodded. “She has to. A guy and a girl are never that close and platonic unless one of them is gay. And since we already had the conversation about you being gay, that would mean she was the gay one. But since she’s seeing some guy, that can’t be true.”
 
   I rolled my eyes when I thought of that conversation.
 
   “So, yeah. I guess you can just wait it out.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. 
 
   “What if he’s around for a long time?”
 
   He drank his beer as he considered my question. “Then you probably should try to move on. I mean, are you really going to wait around for a year? Maybe more? That would be unrealistic.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “If you don’t see this happening, maybe you should try to get over her.”
 
   But how was that possible? “I don’t know if I can.”
 
   “Stop sleeping around and start dating. Have actual relationships with people. And stop spending so much time with Taylor.”
 
   Both of those were equally hard. “I don’t know…”
 
   “If you don’t, you’re going to stay in this vortex forever.”
 
   I didn’t want that. It was unbearable. “You’re right.”
 
   “So, you’re officially moving on?”
 
   I couldn’t keep getting sucked in over and over. “When Taylor spends the night at my place, I fall harder for her. When she wears my clothes and sleeps next to me, I die a little inside. And then when I watch her leave to be with whatever-the-fuck-his-name is, I’m crushed. Every day is more agonizing than the previous one. And it makes me into a person I don’t like. I almost hid a missed call from the guy from Taylor. I always make little jabs about the fact she should be with me instead of him. I don’t like who I’ve become…”
 
   Derek was about to take a drink when he lowered his beer instead. “She sleeps with you?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “And she still wants to be with him?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Man…you really need some space.”
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   “It’s definitely time to take a step back. Because if she’s sleeping with you but still wanting to be with someone else, you’re screwed. I’m sorry, but that’s just not normal. I would never just sleep with Taylor like it was no big deal.”
 
   “I know.” It was the weirdest shit ever.
 
   “You’ll get through it, man. I’m here for you.”
 
   Thankfully, I had him to talk to. “I know.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   Taylor
 
   “Everyone, take a seat. No phones.” 
 
   The students filed into the auditorium and took their seats. Their conversations filled the small room, and most of them were teasing each other about one thing or another. The presentation was about to start on the massive screen projected directly overhead.
 
   “Now we get a break.” Volt stood next to me off to the side. We leaned against the wall and stood near the stairway. None of the students could slip out while we were manning the exit.
 
   “Thank goodness. I knew this field trip would be work, but I didn’t realize just how much work. I’m so glad you’re here.” That was an understatement. Volt was a godsend. He had a natural way with kids and got them to listen without having to exert his authority. The students automatically looked up to him, probably because he was confident and successful.
 
   “I’m glad I could help.” His hands were in the pockets of his suit, and he kept a foot of space between us. We hadn’t spoken since the morning after the wedding, and something didn’t feel right. He was much more quiet than usual and even a little cold.
 
   “Everything alright?”
 
   “Yeah. Just tired. I haven’t been exhausted like this since my last year of teaching.”
 
   “Do you miss it?”
 
   “Sometimes,” he answered. “Right now? No.”
 
   I chuckled. “This is why I’ve been dreading the field trip. I knew it would be difficult.”
 
   “It gets easier as you go along. And the students will remember this forever. That’s why field trips are so important.”
 
   “So I’m making their memories?”
 
   “That’s a good description.”
 
   The theatre darkened, and the presentation began. The projector showed the different stars in the sky and gave a history of the universe. When the students were quiet, I knew they were interested. 
 
   The presentation lasted forty-five minutes before it came to an end. The lights came back on, and the students jumped out of their seats.
 
   “Break time is over,” Volt said with a sigh. “Let’s round them up.”
 
   I felt like a sheep dog, and these were my sheep. “Alright. Let’s go.” We got the kids out of the auditorium and through the rest of the museum. The place had a living rain forest that was isolated from the rest of the building. Even the humidity and temperature were different. 
 
   The kids loved that part of the exhibit even more than the planetarium. They pointed at the lizards and parrots hanging from the branches. Butterflies floated around, their wings different colors.
 
   “This place is really cool.” Volt walked beside me at the rear of the line. The twelve students were in front of us, constantly in our line of sight. “A little warm to be wearing a suit, but very cool.”
 
   “I love it here. I’ve never seen so many butterflies.”
 
   “And look how big they are.” Volt stopped at the edge of the barrier and looked under the forest canopy. “I’ve never seen butterflies that big in my life.”
 
   “Because they don’t visit New York often.”
 
   He chuckled. “Yeah, I guess so.”
 
   A large white butterfly fluttered through the air. She flapped her large wings and aimed right for Volt.
 
   “She’s coming right for us,” I whispered.
 
   “I know… Don’t move.”
 
   The butterfly landed on Volt’s shoulder. She continued to flap her wings but remained stationary.
 
   “Aww! You’re so lucky.”
 
   Volt watched it from his peripheral vision. “I must look like a tree. Thanks…I think.”
 
   I took a picture with my phone. “I’ll have to show this to your mother.”
 
   “She’d love that.”
 
   The butterfly took flight again and drifted back into the canopy.
 
   “I think she liked you.”
 
   “I’ve always been a bit of a ladies man,” he said with a smile. “I guess that applies to insects too.”
 
   “Very pretty insects.”
 
   He turned back to the line and realized our students were gone. “It looks like we lost them.”
 
   I may be a new teacher, but I wasn’t totally clueless. “No. They lost us.”
 
   ***
 
   The fieldtrip finally ended when the parents collected all of their students. They left the campus and returned home, gone so I wouldn’t have to see them again until Monday.
 
   Thankfully.
 
   Volt stood beside me on the sidewalk. “I think that was a success.”
 
   “Now that it’s over.”
 
   “No, it was good. The students learned a lot and had a good time. That’s your goal—and you succeeded.”
 
   “Thanks for being a chaperone. If I had to do this with one of the parents… Yikes.”
 
   “Yeah, they can be clingy.” Now that we were outside, it was chilly. His breath escaped his mouth in the form of vapor. He looked up into the trees, and the light from the streetlamp highlighted his face. After a few seconds, he turned back to me. “Well, enjoy your break until the next one.”
 
   “I will.” It was past dinnertime, and I was starving. “Want to get something to eat?”
 
   His face lit up like he was immediately going to say yes, but that look instantly disappeared. He closed his mouth tightly then looked at his watch. “You know, I should probably get home. My mom dropped off dinner earlier today, and I should eat it. Somehow, she knows if I don’t.”
 
   I waited for him to invite me over.
 
   But all I heard was crickets.
 
   “I’ll see you around.” Volt raised his hand and held it up.
 
   I eyed it, unsure what he was doing. “What?”
 
   “High-five?” He moved his hand slightly. “You know what that is, right?”
 
   “Oh.” I returned the high-five and realized we’d never done that before.
 
   “See ya.” He walked away with his hands in his pockets. Not once did he look back or give me a wave. He didn’t even offer to walk me home like he usually did. Something was out of place, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. 
 
   Was I just overthinking things? Was I seeing something that wasn’t there at all? 
 
   Knowing I was looking too much into it, I turned the opposite way and walked to my apartment. My instincts were usually right, and when something was out of place, I knew it. 
 
   But this time, I wasn’t sure.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Volt
 
   I went on a lot of dates.
 
   I picked up women from all over the place. Sometimes the bar, sometimes the subway, and sometimes from a dating app. Manhattan was the homeland of some of the most gorgeous women on the planet, and I was lucky enough to encounter them in their natural habitat.
 
   But none of them did anything for me.
 
   At the end of the dates, I knew the relationships wouldn’t go any further. So I walked them to their doors and said goodnight. But when sex was off the table, and I didn’t make a move for even a kiss, they wanted me more. They gave me their best moves and tried to seduce me into coming inside their apartments.
 
   But I never took the bait.
 
   What the hell was wrong with me?
 
   My sex drive was completely non-existent. The women were sexy in every way imaginable, but I didn’t even get hard. They had beautiful faces and full lips, but my mouth never ached to kiss them.
 
   All I could think about was Taylor.
 
   I was seriously screwed.
 
   “How’s the dating going?” Derek asked across the table. We were having drinks at one of our regular bars. A sea of people surrounded us, blending into the shadows of the dark room. It was just him and I, the rest of the gang staying in. 
 
   “Fucking terrible.”
 
   “You haven’t been out with anyone?” He drank his beer then cracked a few nuts from the bowl on the table.
 
   “I’ve been out with everyone.” I’d dated models, ice skaters, news anchors, everyone. 
 
   “And you didn’t like any of them?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “Something is wrong with me. There was nothing wrong with any of those women. They were all beautiful and sexy… I just didn’t care for them. At the end of the date, I would say goodnight and leave, but that just made them want to sleep with me more. In fact, I get more action from not trying than when I actually try.” It was a crazy paradox. 
 
   “Every guy in the world wishes they had that problem.”
 
   “Everyone except me.”
 
   “So…no second dates?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “How many dates are we talking?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know… Seven?”
 
   “You went out with seven different women this week?” he asked in surprise. “That’s a different chick every night.”
 
   “Sometimes I had two dates on the same night.” So it wasn’t every single night.
 
   He rolled his eyes. “That’s incredible.”
 
   “Not really. You could get as many dates if you tried.”
 
   He laughed sarcastically. “Uh, no. Not everyone can pull that off.”
 
   “You can if you have the confidence.”
 
   “Whatever, man. You’re a pretty boy, and we both know it.”
 
   “I’m not a pretty boy,” I argued. “I’m just a man.”
 
   “Sure.” He drank his beer and scoped out the people in the bar. “So now what?”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “Are you going to keep doing this?” He eyed a brunette in the corner. Only half of his brain seemed to be in the conversation.
 
   “I don’t know.” The idea seemed tortuous. Anytime I was sitting across from a woman at dinner, I kept comparing her to Taylor. They weren’t funny or goofy like Taylor. And they never seemed to understand my humor. In fact, it just made me realize how incredible Taylor was. And it made me hate myself more. If I just made a move when I had the chance, things might have been different.
 
   But I was too stupid to say anything.
 
   “You can’t throw in the towel.”
 
   “But I can’t keep doing this.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re keeping an open mind.”
 
   He hit the nail right on the head. “Because I don’t want to. I know who I want to be with.”
 
   He pulled his gaze away from the brunette and turned his focus on me. When he narrowed his eyes and remained silent for nearly a minute, I knew something irritating was going to fly out of his mouth. “Are you in love with her?”
 
   That word went straight to my stomach and made me feel sick. “No.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?” he pressed. “Because that’s how you sound.”
 
   “I’m not in love with her.” I may like her, and I may be obsessed with her. But I couldn’t be in love with someone when I wasn’t even in a relationship. I wasn’t sure if I could ever be in love at all. After my heart was broken, I was never the same. I trusted Taylor more than anyone on this earth, but I didn’t trust her not to hurt me. She was hurting me right that second.
 
   “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “That’s funny because I don’t care.”
 
   Derek gave me a hard look. “If you are, which I think you are, maybe you should just tell her. If you just liked her, that would be one thing. But if you’re head over heels in love with her, then that’s a different story.”
 
   “Not in love with her.”
 
   “And you’re sure?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “Because you were sure you didn’t like her…”
 
   I avoided his gaze. “I’m sure.”
 
   “Alright.” He finally backed off. “There’s this cool chick from my work. Maybe I can set you up with her.”
 
   “I don’t need to be set up.” I could get my own dates. I could get a ton of dates.
 
   “Clearly, you do. I’m telling you that I already know this woman is cool. So you won’t be getting a dull person.”
 
   “If she’s so cool, why haven’t you dated her?”
 
   “Believe me, I tried.”
 
   I wish I could go back to a time when Taylor was just some woman. I remembered spotting her on the street while she was trying to decipher a map of the city. There were no feelings on my part, and I missed that emptiness. Why couldn’t I wipe her from my brain and start over? 
 
   “I swear she’s really cool. Sexy too.”
 
   “Cool like Taylor? Sexy like Taylor?”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   I had nothing to lose, so I decided to go for it. “I’ll give it a shot.”
 
   He clanked his beer against mine. “Excellent.”
 
   ***
 
   Julia turned out to be pretty cool. She was a computer programmer for Derek’s company, and she was a cyclist on the side. She competed in bicycle century races around the nation, and apparently, she was pretty good at them. She was pretty too.
 
   But I still didn’t feel anything.
 
   At dinner, I found myself thinking about Taylor and wondering what she was doing at that very moment. We hadn’t talked much that week, and whenever she texted me, I always gave her short answers. I avoided seeing her at all costs, and whenever she asked if I wanted to get lunch or dinner, I told her I was busy.
 
   She didn’t deserve my distance, not when she’d always been a good friend to me. But I had to work on me. If I saw her all the time, I would never get better. I would never see Julia as the awesome woman she was because I’d keep thinking about the woman I couldn’t have.
 
   Despite how difficult it was, I knew I was doing the right thing.
 
   And now I had to keep doing it.
 
   I went out with Julia twice, and we had a good time, but I never made a move to kiss her or do anything else. The idea of kissing her felt oddly strange. It seemed like a betrayal to Taylor, which made even less sense.
 
   But then again, nothing made sense anymore.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Taylor
 
   When the school day was over, the principal walked into my office.
 
   Principal Rosenthal and I hadn’t had too many conversations over the course of my time at Bristol Academy. He was the person who hired me, but after that, we didn’t see each other much. He was busy running the school, and I was busy running my classroom.
 
   “Hello, Principal Rosenthal.” I stacked up my papers on my desk and turned off my computer screen. “What brings you here?”
 
   He shut the door behind him and approached my desk, his hands in his pockets. He had crystal blue eyes that were both comforting and terrifying. His strong jaw had some gray hair, and the features of his face reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t think of whom.
 
   His silence was unnerving. Normally when I saw him, he was talkative and warm. Right now, he was a different man. I felt like a child being disciplined for a crime I didn’t know I committed.
 
   “Hello, Ms. Thomas.” He leaned against one of the student’s desks and faced me, his arms across his chest. “Are you free right now?”
 
   “Yeah. Just packing up my things.” I abandoned the papers on the desk because I knew this conversation was serious. I didn’t do anything wrong, but I couldn’t help but feel like I had.
 
   “So…I’ve been getting a lot of feedback from the parents.”
 
   I knew this conversation would be a terrible one. “Oh?”
 
   “And I took a look at your last two exams. It seemed like the students did well on the first one, but not the second.”
 
   “Well, I felt like the first one was too easy.”
 
   “Maybe,” he said. “But some of our brightest students got B’s and C’s on that last exam. These are the kind of kids that are fast-tracked to Brown and Columbia. They don’t get B’s and C’s.”
 
   My defensive side immediately flared, but I kept my attitude in line. “Well, they didn’t do the work. I feel like these kids think they can slide by based on who they are or who their families are. That test was challenging but fair. I think they learned a great deal, and they’ll be better prepared for exams in the future.”
 
   “I understand what you’re trying to do. Really. Challenging young minds prepares them for the real world. But I have some concerned parents that are afraid these B’s and C’s are going to affect their college admissions. And frankly, they will.”
 
   That attitude was building up even more. “You want me to just hand out good grades?”
 
   “That’s not what I’m saying,” he said quickly. “But I think this exam was too challenging for juniors.”
 
   “They’re almost in college. They should be challenged.”
 
   “And that’s what classroom time is for. But when I looked at the exam, the questions were purposely worded to confuse the students.”
 
   “And what do you think the SAT does?” Now my anger was in full force, and I couldn’t keep it back. When I agreed to teach the brightest minds at a private school, I expected to have the brightest kids in the nation. I expected to push them to levels they’d never been pushed to before. I expected to give them an edge other students wouldn’t receive. 
 
   Principal Rosenthal cleared his throat and rubbed his chin. “Ms. Thomas, I hired you because I thought you were qualified for the job. I still think you are. But you’ve lost your perspective in this matter. You’re invested in these kids, which is a good thing. But you aren’t approaching this in the right way.”
 
   “I’m doing my best to prepare these kids for the real world. How can I do that when I’m being hindered all the time?”
 
   “You know what kind of lesson plans to make. You know what kind of exams to write. Just stick with the protocol.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I intend to replace you after the Christmas break.”
 
   My jaw hung open, and unsuspecting pain stabbed me right in the heart. I lost my breath because I was so winded. My mind fell into a spin, and I couldn’t think straight. 
 
   “This is your only warning. If things don’t turn around, you’ll be asked to leave Bristol Academy.”
 
   I still couldn’t speak. Never in my life had I been fired. I really was just trying to do the right thing. My students were most important to me. I wanted them to get into the best colleges and succeed in life. I never wanted them to struggle. And I wanted them to thank me for it one day.
 
   “The parents are jumping down my throat over these poor grades. They aren’t going to stop until something is done. Not only do you have to impress me, but you have to impress them. Good luck.” He turned away and walked out of my classroom. His feet sounded on the tile and echoed down the hall. The sound continued until he was so far away there wasn’t a single noise. 
 
   And then I was alone.
 
   ***
 
   I managed to get home without shedding a single tear. My chest ached from the difficulty of breathing. My tongue was dry, but my eyes were wet. I felt sick to my stomach but dead at the same time.
 
   And I felt numb.
 
   Without thinking about it, I collapsed onto the couch and pulled out my phone. The movements were so fluid they were mindless. My mind and body were one as they worked together. 
 
   I called the first person that came to mind. I listened to the phone ring over and over and waited for his voice to pick up on the receiver. His words always soothed me no matter how upset I was. He knew the right thing to say in any situation.
 
   Because he was my best friend.
 
   But it went to voicemail.
 
   I’d never gotten his voicemail before. There was never a time when he didn’t take my call. It made me wonder if he lost his phone, or he was in the shower. There was no other explanation for it.
 
   I sent him a text message. Call me when you get a chance. It’s important. I set my phone on the coffee table and replayed everything that happened with the principal. My pain came from the frustration of being treated so unfairly. I was doing my best to give these students what they needed, but all the parents cared about were the grades. They didn’t get good grades because they didn’t earn them. It was as simple as that.
 
   My eyes became wetter.
 
   My chest ached with every breath.
 
   I refused to cry. It was stupid and pointless. All it did was show weakness.
 
   But I couldn’t help it. I was heartbroken.
 
   Volt called me back almost instantly. The second the message formed on his screen, he reached out to me. 
 
   I answered the phone and tried to keep my voice steady. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey, what’s up?” he asked with his usual deep voice. “You alright?”
 
   “Yeah…” I fingered a piece of twine that came loose from one of the couch pillows. I wrapped it around my finger over and over, trying to concentrate on what I was doing and not what I was feeling.
 
   His voice softened when he heard my heartbreak. “It doesn’t sound like it.”
 
   “Do you think you could come over?”
 
   “Uh…” His voice faded for a moment, and that’s when I recognized the sounds of conversations in the background. He seemed to be inside a restaurant. “Yeah, I’ll be there soon.”
 
   `“Thank you.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   ***
 
   He walked inside my apartment without knocking and joined me on the couch. When he saw the tears in my eyes, he cupped my cheeks and wiped the moisture away with the pads of his thumbs. Instead of asking me millions of questions, he just stared at me, the same heartbreak I felt was written all over his face.
 
   I wanted to tell him everything, but I couldn’t get anything out. Saying it out loud would just make me feel worse.
 
   He ran his fingers through my hair then pulled me close to him. His chest was more comfortable than any bed I’d ever slept on, and his warmth gave me some form of peace. “Did you and Sage break up?” Instead of sounding as depressed as he had a moment ago, he sounded different, maybe even hopeful. 
 
   “No…” I hadn’t thought about him once since I received the horrible news.
 
   Volt’s hands paused on my cheeks, and his flinch told me he hadn’t been expecting that answer. He slowly pulled his hands away and returned them to his thighs, no longer touching me at all.
 
   And that made me feel worse. 
 
   He looked down, his eyes narrowed and his lips pressed tightly together. He cleared his throat before he looked at me again. “Then what’s wrong? What happened?”
 
   “I lost my job.”
 
   Volt froze as he stared at me, unable to process what I said. It took him nearly half a minute to react. “What?”
 
   “The principal came in and said I wasn’t doing my job. Too many of the kids performed poorly on the exam, and apparently, these kinds of kids don’t get grades like that. He said he’ll replace me after Christmas if I don’t turn things around.”
 
   “Then you didn’t lose your job.” His face was pale, like the blow hurt him as much as it hurt me.
 
   “No. But I’m quitting.”
 
   “You can’t quit, Taylor.”
 
   “Yes, I can. Maybe I’m not cut out to be a teacher. Maybe this was all a mistake.”
 
   “That’s not true,” he said quietly. “This has nothing to do with you.”
 
   “It has everything to do with me.”
 
   “Listen to me.” He grabbed my hand and held it in his. Our fingers were intertwined, and I could feel his pulse through his skin. “Private schools like Bristol are different than the system you’ve been taught. They run on different rules and standards. It has nothing to do with your teaching abilities.”
 
   “I just tried to challenge them. I tried to prepare them.”
 
   “And there is nothing wrong with that. But in the private district, things are a lot more controlled. This isn’t a reflection on you. That place is so political it’ll make your head explode. Why do you think I opened a tutoring program? Because there are better ways of teaching kids than the school system will allow you to believe.”
 
   I heard what he said, but I didn’t really listen to it. “You were right, Volt. I should have listened to you.”
 
   “That’s not true—”
 
   “Yes, it is. And we both know it.”
 
   He gave me a sad look, like he’d give anything to be wrong. “Quitting isn’t the answer.”
 
   “I can’t go back there.”
 
   “It’ll look terrible on your resume if you do that. At least finish out the school year.”
 
   “I won’t make it past Christmas anyway.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “Yes, it is. He said he’s already looking to replace me.”
 
   “If you do exactly what he asks, that won’t happen. I know you’re upset right now, but quitting isn’t the answer. You’re going to turn all of this around.”
 
   Maybe I could. Maybe I couldn’t. “I don’t care enough to turn things around. I’ll just get a job in a lab somewhere.”
 
   “But you won’t be happy doing that. Taylor, I’ve seen you with your kids. You care about them.”
 
   “Of course I do. I love them.” Even the annoying ones that never listened to me. They were all unique in their own ways, but they were also wonderful in their own ways. I wanted the best for them—always.
 
   “Then don’t give up.”
 
   “I’m not going back to work at a place where I’m being micromanaged. They’re going to watch every little thing I do, and that’s just going to make me flustered.”
 
   “It’ll be irritating, but I know you can do it.”
 
   “It’s not about can, Volt. It’s about want.”
 
   He squeezed my hand then leaned forward, forcing himself into my line of sight. “I don’t think you’d be crying if you didn’t care. I don’t think you’d be worked up if it wasn’t something you wanted.”
 
   He had me there, and I knew it. I gave my kids everything, and the fact none of it meant anything made me feel defeated. I was working for a paycheck just like everyone else. There was nothing else meaningful that went along with it. 
 
   It made me feel worthless. 
 
   “Baby, listen to me.” He grabbed my chin and forced me to look at him. “It’s okay to be upset and have a good cry. But it’s not okay to give up. You can do this. I know you can.”
 
   “But I’m never going to be happy there. Even if I turn everything around, I’ll still be the teacher who almost got fired.”
 
   “Then get a job somewhere else. But finish out the year.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if I could come face-to-face with the principal again. He did what he was supposed to do for the school and his teachers, but it still made me sick inside. Bristol Academy used to be my home. Now it felt like a prison. 
 
   “Taylor?”
 
   My eyes drifted back to his face. 
 
   “You’re going to do this. I’ll help you.”
 
   “Can I just work for your company? I can be an awesome tutor.”
 
   He smiled like that idea was tempting. “I’d love that. But you’re meant to be a teacher, not a tutor.”
 
   “But there’s no politics. No bullshit.”
 
   “I don’t know… I would be your boss.”
 
   “You seem like a cool boss to me.”
 
   “The grass is always greener on the other side.”
 
   I wiped my remaining tears with my forearm. My makeup was running, but there was nothing I could do about it. Volt had already seen me at my worst. “Thanks for coming by.”
 
   “Sure. You know I’m always here for you.”
 
   “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything. It sounded like you were out.” I didn’t ask what he was doing since we hadn’t seen each other much. Whenever we texted each other, he didn’t have long responses. And when I asked if he wanted to hang out, he was always busy. 
 
   “Yeah, I was. But it’s not a big deal.”
 
   “Out with the guys?”
 
   “Uh, no. Actually, I’m seeing someone.”
 
   Even though that wasn’t what I expected him to say, I wasn’t surprised. It explained his distance. He wasn’t hanging out with me because he was spending time with someone else. His dry spell must be over. “Another booty call to add to the list?”
 
   “Not really.” He released my hand. “We’ve gone out a few times. I’m seeing where it goes.”
 
   He was actually dating someone? Like, in the hope it would be a relationship? From what he told me, it seemed like he was incapable of that. In fact, just a few weeks ago, he asked me to pretend to be his girlfriend just to get his parents off his back.
 
   And now he was seeing someone?
 
   When we first met, I felt the attraction to Volt. He was the most handsome man I’d ever seen, and I found myself thinking about him in both romantic and sexual scenarios. But when it was clear he was unattainable, just some kind of playboy, I was forced to look at him differently. Instead of being a potential lover, he became a friend. And that’s all he’d ever been.
 
   But it still bothered me.
 
   “Then you must really like her.” My job was no longer my concern. I didn’t care about it anymore, and it seemed so insignificant in comparison.
 
   “She’s pretty cool, I guess.”  He rested his elbows on his knees and stared at the floor.
 
   “Where did you meet her?”
 
   “Derek introduced us. Thought we would hit it off.”
 
   “And have you?”
 
   He nodded. “I guess you could say that.”
 
   It was none of my business, and I shouldn’t say anything, but I couldn’t help it. “I thought you didn’t do the relationship thing…and never wanted to?” 
 
   He shrugged. “I guess I’ve become more open-minded to it.”
 
   My heart was beating fast. It actually hurt with every thump. “Good for you.”
 
   “Being around Clay makes me want to have kids of my own someday. Kinda need a wife to do that.”
 
   So he thought about marriage? Like night and day, he turned into a completely different person. I wasn’t sure if he was the same man I met six months ago. He was thinking about marriage and a family…something he swore he would never want for the rest of his life.
 
   What changed? 
 
   “I’m happy for you.” My voice cracked as I spoke, probably the aftermath of crying earlier. “I’d love to meet her.”
 
   “Maybe we could go on a double date or something.” He leaned back against the couch and crossed his arms over his chest.
 
   “We should. Are you busy on Saturday?” Now that I knew he was into this woman, I had to meet her for myself. I wanted to know what Volt wanted in a woman. Up until that point, it’d only been supermodels for a one-night stay. What was so incredible about this woman that she changed his view on everything?
 
   He flinched at the response, as if he wasn’t prepared for my agreement. “You want to go on a double date?”
 
   “Why not? You always meet the men I date. Shouldn’t I meet the woman of your dreams?”
 
   He held my gaze. “She’s not the woman of my dreams.”
 
   “She must be. What else could get you to be monogamous?” Volt was in denial of his feelings most of the time, but now he seemed to realize them. “I told you when you met the right girl, your entire life would change. She’ll make you into a different man—but in a good way. I told you so.”
 
   “I’m just dating her. I never said I was in love with her.”
 
   “But you don’t date, remember?”
 
   He sighed in irritation. “Look, I’m trying this dating thing. That doesn’t mean I’m going to marry this woman. It just means…what it means.”
 
   “I guess I’ll see what you’re talking about on Saturday.”
 
   He sighed again and turned away.
 
   The day turned out to be far worse than I imagined. I might lose my job, and Volt was looking for something serious with a woman. It bothered me in a way I could never explain. I didn’t have feelings for him anymore, but I did at one point. I’d fantasized about those lips all over my body. I pictured my fingers running through his hair. The fact we were such good friends and he never considered me as a possible girlfriend was hurtful.
 
   But I should get over it.
 
   He never saw me the way I saw him. To him, I was always that weird girl who got lost in the city. I was that teacher that dressed like a hippie. I was that friend he could turn to for everything—and that’s all.
 
   “You should go back to your date. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have bothered you.” I pulled my knees to my chest and closed off from him, feeling embarrassed that I called when I shouldn’t have.
 
   “You never bother me, Taylor.”
 
   “You’re just saying that…and I appreciate it.”
 
   He scooted closer to me on the couch and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “You know I’m not.” He pulled me to his side and rested my head on his shoulder. “My place is right here—next to you.”
 
   His closeness felt so nice that I could finally breathe easily. I didn’t think about work and all the headaches associated with it. All I cared about was that moment and how safe I felt. Volt chased away my pain like magic. He always knew the right thing to say and when to say it. 
 
   I linked my arm through his and listened to his shallow breathing. The blank TV faced us, and I could see our reflection in the screen. His head rested against mine, and his t-shirt clung to his muscled shoulders and powerful chest. His chin was smooth like he shaved that evening and his usual scent washed over me like the smell of my favorite candle. 
 
   I wanted to stay like that forever.
 
   Time seemed to stop when we were together. Nothing from the outside world could penetrate us. It was just him and I against everything else. We understood each other on an innate level, better than any other relationship I’ve ever had.
 
   “Taylor?” His deep voice resonated in my ear, making me feel at peace.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   He turned his head slightly so he could watch my expression. His breaths fell on my skin, warm and inviting. “Why didn’t you call Sage?”
 
   His question hung unanswered in the air. I heard what he said but didn’t understand why he said it. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Why did you call me instead of him?”
 
   “I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking.” When I was upset, my instincts just kicked in. My body worked on its own and did whatever was necessary to survive. Volt was the first person that popped into my head. It wasn’t Sage, and it wasn’t Sara. It was only him. “Why?”
 
   He was silent, not moving and hardly breathing. He finally brushed his face against mine, turning his attention to the blank screen in front of us. Our eyes met in the reflection, and they remained there. “No reason.”
 
   ***
 
   Sage and I sat side by side at the restaurant. Volt and his date weren’t there yet, so we sat together in tense silence. Sage wasn’t himself that evening. He didn’t say much, and when I asked him a question, he had even less to say. 
 
   The basket of bread sat on the table, but neither one of us reached for a bite. The butter was soft, and the cheese had just been grated. Two glasses of red wine had been poured, but neither one of us reached for them.
 
   “Everything okay?” he asked.
 
   I kept searching for them through the windows, wanting to know what Julia looked like. Was she a blonde? A brunette? Possibly a redhead? “Yeah, I’m fine.”
 
   “Seem nervous.”
 
   “Just tired.” And out of place. I wasn’t sure why I was so nervous to meet Volt’s girlfriend. I’d met new people before. This shouldn’t be a big deal.
 
   “Whose idea was it to have a double date?”
 
   “His.” But I pressed it.
 
   “Kinda weird but whatever.”
 
   “Why is that weird?” I tore my gaze from the window and looked at him.
 
   He drank his wine to cover his unease before he returned the glass to the table. “Never mind.”
 
   “You can tell me.”
 
   He straightened in his chair like I might give him a bad response. “I think he’s into you, and this is just a complex way of pretending he’s not.”
 
   Sage had never really dropped his suspicion of Volt. “Why is it so hard to believe we’re just friends?”
 
   “Because neither one of you are gay.”
 
   “You really need to let this go.”
 
   “There’s nothing to let go,” he said calmly. “I still believe he has a thing for you. You can believe what you want, but I know what I see. I’m not jealous or angry. But I’m not stupid either. Maybe one day you’ll realize it. Maybe not.”
 
   “If Volt had feelings for me, he would have said something a long time ago.”
 
   Sage didn’t respond, telling me the conversation was over. “How was work this week?”
 
   “It was okay…” I told him about my day from hell a few days ago, and he comforted me just the way Volt did. 
 
   “It’ll get better. Just keep pushing through.”
 
   “Easier said than done.”
 
   “It’ll be fine in the end. It always is.”
 
   “How was your week?”
 
   “Pretty good,” he answered. “The Yankees won, so everything is right in the world.”
 
   I chuckled. “It’s a pretty simple world you live in.”
 
   He shrugged. “I like simple.”
 
   Volt walked into the restaurant, and my head immediately snapped in his direction. A woman was with him, and I wasn’t prepared for how she would look. She was a tall brunette, nearly as tall as he was. She wore a long skirt and a top that showed some of her flat stomach. She had dark skin like she was exotic, and her brown hair was long and shiny. She had sparkling eyes and a perfect smile. Without any further information, I knew this woman was a model.
 
   No doubt about it.
 
   She and Volt approached our table, and it took me a second to realize I needed to stand up. I lost my footing and couldn’t really think. Her beauty forced me to take a step back. 
 
   Sage immediately turned his gaze on her, and he stared at her longer than necessary.
 
   I wanted to be mad, but I couldn’t blame him. She really was gorgeous.
 
   Volt turned to Sage, and their mutual dislike rang in the air. He held up his hand for a handshake. “Nice to see you again.”
 
   “Likewise.” Sage shook his hand quickly before letting go.
 
   Now I felt stupid wearing an old dress and sandals. My hair was straight, because I didn’t have time to do it. I was a plain blob in comparison to this unique woman. I really wished I could stop comparing myself to her. I never did that sort of thing before. 
 
   Volt turned to me but didn’t touch me. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey.” My usual enthusiasm died in my throat. For some reason, I didn’t want to see him. I actually felt awkward. 
 
   He turned to his date and introduced her. “This is Julia.”
 
   “Hi, Julia.” Sage stepped forward and shook her hand much longer than he shook Volt’s. He quickly cleared his throat and stepped back, looking at the ground and the people in the restaurant.
 
   “Hi. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” I shook her hand next, feeling more hideous the closer I came to her.
 
   “You too.” She had a Spanish accent. I couldn’t determine exactly what dialect it was. It definitely wasn’t regular Spanish. It seemed more South American. “Volt has told me so much about you.”
 
   “I hope he said good things,” I said with a chuckle.
 
   “For the most part,” Volt said. “But a lot of bad things too.” He winked at me.
 
   That made me feel better—but only for a second.
 
   We sat down and browsed through our menus. Volt sat directly across from me, and I kept glancing up to watch what he was doing. I wondered where his hands were and if they were to himself.
 
   Julia moved her hand to his thigh under the table. “What are you getting?”
 
   “Not sure,” he answered. “How about you?”
 
   Sage kept staring at her. When he took a sip of his wine, he spilled some on his shirt. 
 
   That’s when I noticed everyone in the restaurant was staring at her. 
 
   Volt looked up, and our eyes met. Like he didn’t want to be caught staring at me, he quickly looked away. 
 
   Maybe this double date thing wasn’t such a good idea.
 
   ***
 
   Julia had her arm hooked through his as they walked outside together. She clung to him like glue. She whispered words only he could hear, and then she would chuckle at his reaction. 
 
   We faced each other on the sidewalk and prepared to say goodnight. 
 
   “Well, it was nice meeting all of you.” She pressed her tits against his arm because she was tucked into his side so tightly.
 
   “You too,” I said with a smile. 
 
   “Yeah…” Sage rubbed the back of his neck and cleared his throat.
 
   “Well, have a good night.” I didn’t have a chance to talk with Volt one-on-one, and I suspected I wouldn’t get the opportunity. 
 
   “You too.” Volt turned away with Julia still on his arm. They walked off together and disappeared into the crowd.
 
   I turned to Sage and felt him grab my hand. “You still think he’s just dating her so I won’t think he’s into me?” Any man could take one look at her and know she was out of this world. I’d never seen a person so beautiful other than people on TV.
 
   He chuckled. “Not anymore.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Volt
 
   Julia never dropped my hand. She squeezed it the entire walk to her apartment. I felt her press against me harder and harder, practically climbing on me. Her desire was hot enough to burn through my skin and shoot directly to my blood.
 
   Shit was about to go down.
 
   I walked her to her apartment with the intention of giving her a friendly hug as a goodbye, but she clearly had something else on her mind. She wrapped her arms around my neck then leaned in and gave me a slow kiss.
 
   I liked the kiss. She knew how to move her mouth and make a man crumble. But it was nothing like what I had with Taylor. Our kisses were so strong they bruised our mouths. The heat between us was enough to burn down a swamp. I’d been with so many women in my lifetime, but it only took one special one to completely turn my world upside down. 
 
   And this woman wasn’t her.
 
   I broke the kiss before it escalated into something more. Julia was a great person, and every guy in the world hated me in that moment. And with what I was about to do, they would all think I was an idiot too. “Thanks for having dinner with me.”
 
   She stared at me with the same hungry expression. “Come inside.” Her forwardness was sexy because it wasn’t desperate. We’d been out a few times and she never made a move like this. She was truly ready.
 
   But I wasn’t.
 
   If I went to bed with her, I would think about someone else. And that would be a huge dick move. I couldn’t be with one woman while pretending it was someone else. And I couldn’t get Taylor out of my mind no matter how hard I tried. Getting to know Julie was supposed to make me forget about her. Somehow, it made me want her more. “I’m flattered, but I don’t think that’s a good idea.” I should just end this now before things get too deep. 
 
   “Why not?” She kept her arms around my neck, locking me in place.
 
   “I just…” It would be even worse if I told her the truth. “I won’t call you again. And that wouldn’t be fair to you.”
 
   Instead of being hurt by that, she looked me right in the eye. This woman was fierce in her confidence. “It’s her, isn’t it?”
 
   “It’s who?”
 
   “Taylor.”
 
   Shit, did I make my feelings that obvious to someone I’d only known for a few weeks? “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “Yes, you do.” Instead of pulling out her claws, she smiled. “I saw the way you looked at her. I can tell there’s something there.”
 
   Since I’d been caught, I refused to lie. “I’ve been trying to get over her. Nothing has worked.”
 
   “Why are you trying to get over her?”
 
   “Because I can’t be with her.”
 
   “Who says you can’t? If you want something, just take it.”
 
   “In case you didn’t notice, she’s seeing someone.” I wished I’d met Julia first. I loved her killer attitude and her simple view of the world. When she wanted something she just took it—like right now. She was beautiful and smart, and she excelled in every other category. If we met before Taylor walked into my life, maybe things would have been different. 
 
   “Then make her stop seeing him.”
 
   “Like, break them up?”
 
   She shrugged. “You’ve got to do what you’ve got to do, right?”
 
   “No. That’s not me.”
 
   “You aren’t a fighter?” she asked.
 
   “She really likes him. I’m not going to break them up and take away something that makes her happy. Not my style.”
 
   “Does she know how you feel?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Then it’s time for you to move forward.”
 
   “I tried…but failed.”
 
   “No, you haven’t really tried.” She pulled out her keys and got her apartment unlocked. She leaned against the door with a sexy grin on her face. Then she held up her finger and beckoned me inside. 
 
   I stayed on the other side of the door.
 
   “I’ll make you forget about her, Volt.”
 
   “I don’t know about that…” Taylor was permanently ingrained in my body. She was like a scar that just wouldn’t fade away. There was no possibility of us, and I needed to let it go. But every time I tried, I just held on tighter. “What do you get out of it?”
 
   “A killer orgasm, I would hope.” She smiled then pulled me inside her apartment.
 
   “I can do that. But I can’t sleep with someone while thinking about someone else. And that’s exactly what will happen.”
 
   “I’m okay with that.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me into her bedroom. “Trust me. You’ll forget about her soon enough.”
 
   I hoped she was right. I never hoped for something so much in my life.
 
   ***
 
   I sat at our usual table with two muffins placed on saucers. Two cups of steaming coffee were placed next to the plates, and I glanced at my watch every few minutes as I waited.
 
   Taylor emerged from the crowd and headed my way. She wore skin-tight jeans with heeled boots and a brown jacket over a pink scarf. Her hair was done in curls, something she rarely did.
 
   I was supposed to be indifferent to her.
 
   But I thought she looked more beautiful than she ever had before.
 
   “Hey.” She dropped into the seat across from me and pulled her hair over one shoulder.
 
   We hadn’t spoken all week, and I only reached out to her because I was worried about her. And…I really missed her. Spending time with Julia didn’t seem to make a difference. My heart belonged to this woman across from me, and there was nothing I could do to shake it.
 
   It sucked. 
 
   “Hey.”
 
   She immediately broke off a piece of her muffin. “Thanks for the treat.”
 
   “Sure thing.” I sipped my coffee just so I had something to do. “How was work?” It was the dreaded question, but I had to ask. 
 
   “It’s…” She sighed and didn’t finish the sentence. “Blah.”
 
   “Blah? I’m not sure that’s a word.”
 
   “Actually, it is,” she said. “And it perfectly describes how I feel.”
 
   “I’m sure things are getting better. Just stick to the curriculum and the common core standards, and you’ll be fine. I’ll help you with the next exam.”
 
   “It’s not that. All the staff at the school hate me now. They think I’m incompetent.”
 
   “They do not.”
 
   “Yes, they do,” she argued. “Nat told me.”
 
   Why the hell would she say that to her friend? “Who cares what they think?”
 
   “I do,” she snapped. “I work with these people every day. Of course I care.”
 
   “Well, don’t. You’re a damn good teacher, and I would know.” I wish I could fix all of this for her, but it was out of my hands. I didn’t want to tell my parents that Taylor was the teacher from Bristol Academy. It would create a lot of drama when I could just wait for it to settle down on its own. No matter what, when they figured it out, it would be awkward. But we’d cross that bridge when we came to it. “Don’t let their opinions sway you. Just focus on the prize, and do what you need to do.”
 
   She stopped eating her muffin and slouched in the chair. “I want to quit, Volt. I’ll live off my savings if I have to. I don’t care at this point.”
 
   “You aren’t quitting.”
 
   “Yes, I am. I hate it there.”
 
   “Taylor, listen to me.” I was giving her sound advice, and she needed to take it. “Finish out the year then apply for a job somewhere else. It’s going to be damn hard to find another job when they see that you quit in the middle of your first year. Like, really hard.”
 
   “I can get a job doing something else. It’s not the end of the world.”
 
   “But teaching is what you love.”
 
   “Ha.” She took a big bite of her muffin. “It doesn’t love me.”
 
   “Baby, don’t give up.” I cringed when I realized what I just blurted out, and I had to stop myself from dragging my hands down my face. I’d never had these kinds of slip-ups before, but I was throwing that word around left and right. I didn’t even call the others by that name.
 
   Taylor was too upset to care about the endearment. “It’s a hostile environment, and I don’t want to be there.”
 
   “You aren’t quitting. That’s the end of the story.”
 
   She focused on her muffin and said nothing else. Her irritation was heavy in the air around her, building up until it formed an impenetrable haze. “Julia was nice.”
 
   It was the strangest thing, talking about her. I felt guilty, like I did something unforgivable. I slept with Julia, not just once, but several times. The sex was good, but I kept thinking about Taylor, and when we were finished, I was unsatisfied. I had to break it off with her soon. It wasn’t going anywhere, and I was just wasting her time. But it was depressing to think about. If I couldn’t move on with Julia, then there was no hope for me. “She’s great.”
 
   “You two seem happy together.”
 
   I shrugged. “She’s beautiful and everything but…I don’t think it’s going to work out.”
 
   “Why not?” she asked in surprise.
 
   I wished I could just tell her the truth. I would get it off my chest, and everything would be out in the open. I wouldn’t have to come up with lies all the time. “We aren’t compatible. She’s a little too clingy for me.”
 
   “Really? She seemed pretty amazing. Even Sage was staring at her.”
 
   “Because he’s a piece of shit that doesn’t deserve you.” My entire body snapped, and I went into aggressive mode. I didn’t care about him looking at my date. I cared that he wasn’t exclusively looking at his. 
 
   Taylor didn’t flinch because she was used to my angry outbursts.
 
   “A man should never have wandering eyes, Taylor. That’s bullshit.”
 
   “I don’t blame him,” she said. “Julia is probably the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “Ha.” I released a sarcastic laugh. “I’ve seen better.”
 
   Her eyebrows shot up. “What?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said quickly. I had a problem with these passive aggressive comments, and I needed to steer away from the topic. “You shouldn’t be with a guy who pays attention to the other women in the room. He should only pay attention to you.”
 
   “I know,” she said. “But Julia was right in front of him. Not many other places to look.”
 
   “Why are you making excuses for him?” My temper flared all over again. I was normally sensible, but when Taylor put up with losers like him, I couldn’t handle it. 
 
   “Calm down. If you were in his position, you would have stared at her too. Don’t act like you wouldn’t.”
 
   I looked her dead in the eye and didn’t blink. “If I were with you, I wouldn’t even know other people were in the restaurant. I wouldn’t know if it was morning or evening because I’d be too busy looking at you to notice the sun and the moon. If I were with you, I would feel blind to the world and everything in it—because you’re all that I’d see.”
 
   She stared at me for several heartbeats, her eyes locked to mine and unblinking. A strand of hair fluttered in the breeze, but she didn’t tuck it behind her ear like she usually did.
 
   I successfully made the conversation awkward, just like I always did. It was so frustrating to want a woman I could never have. I’d never been this challenged before. Not to sound like a dick, but there was never a woman I couldn’t have. And now the one woman I couldn’t live without didn’t even notice me. I couldn’t even move on with someone else because I was neck-deep in this shit. 
 
   Taylor didn’t say anything, either because she was irritated with me or just uncomfortable. Maybe she was catching on to my feelings. She’d be totally ignorant to not figure it out by now. I didn’t sleep with her because I had nothing else to do. I didn’t hate her boyfriends because I was just protective. I didn’t spend all my time with her because I didn’t have any other friends.
 
   When the silence stretched for another minute, I knew I needed to break it. “Sorry. I just can’t stand cheaters. Drew was an ass, and now Sage can’t keep his eyes to himself. Bothers me.”
 
   “It’s one thing to look and another thing to touch.”
 
   But I wouldn’t look or touch if I were with her. “What are you doing this weekend?” I didn’t care about her answer, but I had to change the subject. It was growing more uncomfortable by the second. 
 
   “I don’t have a lot of plans, but on Friday, I’m meeting some of Sage’s friends. It’s his birthday, so we’re going out to dinner.”
 
   So things were getting serious. Had she slept with him? I cursed myself for even wondering about it. It didn’t matter, and I would never ask because I couldn’t handle the answer. “What did you get him?”
 
   “Nothing yet. Trying to figure that out.”
 
   I had a few ideas, but they all involved sex. And I didn’t want her touching him. “Maybe you could make something.”
 
   “I’m not that crafty.”
 
   “You make stuff for your classroom all the time.”
 
   “Yeah, but that’s usually related to science. I don’t think Sage really cares about academics.”
 
   “You’ll figure it out. Can’t go wrong with sports tickets.”
 
   “Hmm…that’s not a bad idea.” A thoughtful look came over her face. “He loves the Yankees. I’m sure he would love to go to a game.”
 
   Now I hated myself for giving her a good idea. “There you go.”
 
   She pulled out her phone and started searching for tickets. “Let’s see… There’s a game this Sunday. Perfect.”
 
   At least she wasn’t getting him a blowjob. 
 
   “Thanks for the suggestion.”
 
   I stopped myself from gritting my teeth. “No problem.”
 
   “What are you doing this weekend?”
 
   A whole lot of nothing. “No plans.”
 
   “Want to do something on Saturday?”
 
   Damn. I shouldn’t have said that. “Maybe.” I couldn’t keep spending time with her when it was just sucking me in further. Should I move away? Was that the only answer at this point? My company was expanding, so maybe I could expand with it. 
 
   “Maybe?” she asked with a laugh.
 
   “I might have plans with Julia. Can’t remember.”
 
   “I thought you were breaking up with her.”
 
   “I said I was thinking about it.”
 
   “I think you should give it another chance. Women like that don’t come around very often.”
 
   Women like you don’t come around very often. “I’ll see where it goes.”
 
   She finished her muffin then grabbed her coffee. “Well, I should head home. I need to clean up and head to the dry cleaners.”
 
   I was sad she was leaving but also relieved. Distance was the most essential thing for me. Whenever I was with her, I was comfortable. There was nothing else in the world besides the two of us. It felt the same as sitting in front of a warm fire. I never wanted to leave. “I have stuff to take care of too.” I stood up and tossed my trash. “Have fun at the birthday party.”
 
   “Thanks.” She pulled her bag over her shoulder and gave me an award-winning smile. It was the kind that lit up everything near her. She was a spotlight that illuminated the entire city. After a quick wave, she walked off, her hips swaying in her skin-tight jeans. I wasn’t the only one who gawked at her as she passed. Everyone on the street turned their heads in her direction.
 
   And the entire world did too.
 
   ***
 
   “What brings you here?” I looked up to see Derek standing over the desk. 
 
   “Just thought I would stop by on my way home.”
 
   That was unlike him unless he wanted something. “What’s up?”
 
   “How are things with Tayz going?”
 
   “Terrible.” I leaned back in the office chair and crossed my arms over my chest.
 
   “What?” he blurted. “Julia said you guys have really hit it off.”
 
   “Ugh.” I dragged my hands down my face. “She really said that?”
 
   “Yeah. Are you telling me you’ve been dating that fox and still aren’t over Taylor?”
 
   It was embarrassing to admit it out loud. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
 
   “What the hell, man?”
 
   “I’m gonna break it off with Julia.”
 
   “What?” he shrieked. “Are you crazy?”
 
   “Yes.” I’m out of my mind. Shit, I’m insane. “I’ve tried falling for her, but nothing has changed. Taylor is still in my goddamn head all the time.”
 
   “Have you slept with Julia?”
 
   It was none of his business, but I nodded anyway.
 
   “And still nothing?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “I’m telling you, I’m doomed.”
 
   “No, I think you’re gay.”
 
   I grabbed the stapler and prepared to throw it at him.
 
   “Whoa, whoa.” He held up both hands. “Let’s just calm down.”
 
   “I’m anything but calm right now.” I set the stapler on the table with a loud thud. “I’m screwed. I’m in too deep, and I’ll never get out.”
 
   “Maybe you should just tell her how you feel.”
 
   “And what’s that gonna do? Make things worse?” I snapped.
 
   “She’ll reject you, and you can move on.”
 
   I couldn’t handle hearing that. Even now, I still had a little hope we could be something more. When we lay together in bed, she always wrapped her arms around me. When she was upset, she’d grip my hand like she needed my touch to go on. If I told her how I felt and she turned me down, that would shatter the tiny amount of hope I still possessed. And without that belief, there would be nothing holding me together. I’d rather hold on to this small amount of goodness than risk losing it altogether. “I don’t want her to reject me.”
 
   “Well, if she does, you’ll know it’s time to move on.”
 
   “But I’ll lose her friendship.”
 
   “Are you really friends now?” he challenged.
 
   It was true that my feelings had changed the dynamic of our relationship. “If I tell her now, it’ll just blow up in my face. If she were single, I could do something about it.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “She’s not engaged to the guy. Go for it.”
 
   “She’s meeting his friends tomorrow. She clearly likes him.”
 
   “Whatever. All is fair in love and war.”
 
   “It’s not gonna happen.” I’d made my final decision.
 
   “Then maybe you should move.”
 
   That wasn’t a bad idea, but I didn’t want to leave New York. I loved it there. “I was born and raised here. I don’t think I could handle any other city.”
 
   “Boston is pretty close.”
 
   “No.” There was nothing for me there.
 
   Derek leaned against the desk and gave me a sympathetic look. “Then maybe you should keep dating Julia.”
 
   “No.” That wasn’t fair to her, even though she knew how I felt about Taylor.
 
   “Then you’re hopeless,” Derek said. “I’m officially out of ideas.”
 
   I’ve been out of ideas for a while.
 
   The elevator doors opened, and Clay stepped onto the floor.
 
   That was my cue. “I’ve got to go, Derek. I have a client.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t do the tutoring thing anymore?” he questioned.
 
   “I have a special circumstance.” I rose out of the chair and shoved my phone into my pocket. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Alright. Until next time.” Derek banged his hand on the desk before he walked into the elevator and disappeared.
 
   I grabbed my supplies and Clay’s lunch before I walked inside the tutoring room. Clay was already sitting at the desk wearing a baggy hoodie and old jeans. His hair was combed in an odd way, pushed forward and over one side of his face.
 
   “Woke up on the wrong side of the bed?” I teased.
 
   He immediately patted his hair down. “Need a haircut.”
 
   I set my stuff down then pushed the sandwich toward him. “I’ll give you some cash.”
 
   “I’m okay.” Even then, he hated taking money from me.
 
   “If you don’t get a haircut soon, you’ll have to rock the ponytail look.”
 
   “I’m not a girl,” he argued.
 
   “Then let’s get that haircut.” I set everything up then pushed the book toward him. “Alright, we’re going to start the math section. Math is about logic rather than pure mathematics. Even without a calculator, you can figure things out pretty easily based on laws and formulas. I’ll show you what I mean.”
 
   He propped his chin on his hand and looked bored, only one eye visible.
 
   His hair was distracting me because I couldn’t see his entire face. He wasn’t eating either, which was unlike him. Usually, he scarfed down all his food the second he walked in the door.
 
   “Everything alright?” I asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” he answered. “Just bored.”
 
   “You won’t be bored in a second.” I explained the math section before I turned the workbook toward him. “Let’s start with the first question. I’ll work it out with you.”
 
   He grabbed the mechanical pencil and stared at the question. His eyes moved over the words several times as he tried to figure it out. Several minutes went by, and he didn’t make a mark with his pencil. It took him a long time to approach the reading section of the exam, so I knew this would be even more difficult. Absentmindedly, he moved his hand over his hair and pulled it slightly to the side.
 
   And that’s when I noticed it.
 
   He had a dark black eye, bruised and swollen. The skin surrounding it was just as damaged with popped blood vessels and discoloration. It wasn’t the kind of injury you got from falling. It was the kind of bruise you got when you were punched in the face—several times.
 
   I never knew I could be this angry. I never understood what rage really felt like until that moment. My hands shook as my lungs locked up. I couldn’t breathe. I wanted to demolish the office because I didn’t know how else to channel my anger. My body and mind only knew destruction. 
 
   I wanted to murder someone.
 
   “Clay.”
 
   He flinched at the hostility in my voice. I never yelled, but my violent tone was enough to make him jerk. His eyes met mine, and when he saw the look on my face, he knew I figured it out. 
 
   “Who did this to you?” I couldn’t stop shaking. All I knew was bloodlust. Someone was about to be put into the ground—six feet under.
 
   He pulled his hair further over his face, hiding the mark. “I fell on the handle of my bike…hit me right in the eye.”
 
   “Don’t. Lie. To. Me.” I slid everything off the table and slammed my fists hard onto the wood. The sound echoed in the room, thudding indefinitely.
 
   Clay immediately sat back, showing fear for the very first time.
 
   “I’m going to ask you again, and you’re going to give me the right answer.”
 
   He stared at the ground.
 
   “It was your father, wasn’t it?” I should have known when I spotted that other bruise. Clay lied to me about it, and I should have figured it out. What kind of mentor was I for not noticing sooner?
 
   His voice came out weak. “No.”
 
   I flipped the table over and it crashed into the wall. Thankfully, no one else was there otherwise people would assume I was smacking the kid around myself. “Why do you keep lying to me?”
 
   He stayed in the chair but leaned back as far as he could.
 
   “I’m calling the cops.” I was putting this guy behind bars for the rest of his life.
 
   “Wait.” He held up his hand, so I wouldn’t walk around him. “Don’t.”
 
   “Why the hell not?” My nostrils flared because I was breathing so hard. 
 
   “I don’t want to go into a foster home. Please.” It was the first time he ever begged for anything. “That’s even worse than where I am now.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” I said with gritted teeth. “No one will hurt you there.”
 
   “But I’ll be stuck with a bunch of other kids, I’ll never be adopted, and I won’t be able to leave and do what I want. I’ll be a prisoner there, and they’ll scrutinize my every move.”
 
   “Clay, you don’t know anything about foster care.”
 
   “Yes, I do,” he snapped. “I’ve had friends in the system, and they say it’s terrible. I’ve only got a year and a half left, and then I can leave. I’m never home as it is, and it doesn’t happen all the time. Just…don’t call the cops.”
 
   “Clay, it shouldn’t happen at all.”
 
   “It’s really not that bad.”
 
   This kid was an enabler, and he didn’t even realize it. “It’s never okay to hit someone. So don’t say it’s not that bad. It’s completely unacceptable.”
 
   “I’m not saying it’s okay,” he whispered. “But I can handle it.”
 
   Now I wanted to snap again. “You shouldn’t have to handle it.”
 
   “Just don’t call the cops. Volt, I’m begging you.”
 
   How could I sleep at night if I didn’t know whether or not this kid was okay? Over the past few months, I’d grown fonder of him than I had of any other student in the past. I cared about him. No, I loved him. “I’m sorry. I can’t let you keep living there.”
 
   “No.” He jumped to his feet and faced me. “Stay out of it, alright? I’m telling you I don’t want to go into foster care. I’d rather keep everything the same. I’m careful around my dad, but sometimes, he drinks too much and things happen. It’s not like it happens all the time.”
 
   I hated listening to him justify his father’s actions. It was sickening.
 
   “If you call the cops, I’ll deny everything.”
 
   “That bruise will speak for itself.”
 
   “Volt, you don’t get it because you come from a different world with a mom and a dad who love you. You don’t know what it’s like to struggle. You don’t know what it’s like to survive. You don’t understand how the real system works. You think sending me to child protective services is going to help me but it’s not. It’s just going to make my life more difficult. I don’t have much time left. I’m almost out of there. Please don’t ruin this for me.”
 
   My body couldn’t digest all the pain and rage. Instead of subsiding, it just bubbled and became worse. I felt the agony intensify into something blinding. I’d never understood the kind of pain Clay had been through, but just the mere idea of it killed me inside. 
 
   “Volt, please.” He blocked my way to the door. “I know this is hard, but please let it go.”
 
   “How can I do nothing?” I whispered. “He might kill you.”
 
   “He won’t. He just gets angry and pushes me around. But he’s never taken it that far.”
 
   “Yet,” I said bitterly.
 
   “Promise me you won’t tell anyone.”
 
   How could I ever make that kind of promise?
 
   “Volt, come on. You’re the only person I have in my life right now. You’re the only person I can trust. Please, help me.”
 
   “Letting you live there isn’t helping you.”
 
   “And dragging me out is worse,” he argued. “Volt, please. I’m begging you.”
 
   I put my hands on my hips and tried to sort this out. I was at a crossroads, and I didn’t know what to do. This kid deserved better than the treatment he was getting, but I didn’t know what the solution was. He was adamant about avoiding foster care, and I understood why. But could I let him stay with an abuser? It was only for another year and a half, but was that too long? “Clay, I’m sorry. I have to tell someone.”
 
   All hope left his face, and rage quickly replaced it. “I thought you were my friend…”
 
   “I am your friend.”
 
   “Friends don’t do that to each other. I’m telling you what I want, but you won’t give it to me.”
 
   “I’m trying to look after you.”
 
   “Well, don’t,” he snapped. “If you put me in a foster home, I’m just going to run away.”
 
   “Clay, someone could adopt you.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” he yelled. “No one is going to adopt a sixteen-year-old misfit. Let’s not play fairytale, all right? I’m going to sleep in a room with thirty other kids, with a curfew and shit, and those kids are going to be worse than my dad. At least where I’m at now, I have the freedom to do things. If I’m locked up, I’ll be a prisoner. Don’t rat me out. If I’d known you would do this, I never would have come here. I trusted you, and now I feel stupid.” 
 
   My heart ached in the most painful way. “Clay, you can trust me.”
 
   “No, I can’t. I’m asking you to help me and you won’t.”
 
   “I am helping you.”
 
   “Then let it go. I’d gladly take a bruise once in a while over ending up in a place like that.” He stayed in front of the door, but the fight was no longer in him. He stared at me with contempt, like he hated me more than the man who abused him.
 
   And that hurt.
 
   There was no right answer, and everything was in shades of gray. But the way Clay glared at me with hatred was the most difficult of all. It didn’t matter if he liked me, but I wanted him to trust me. And if I did this, I suspected our relationship would be over.
 
   Clay looked away, unable to stare at me anymore.
 
   Unsure what else to do, I gave in. “Okay.”
 
   He looked back at me, one of his eyebrows raised. 
 
   “I won’t say anything. But are you sure this is what you want?”
 
   “Yes.” He said it without hesitation. “I’m never home anyway. These fights only happen once in a while. In sixteen months, I’ll be out of the house and living somewhere else. I’ve dealt with it my whole life. I can deal with it a little longer.”
 
   How would I be able to sleep at night not knowing if he was okay? How would I be able to forgive myself if something happened to him? “I’m here if you need anything. If things get bad, just leave and call me. I’ll come get you wherever you are. I’m here—always.”
 
   “I know, Volt.” Now that he got his way, he relaxed and gave me that same look I was used to. The fondness returned, and he was at ease. “I appreciate you caring about me. Really. Most people don’t.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “It is,” he said. “And that’s okay since I have at least one person who does.”
 
   ***
 
   I had an address and a face. 
 
   I knew exactly what I was looking for.
 
   It was three in the morning when I made my move. He headed down the street in a dark blue hoodie with his hands in his pockets. He was unnaturally thin, reminding me of Clay in more ways than he should. 
 
   He turned the corner and walked down a dark alleyway between a Chinese restaurant and a laundromat. A man was sitting there in a dark leather jacket. Both of his hands were in his pockets, and he didn’t look my way.
 
   Silently, Clay’s father pulled out the cash and handed it over. In exchange, he got a small plastic bag wrapped up tightly. He shoved it into his pocket so quickly I couldn’t see what it was.
 
   The dealer turned the opposite direction and walked up the alleyway, counting the cash that he’d just received.
 
   When Clay’s father turned around, he didn’t look at me, dismissing me for another outcast. His hands were shoved firmly into his pockets, and his hood was pulled over his head.
 
   Just looking at him made me sick. I hated this man even though we’d never met, and killing him was all I could think about. I wanted to wrap my hands around his throat and choke him until he couldn’t breathe. I wanted to break both of his arms so he could never lay a hand on Clay again.
 
   I wanted to do so much worse.
 
   Just before he left the alleyway, I made my move.
 
   I snatched him by the back of the sweater and yanked him to the ground, forcing him to his back on the slick concrete. A streetlight was forty feet away, but the Chinese restaurant blocked most of the light. Visibility was poor, and he would never get a good look at my face.
 
   “What the fuck, asshole?” He rolled to his feet quickly. “Get your own.”
 
   I snatched him again then threw him against the wall. The air left his lungs once he smacked into the concrete. His arms were twigs, and his lack of muscle made him pathetically weak. When he tried to push me off, it felt like a child pushing me.
 
   I slugged him hard in the face, hitting him right in the eye. I got so much gratification from scarring him the way he scarred Clay. This man needed to suffer forever. I would never let him forget this night. I would never let him think he could touch Clay again.
 
   I wailed on him, slamming my fist into his face and then his stomach. I bruised most of his skin, making him weak from the pain and loss of blood. I beat him to within mere inches of his life, making him sway like he was boneless.
 
   I dropped him to the ground and leaned over him, my hood covering my face. Even if he knew what I looked like, he would have no way of finding me. But it was better to be safe than sorry.
 
   His face was bloody and his eyes were swollen shut. Blood dripped from the corner of his mouth and rolled down his cheek. When he coughed, disgusting shit came up.
 
   “Listen to me.” I grabbed him by the throat and squeezed. “Touch Clay again and this will end quite differently.”
 
   He groaned then released a painful cough.
 
   “Do you understand me?”
 
   “Yes…yes.”
 
   I squeezed him tighter. “Touch a single hair on his head, and I’ll end you. You got it?”
 
   His breathing grew deep and raspy. “Who are you?”
 
   I punched him in the face harder than ever.
 
   “Fuck.” He tried to grab his nose, but I stepped on his hand.
 
   “If you hurt him, I’ll know about it. You threaten him, I’ll know about it. Do anything to that kid, utter a single word about this, and I’ll hunt you down again and do something far worse.”
 
   He fought to breathe but my hold on him was too tight. He gasped for air that he couldn’t reach.
 
   “Do we have an understanding?” I wasn’t leaving until I had confirmation that Clay wouldn’t pay for this. That he would be untouched after my actions.
 
   “Yes,” he gasped.
 
   I squeezed him harder, choking him out. “Are you sure?”
 
   Now he could hardly speak. He moved his mouth but nothing came out. “Yes…”
 
   I finally released my hold on his throat. He was beaten bloody, and those bruises and cuts would take weeks to heal. Every time he looked in the mirror, he would have a reminder of what happened tonight. 
 
   And he wouldn’t even think of touching Clay.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Taylor
 
   I was meeting Sage and his friends for a birthday dinner, and I was a little nervous about the evening. There would be a lot of new people I’d never met, and I’d probably be interrogated the whole time.
 
   But Volt interrogated all my men, so this was fair.
 
   I walked down the street with his gift tucked under my arm. It was the baseball tickets wrapped in navy blue wrapping paper. I made him a special card by hand, decorating it to make the gift more personal.
 
   I was just around the corner when my phone started to ring. 
 
   Volt was calling me.
 
   Now wasn’t the best time for a chat, but I couldn’t ignore his call. It went against everything my body wanted, so I swiped the call button before I held it to my ear. “Heeey. Whatcha doing?” We hadn’t spoken in nearly a week, and it always felt strange when we had periods of silence.
 
   He was silent.
 
   “Volt?” I thought I could hear him breathing. 
 
   He still didn’t say anything.
 
   I stopped walking altogether even though I was right in front of the restaurant. “Volt, are you there?”
 
   When his voice came through the line, it sounded broken—beyond repair. “Hey.”
 
   I knew there was something seriously wrong. Not just a little wrong—but extremely. Volt had hit rock bottom. But how he got there was a mystery. “What is it? Are you okay?”
 
   “I need you to come to my apartment.”
 
   He never commanded me to do things. He usually asked. “I can be there in ten minutes.”
 
   “Thank you.” He hung up immediately, like staying on the line for a second more was too much for him to handle.
 
   I heard the line go dead, and I slowly lowered the phone. My heart was beating hard, and I felt sick to my stomach. Something was wrong with Volt, and I was pretty sure his heart was broken.
 
   “Hey.” Sage approached from the entryway of the restaurant. “Perfect timing. I already have a glass of wine for you.”
 
   I forgot about Sage’s birthday altogether once I spoke to Volt. Now it seemed insignificant. “Uh…”
 
   “Something wrong?” He spotted the shocked look on my face. “What is it?”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Sage. But I have to go.”
 
   “You have to go?” he asked. “But you’re already here.”
 
   “I know, I’m so sorry. But I have to go to Volt. I’ll try to come back as soon as I can.”
 
   His face contorted from disappointment to anger. “Volt? Why do you have to go to him?”
 
   I didn’t want to give my answer. “I’m not sure. But there’s something wrong.”
 
   “Well…all of my friends are sitting inside waiting to see you. Not to mention, it’s my birthday. You’re really just going to leave? Did someone die?”
 
   “I don’t know yet. He didn’t say.”
 
   “Can it wait?”
 
   Volt wouldn’t have called me unless it was important. “I’ll make it up to you. I swear.”
 
   “Well, my birthday doesn’t come for another year, so you’ll have to wait a long time.”
 
   “I feel terrible about this. I really do.” I was making a terrible first impression with his friends, not to mention pissing him off. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Then don’t do it. It’s as simple as that.” He challenged me with his look, warning me if I left, there would be serious consequences. Even our relationship was on the line, and it dangled on the edge of a knife. 
 
   “He needs me. He’s my best friend.”
 
   “Shouldn’t I be your best friend?” he challenged. “And shouldn’t you be there for me?”
 
   “Sage, I know you’re upset, but whatever Volt is going through must be serious. He wouldn’t have called me otherwise. He knows I’m going out for your birthday. He helped me pick out the gift.”
 
   “Don’t you think that’s a strange coincidence?” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “That he called when he knows you’re with me?”
 
   I didn’t understand his meaning until it dawned on me. “You really think he’s still into me? How much clearer do I have to make it? Volt doesn’t see me like that. You saw his girlfriend.”
 
   “But he still calls you for everything. Why isn’t he calling her?”
 
   “I…I don’t know.” If something were seriously wrong, I would want him to call me and no one else. And that realization made me feel a little faint.
 
   “Whatever.” He threw his arms up. “Go to him. Have fun.”
 
   “Sage, someone could be dead.” How could he be so selfish?
 
   “If someone were dead, he would have told you.”
 
   “You don’t know that.” I’m the only one who knew him well enough to make such a claim.
 
   “I’ve always thought he had a thing for you, but you know what? Now I think you have a thing for him.” He gave me a mirthless glare, the kind that showed the depth of his anger. People passed us on the sidewalk, but he didn’t glance at them and neither did I. 
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “It’s not?” He tilted his head to the side, looking maniacal. “Because it sure seems like it.”
 
   “Volt has been a good friend to me since I moved here. I didn’t know anyone in the city, and he helped me. He helped me with work, and he’s always looked after me. Maybe you don’t understand what friendship is like, but I do. Stop overanalyzing everything. You’re seeing things that aren’t there.”
 
   “Oh, really?” he asked. “I’ll tell you what I see, Taylor. It’s my birthday, and you’re choosing to be with him. Plain and simple.”
 
   I was wasting time in this argument. Volt needed me and five minutes had already passed. I had no idea what happened to him, but not knowing was crippling. “I’m not choosing to be with him. Something has happened to him, and I need to be there. I’m sorry it’s on the night of your birthday, but friends are always there for each other no matter what. If anything, you should be understanding. You’re making this entirely about yourself.”
 
   “I should be understanding?” he asked incredulously. “He didn’t even tell you what’s wrong. And you’re running off to him.”
 
   “He’ll tell me when I get there.”
 
   “That’s still strange. If his mother passed away, then fine. For all we know, you’re going to get there and he’s going to ask you to help him pick an outfit. And you’ll run off for no reason.”
 
   “First of all, he would never call me for something like that.” I held up my hand to him, growing angry at his comments. “Second of all, being a good friend isn’t about asking questions. It’s about being there for someone else. I’m sorry that I’ve ruined your birthday, and your friends will probably never like me now, but Volt is family.”
 
   “He’s family?” he snapped. 
 
   That wasn’t the smartest thing to say, but the damage was done. “Yes. He’s family.”
 
   “Fine. You’ve made it clear he’s more important than I am.” He stepped back, his arms still in the air. “Have a good night.”
 
   “Sage, I never said that.”
 
   “You don’t need to say it.” He turned his back to me and walked away. “You’ve made it pretty clear.”
 
   ***
 
   I burst into his apartment and found him sitting on the couch. A glass of scotch sat next to a nearly empty bottle. Volt reclined against the cushion, his head tilted back and his face toward the ceiling.
 
   This was bad.
 
   I set Sage’s gift on the counter then moved to his side. He smelled like scotch, masking his cologne and natural scent. The booze burned as it entered my nostrils. “Volt, what’s wrong?” I scooted close to him and wrapped my arm around his. 
 
   He stared at the ceiling for another minute before he sat up and looked at me. The depression in his eyes told a story more painful than anything I’d ever encountered. Without saying a word, he told me about his heartbreak.
 
   When I looked down, I noticed his hands. They were swollen and bruised, caked with dried blood and missing pieces of flesh. His knuckles were hard to distinguish because they were massacred. “Volt…” I grabbed one hand and examined it, seeing the extent of the damage.
 
   “Clay.” That was all he said. He stared at his hands without reacting. Whatever pain he felt was numbed. Or perhaps he was just used to feeling it. “Clay came into my office yesterday with a black eye. His father did it.”
 
   I wrapped my hand around his wrist because I couldn’t touch his hand. It was too broken for a simple caress. Without hearing the entire story, I knew exactly what happened. Volt flipped a switch and attacked Clay’s father. Not once did I judge him for it. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “I hunted him down when he was buying weed and made him pay for what he did. I beat him to within an inch of his life. Not once did I feel bad about it. I still don’t feel bad about it.”
 
   I ran my hand up and down his arm, soothing him the only way I knew how. “Did you call the police?”
 
   “No.” His voice broke. “Clay asked me not to.”
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “He doesn’t want to go to a foster home. He begged me not to say anything. So, I gave him what he wanted. But I had to make sure his father never lays a hand on him again. I’m pretty sure I scared the shit out of that bastard.”
 
   My hand stopped at his forearm. “Volt, you have to tell the police. You can’t let Clay keep living there.”
 
   “I don’t want him there either,” he whispered. “But he fought me on it—hard. He said he would never forgive me if I went through with it.”
 
   “That shouldn’t matter, Volt. You need to do the best thing for him.”
 
   He looked away, his lips pressed tightly together. “I’m all the kid has. I’m the only person he trusts. And if he turns away from me…who will he have then?”
 
   Volt had a great relationship with this boy, and I understood why he wanted to keep that friendship. But he had to do the right thing—no matter the cost. “He’ll be mad at you for a while. But one day, he’ll thank you.”
 
   “No, he won’t,” he whispered. “I handled the situation the best way I could. His father would be stupid to do anything to Clay. Next time, I’ll really kill him.”
 
   “Unless he kills Clay first.”
 
   His skin immediately turned ice-cold. “The thought scares me.”
 
   “You have to go to the police, Volt.”
 
   “Clay said he would deny everything. And he would run away. The kid doesn’t want to go, Taylor. I can’t make him.”
 
   I was pressing an argument Volt didn’t want to listen to. He was shaken up over what happened, and I wasn’t helping the situation. He needed comfort and support, not a battle. 
 
   “I feel like a monster…”
 
   I watched his face and saw the dullness enter his eyes. I’d never seen him look so low, seen him fall so hard. “That’s not true.”
 
   “I beat the shit out of that loser you dated, and then I nearly killed Clay’s father. I’m just so angry… I get angry when bad things happen to good people. Clay deserves more than the shit he’s been given. You deserve a man who would die for you. The world is so fucked up that I don’t understand it.”
 
   I ran my hand up and down his arm, smelling the liquor in the air. “Clay will be okay, Volt.”
 
   “He just wants a better life for himself. But all this shit keeps holding him back.” He shook his head. “How is that fair? I grew up in a perfect home with perfect parents. And he struggles just to survive another day. I don’t get it.” He ran his fingers through his hair then cringed when pain shot up his arm. He lowered it again, resting it on the couch. 
 
   “He’ll get through it, Volt.”
 
   A distant look came into his eyes, and I knew he slipped away. 
 
   I stared at his hands again and knew if I didn’t attend to them, he never would. I grabbed some supplies from his bathroom then cleaned up his hands. They were cracked and still slightly bleeding. I rubbed Neosporin into all the cuts and patted them dry before I wrapped his knuckles in gauze. I’d never done anything like this before but the technique came to me naturally.
 
   Volt sat there, silent and still as a statue.
 
   I clipped the gauze in place and set everything on the table before I handed him two painkillers.
 
   He eyed them then pushed them away. Maybe it was because he drank too much or because he wanted to feel the pain. I would never know.
 
   I moved in close to him and ran my fingers through his hair, comforting him with my touch. The smell of booze was overwhelming so I breathed through my mouth to avoid it. Even then, it burned my throat on the way down. 
 
   Volt turned his face toward me and watched me caress him. The distant look was still in his eyes, that drunken stupor I had never seen before. His reactions were slow and drawn out. His breathing was deeper than usual, and sometimes his eyes drooped like he might fall asleep. 
 
   I fingered his thick dark hair and felt the softness slide through my fingertips. His hair was slightly curly at the ends when he let it grow out enough. I’d never really explored him like this before. We’d hugged, even kissed, but I’d never comforted him quite like this. 
 
   His hand moved to my thigh and he squeezed it gently despite the pain it must’ve caused his knuckles. His fingers covered my entire thigh because his hand was so big. He could break my leg with a single movement if he wanted to.
 
   Silently, he moved his gaze to mine and looked me in the eyes. He stared at me without blinking, searching for something only he could find. Our faces were just inches apart, and every breath reeked of the scotch he drank. He wasn’t himself, and I could feel the change in the air, the tingle that accompanied a special moment. 
 
   His eyes glanced at my lips.
 
   I could feel the stare burn my mouth. I could feel his want and his desire. It burned me like the white-hot sun. But it was the kind of burn that felt good. The kind that made you feel warm in the midst of winter. 
 
   The alcohol was guiding him forward, and he lost his inhibitions quickly. Before he made the move, I knew it was coming. I could feel it in the air. The intensity shivered my spine. 
 
   He moved closer to me, his face slowly approaching mine. His eyes were still on my lips, studying them like a work of art. 
 
   My heart wouldn’t slow down.
 
   His hand left my thigh and moved up my body until it reached my neck. Once his hand touched me, warm and calloused, I felt my breath hitch. His fingers dug into the bottom of my hair, touching me in a way he never did before. 
 
   I couldn’t breathe. 
 
   I remained still even though I knew exactly what would happen next. He was drunk out of his mind and not thinking clearly. His choices were made in a place other than his brain.
 
   But I didn’t move away.
 
   His hand moved to my cheek, his fingertips feeling the softness. He studied my face as he touched me, memorizing my features. His eyes were no longer hooded. They gazed at me without blinking, not wanting to miss a single moment. 
 
   His thumb drifted to my mouth and rested in the corner. He brushed the tip along my bottom lip, feeling every groove of my mouth. He leaned into me, getting closer than he ever had before. 
 
   His intensity was enough to burn me. I could feel it in every corner of the room. I could feel the pleasure before we even touched. I could feel the electricity without the plug.
 
   He pressed his face against mine, his lips just inches away. His breath washed over me, and I could hear his excitement with every exhalation. His thumb brushed along my lip before it returned to my cheek. 
 
   And then he kissed me.
 
   He pressed his soft lips against mine, his face tilted slightly to the right. Instead of feeling awkward or strange, I felt heat rush up my spine and directly into my brain. My body lit on fire, and I couldn’t think straight. All I felt was blinding pleasure, the kind that radiated to every cell of my body. 
 
   And that was just the first second.
 
   He moved his mouth against mine, brushing our lips past one another. They danced to a song that wasn’t playing, and they fell into a natural rhythm. 
 
   My hand dug into his hair, and I gripped the strands as he continued to kiss me. It wasn’t the kind of kiss I expected him to have with anyone. It was slow and agonizing, just as much of a tease as it was satisfying. 
 
   Volt wrapped his other arm around my waist and pulled me closer to him, our chests touching as our mouths continued to move together. His desperation was obvious in every caress. He didn’t just want this kiss but needed it.
 
   And I think I needed it too.
 
   He parted my mouth just enough to give me his tongue, and that was even better than his lips. He breathed into me at the same time, making me come alive with every embrace. 
 
   My body melted and became boneless. All I could feel was a shock running through my veins. It felt so good, just like the last time we kissed. I was so high on depression that I wondered if it was really that good.
 
   But it was.
 
   Volt pulled me onto his lap, so I was straddling his hips and feeling his hard-on through his jeans.  He deepened the kiss and pulled me further into him, wanting as much as he could have.
 
   And that’s when I realized this needed to stop. 
 
   He was drunk and out of his mind, probably ten times above the legal driving limit, and he wasn’t thinking clearly. He was just doing whatever was necessary to make himself feel better. 
 
   I couldn’t let it go on.
 
   I found the strength to pull away and end the hottest kiss I’d ever had. I looked into his eyes and saw that same look of desire. He didn’t want it to end either. To him, it had only just begun. 
 
   I moved off his lap, putting necessary distance between us. “Let’s get you into bed.”
 
   He remained seated, still staring at me. His lips were slightly parted like my mouth should still be glued to his.
 
   Redness burned in my cheeks so I busied myself cleaning up his mess of booze. Sage and I just broke up, so I didn’t need to feel guilty for kissing Volt, but it was still a low thing to do. Volt was drunk and had no idea what he was doing. He probably wouldn’t even remember it the next morning. I took advantage of him when I shouldn’t have. 
 
   And he would never do that to me.
 
   ***
 
   I was wrapped up in Volt’s arms when we woke up the next morning. It was twelve thirty in the afternoon and far later than it should’ve been. His chest was pressed to my back, and with every breath he took, I felt it rise against me. 
 
   He stirred and released a quiet moan. “Fuck, my head hurts.”
 
   I grabbed the two pills from the nightstand and a glass of water. “Here you go.”
 
   He rubbed the sleep from his eyes before he swallowed the pills and downed the water. His hair was a mess from my fingers constantly running through it, and his hands were still bandaged. He took a look around the room before his eyes settled on me.
 
   Judging the look on his face, he didn’t remember anything from the night before. He probably wasn’t even sure how I got there or why I was in this bed with him. It took him a few minutes to come back to the moment. “I’m not sure what happened. I remembered drinking. And I think I remember you coming over. But I don’t remember much else.”
 
   So he didn’t remember. 
 
   Phew.
 
   “You told me what happened with Clay, and we sat together on the couch for a while.”
 
   He nodded slowly. “Nightmare from hell.”
 
   “I bandaged up your hands because they looked terrible.”
 
   “Thanks…” He examined each one. “I hope they look better than they feel.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   He ran his fingers through his hair before he lay back again, shirtless. “It’s one of those days when I don’t want to get up.”
 
   “You don’t have to. I’ll make you some breakfast.”
 
   “You don’t need to make me anything.”
 
   “I don’t mind. You cook for me all the time.”
 
   “But that’s different,” he said. “You’re my lady.” He fumbled for the right words. “I mean, you’re a lady.”
 
   “I don’t mind whipping up something.” I jumped out of bed wearing his shorts and t-shirt. Everything was too big and baggy, but at least it was comfortable. I walked into the kitchen and found a box of pancake mix and some eggs.
 
   Volt walked out ten minutes later, his perfect chest highlighted with muscle and strength. His stomach was lined with abs, and his arms were carved with muscle. I knew he had a nice body, but when he displayed it like that, it made me uncomfortable.
 
   Because he was hot.
 
   I thought about that kiss again. The way his mouth felt against mine was unreal. It burned me in so many good ways, lighting me on fire and making me sizzle like oil in a hot pan. It made the blood rush to my head and other places. Thankfully, he couldn’t remember. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to look him in the eye.
 
   His sweatpants hung low on his hips, showing the noticeable V that reached up from underneath his clothes. He poured himself a fresh cup of coffee and drank it black. “You really don’t need to make me anything.”
 
   “Well, I’m almost done so it doesn’t matter.”
 
    He sipped his coffee at the counter and noticed the small package I left sitting there. It was the gift for Sage. The gift I would never give him. It would be weird to go to the game with someone else, so I would just sell them on Stub Hub. “What’s this?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said as I shoveled the pancakes onto a plate. “Just Sage’s birthday gift.”
 
   “And why is it here?”
 
   “I had it on me at the time.”
 
   He continued to examine it before he set it down. The realization came into his eyes, and he understood the significance. “Shit, I’m sorry. Last night was his birthday, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah…but it’s not a big deal.” I wasn’t going to make him feel bad for needing me. And I wasn’t going to make him feel like shit for being the reason I got dumped.
 
   “I totally forgot. Taylor, I’m sorry.” He set his cup down and gave me a sad look. He didn’t need to tell me he was sorry because I could see it written all over his face. 
 
   “It’s really okay. Don’t even worry about it.”
 
   “I’m sure he was pissed.”
 
   “He wasn’t. We just rescheduled for another day.”
 
   He finally relaxed when he realized he didn’t ruin anything. “Well, I’m still sorry. I was drunk out of my mind and wasn’t thinking clearly.”
 
   I knew that all too well. “I know.” I set the plate on the table along with the maple syrup. “Now eat something. You’ll feel better.”
 
   He sat down and helped himself to the piles of food. “Thanks. You’re a good wife.”
 
   The idea of being married to him, having sex with him every day, and sleeping with him every night gave me a serious bout of chills. They ran up and down my body, making me come alive. I almost dropped my coffee because it shook me up so badly. The fact that picture looked so appealing freaked me out the most. “Wife Sife…” That barely rhymed and it didn’t make sense, but it was all I could think of.
 
   Volt didn’t tease me for it. “Did I do anything stupid last night?”
 
   Other than kissing me until my lips quivered, nothing. “No. You were pretty quiet.”
 
   “That’s good. I’m glad I didn’t chase you away.”
 
   Just the opposite. “You were fine. Just sad.”
 
   “Well, that makes sense because I’ve never been so miserable.” He kept eating, but his eyes were glued to his plate.
 
   “Clay will be okay.”
 
   “I know,” he said. “But he shouldn’t have to go through that at all. Any man who hits a child is a sick motherfucker.”
 
   I didn’t flinch at his profanity since it was appropriate—in this instance. 
 
   “I’m sure his father won’t touch him again. It would be stupid to do so.”
 
   “Yeah, he probably won’t. But for how long?” Despite what Clay wanted, I didn’t think he should stay in that house. He should go into protective custody, and then a foster home. No child should be afraid in his own house. 
 
   “At least a year and a half.”
 
   “But the father is getting away with a crime.” I shouldn’t argue about this now, but the whole situation bothered me. 
 
   “It’s what Clay wants. I tried to argue with him but he refused.”
 
   “He’s a child. He doesn’t know anything.”
 
   “He knows more than you think,” he said defensively. “Kids like him get by because they have to survive every day. Maybe he’s not skilled in math and English, but he’s a smart kid. He knows how the real world works. He knows how to solve complex problems. Give him more credit than that.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to insult him,” I said calmly. “But I think, as adults, we should take care of him.”
 
   “And I did,” he said darkly. “I almost killed a man. I made him shit his pants because he was so scared. A coward like that will do anything to avoid getting his face crushed in.”
 
   Volt was getting worked up again, so I backed off. “How’s your food?”
 
   “Delicious. Thank you.” He gave me a playful tap under the table.
 
   When he touched me, I felt the excitement all over again.
 
   What the hell was wrong with me?
 
   “Are you seeing Sage today?”
 
   I probably wouldn’t see him ever again. “No. I’m free.”
 
   “You wanna go to the movies then?”
 
   “You don’t have plans with Julia?” He told me he was going to stop seeing her, and I was curious to know if that happened yet. 
 
   “No.” He drank his coffee.
 
   “Are you still seeing her?”
 
   “Technically. I haven’t had a chance to break it off with her yet.”
 
   I wondered if they were exclusive. Because if they were, he cheated on her last night—with me. And that made me feel like a slut.
 
   “Why?”
 
   I shrugged. “Just curious.”
 
   ***
 
   After the movies and dinner, we headed back to his place. I wanted to spend the night again because I didn’t want to walk home.
 
   And I wanted to be with him.
 
   I should have run after Sage and tried to make up for what I did, but there was no motivation. When I told him Volt needed me, he kept making everything about himself and his birthday. I admit it was a dick move on my part, but he should have been more understanding and less childish. And I didn’t want to leave Volt because I knew he was still down. If he drank that much to begin with, he was spiraling out of control.
 
   Volt must have assumed I was spending the night because he handed me some clothes before he sat on the couch. “What do you want to watch?”
 
   “I don’t care.” I sat beside him and pulled a blanket over my knees.
 
   “There’s basketball. Is that cool?”
 
   “Sure.” I purposely kept some space between us but at the same time, I wished that space wasn’t there. All I could think about was that kiss. A part of me wanted to get him drunk all over again just so we could do it—without him remembering.
 
   And I realized how creepy that made me sound. 
 
   “What are you doing for Thanksgiving?”
 
   “Going home to see my family.” I would be there for a few days. It would be nice to see my parents. I didn’t see them as much as I would’ve liked. I talked to them even less.
 
   “In Washington?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Cool.”
 
   “You’re having dinner with your parents?” He mentioned something before.
 
   “I was until they changed their plans.”
 
   “What are they doing now?”
 
   “My mom has been wanting to go on a trip for a while, and she convinced my dad to take her on a cruise of the Mediterranean. So, I don’t have any plans.”
 
   “Oh really?” I asked in surprise. “Will you see your brother?”
 
   “Nah. We aren’t close.”
 
   I wondered if there was a story there, but I knew I shouldn’t ask. If he wanted me to know, he would have told me. “Want to come with me to Washington?” I wasn’t thinking when I asked. I just didn’t want him to be alone on Thanksgiving. He already had a lot on his mind. Being lonely would just make it worse.
 
   “Seriously? To meet your folks?”
 
   “They’re really nice. I think you’ll like them.”
 
   “I’m sure I will. I just… Do you think that will give them the wrong impression?”
 
   I’d never brought a man around before. I’d never had anyone serious enough to introduce to them. “I’ll tell them we’re just good friends. They won’t look too much into it.”
 
   “Then I would love to.”  He gave me that smile that was in his eyes, not just his mouth. He seemed genuinely excited to visit my family, not just saying yes out of obligation. 
 
   “Cool. You’ll like Washington. It’s beautiful.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before. It’s probably a lot different than New York.”
 
   “Completely.”
 
   He leaned back against the couch and stole some of the blanket. “Don’t be a hog, alright?”
 
   “I’m not a hog. Do you hear me going oink oink?”
 
   “No,” he said with a grin. “But I’d like to.”
 
   “Yeah right. Like I’d ever do that.”
 
   He stuck his hands in my sides and tickled me. “I’m not gonna stop until you do it.”
 
   I laughed and writhed underneath his attack, trying to get away from him. His massive size held me down, and I was unable to squirm away. “Oh my god, stop!”
 
   “Say it.” He dug his fingers into my armpits and showed no mercy.
 
   These tickles were going to kill me. “Fine! Oink oink!”
 
   He pulled his hands away and chuckled. “You’re one cute pig, Tayz.”
 
   “Thanks for the compliment…” I sat upright and fixed my hair. It was all over the place and full of tangles. 
 
   “No problem.” He nudged me in the side before he returned to watching TV.
 
   I pulled the blanket farther over my legs because they were getting cold. His apartment was always freezing because he liked it that way. I didn’t.  
 
   He eyed me when I pulled the blanket farther over him, and that threatening look was back in his eyes. 
 
   “You want to get tickled?” I threatened. “Because two can play that game.”
 
   He pulled the blanket off and prepared his hands. “Game on.”
 
   ***
 
   When I opened my front door, I expected to see Volt on the other side. He was probably stopping by on his way home, something he used to do a few months ago. We started spending more time together recently, and now I fell right back into that funk. 
 
   But it was Sage.
 
   He stood with his hands in his pockets, his blue eyes looking slightly dangerous. He didn’t seem happy to see me, but he didn’t seem pissed either.
 
   Unsure why he was there, I didn’t say anything. Did he come to yell at me more? Did he leave something at my apartment? Break ups were hard enough, and they were even worse when you had to see each other after.
 
   “Hi…”
 
   “Hey.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Did you leave something here?” Because he could have texted me and asked me to mail it. 
 
   “No. I was hoping we could talk.”
 
   About what? “Uh, sure.” I opened the door and he followed me in. “I’m sorry about what happened with Volt. I understand why you were so angry. I hope you still had a good birthday.” There was no reason why we couldn’t end on good terms. 
 
   “Actually, I came to apologize. You were right. I made everything about myself when I shouldn’t have. Your friend needed your help, and you should have been there. I let my jealousy get to me.”
 
   He was apologizing? Now I felt like an even bigger bitch for kissing Volt. “Oh…”
 
   “What was the problem, if you don’t mind me asking?”
 
   “Well…there’s this kid that Volt tutors. He’s in a bad situation at home and stuff. When he came to one of their tutoring sessions, he was banged up from being smacked around by his father. Volt was trying to figure out what to do to help him.”
 
   “Oh shit.” Guilt spread across his face. “I didn’t realize…”
 
   “It’s okay. You didn’t know.”
 
   “Now I feel like a bigger ass.”
 
   Not as much as I did. “Did you have a good birthday?”
 
   “Yeah. But it wasn’t the same without you.”
 
   My heart softened and so did my eyes.
 
   “I just didn’t want us to be mad at each other anymore. I miss you and I feel guilty for the things I said. Can we have dinner together? Catch a movie or something?”
 
   Now I was even more confused. “I thought we broke up…”
 
   “No,” he said quickly. “I’m sorry I made you think that. I let my temper get away from me. I guess I’ll always be jealous of Volt. Even with a girlfriend, I see him still look at you in a special way. Julia doesn’t get that look.”
 
   Volt didn’t see me like that, but nothing I said would change Sage’s mind. 
 
   “I don’t want to break up,” he whispered. 
 
   I couldn’t just go to dinner without telling him what happened. Even if Volt didn’t remember it, it still happened. It would be deceitful not to say anything. Could I carry a secret like that forever? “Sage, there’s something I need to tell you…”
 
   “What’s up?” He tried to hide the unease in his eyes but it was futile. “You aren’t ending things with me, right?” His voice remained calm but his body language said otherwise. “Because I think we just got off on the wrong foot.”
 
   “No, that’s not it. But…I did think we were broken up.”
 
   He didn’t catch my drift. He stared at me with the same confusion that never melted away.
 
   “The other night, Volt was really drunk, and he kissed me. I kissed him back for a while, maybe a minute. Then we stopped, and it was over. He doesn’t remember anything because he was so messed up. But I do. I thought you and me were broken up, so I let it happen. I’m sorry…” I felt like the most terrible person on the planet. Drew cheated on me, and I was devastated. To be played like a fool was unbearable. The fact I did something similar to another person made me hate myself a little bit.
 
   Sage dragged his hand across his chin as he looked into my kitchen. His scruff was coming in from not shaving that morning. His eyes weren’t as vulnerable as they were just a moment ago because he was trying to hide everything he felt. “I can’t pretend that doesn’t bother me.”
 
   “You have every right to be mad.” I wouldn’t make excuses for what I did. I assumed we were broken up when I should have waited for another conversation. We left on such bad terms that I figured we would never work things out. 
 
   “Would you have kissed him if you thought otherwise?” He turned his eyes back on me, watching every move I made.
 
   “Of course not.” Even before Drew, I wasn’t a cheater. And I would never be a cheater. 
 
   “I’m sorry, but I have to ask… Do you have feelings for him? Because you told me you didn’t, but then you kissed him. What am I supposed to think?”
 
   He was wrong to make jealous assumptions before, but now he had every right to ask that question. “I…I don’t think so.”
 
   “You don’t think so?” His hand was still on his chin, and his eyebrows were raised. “Because that’s not a straightforward answer.”
 
   Growing flustered, I crossed my arms over my chest again. “He’s always been just a friend to me. But when we kissed…I did like it.” I felt bad saying these things to Sage, but I had to be honest. “I don’t know if that means something, or if it’s just a physical attraction. Maybe I’m reading too much into it, or maybe I’m not looking into it enough.”
 
   He stared at the floor, refusing to make eye contact with me. “I stand by what I said. He’s into you.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re right about that.” That was the one thing I was certain of. 
 
   “Really?” He looked at me again. “Then why did he kiss you?”
 
   “Because he was drunk off his ass. He doesn’t even remember it. Volt is the kind of guy who will kiss any woman he sees. I’m not special.”
 
   “You’re more special than you think you are,” he whispered.
 
   I shifted my weight and felt the floorboards creak underneath me. My apartment was old, ancient. 
 
   “Maybe it was just lust,” he said. “That’s a natural emotion.”
 
   “Maybe…” I still didn’t know. 
 
   “I’m not saying it doesn’t bother me, but I understand why things happened the way they did. I behaved like a jerk the other night. Instead of throwing a tantrum, I should have been more understanding. My jealousy got the best of me. I don’t care about my birthday or the fact you were going to meet my friends. I cared that you were choosing him over me.”
 
   “That’s not how it was, Sage. If I were with him and you told me you needed me, I would be there. It wouldn’t matter if it were his birthday or some other special occasion.”
 
   “I know,” he said with a nod.
 
   It was unclear where we stood, even with the apologies. When I kissed Volt, there was no going back. I wasn’t thinking clearly at the time, just feeling our lips move together in the most natural way possible. Even when he was drunk, Volt was the best kisser I’d ever been with—and that included Sage. Volt had more experience than any other man since he’d locked lips with every woman in Manhattan, so I attributed the sparks to his batting average. 
 
   “I’d like to give this another chance.”
 
   Shocked, I stared at him with wide eyes. 
 
   “I’m not saying the kiss with Volt doesn’t bother me because it does, but the whole incident was my fault. If I hadn’t pushed you away, you wouldn’t have let the kiss happen. And it sounds pretty innocent anyway.”
 
   It was innocent because it didn’t last long. But in intensity, it was the complete opposite. 
 
   “I really like you, Taylor. Can we try this again?”
 
   I didn’t expect Sage to fight for me like this. He’d always been jealous of Volt, so I thought we were through when that kiss happened. But he was still there. “Do your friends hate me?”
 
   He shrugged. “They aren’t your biggest fan right now…but that’s because of me.”
 
   “Great…”
 
   “But I haven’t met Sara yet. You can talk shit about me before I meet her. Ya know, even the score.” He gave me a slight smile, the kind that made his eyes twinkle with happiness.
 
   When he was cute like that, he was hard to resist. “I don’t think I could ever talk shit about you. Not when you’re so sweet.”
 
   “Well, I wasn’t very sweet the other night.”
 
   “But you are now. And that’s what counts.”
 
   “So…does that mean we’re okay?”
 
   “I think so.” 
 
   He closed the gap between us and wrapped his arms around my waist. He pulled me hard against his chest and pressed his forehead to mine, holding me the way I liked.
 
   “Do you have plans tonight?”
 
   “Yes. With you.”
 
   “Well, I got you Yankees tickets for your birthday. And the game starts in an hour.”
 
   “Wow. That’s a great gift.”
 
   “You wanna go?”
 
   “Absolutely.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Volt
 
   I broke it off with Julia.
 
   “I don’t understand.” She faced me in her living room, her arms across her boobalicious chest. She had a nice body and a beautiful face, the kind of looks that guys would kill for. “We have such great chemistry.”
 
   No. I’m just good in bed. “You’re great, Julia. Really. But…I’m just not invested in this relationship.”
 
   “Is this because of Taylor?” Jealousy rang in her tone, and it was the first time I ever heard it.
 
   “Nothing has changed with her.”
 
   “What’s with this woman?” she asked. “There’s nothing special about her. I don’t get it.”
 
   My hands quickly formed fists before they relaxed. “She is special. She’s the coolest, smartest, and sexiest woman I’ve ever known. She’s my best friend. Talking shit about her isn’t going to get you anywhere.”
 
   She rolled her eyes dramatically, like she was a performer on a stage. “Whatever. You want to be with her? Fine.”
 
   “I want to be with her, but I can’t. But I can’t keep doing this.”
 
   “What’s your plan?” she demanded. “Be alone forever?”
 
   “It’s better than wasting your time.” I could tell she’d already become invested in me. Her attitude stemmed from her pain. She didn’t want me to leave, and she was struggling to accept it. I never should have let it get that far.
 
   “Was I not good enough for you? Did I not satisfy you?”
 
   That was even worse. She was finding the blame within herself. “Julia, you were amazing. Everything with you was amazing. Every time a man sees us together, he wonders what I did to land you and how he can do the same thing. If Taylor hadn’t ruined me, I know things would have been different. It’s not you. I promise.”
 
   She tightened her arms across her chest, pushing her tits closer together.
 
   “I’m sorry, Julia. I really am.” I didn’t feel good about hurting her. I hated Derek a little bit for talking me into this to begin with. Forcing myself to have a relationship was pointless. All I did was waste my time and hers.
 
   “Whatever,” she said. “Hope you and Taylor are very happy together.”
 
   That would never happen. Sometimes when we hung out, I forgot we were just friends. We cuddled on the couch together and slept in the same bed like we were longtime lovers. I pictured taking her on my bed then making breakfast for her afterward. But those were just fantasies. I tried staying away from her, but that just made me depressed. I tried dating other women, but that just made me more depressed. I was doomed.
 
   Fucking doomed. 
 
   “Julia, I’m sorry. I can’t say that enough.”
 
   “Just go.” She marched off into her bedroom and slammed the door.
 
   I stood there for another moment and waited for her to return, just in case. When she didn’t, I left.
 
   ***
 
   Clay’s dinner sat on the table along with the textbooks and notebooks we’d be working on. My hands rested on the table, still wrapped in the gauze Taylor had placed around my knuckles. 
 
   Clay walked in right on time then fell into the chair. His eyes immediately went to my hands, and he examined the old gauze that was beginning to come loose. Minutes of silence passed, and he never said anything.
 
   I waited for his usual round of questions. He would connect the dots and realize I was the one responsible for beating the shit out of his father. Instead of working on schoolwork, we’d discuss that.
 
   Clay pulled his eyes away from my hands and looked me in the eye. The look was different than any other he’d given me. His features were blank, as if he didn’t know how he should feel. His body and mind weren’t in sync because everything was happening at different speeds. “Thanks…”
 
   There was no need to clarify what he meant. “I’ll always look after you.”
 
   “He’s been nice to me since it happened.”
 
   “Good.” He’d be stupid to do anything otherwise. “Let me know if anything changes.”
 
   He nodded then looked down at his notebook. He didn’t grab his dinner or pick up his pen. He just read the passage in silence because there was nothing else to say. 
 
   And I was glad there was nothing else to say.
 
   ***
 
   “Baby, I feel so awful about your father and I going away for the holidays. Maybe we should stay home.”
 
   “Mom, it’s really fine.” I spoke to her on the phone while I sat on my couch.
 
   “But I can’t leave my two babies all alone.”
 
   Connor and I never struggled with loneliness. “I won’t be alone. I’m spending Thanksgiving with Taylor.”
 
   “You are?” she asked with joy. “That’s wonderful. Just you two?”
 
   My following words were going to make her erupt like a fiery volcano. “I’m going to Washington to spend the holiday with her family.”
 
   “Oh my god! That’s wonderful.”
 
   I held the phone away from my ear because her voice was about to pop my eardrum.
 
   “I’m so happy to hear that. You guys will have such a magical Thanksgiving.”
 
   “I’m sure it’ll be great.” I had no idea what to expect from her folks, but they must be awesome since they had an even more awesome daughter.
 
   “I’m so happy for you. Now I just have to get Connor to settle down.”
 
   “He’ll make it there on his own.” I didn’t know much about his personal life, but I assumed he wanted kids someday—just not right this second. “Don’t worry about him.”
 
   “I feel so much better now that you have somewhere to go for Thanksgiving.”
 
   I would have been fine even if I didn’t. “Have fun on your trip. Wear lots of sunscreen.”
 
   “Always. Love you, baby.”
 
   “Love you too, Mom.” The second I hung up, Taylor called me. “Hey, pretty lady.” It was the first thing that came to mind, and since I slipped up all the time, I didn’t even bother feeling guilty about this one.
 
   “Hey, stud. Are you home?”
 
   “Yeah. Just got off the phone with my mom.”
 
   “What’d she say?”
 
   “She almost had a heart attack when I told her I was spending the holiday with your family.”
 
   “I bet she did,” she said with a laugh.
 
   “So, she’s happy. And that makes me happy.”
 
   “Well, I’m down the hallway. Wanted to see if I could stop by.”
 
   “The door is unlocked.”
 
   “Cool.” Her voice started to echo as she came closer to my front door. “I was supposed to go on a run today, but that went to hell pretty quickly.” She walked inside and shut the door behind her. When she sat on the couch beside me, she hung up.
 
   I tossed my phone on the table. “Why did it go to hell?”
 
   “I started stretching then lost interest. So, I ate some ice cream instead.”
 
   I chuckled. “At least you stretched.”
 
   “Yep. My muscles are so relaxed now.” She pointed her toe and showed off her calf muscle. “Look at those big suckers.”
 
   “Big?” I grabbed one with my hand and gave it a squeeze. “That’s all hard muscle—not big.”
 
   “Whatever.” She crossed her legs and pulled away from my hand.
 
   I actually got hard just touching her leg. I loved her legs even though she hated them. I wanted to feel them wrapped around my waist again, her ankles digging into my ass.
 
   Change the subject.
 
   Quick.
 
   “So, when do we leave for Washington?”
 
   “Wednesday. I booked our tickets.”
 
   “Where do they live?”
 
   “They have a cabin in Yelm.”
 
   “A cabin?” I asked. “Like, in the mountains?”
 
   “They live about thirty minutes outside of Mt. Rainier. It overlooks a valley of grass and faces another hill. It’s beautiful. You won’t understand what I mean until you see it yourself.”
 
   “Well, I’m excited. The most trees I’ve ever seen at once is in Central Park.”
 
   She laughed. “This place makes Central Park look pathetic.”
 
   “I look forward to the comparison. So, your folks know I’m coming?”
 
   “Yeah, I told them I was bringing a friend.”
 
   I hated the way that word fell on my ears. I was just her friend. I hated it more and more. “Cool. So, Sage is cool with this?”
 
   “Cool with what?” she asked.
 
   “About you taking me to spend Thanksgiving with you and your family.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   So she hadn’t mentioned anything.
 
   “Shit, I forgot to tell him.”
 
   If I were lucky, this would piss him off enough that they would break up. I felt like a dick for wishing that, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted it even more than I ever did before. “I don’t have to go, Taylor. I don’t want to mess anything up.”
 
   “No, don’t worry about it. You aren’t spending Thanksgiving alone.”
 
   “It’s really not that bad. I don’t mind.”
 
   “Nonsense. And that’s final.”
 
   At least I tried to be a nice guy.
 
   “Does Julia have plans?”
 
   “I’m sure she does, but I have no idea what those plans might be.”
 
   She eyed me with a raised eyebrow. “What does that mean?”
 
   “I ended it last week.”
 
   “Oh…are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.” Couldn’t care less, actually.
 
   “How did she take it?”
 
   “She wasn’t happy, but she’ll get over it. I’m sure she’s found another guy by now.” Actually, she probably found someone the day we went our separate ways.
 
   “Yeah, she’s gorgeous.”
 
   Taylor really needed to take a look in the mirror.
 
   “Can I ask you something?”
 
   I wasn’t sure what kind of question was directed my way, but she could ask me anything at that point. “Anything.” A part of me wanted her to ask if I had feelings for her. She could initiate the conversation, so I wouldn’t have to feel bad about blurting everything out. 
 
   “If you didn’t really like her, why did you have a relationship with her? I thought you didn’t do that sort of thing.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how to answer that question without lying. “I wanted to give it a try. See if I was missing out on anything.”
 
   “And?”
 
   It would be so much easier if I just told her the truth. I was tempted. But there would be bad repercussions. She didn’t feel the same way about me, she had a boyfriend, and our friendship was on the line. I already hated not being with her, but I would hate it even more if I lost our friendship. “She wasn’t the right person.”
 
   Taylor accepted that response with a nod. “You’ll find her—someday.”
 
   I already did. “So…have you met Sage’s family yet?”
 
   “No,” she blurted. “We aren’t there yet. Not even close.”
 
   “He invited you to meet his friends.”
 
   “Yeah, but that went to shit. It really set us back.”
 
   “I thought you said everything was okay?” I didn’t remember much from that night, but I do remember her coming over. 
 
   “Well…I lied.”
 
   I hung on to her every word. “What do you mean?”
 
   “He and I got into a big fight. He was pissed I was running off to you on his birthday. I assumed we were broken up, and I’d never see him again.”
 
   Seriously? She was single? “You’re available?”
 
   “I thought I was. But he came by last week, and we worked things out. He apologized for being a jealous ass.”
 
   You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. I had a chance, but I was too drunk to even realize it. “Motherfucker.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I mean, what a motherfucker.”
 
   She shrugged. “He said he was sorry, and he was really sweet about it so all was forgiven.”
 
   Why didn’t she tell me? If I’d known she was single, I would have swooped in like there was no tomorrow. “I’m glad it worked out.” 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   I leaned back into the couch and silently licked my wounds. The only good thing about the situation was they were already rocky. Could a relationship survive when it already had so many problems? There was hope, and that drove me forward. 
 
   “There’s something I want to talk about.”
 
   “I’m all ears.” I tilted my head toward her and stared at her lips. They were so goddamn perfect, and I wanted to suck them until they were raw. I wanted to feel her lips slide past mine as she breathed heavily into my mouth, on the verge of a climax.
 
   “It’s about Clay.”
 
   The mention of my student snapped me out of my horny funk. 
 
   “I think you should tell social services.”
 
   “I took care of it, Taylor.” I made sure that piece of shit would never touch Clay again. “He even told me his father has been nice to him. I think the fear of shitting in his pants again is enough to keep his hands to himself.”
 
   “Until he gets drunk or high.”
 
   I pressed my lips tightly together and felt my jaw clench. 
 
   “I know you care about Clay, so do the right thing.”
 
   “He asked me not to. I fought him on it for a long time. I didn’t make this decision lightly.”
 
   “Volt, he’s a kid. He doesn’t know any better.”
 
   “I can’t betray him, alright? I’m all he has. This is what he wants. I’m protecting him and giving him what he wants at the same time. I admit it’s not ideal, but it works.”
 
   That blue fire burned in her eyes, telling me she wasn’t going to stop until she got what she wanted. “Volt, that kid deserves a better home. You need to give it to him.”
 
   “Is staying in an orphanage with hundreds of other kids really better for him?” I countered. “Will he get the attention he needs?”
 
   “Better than being slapped around.”
 
   “It’s only a year and a half. If it were longer, I’d reconsider.”
 
   She shook her head, her eyes conveying her rage.
 
   “I see him every day, and I look after him. If something were wrong, I’d know about it. He has my number, and he knows he can call me for anything. If his dad starts drinking and things get scary, he knows I’ll be there. I have his back—one hundred percent.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I love this kid.  You really think I’d let anything happen to him?”
 
   When I put it that way, she didn’t have an argument. “Of course I know you love him. And I know you’ll do anything to protect him. But I just think there’s a better way.”
 
   “I think this is the way—for now.” 
 
   Taylor dropped the argument when she realized it wasn’t going anywhere. It was only escalating the tension between us. It felt like two parents who were disagreeing on how to raise their children. “What’s your brother doing for Thanksgiving?”
 
   “Not sure. Probably staying with a friend.”
 
   “You haven’t asked him?”
 
   “Nah.” We usually only talked to each other when we were with our parents. Other than that, we kept to ourselves. Even though we lived in the same city, we never spoke to each other. 
 
   “Did something happen between you two?”
 
   “Kinda. When we were in high school, he had a girlfriend. I slept with her.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “It’s more complicated than that. They broke up, and we were at a party together. She came on to me, and I was drunk, so I let it happen. I didn’t think it would bother him that much but it did. We were never the same after that.”
 
   “Did you apologize?”
 
   “Yeah. He never seemed angry with me, just indifferent.”
 
   “I think indifference is worse.”
 
   “You’re right, it is. But I apologized and tried to make it right. If he doesn’t want to forgive me, I can’t make him. It was a long time ago, and I’m not going to keep feeling guilty about it. The ball is in his court.”
 
   She nodded in agreement. “Nobody is perfect.”
 
   “And I’m not even remotely close to being perfect.”
 
   “Maybe one day he’ll let it go.”
 
   Doubtful. “Yeah.”
 
   “So, what do you want to do?”
 
   “Strip poker?” Getting her naked was all I ever wanted to do.
 
   She laughed it off like she thought I was joking. “How about Mario Kart?”
 
   “You like Mario Kart?” I blurted.
 
   “Of course. Who doesn’t?”
 
   Somehow, she made me fall harder for her. “You’re on, Tayz.”
 
   “You’re on, baby.”
 
   “What did you just call me?”
 
   “Nothing…mama’s boy.”
 
   Now it was on like Donkey Kong. “Don’t you dare call me a mama’s boy.”
 
   “Why not…mama’s boy?”
 
   I held up my hands to tickle her. “Big deal. I love my mom. So what? But you’re going to pay for that anyway.”
 
   “Oh shit.” She jumped up to run away from me.
 
   I grabbed her by the waist and threw her back on the couch. I climbed on top of her and began my series of tickles, getting her right along the ribs and below the armpits. She was ticklish everywhere, so it was easy to get her good.
 
   She laughed and tried to push me off. Her leg moved and slightly wrapped around my waist.
 
   I pinned her arms above her head with one hand and used my free hand to get her vulnerable spots. Her eyes lit up as the sensations rocked her body. She tensed and coiled as she tried to fight off my hand. 
 
   My face was just inches from hers, and her body was pinned underneath mine. I was close enough to have her, to kiss her. 
 
   And that’s all I wanted to do.
 
   I wanted to play with her just like this, but I wanted something more. I wanted her to be mine—and mine alone. Why couldn’t she feel the same way about me? Why couldn’t she look at me the way I looked at her? 
 
   Why couldn’t I have what I wanted?
 
   I finally stopped tickling her and gave her some air.
 
   She didn’t pull her hands away from my grasp. She breathed hard underneath me, looking into my eyes with an open expression.  Her leg was still wrapped around my ass, just the way I dreamt about. 
 
   My cards were exposed, and I was making my feelings obvious. She was a smart woman, and if I kept this up, she would see right through me. I’d already given too much away.
 
   I cleared my throat and sat up. “I’ll set up the Wii.”
 
   “Yeah…I want to be Mario.”
 
   “I want to be Bowser.” I kept my back to her as I set everything up. It was a relief to hide my face—and my hard-on. 
 
   “But he’s the bad guy.”
 
   I hooked up the wires and grabbed the controllers. “I’m a bad guy too.”
 
   ***
 
   Derek and I fist-bumped when we reached each other in the bar. 
 
   “What’s up?” Derek asked. “Julia told me you guys broke up.”
 
   “Yeah. It didn’t work out.”
 
   “How could it not work out?” he asked. “She’s drop-dead gorgeous, and she was really into you.”
 
   That made me feel worse. “It wasn’t going anywhere. My feelings never changed.”
 
   “Taylor has you really tight on her hook, doesn’t she?”
 
   “Yep. I’m stuck.”
 
   “So, that’s it?” he asked. “You give up?”
 
   “I’m not sure what’s going to happen. I dated an amazing woman, and I still didn’t feel anything. That tells me I’m doomed. Maybe when Taylor gets married, I’ll finally get over her.”
 
   “You think she’s gonna marry that guy?”
 
   “No. At least I hope not.”
 
   “I don’t even know what to say.” He ordered two beers and passed one to me. “You tried dating, you tried avoiding her…we’re running out of options.”
 
   “No, we’ve already run out of options.”
 
   “The only thing left is fessing up.”
 
   “I’m not fessing up when she’s seeing someone. That’s a dick move.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “That’s not the Volt I know.”
 
   “I’m a different guy when it comes to Taylor. I’m not going to manipulate her existing relationship to get what I want. I wouldn’t want her to resent me down the road. I just have to wait and hope for the best.”
 
   “Who knows how long that will be.”
 
   “Hopefully, not forever. They got into a big fight recently. That bodes well for me.”
 
   “Over what?” he asked.
 
   “Actually…me.”
 
   “So much for not interfering.”
 
   “I didn’t get involved on purpose. It just happened.”
 
   “But it still worked out pretty well.”
 
   “If they’re butting heads now, they’ll probably hit another bump in the road. I just hope it’s soon. We were tickling each other the other day, and I almost kissed her. I’m not sure if I can control myself anymore.”
 
   “I say you should do it and see what happens.”
 
   “I’m not going to make her cheat on her boyfriend. Not cool.”
 
   “Whatever,” he said. “I’d knock off the chivalry act and just take what you want. Life isn’t fair, and the sooner you learn that, the better.”
 
   I wasn’t against competition or doing whatever was necessary to get what I wanted. But I was against hurting Taylor. If we had a chance together, I wanted it to start on good terms. I wanted it to feel right, not tainted.
 
   “Anyway, what are you doing for turkey day?”
 
   “Spending it with Taylor’s family.” I took a drink to mask the cringe on my face.
 
   Derek slammed his beer on the table. “Say what?”
 
   I took a longer drink than necessary. “I figured you’d have something to say about that.”
 
   “Okay, it’s official. She’s got a thing for you.”
 
   “She doesn’t.” Even though I wished otherwise.
 
   “Why else would she invite you to meet her damn family?”
 
   “Because I told her I had nothing to do on Thanksgiving.” It was a pity invite.
 
   “That’s still pretty ridiculous to invite you all the way to Washington.”
 
   “That’s the kind of person she is,” I said with a shrug. “She doesn’t want anyone to be alone.”
 
   “She wouldn’t have invited me.”
 
   “She probably would have, actually.”
 
   “Dude, I bet all the beer in this bar she wouldn’t have invited me.”
 
   “We’ll never know the answer to that so we should just let it go.”
 
   He shook his head and grabbed his beer again. “I’ll never understand you two. Seriously.”
 
   I’ll never understand us either.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Taylor
 
   I cooked dinner for the two of us, and we dined by candlelight at my kitchen table. Since I would be in Washington for nearly a week, I wanted to make the evening memorable.
 
   I wasn’t the most amazing cook in the world, but I rocked my Crock-pot like nobody’s business. I made green chili chicken tacos with refried beans and rice. And it tasted pretty damn good.
 
   “Thanks for dinner,” Sage said when he finished his meal. “That was amazing.”
 
   “Thanks. I’m glad you liked it.”
 
   “Never knew you could make tacos in the Crock-pot.”
 
   “I didn’t either until I found the recipe on Pinterest.”
 
   He chuckled. “Imagine what cooking was like thirty years ago when the Internet wasn’t a thing. How did people find recipes?”
 
   “A cookbook.”
 
   “Yeah, but most books are like thirty bucks. Kind of a rip-off.”
 
   “True. That’s probably why frozen dinners became so popular.”
 
   He rubbed his stomach. “Ah, yes. I’ve had a few of those in my day.”
 
   I finished my food and felt way too full to move. I didn’t want to clean the dishes in the sink, and I didn’t want to clear the table. Sometimes, I wished I would wake up one morning and find out that elves broke in and took care of everything.
 
   “So, you’re flying out tomorrow?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah. It’ll be a long flight.”
 
   “How long?” he asked.
 
   “Six hours.”
 
   “Any layovers?”
 
   “Nope.” Thank god. Long layovers made traveling a million times worse. Sitting around in a terminal with nothing to do was agonizing. And I usually felt gross after sitting on a plane. 
 
   “That’s something to be grateful for. When will you be back?”
 
   “Sunday night. Then I have work the next day.”
 
   “Brutal,” he said. “At least you’ll be relaxing over the holiday.”
 
   “Yeah.” I knew I needed to tell him about Volt, but I kept chickening out. I wasn’t even sure how to address it. Did I just blurt it out randomly? Did I bring up Volt first, and then lay it on him?
 
   “How’s Volt’s student doing?”
 
   Or he would bring him up for me. “He’s still at his father’s house. I told Volt to call the police, but he thinks the kid is better off where he is. We’ve been arguing about it.”
 
   “Why would he think the kid is better staying there?”
 
   “Because he almost killed the dad when he jumped him in an alleyway.”
 
   Sage couldn’t hide the shock on his face.
 
   “He thinks the dad won’t mess with him again. But I’m not so sure. In a few months, anything can change.”
 
   “That’s some serious stuff.”
 
   “Yeah…” I had to get it over with. It was like a bandage. I just had to pull it off. “Volt’s parents went on a cruise for Thanksgiving, so I invited him to spend the holiday with us.” I took a drink of my margarita and acted normal, like what I said wasn’t totally inappropriate.
 
   Sage’s shock immediately turned to disbelief. “Whoa, can you repeat that?”
 
   “Volt is coming with me to Washington.” I kept up my indifferent façade, but my heart was racing a million miles an hour. 
 
   “I don’t remember you mentioning that.” He kept his cool a lot better than last time, but his rage was building.
 
   “I asked him that night when…he was going through a hard time.” And I thought we were broken up.
 
   “Don’t you think that’s a little weird?”
 
   “He’s my friend. Friends invite people over all the time.”
 
   “Not when they live across the country and they’re dating someone else.”
 
   This was headed to a fight. I could already tell. “I know it’s a little weird, but I didn’t want him to be alone on Thanksgiving.”
 
   “And you’re just going to tell your parents he’s a friend? And nothing more?”
 
   “I already told them that.” But I didn’t mention the fact he was a dude. 
 
   He crossed his arms over his chest, his face darkening. “I could let the kissing incident go because we were at each other’s throats at the time, but this… I’m not okay with this.”
 
   “There’s nothing to be okay with. Volt and I hang out all the time. We’ll just be hanging out in a different state.”
 
   “With your parents,” he snapped. “Spending the whole week with them while your boyfriend stays in New York. I’m sorry, but that’s just fucking strange.”
 
   The F-bomb had been dropped. Shit was going down. “He’s going through a hard time, and his family is out of town. I’m not going to leave him stranded.”
 
   “Why doesn’t he spend the holiday with Julia?”
 
   “They aren’t together anymore.” Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.
 
   His face started to tint.
 
   I definitely shouldn’t have said that.
 
   He rose to his feet. “You know what? I’m not okay with this. I can get on board with you guys hanging out here and there, but I’m not cool with this. Not even a little bit.”
 
   I remained in my chair. “I’m sorry you feel that way. Again, I invited him when we were broken up.”
 
   “But we were never broken up.”
 
   “But I thought we were…”
 
   “Well, uninvite him.”
 
   Now I rose to my feet. “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Yes, you can. He’ll get over it.”
 
   “No. I already told my parents I was bringing someone, and he’s already packed. I’m not going to be rude and drop him like that.”
 
   “But you’re going to disobey me instead?”
 
   Whoa. Hold on. What did he just say? “Disobey?”
 
   “Yes. You’re going against my wishes.”
 
   I didn’t consider myself a catty woman, but my sassiness was coming out in full force. “First of all, I don’t obey anyone. So you better knock that off right now. I’m not someone you can boss around. Second of all, he and I are just friends, and you’re turning nothing into something.”
 
   “Friends don’t kiss.”
 
   “He was drunk and doesn’t even remember it.”
 
   “But you weren’t drunk,” he snapped. “And you do remember it.”
 
   I gripped the table for balance. I was both angry and ill. This argument kept going around and around. It would never die.
 
   “You aren’t taking him with you,” he said. “And that’s final.”
 
   “You don’t tell me what to do.” I would never be okay with a man bossing me around. If he had a problem with that, he could leave. And I’d slam the door shut behind him. 
 
   “Taylor, I’m tired of this. Our relationship was perfect until Volt stepped all over it. We really hit it off, and I thought I saw this going somewhere. You have to admit your relationship with him isn’t normal. It would bother any guy.”
 
   “Bother, maybe. But not turn him into an ass.”
 
   He clenched his jaw, and his hands formed fists. “This is the bottom line. Him or me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Him or me,” he repeated. “I feel like you have two boyfriends, and I don’t like to share. So either end your friendship with him or end your relationship with me.”
 
   My entire body flinched when I heard what he said. “What? You didn’t want him coming to Thanksgiving and now you want him completely out of my life?”
 
   “Yes.” His shoulders were squared like he was ready for a fight. “I’m tired of seeing him stare at you. I’m tired of calling you and hearing his voice in the background. I’m tired of him calling you when he needs a shoulder to cry on. I’m tired of sharing you. This problem is never going to go away unless he’s gone. Because he’s the problem. So, what’s it gonna be? Him or me?” 
 
   I gripped the table and stared at the empty plates. The evening started off great and went to shit so easily. The second Volt came up, it crashed and burned. 
 
   “Him or me, Taylor?”
 
   I liked Sage and saw a future for us somewhere down the road. Maybe we would get serious and move in together. Maybe a few years later, we would get married and have some kids. It was a future I enjoyed picturing. 
 
   But I couldn’t imagine my life without Volt. 
 
   He was my best friend, the person I did everything with. Something about him comforted me. Boyfriends would come and go, but he would always be there. 
 
   I couldn’t live without him. “Volt.”
 
   Sage couldn’t hide the horror on his face. He looked like he’d been stabbed—right in the heart.
 
   “I’m sorry.” I really was. I didn’t want to choose and it was unfair to make me. But if he drew a line in the sand, I had to cross it. “I really am.”
 
   He stepped away from the table, looking angrier than I’d ever seen him. His face was beet red, and his muscles were tense for an attack. He wanted to demolish my living room. I could see it on his face. “Hope you two are very happy together.”
 
   ***
 
   “Everything okay?” Volt sat beside me on the plane. We were sitting in coach in two seats next to a window. The constant hum of the plane was in the background, and we had to talk a little louder to hear each other. The flight attendant passed the aisle, handing out water and juice.
 
   “Just tired.” I continued to look out the window, trying to get Sage out of my head. That was the worst break up I’d ever had. The way he stormed out without looking back was enough to bring tears to my eyes.
 
   Was I doomed to be alone forever?
 
   I didn’t expect to find Prince Charming right when I moved to the city, but I expected to have better luck than this. Sage wasn’t a jerk, and I could understand his point of view, but I hated the way he went about sharing it. He was controlling and not in a good way. 
 
   I needed to talk to Sara.
 
   She always made me feel better about break ups, threatening to kick the guys in the nuts and shave their heads. At the start of the conversation, I was usually crying, but I was always laughing by the end.
 
   “Why don’t I believe you?” He was reading a book next to me, but he shut it and tucked it into the net attached to the seat in front of him.
 
   I didn’t want to get into it right then. We were on a plane with hundreds of other people. I suspected I would start crying, and I didn’t want my tears to show. Some women still looked beautiful when they cried, but I looked like an ugly ass tomato. “I don’t want to talk about it right now.”
 
   Volt snaked his hand to mine under the blanket and interlocked our fingers. He didn’t press me for answers as he comforted me without words. “Okay. We’ll talk later.”
 
   I was grateful he let me off the hook so easily. Sara would pester me until she got exactly what she wanted. The grip of his large hand made me feel safe momentarily, even if the feeling was fleeting. Comfort in any form was appreciated.
 
   “I wish we could play Mario Kart right now.”
 
   He made me chuckle. “Me too.”
 
   He pulled out his phone and opened a game app. “You like word puzzles?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He opened the puzzle, and at the bottom of the screen was the list of words we were supposed to find. He found the first word and dragged his finger across the screen until it was highlighted with blue. 
 
   I searched the sea of letters until I found the next word. I dragged my finger across the letters until the entire word was highlighted. 
 
   “Pretty cool, huh?”
 
   “It beats a pen and paper.” I found another word and dragged my hand across the letters.
 
   Volt stuck his finger in the way and got the rest of the letters, getting the point for finding the word.
 
   “Hey, jerk.”
 
   His smile was anything but apologetic. “Too slow.”
 
   ***
 
   Volt was behind the wheel of the rental car as we drove from Seattle to Yelm. My house was forty-five minutes away, so it was a short drive in comparison to the flight we just endured. “Should we pick something up?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t know. Pie?”
 
   “My parents will have everything. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “So, you told them I’m a hot stud and everything? I want your mom to be prepared.” He grinned at me from his side of the car.
 
   “My mom isn’t into cocky dicks, and they don’t know you’re a guy.”
 
   “What?” he asked. “You didn’t tell them I was coming?”
 
   “I said I was bringing a friend, and they never asked what sex you were.”
 
   “They’re in for a big surprise I’m six two of all man.”
 
   “My parents aren’t going to care.”
 
   “Ever brought a man around before?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So, I’m the first guy they’ll meet?” That smile was still on his face.
 
   “Not really. You aren’t my boyfriend, so you don’t count.” I had a boyfriend yesterday until I got dumped. My parents would have been happy to know I was seeing someone. Now they would realize I could only get boy friends, not boyfriends. 
 
   “I still count,” he argued. 
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   He followed the GPS until we entered Yelm. His eyes scanned the sides of the road. The lush greenery stretched for days into the distance. The trees were covered in leaves, the plump kind full of moisture and raindrops. Dirt was a rare commodity around there because grass covered every surface that wasn’t asphalt. “There’s so much green.”
 
   “You never get tired of it.” On either side of the road were lush walkways and hiking trails.
 
   “The air is different here. I can already tell.”
 
   “I miss it sometimes. Looking at concrete, skyscrapers, and bums gets old sometimes.”
 
   “But I bet you can’t get Chinese food at three in the morning in Yelm.”
 
   “True. But I never order Chinese food anyway.” 
 
   “You ever think about moving back here?”
 
   “Sometimes,” I said. “I’m not sure if New York will always be my home.”
 
   “Really?” he asked in surprise.
 
   “Well, I don’t want to raise kids in the city. I don’t think it’s the best environment.”
 
   “I see your point. But Washington is far away. How would you ever survive without seeing me every day?”
 
   “You’d come with me.” I smiled then checked my phone for any messages from my parents. I told them we landed and would be there soon.
 
   Volt fell silent and didn’t say anything. He drove farther from the city then headed to the hills before Mt. Rainier. It was a clear day, so the mountain could be seen in the distance, caked with white snow. “Shit, that’s beautiful.”
 
   “It is, huh?”
 
   “And that’s in their backyard. Crazy.”
 
   “If we have time, I’ll take you on a hike.”
 
   “You hike?” he asked.
 
   “Hell yeah. Everyone who lives here is pretty active.”
 
   “That’s cute…hiking boots with a little backpack. I can picture it.”
 
   “It’s not cute,” I said. “It’s actually pretty exhausting. You’ll see what I mean.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   We approached my house from a mile away. There was a turn in the road just before a view of the house. “It’s going to be on the right.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   After the bend, we could see the valley where the house was settled. It was built on the side of a hill, having a view of the greenery and the world beyond. It was secluded out there. Without the road, you’d forget other people existed entirely. 
 
   “Damn, this is where they live?”
 
   “Yep. I grew up in that house.”
 
   “How’d they land a place like that?”
 
   “Dad saved his money and bought the land. Then he built the house. He’s a carpenter, so he built everything on his own. When he and my mom got married, she moved in.”
 
   “I understand how he landed her. Anyone would want to live in a place like that.”
 
   “I’m sure my dad had other qualities too.”
 
   “But nothing nearly as important.” He nudged me in the side.
 
   We drove up the road and entered the gate. The front of the house was covered by trees swaying high above. The dirt road was wet from the constant moisture, and the grass was greener than anything in Central Park.
 
   “This is such a cool house.”
 
   “Wait until you see the inside of it.”
 
   We grabbed our suitcases and headed to the front door. My first instinct was to just walk inside, but I realized I couldn’t do that anymore. I hadn’t lived there for five years. So I rang the doorbell.
 
   Volt eyed the porch and the wooden chairs sitting in the corner. A table was positioned beside the sitting area. It was the place where my mom knit in the afternoons. He wore jeans and a hoodie, his powerful body obvious even in the loose fabric. He was nearly a foot taller than me, and I didn’t realize how different our sizes were until then.
 
   The front door opened, and Mom and Dad were on me quicker than I could see. Mom hugged me first and kissed me on both cheeks while Dad squeezed in and hugged me from the other side. I was being sandwiched by my folks, and I could barely breathe. 
 
   “Missed you so much, honey.” Mom squeezed me again.
 
   “I haven’t been able to sleep because I’ve been so excited.” Dad kissed my forehead just the way he used to.
 
   “I missed you too.” I pulled away from them so I could get some air. “But I need a second to breathe.” I put my hands on my hips and enjoyed the air. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be getting much of it during the trip.
 
   Mom flinched when she looked at Volt. “Honey, who’s this?”
 
   “Mom, this is my friend I was telling you about. Volt.” I wished my parents would stop looking so shocked, but the worst had already come and gone.
 
   Still surprised, they just stared at him. They probably couldn’t believe that I brought home such a good-looking man. Volt had the prettiest blue eyes, a stern jaw to set them off, and he was all muscle.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Volt shook their hands. “I really appreciate you allowing me to spend Thanksgiving with you. My parents decided to take a cruise to the Caribbean. Can’t say I blame them.”
 
   Mom shook his hand, but her jaw was still open. A bug could fly in there.
 
   Dad couldn’t compose himself either. He stared at Volt like he was a savior. “We’re glad to have you. Volt, is it?”
 
   “Yeah,” Volt answered. “It’s my middle name. That’s what everyone calls me.”
 
   Mom finally snapped out of it. “We’re so excited to meet you. Thank you for coming.”
 
   “I’m very happy to be here,” Volt said. “Wherever Taylor goes, I’m not far behind.”
 
   My parents were falling in love with him. I could see it in their eyes. 
 
   “Please come in.” Dad grabbed his bags and carried them inside.
 
   No one grabbed my bags, so I did that on my own.
 
   “Your room is just down the hall,” Mom said. “Let’s put your things away.” They walked us down the hallway until we came to my old bedroom. There was a queen size bed and white dressers. My old teddy bear was still there.
 
   Dad placed Volt’s things on one side of the bed while Mom placed my luggage on the other side. 
 
   “Uh, Mom. Volt and I aren’t sleeping together—”
 
   “Don’t be shy,” Mom said. “You’re a grown woman, and we understand that. We aren’t going to make the two of you sleep in separate beds.”
 
   Volt turned to me, a smile on his lips. “Works for me.”
 
   “Mom, we aren’t seeing each other,” I argued. “We’re just friends.” 
 
   “It’s really okay,” Mom said. “There’s no reason to be embarrassed.”
 
   “I’m not embarrassed,” I argued. “I’m telling you, we really are just friends.” My mom was so excited at the prospect of having a son-in-law that she wasn’t listening. Even if she believed me, she wasn’t going to let us leave unless he was my boyfriend.
 
   “We’ll let the two of you get washed up.” Dad walked out and pulled Mom with him.
 
   Mom gave us a wave before she shut the door.
 
   This Thanksgiving had already gotten off to a bad start. “I’m sorry about that. My parents just want me to settle down and give them grandchildren.”
 
   “I don’t mind.” He grabbed the teddy bear and held it in his hands. “Who’s this guy?”
 
   I snatched him away and held him to my chest. “Teddy.”
 
   “That’s original,” he teased.
 
   “Don’t make fun of me. You were never supposed to be in here.”
 
   He walked around my room and examined the furniture and the private bathroom. “Pretty nice. I never had my own bathroom.”
 
   “Only child,” I explained. 
 
   “Sounds nice.”
 
   “The grass is always greener on the other side.”
 
   He sat on the bed and felt the strength of the springs. “Your mattress is quiet… I like that.” He winked.
 
   “You aren’t sleeping in here.”
 
   “Why not?” he asked. “We sleep together at home all the time.”
 
   “That’s different. We’re usually drunk or depressed. And I don’t want my parents to get their hopes up.”
 
   “Why not? I let my parents think you’re my girlfriend.”
 
   “And they’re going to be devastated when they realize I’m not.”
 
   “Maybe they never have to find out.”
 
   “What?” What did that mean?
 
   He tested the springs again. “You used to sneak boys in here, huh? Your parents would never hear a thing.”
 
   “I may have snuck in one or two guys…”
 
   He waggled his eyebrows. “Bad girl… I like it.”
 
   “I was in a relationship with each of them, at the time.”
 
   “And this is where you got it on.” He patted the comforter. 
 
   “You’re nosey, you know that?”
 
   “Not really. We’re best friends, right?”
 
   “That doesn’t mean we tell each other everything.”
 
   “Actually, I’m pretty sure that’s the very definition of it. So, did you lose your virginity here?”
 
   My cheeks blushed at the question.
 
   “There’s my answer.” 
 
   “Where did you lose yours?” I sat beside him with my bear in my lap.
 
   “In the back of a truck.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “On the side of the road.”
 
   “What?” I blurted. That was the most unromantic thing I’d ever heard.
 
   “I was giving a girl a ride home from a party, and one thing led to another so…I pulled over and we did it.”
 
   “How old were you?”
 
   “Thirteen.”
 
   “Then why were you driving?”
 
   “I borrowed my dad’s truck in the middle of the night.”
 
   “Did you get grounded for that?”
 
   He laughed. “Baby, I never get caught for anything.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.
 
   Mom came to the closed door and knocked. “Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes.” Her feet sounded heavy as she walked away. 
 
   “Home cooked meal?” he asked. “I’m already liking it here.”
 
   “I’ll move my stuff into the spare bedroom. You can have the private bathroom.”
 
   “What?” he asked. “Let’s just stay together. What’s the harm?”
 
   “I already told you. I don’t want my parents to think this is something when it’s not.”
 
   “But they already think it. Even if you move into another room, they’re still going to think it. So how about you stop fighting it and just let it go?”
 
   ***
 
   After dinner and a game of Scrabble, we went to bed. I washed my face and brushed my teeth in the bathroom, and Volt shared the sink with me and did his nighttime ritual. He brushed his teeth and shaved before he pulled off his shirt and his jeans. 
 
   I had my own pajamas to wear even though I preferred his clothes instead. They were baggy and smelled nice. They reminded me of him throughout the night. 
 
   Volt got into bed first, his bare chest uncovered. He rested one hand behind his head while the other rested on his stomach. His eyes were glued to my face as he watched me get into bed. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing.” He redirected his gaze to the ceiling.
 
   I rubbed lotion into my hands before I turned off the lamp. I got into bed and hugged my pillow, immediately thinking about Sage and how he would feel about this. Maybe he was right. He had every right to be mad. But even if that were the case, I still couldn’t cut Volt out of my life. He was my crutch, my best friend, my everything. I couldn’t picture my life without him—and I never wanted to.
 
   But I was still sad.
 
   Volt stayed on his side of the bed for a few minutes before he turned over and spooned me from behind. “So…are you ready to talk about it?”
 
   I was hoping he’d forgotten what I said on the plane. Thinking about Sage made me sad. I wasn’t sure if it was the loss of him that bummed me out or the fact my relationship with Volt really was a problem. Would any guy ever be okay with it? “Sage and I broke up.”
 
   His body remained still as he was wrapped around me. But his heart started to beat fast in his chest. I could feel it thump against me, kicking hard. His breathing accelerated as well. The breaths landed on the back of my neck, accompanying his frantically beating heart. “What happened?”
 
   I didn’t know if I should tell him the truth. It would probably make him feel bad. “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “It does matter. Tell me.”
 
   I kept my mouth shut and stared at the wall of my bedroom. My white dresser was just as pristine as the day my father built it. He used the finest wood and wax to construct it.
 
   “It was me, wasn’t it?” His voice carried his defeat, along with his sadness.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes, it was,” he said with a sigh. “What happened?”
 
   “He didn’t like the idea of you coming to Washington with me.”
 
   “Then you should have left me behind. I would have understood.”
 
   “But I didn’t want to leave you behind. That’s the problem.”
 
   He tightened his hold on me.
 
   “Then he said I had to pick between you guys. Him or you.”
 
   “For Thanksgiving?”
 
   “Forever.”
 
   “What?” He propped himself up on his elbow and looked down at me. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yeah.” I turned on my back so I could look up at him. 
 
   “He actually made you choose?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “And you chose me?” Surprise filled his eyes, lasting long after he finished speaking.
 
   “Boyfriends come and go. Friends are forever.”
 
   “But…” He fell silent, his lips no longer moving. He looked around my room before he turned back to me. He remained speechless. There wasn’t much he could say, so I didn’t blame him for being mute. 
 
   “I’m just sad it had to end that way. I can’t seem to hold a man.”
 
   “That’s not the problem, Taylor. You don’t put up with bullshit, and there’s nothing wrong with that.”
 
   “He said some other stuff too…about me disobeying him.”
 
   “Oh damn. I bet the shit hit the ceiling then.”
 
   He knew me all too well. “I didn’t want to pick him. I’ll just put it that way.”
 
   He snuggled into my side and pulled me against his chest. Our faces were close to one another, and concern was written on his face. “Are you okay?”
 
   Not really. I really liked Sage. When we met in that restaurant, I felt a tingle, the kind of sensation that overcame the body when something important just happened. It felt like the beginning of something beautiful. But it never progressed and never had a chance to grow. Invisible ropes held me back, and I was unable to pursue it head-on. But I had no idea what those ropes were. “Yeah, I’ll make it through.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Volt
 
   She was single.
 
   Totally available.
 
   And I was sharing a bed with her.
 
   Spending the weekend with her family over the holidays was the perfect opportunity to make something happen. I could make her parents fall in love with me, and I could make her fall in love with me too.
 
   Finally, the odds were working in my favor.
 
   I wanted to blurt all the feelings deep inside my chest, but I knew I couldn’t go straight for the kill. She just broke up with Sage, and she didn’t exactly seem happy about it. If I went for it right away, I would look insensitive.
 
   But that didn’t mean I couldn’t flirt with her.
 
   Work my magic.
 
   Make her swoon.
 
   I got this.
 
   We had breakfast the following morning at the dining table. Her parents asked about work and life in the city, and Taylor answered every question without showing her irritation. I knew she didn’t like being bombarded with questions, and that’s exactly what her parents were doing. But she was too nice to say anything.
 
   “How did you sleep?” her father asked me.
 
   It was strange to look him in the eye when I was obsessed with his daughter. I’d kissed her up against a wall and gotten a mini hand job from her. Awkward was an understatement. “Great. Thank you.”
 
   “Taylor has had that bed since she was a teenager,” her mother said. “Who knew she would sleep in it with her… Never mind.” She looked down at her porridge and took a few bites.
 
   A storm was brewing behind Taylor’s eyes.
 
   Her parents assumed our relationship was on the marriage track. I could see them already making plans for it. But at least that meant they liked me.
 
   “Do you guys have plans today?” her mother asked. “Are you going to show Volt Mt. Rainier?”
 
   “If he’s up for it.” She turned to me, asking the question with her eyes.
 
   “I’m up for anything, Mario.”
 
   “Alright, Bowser,” she answered. “We’ll see what you got.”
 
   “Mario?” her father asked. “Bowser?”
 
   “They are Mario Kart characters,” Taylor explained. “We play that game sometimes.”
 
   Her parents exchanged a look.
 
   “Who won?” her father asked.
 
   I groaned at the question.
 
   “I kicked his ass,” Taylor said. “He nearly cried.”
 
   “I let her win.” That was a lie, but I had to save face.
 
   “Oh, whatever,” Taylor said. “You’re such a sore loser.”
 
   “And you’re a pompous winner,” I argued.
 
   “I’ve had enough of this.” Taylor left the table, most of her food untouched. “Get your hiking boots.”
 
   “I didn’t pack any,” I answered.
 
   “You can borrow mine,” her father offered. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “Now I’m going to humble your daughter.”
 
   “We leave in fifteen minutes.” Taylor disappeared from the kitchen and walked down the hall. When her bedroom door shut, I knew she was getting ready.
 
   “You guys are so cute together,” her mother said, giving me puppy dog eyes.
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “But I think she’s the one making it cute.”
 
   “Aww,” her mother whispered.
 
   “Want a tip?” her father asked. “For hiking?”
 
   “Sure,” I said. “I can’t let my lady beat me too hard.”
 
   “Go at an angle,” he said. “Less steep and you can move quicker that way.”
 
   “Thanks for the suggestion.” I gave him a thumbs up before I left the table.
 
   “And one more thing,” her mother said.
 
   “What’s that?” I placed my plate in the sink.
 
   “Could you take a picture together while you’re up there? I want to show all my friends that my little girl has such a handsome man.”
 
   I grinned from ear-to-ear. “Why, thank you. I’ll make that happen.”
 
   “Thanks so much. If I try to take a picture of you guys, she’ll just throw a hissy fit,” she said.
 
   “I know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I’m the target of those hissy fits pretty often.”
 
   ***
 
   It was hard to keep up with her because I didn’t care about the hike. Winning meant nothing to me when I was surrounded by such glorious beauty. When I looked up into the treetops, I could see the sun poking through. Drops of mist constantly sprinkled down, landing on my nose and cheeks. It was lighter than a butterfly kiss.
 
   “What are you doing?” Taylor turned around from her spot down the mountain. She put both hands on her hips and her chest rose and fell with her heavy breaths. “You’re even slower than I thought you would be.”
 
   I held up my palms so I could feel the moisture coat my skin. “Does it do this often?”
 
   “What?” She climbed back up the hill until she was close to me.
 
   “The mist. It’s not rain, and it’s not snow. It’s so soft.”
 
   She looked up into the sky, her hair poking out from underneath her beanie. “Yeah, it mists a lot here. People say it rains here all the time, but that’s not totally accurate. Most of the time, it just does this.”
 
   “It’s cool. Never seen anything like it.” The mountain was lush and green with pine trees. In the background was the tallest mountain I’d ever seen, and it was covered with snow. Only bits of black rock could be seen underneath. “This is the most beautiful place I’ve seen.”
 
   “It’s pretty great, huh?” She looked around, admiring the same view. “There’s usually snow up here all year round.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “And it’s not like the snow we get in the city. This is clean and fluffy.”
 
   “The city has nothing in common with this place.”
 
   “Let’s keep going.” She turned around and continued her trek down the hill.
 
   I pulled my gaze away from the surrounding beauty and paid attention to something equally hypnotizing. 
 
   That beautiful behind.
 
   I glanced at it from time to time as we made our way down the hill. Now that I knew she was available, I thought about her in sexual ways more than I did before. Right then, I kept picturing that ass right in my face. I’d lick her wet pussy and inhale her scent. Then I would shove myself deep inside her.
 
   Whoa. I needed to take it down a notch.
 
   When we reached the bottom of the trail, we encountered the river. It moved underneath the bridge swiftly, heading for the waterfall just up ahead. Snow was on either side of the bank, but it wasn’t the fluffy kind on the mountain. It was covered in footprints and sludge. “Should we head back? It’s getting late.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said. “I’m starving.”
 
   “What’s new?” I teased.
 
   She looked back up the mountain. “I love hiking downhill. Uphill, not so much.”
 
   “I can carry you.” I’d get to touch that sweet behind with my bare hands.
 
   “I can carry myself.” She walked past me and started up the trail. It was seriously steep, and it would take us a while to get to the top.
 
   “How far is it?”
 
   “A mile.”
 
   Damn, this was going to take a while.
 
   She looked at me over her shoulder. “You think you can handle it?”
 
   I stared at her ass and made it bluntly obvious what I was doing. “With a view like this, I can handle anything.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and started up the trail.
 
   ***
 
   “Watch out,” I called up ahead. “It gets muddy right here. I think it’s on the left. I mean, the right.”
 
   “I don’t see…shit!” Taylor slipped on the muddy bank and slid down the mountain. She tried to stop herself by grabbing a root or a bush, but she couldn’t latch on to anything.
 
   If I didn’t stop her, she’d fall over the edge and plummet to her death. “I’ve got you. Don’t worry.”
 
   She kept trying to grab a hold of the vegetation but everything slipped through her fingertips.
 
   I hunched down and steadied my feet for the collision. Her momentum and speed were difficult to stop, but I managed to stop her with my weight. I collected her with both arms and kept her still. “See? You’re fine.”
 
   “Shit, that was terrifying.”
 
   “Like I’d let anything happen to you.” I stood up and grabbed her hand to help her to her feet. “It can get tricky up here. Good thing I was behind you. Otherwise, I’d have to slide down and follow you.”
 
   “Agh.” She flinched and grabbed her ankle, cringing as she touched it. “My ankle… It really hurts.”
 
   My heart started to pound even though I knew she was okay. “Where?”
 
   “I don’t know… On the side.”
 
   “You might have sprained it.”
 
   “Yeah…maybe.” She put her foot down but cringed again. “Stupid mud.”
 
   I eyed the trail then turned back to her. “I’ll carry you.”
 
   “Are you insane?” she blurted. “Not only is it uphill, but it’s a mile to the top. And the incline is about ninety percent.”
 
   “Hey, I work out.”
 
   “Thank you, Volt. But I think I can manage.” She put down her foot again and tried to walk. She took one step then clenched her teeth together. She didn’t make a sound, but her expression gave everything away.
 
   “You’ll make it worse if you walk on it.”
 
   “Really. I’m fine.”
 
   Damn, she was stubborn. I scooped her up into my arms and began the hike. “We can’t take too long. Otherwise, we’ll be here after dark. And something tells me we don’t want to be here when the sun is gone.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around my neck. “I don’t want you to fall and get hurt.”
 
   “Baby, you don’t weigh anything. Don’t even worry about it.” I marched up the hill and avoided the mud she previously slipped on. Carrying her was more difficult, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. I’d get her to the top, safe and sound.
 
   Besides, this was earning me some serious brownie points.
 
   She rested her head against my chest. “Thanks for carrying me…”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “I should have been paying better attention. That mud was right there, and I didn’t even notice.”
 
   “It could happen to anyone.”
 
   “Good thing I wasn’t alone. That would have been bad.”
 
   “Let’s not worry about something that never came to pass. We’ll get there in one piece then take you to urgent care.”
 
   “Urgent care?” she asked in surprise.
 
   “Yeah. We should get that ankle checked out.”
 
   “It’s just a sprain. It’ll go away on its own.”
 
   “Better to be safe than sorry, right?” 
 
   “But I hate going to the doctor.”
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   “People are always sick. It’s gross.”
 
   I chuckled. “Good to know you’re so compassionate.”
 
   “I don’t mean they’re gross. I just don’t want to get sick.”
 
   “You’ll be fine. I’ll take the germs before they can get to you.”
 
   “How sweet…”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Taylor
 
   After an x-ray, the doctor confirmed it was a minor sprain. It would be back to normal in a few days.
 
   A waste of a doctor’s visit.
 
   Volt drove back to the house and kept glancing at me.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “You want a painkiller?”
 
   “It’s not that bad.” The swelling had already gone down, and by morning, it would be non-existent.
 
   “There’s no shame in taking some medication.”
 
   “Maybe before I go to sleep. But right now, I’m okay.”
 
   “Thanks for taking me up the mountain.” He drove down the dirt road until he pulled up to the house. “It was amazing.”
 
   “Thanks for carrying me up that mountain. I hope you aren’t sore tomorrow.”
 
   He put the car in park and killed the engine. “Sore? You weigh a hundred pounds. I dead-lift twice that weight every day.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and got out of the car. I tried to put weight on my bad foot, but it couldn’t handle it. It throbbed in pain and made me wince. 
 
   “I’ve got you.” He scooped me into his arms and carried me to the house.
 
   “I can make it there on my own. I have crutches.”
 
   “Why use crutches when you have a strong man like me?” He walked into the house where my parents were sitting at the kitchen table. They were both in their pajamas and were only awake to make sure we got home okay.
 
   “Is everything alright?” Mom stood up and eyed the clock on the coffee maker. “It’s late. We tried calling, but it went straight to voicemail.”
 
   “I tripped on the hike,” I explained. “Rolled my ankle.”
 
   “Are you okay, honey?” Dad asked.
 
   “She’s fine,” Volt said. “We stopped by urgent care just in case, but it’ll be back to normal in a few days.”
 
   Mom clutched her chest. “Oh, thank goodness.”
 
   “I’m going to get her ready for bed,” Volt said. “We’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   “Goodnight,” I said with a wave as he carried me away.
 
   “Goodnight,” they both said.
 
   Volt turned the corner and carried me down the hallway. He held me with ease, like I really did weigh nothing.
 
   “Tom, I absolutely love him,” Mom whispered. “I couldn’t have asked for a better man to walk into our home.”
 
   “I like him too,” Dad whispered. “He’s a good man. And he adores Taylor.”
 
   I cringed as I listened to them, irritated they didn’t believe Volt and I really were just friends. I looked at Volt’s face and hoped he couldn’t hear their whispers like I could. 
 
   His face didn’t change as he walked into the bedroom and shut the door. “Ready for a bath?”
 
   “I definitely need to shower. I’m so disgusting right now.”
 
   “How about a bath? Standing on one foot in the shower sounds like a bad idea.”
 
   “As long as the water is warm, I don’t care.” Spending all day in the freezing cold, caked in mud, brought out the girly side in me. I wanted to be squeaky clean with soft hair and glowing skin. 
 
   He set me down at the edge of the tub then started the hot water. The drain was plugged, and he added bath soap to make the bubbles grow until the bottom of the tub was obscured. “Do you think you can get undressed on your own?”
 
   I knew I could get my shirt and jacket off, but I wasn’t certain about my jeans or hiking boots. “I can give it a try.”
 
   “I have an idea.” He grabbed a towel from the cabinet then placed it over my lap. He guided me to the tile floor before he proceeded to take off my shoe. He kept my ankle stabilized as he slowly pulled the boot off. He slipped it off my foot with ease. 
 
   I was expecting that to be a lot more painful.
 
   He reached his hands underneath the towel and undid the top of my jeans. Then he slowly slid them off my hips and pulled them down my thighs. The towel covered the intimate parts of my body, but he’d already seen me in my underwear so the modesty was unnecessary.
 
   He got the jeans to my ankles then slowly pulled them off. He was so gentle that I didn’t feel even a twinge of pain. It was effortless and smooth. He tossed my jeans, shoes, and socks aside before he stood up. “Do you need help getting in the tub?”
 
   “Ah…” No matter how I maneuvered, I would have to put pressure on my foot. And when it came to wet tile, that didn’t sound like the smartest idea. “I think so.”
 
   “Hmm…” He eyed the tub then looked back at me, deep in thought. “I can just close my eyes and drop you in there.”
 
   “Close your eyes, huh?” I teased. “Like you wouldn’t take a peek.”
 
   He smiled. “I might take one little peek. But I’ll let you take a peek of me.” He nodded toward the shower. 
 
   I felt the blood rush down south. It was hot and pounding, making my entire body light up in excitement. It came out of nowhere, and it was so powerful I wasn’t sure if it was real or a byproduct of my ankle pain. “Let me take off my clothes, and then you can place me inside.”
 
   “Sounds good to me.” He turned around and walked to the shower, turning on the water and getting a towel prepared. He kept his back to me the entire time. “Let me know when you’re ready.”
 
   I stripped everything off and remained on the floor, freezing now that nothing was covering me. I crossed my arms over my chest and pressed my knees tightly together to fight off the cold. “I’m ready. And please hurry. My ass is frozen.”
 
   He turned around and walked toward me, his eyes shut. He felt the edge of the tub first before he kneeled beside me.
 
   “I know your eyes are cracked.”
 
   The grin returned. “They’re really not.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “If a lady doesn’t want me to see her naked, I don’t see her naked. It’s that simple.” He touched my knees before he slid his arm underneath. His other arm went to my back. “Ready for this?”
 
   “Yeah.” I hooked my arms around his neck.
 
   He lifted me into the air then gently set me into the water. “Is it too hot?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   He set me farther inside until my body touched the bottom. The warm water enveloped me, and I finally felt comfortable after hiking in the snow all day. My ankle felt better too. 
 
   He pulled his arms back and let them drip over the tub. His eyes were still closed. “Comfy?”
 
   “Yeah.” I fixed the bubbles across my body so he couldn’t see anything. “You can open your eyes now.”
 
   His eyes opened, and he immediately looked at where my tits would be. “Dang. I was hoping that was an invitation.”  
 
   “Sorry. But you aren’t missing anything anyway. I’m flat as a board.”
 
   “Are not,” he said with a sarcastic laugh. “And yes, I’ve looked.”
 
   “But I don’t have the boobage Julia had.”
 
   “Whatever,” he said. “Women come in different shapes and sizes. Bigger isn’t necessarily better.”
 
   “Said no one ever.”
 
   He chuckled. “Believe me, you’ve got all the right curves in all the right places.” He grabbed a towel and rolled it up before he placed it underneath my head as a pillow. “You need anything? I’m going to hop in the shower.”
 
   “You’re going to shower right in front of me?” The shower was made entirely of glass. I could see every little thing—or every big thing.
 
   “I’ll hang a towel on the rack on the door. You won’t be able to see the good stuff. Of course…unless you want to.” He winked then walked back into the bedroom.
 
   Now I couldn’t get that image out of my head.
 
   He came back with a towel wrapped around his waist. A towel was already hanging from the door, so he stepped inside, undid the towel, and then tossed it over the wall and onto the floor. The towel on the door blocked my sight of his manhood, but I could see everything else.
 
   The water ran down his hair and immediately soaked it. It fell toward his face, and he ran his fingers through it to pull it back. His shoulders were meticulously carved from the muscle underneath his skin. Each individual muscle was highlighted as if chiseled from stone. The shoulder was the most vulnerable area and easy to injure, but his body looked impenetrable. 
 
   He squirted shampoo into his hand and massaged it into his hair. The soap foamed and leaked down his face, forcing him to close his eyes. He scrubbed his scalp and the back of his neck, the soap trailing down his chest and arms. His pecs were hard and muscular, reminding me of concrete. The image of his body stopped just below his belly button, and I found myself stewing in disappointment that it didn’t go any farther.
 
   Oh my lord, he was hot. 
 
   Volt rinsed the shampoo out of his hair then looked at me through the glass. “Like what you see?”
 
   “Uh, no.” I quickly turned away and pretended not to stare. “I thought I saw a spider.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” he said with a chuckle.
 
   I looked at my toes as they peeked above the bubbles. They were bright blue because I just painted them the other day. I kept my body below water so he couldn’t see anything, and I was grateful he couldn’t. I suspected my nipples were pointed and hard, and the area between my legs was turning a deep shade of pink. 
 
   “You know what?” Volt said as he rubbed soap into his chest. “We can tell people we bathed together. It’s true—technically.”
 
   “I’m not telling anyone that.” Now I couldn’t deny Sage’s words. This really was weird. Volt and I had a relationship that only the best of friends had. I would do this with Sara, but that was different. The fact he was an attractive man, and I was a woman, made this beyond inappropriate. Maybe Sage was right. Maybe I was wrong. 
 
   He rinsed the soap from his body then killed the water. “I feel so much better now. I’m not used to mud and dirt.”
 
   “Just pollution and bums.”
 
   “Yeah.” He chuckled then cracked the door open so he could snatch the towel. He quickly tied it around his waist, hiding all the goodies from view. 
 
   I needed to stop staring.
 
   He stepped out of the shower and grabbed the other towel off the floor. He ran it through his hair and gave it a quick dry before he tossed it on the counter. Then he walked to the counter and shaved his face.
 
   I remained absolutely still, suddenly aware of how naked he was. Just a simple towel was wrapped around his waist. And I was completely naked under the water. I felt like a married couple getting ready for bed.
 
   This wasn’t normal.
 
   He washed his face and brushed his teeth. Once he was finished, he walked back into the bedroom. “I’m not coming back, so you can do whatever you need to do.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” I blurted. He thought I was going to touch myself or something?
 
   He paused at the doorway. “Wash your hair…scrub yourself. What did you think I meant?”
 
   My face suddenly went pale despite how warm I was. “Nothing…”
 
   He gave me a curious look before he walked out and shut the door behind him.
 
   When I was alone, I was finally able to relax.
 
   But the area between my legs wouldn’t stop throbbing.
 
   ***
 
   Volt and my dad went on a hike through the valley. My dad didn’t use trails when he went out into the wild. He just relied on his compass and the sun to figure out where he was going. Volt immediately jumped on the opportunity, loving the chance to be outdoors.
 
   I stayed home with Mom because I couldn’t walk. My foot was better, but it still wasn’t back to normal. It probably wouldn’t bear my weight until we returned to New York.
 
   Mom knitted in the rocking chair while I lay on the couch, my foot propped up and elevated. The TV was on, and I Love Lucy played. I used to watch it all the time when I stayed home from school on a sick day.
 
   “So…Volt seems to be a fine young man.” Mom kept her eyes focused on her knitting even though she just started a conversation that wouldn’t end well.
 
   “He is,” I answered. “But he’s not my boyfriend.”
 
   “Is he gay?”
 
   “No,” I blurted. 
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “Mom!”
 
   “If you aren’t gay and you’re sleeping together, he’s your boyfriend.”
 
   “Mom, we really are just friends. Best friends.”
 
   “Who are in love with each other.”
 
   Mom was so determined to see me married and pregnant that she would see things that weren’t really there. “Mom, I admit it’s a little strange. Okay, it’s really strange. But I’m telling you the truth.”
 
   “A man doesn’t fly across the country to meet a woman’s parents if he’s just looking for friendship. I see the way he looks at you. It’s exactly the way your father looks at me.”
 
   It was a sweet thing to say, but completely inaccurate. “Volt doesn’t have feelings for me. Trust me on that.”
 
   She set down her knitting supplies and gave me a hard look. A lecture was coming. “I thought you were smart and perceptive.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “You seem pretty blind to me.”
 
   “Ouch…”
 
   “Sorry, honey. But it’s true. This man loves you. I can see it written all over his face every time he looks at you. Maybe he’s not your boyfriend now, but he’s not going to stop until he is.”
 
   It was so ridiculous I wanted to laugh. “Whatever.” I wasn’t going to fight it anymore. If it made her happy, then I didn’t really care.
 
   “Don’t whatever me.” She pointed a finger at me. “I’m your mother, and I know best.”
 
   Yeah, okay. “Mom, I had a boyfriend until the other day…when he dumped me.”
 
   Her sassiness died down when she heard what I said. “What boyfriend?”
 
   “His name was Sage. We saw each other for a few months, but we kept fighting over Volt.”
 
   “Why Volt?”
 
   “Sage was always jealous of him. When I invited Volt to spend Thanksgiving with us, he got upset. He gave me an ultimatum. I had to cut Volt out of my life or lose him as my boyfriend.”
 
   Mom gave me a sad look. “And you chose Volt.”
 
   “He’s my best friend.” I felt defensive about the subject. I shouldn’t have needed to explain why I threw away a good relationship for a friend. “I can’t picture my life without him. I want a boyfriend that can be friends with Volt too. I want both.”
 
   “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that.”
 
   At least someone agreed with me.
 
   “But I also think Sage had a point. How would you feel if your boyfriend hung out with some woman all the time?”
 
   I probably wouldn’t like it. “I see what you mean.”
 
   “So maybe his request wasn’t too radical.”
 
   Maybe not.
 
   “And maybe the best way to avoid it again in the future is to…be with Volt.”
 
   She went for the kill—again. “Mom, it’s not like that.”
 
   “Why not?” she demanded. “Are you telling me that you’re really not attracted to that man? Because he’s the biggest piece of eye candy I’ve ever seen.”
 
   I couldn’t hold back the laugh. “Mom…”
 
   “You aren’t attracted to him?”
 
   “Well…” I remembered our recent kiss with vivid detail. That kiss was hypnotic, amazing. I felt my entire burn in a way it never did for anyone else. It was just lust, but it was powerful. “Yes.”
 
   “And he’s your best friend so you’re more than compatible. So, what’s the hold up?”
 
   “When we first met, I was into him. I couldn’t stop thinking about him and wanted him to ask me out. But then I realized he was a typical player, a man blowing in the wind and sowing his seeds. He said he never wants to settle down. So, I settled for being his friend.”
 
   “And that’s the only reason?”
 
   “Not really. After that, we became good friends. I stopped looking at him like that. I started seeing other guys and didn’t see him that way anymore.”
 
   “And what about now?” she asked.
 
   “Well…we had this kiss the other day. He was drunk and doesn’t remember it, but I do. I definitely felt something.”
 
   “Then why don’t you go for it?” Mom always saw things in black and white. Nothing was too complicated.
 
   “Because nothing has changed. Volt isn’t a one-woman type of guy. I’m not looking for a one-night stand. I’m looking for a forever.”
 
   “And I think he can give that to you.”
 
   I wanted to roll my eyes. “Volt is a gentleman around you guys, but he’s not so clean cut all the time. I know him better than you do.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said. “But you’re also biased from months of knowing him. I’m seeing him right now, in this moment, and I’m telling you what I see. And that man is in love with you.”
 
   Mom thought everyone was in love with me. She thought I was the prettiest and smartest girl in the whole world. That’s what moms do.
 
   My phone started to ring, and I saw Sara’s name on the screen. “Sorry, Mom. I’ve got to take this. I told Sara I would call her back yesterday but totally forgot.”
 
   “It’s fine.” She returned to her knitting. “Give her my love.”
 
   “I will.” I walked into the bedroom I shared with Volt and took the call.
 
   “Hey,” she said into the phone. “Long time, no talk.”
 
   “Sorry I forgot to call you back.”
 
   “That’s a big no-no. It’s against best friend law.”
 
   “I’m sorry I broke the code.” My sprained ankle screwed up my entire day. And sleeping next to Volt when I couldn’t stop picturing him naked didn’t help. I hardly got any sleep last night.
 
   “How’s your Thanksgiving?”
 
   “Good. Yours?”
 
   “I’m stuck in New York, so it’s pretty crappy.”
 
   “But I bet it’s quiet.”
 
   “Yeah, not as many people. But on Black Friday, it’s gonna get cray cray,” she said. “What’s new with you?”
 
   “Nothing. Volt went hiking with my dad, and I stayed home.”
 
   “Whoa, hold on. You brought Volt?”
 
   “He had nowhere to go for Thanksgiving.” 
 
   “And Sage was totally cool with it?”
 
   “Sage was…not exactly happy. We broke up, actually.”
 
   “What?” she blurted. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yeah…” Not a great way to start the holidays.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine. A little bummed out but fine.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   I was tired of telling this story because I said it so many times. “Basically, he doesn’t like Volt spending so much time with me so he made me choose between them.”
 
   “And you chose Volt.”
 
   “He’s my best friend. What was I supposed to do?”
 
   “Not choose him,” she said simply. “Come on, your relationship is strange as hell. If I had a man, I wouldn’t want him up in some other girl’s business.”
 
   “But it’s not like that.”
 
   “I don’t know if I believe that…”
 
   Not her too. “I’m not lying. I don’t have feelings for Volt. He and I would never work out. He’s too superficial and flakey. He tried being in a relationship with some woman, but that only lasted a few weeks until he got bored with her. And I’m telling you, this woman was drop-dead gorgeous. If he can’t make it work with her, then he’s a terminal bachelor. Plain and simple.”
 
   “Then why did you sacrifice a good relationship for him?”
 
   “I sacrificed it for our friendship, nothing else.”
 
   “Sage was hot. You showed me pictures of him.”
 
   “I know. Sage was the perfect guy.”
 
   “Then make it right, Taylor. It’s not too late.”
 
   “I don’t know. I can’t live without him.”
 
   “Who? Sage or Volt?” she asked. “Wait, it’s Volt, isn’t it?” Disapproval was in her voice.
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “Man, that’s messed up.”
 
   “I know. But I can’t explain it. When I’m with him, he makes me feel…like I can do anything. He always has my back and makes me feel important. He makes me laugh, makes me smile. He’s gotten me through some tough times, and I trust him. He wouldn’t lie to me, and that’s something so rare to find. If I had to be locked in a room with someone for a week straight, he would be my first choice.”
 
   “Thanks…”
 
   “I’m just saying.”
 
   “It sounds like any boyfriend you ever have will always be second place.”
 
   “Isn’t that how it should be? Your friends before your lovers?”
 
   “Yeah…until you get married. And then it switches.”
 
   “Well, I’ll need a man secure enough to put up with it.”
 
   She laughed into the phone. “Good luck with that. No guy’s going to want some dog sniffing around his woman.”
 
   “I can assure you there’s no sniffing going on.” The door creaked and then it clicked when it shut against the panel. I was lying on my stomach on the bed so I glanced over my shoulder to see who was there.
 
   But there was no one.
 
   “Taylor?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Where did you go?” Sara asked.
 
   “I thought someone came inside, but I guess I’m hearing things. Anyway, are you seeing anyone?”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Volt
 
   I can’t live without him.
 
   He makes me laugh, makes me smile.
 
   If I had to be locked in a room with someone, he’s the first person I would choose.
 
   I had no idea she felt that way about Sage. I assumed he was some guy she was casually seeing. From the way she talked about him, it was like she loved him. Maybe she didn’t tell me the truth because she didn’t want to hurt my feelings—to let me think I was the reason she lost him.
 
   I walked back into the kitchen and felt my mind swirl in a whirlwind of information. Taylor was talking to someone on the phone, probably Natalie, and I heard a conversation that was none of my business.
 
   I’m pretty sure she didn’t notice I was there.
 
   “You alright, honey?” Taylor’s mom set her knitting stuff on the counter before she walked up to me.
 
   “Oh, I’m fine.” I shook off the despair that ransacked my heart. “Just need some water before I hop in the shower.”
 
   “Allow me.” She grabbed a cup and filled it with ice before she hit the pad on the fridge and filled it with water. “Had a good day today?”
 
   I kept thinking about Taylor. She spilled her heart out, saying how much she missed Sage. She seemed sad on the plane and when we were in bed together, but I didn’t realize just how down she was. “It was beautiful. Your husband is quick on his feet.”
 
   “He’s definitely an outdoorsman.”
 
   “I’ll say.” I downed the entire glass of water before I set it in the sink. 
 
   “Volt, can I ask you something?”
 
   “Of course.” I turned back to her, trying to seem calm and rational. My mind was going haywire with everything I heard, and it wouldn’t slow down.
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest and examined my face like she would find the answer there. “You love my daughter, don’t you?”
 
   I assumed she was going to ask me to take out the garbage or help her with something around the house. A point blank question like that shattered my brain. I couldn’t even keep a straight face.
 
   “Because you should tell her. Everyone sees it except her.” She gave me a smile before she drifted away. She grabbed her knitting supplies off the counter and returned to the living room. I Love Lucy playing on the TV screen.
 
   Stunned, I just stood there.
 
   ***
 
   Our plane was about to touch down in New York, and I was eager to be home. I had a lot on my mind, and I needed space to sort everything out. My relationship with Taylor wasn’t what I thought it was. She was the animal, and I was the tick. I was sucking her dry until nothing was left. I was the reason she was unhappy.
 
   I was the reason for her despair.
 
   “Volt?”
 
   “Hmm?” I turned to her and tried to desensitize myself to her beautiful face. No matter how many times I looked at it, I fell harder. Her eyes were a little brighter, her lips a little fuller. Every detail of her face was exquisite, and my eyes drank her in like drops of rain in a desert.
 
   “Everything alright? You’ve been quiet for the past few days.”
 
   I didn’t know how to act anymore. I kept a void of distance between us, a gaping hole bigger than a crater. Anytime she got close to me, I hurt her. “I think I got a bug. Haven’t felt like myself lately.”
 
   “I haven’t heard you cough or sneeze.”
 
   “I’m good at holding it in.  You know, since you hate sick people.” Keeping it light was the best tactic. 
 
   “Can I get you anything?”
 
   “No, I’m good. I have a lot of work to catch up on at the office. I’ll probably be busy for a while.” And I wouldn’t take any of her phone calls or return them.
 
   “Well, I hope you had fun in Washington. It was nice to be home.”
 
   “I had a great time.” Until I realized how big of an ass I was. “Thanks for bringing me along.”
 
   “Thanks for coming.”
 
   The plane finally landed and taxied to the terminal. I couldn’t wait to get off the damn thing and get out of there. The longer I was with her, the more difficult it became to be near her. I was poison to her, and she didn’t even realize it.
 
   “Are you sure you’re alright?” She examined me with her smart eyes, catching something I kept trying to hide.
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   ***
 
   As much as I hated this, I had to do it.
 
   There was no other way.
 
   Taylor was miserable because of me.
 
   And I had to make it right.
 
   I ruined whatever chance I might have had with her, and I probably would never get the opportunity to be with her again.
 
   But that was how it had to be.
 
   I had to say goodbye to her.
 
   And our friendship.
 
   Sage opened the front door and didn’t hide his surprise when he saw me. He narrowed his eyes, suspicious. He kept one hand on the door so he could slam it if necessary.
 
   “Busy?”
 
   “Depends.”
 
   “I want to talk about Taylor.”
 
   The mention of her name made him more irritated. “Had a good holiday?”
 
   I deserved the jab. I knew it. “Give me five minutes.”
 
   “Fine. Go.” He didn’t invite me inside, keeping his body in the way.
 
   “Give Taylor another chance. Please.”
 
   His formidable expression never changed. “She made her choice. She picked you.”
 
   “But she didn’t want to.”
 
   “No. She made it pretty damn clear.”
 
   I wasn’t walking away until I got what I wanted—what Taylor wanted. “I understand why you’re threatened by me. I’m always around and—”
 
   “You’re obsessed with her. You’re hung up on her. You date beautiful women in an attempt to forget her.”
 
   Damn, he was good. 
 
   “I’m not the jealous type, but I can’t handle that.”
 
   “I agree,” I said. “So, I’ll disappear.”
 
   Not understanding what I meant, he cocked an eyebrow. “What?”
 
   “I’ll go away. I’ll ignore her and dodge her left and right until she forgets about me.”
 
   He crossed his arms over his chest. “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Because she misses you. Because she can’t live without you. Because she wants this to work.”
 
   He didn’t believe a word I said. “Where are you getting this from?”
 
   “I heard her say it.”
 
   “To you?”
 
   “To a girlfriend on the phone.”
 
   He shook his head slightly. “She must have been talking about someone else—probably you.”
 
   “I heard her say your name.” There was no mistaking it. “Please give her another chance. I’m bowing out. You can have her.”
 
   “At least you admit it,” he said darkly. “I’ve been telling her that for months, but she never believed me.”
 
   “She sees what she wants to see.”
 
   He leaned against the door, his poker face still on.
 
   “I’m out of the picture now. She’s yours.”
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck and looked at the ground.
 
   I patiently waited for an answer.
 
   When our eyes met, he wore a look of resignation. “No. She’s not.”
 
   “I give you my word I’ll back off. You won’t see me again.”
 
   “No, she’s not mine,” he said. “She was never mine.”
 
   “Not true, man.”
 
   “I believe you. I’m sure you would make good on your word and leave us alone. But that’s not the problem.”
 
   “Then what is?”
 
   He chuckled under his breath. “You don’t get it.”
 
   “Get what?” I asked in frustration. “I’m giving you what you want.”
 
   “But I’m not what she wants. You are.”
 
   The blood drained from my face. I could feel it leave my lips.
 
   “She can deny it all she wants, but I know you’re the man she wants. You’re the one she’s in love with. You’re the man she can’t live without—not me. Despite how much I like her, I can’t be with a woman when I know she prefers someone else over me. I can’t compete with you. Even if you disappear, you’ll never really be gone. Because she’ll never forget about you. So, I’m done. I’m the one bowing out.”
 
   Nothing he said was true. “I heard what she said—”
 
   “You heard her wrong.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “She and I will never work out. It’s a nice gesture to try, but it’s a waste of time.”
 
   As much as I wanted to believe what he said, I couldn’t. It was too good to be true. 
 
   “The ball is in your court, man. Because I’m never going to change my mind.”
 
   I failed. I didn’t fix all the damage I caused. Now Taylor would be sad for months. 
 
   “Volt, I really mean this...”
 
   I looked up at him, unsure what he was going to say. 
 
   “You two are meant for each other. And I hope you get her.”
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   Chapter One
 
   Taylor
 
   “That’s one hell of a week.” Sara blew on her toenails so the paint would remain in place. Each nail was a deep navy blue, complementing the cold weather outside. 
 
   “Tell me about it.” I painted my nails pink just to be spiteful.
 
   She closed the cap to the bottle then set it on the coffee table. “So, you get dumped, and then take some other guy to meet your parents?”
 
   “I didn’t take him to meet my parents,” I argued. “I wanted him to spend Thanksgiving with us. Not the same thing at all.”
 
   She pulled the blanket over her legs but left her toenails out so the wet paint wouldn’t get smudged. “Don’t get mad at me, okay?”
 
   “Oh no.” When she said that phrase, I knew I was going to be pissed. “It’s better if you don’t say it.”
 
   “But I have to say it. You know, because we’re best friends.”
 
   Maybe being buds wasn’t the greatest thing in the world. “Fine. Lay it on me.”
 
   “You honestly, with a straight face, can tell me you don’t have feelings for this guy?” She leaned forward and narrowed her eyes on my face. She watched every twitch of my facial muscles, practically counting the number of times I blinked. “Look me in the eye and say it.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “This is stupid—”
 
   “You do! You can’t even deny it.”
 
   “I don’t have feelings for him.” I looked her square in the eye. “You happy now?”
 
   Her eyes fell in suspicion. “But you kissed him—and you liked it.”
 
   “Well, duh. The guy is a damn Greek god. If I didn’t like it, I would have to be gay.”
 
   “If you find him attractive and you love being with him 24/7, then there has to be more there.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “You really don’t see where I’m coming from?” Sara asked. “I’m not the only one who thinks it. Your friends think it, and so do your parents. Sage thought it too. Please don’t be one of those stupid girls who are totally blind to the world.”
 
   “I’m not blind.”
 
   “Then you’re stupid.”
 
   I glared at her.
 
   “Girl, open your damn eyes. This is not normal.”
 
   It wasn’t normal, and I couldn’t deny any of that. “Look…I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, and I think I’ve come up with an answer.”
 
   “An answer to what?”
 
   “Volt and me.”
 
   She sat back against the couch and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m listening.”
 
   “When I first met Volt, I was into him. Like, really into him. He was in my head all day long, and it was impossible for me to look at him without gawking. He’s the most handsome man I’ve ever seen in my life. Yes, that includes every boyfriend I’ve ever had.”
 
   She listened without interrupting, waiting for me to make a groundbreaking announcement. 
 
   “I fantasized about being with him. I pictured us having a romantic dinner then having amazing sex afterward. If he asked me out, I would have been down so quick.”
 
   “Then what the hell happened?”
 
   “He’s a playboy. I told you that.”
 
   “But is he still a playboy?” she pressed. “You told me he had a girlfriend.”
 
   “He dated her for a little while, Sara. As in, fourteen days. And this woman was supernaturally gorgeous. She made Blake Lively look like a troll, alright? To top it off, she was really sweet and smart. But he still didn’t want her.” 
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   “If he didn’t want to be in a relationship with her, every guy’s fantasy, then he’ll never be in a relationship with anyone—including me.”
 
   Understanding finally shone in her eyes. She nodded her head in agreement. “Now I get it. You do have feelings for him, but you can never have him.”
 
   “Close, but not quite. I know I can never have him, so I don’t allow myself to have feelings for him. I turned that off a long time ago.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   Now she finally got it. 
 
   “It’s all coming together.” She slowly brought her palms together until they collided.
 
   “So, back to your previous question, I don’t have feelings for him.”
 
   “Does that mean you’re back in the dating pool?”
 
   “Eh…” I didn’t even want to think about it. Sage was pretty damn perfect, and I somehow blew that. He was good-looking, successful, and charming. It was a miracle I’d snatched him up to begin with. “I think I’m going to adopt a few kids and just sleep around to get my kicks.”
 
   She laughed. “Yeah, good one.”
 
   I wasn’t joking. 
 
   “Full-time mama and part-time skank.” She rested her hand on her stomach because she was cramping up from laughing.
 
   “I’m being serious.”
 
   That just made her laugh harder.
 
   “What’s so damn funny?”
 
   She wiped the tears from her eyes. “I just can’t picture you being easy like that. You’re the most uptight person ever.”
 
   “Am not.”
 
   “Yeah…okay.”
 
   “I’m not,” I hissed.
 
   “Uh, I distinctly remember you telling me Volt wanted to hook up, but you turned him down.”
 
   “That’s different.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I turned him down because I knew I’d fall in love with him. If we crossed that line, I would have been screwed. Totally different.”
 
   “I guess I see your point.” She bent her knee and pulled her toes toward her face to examine the polish. She blew on the nails a few times before she poked the surface with her finger. The polish didn’t smear and she returned her foot to the coffee table. “So, if Volt told you he wanted to be in a relationship, you would say yes?”
 
   “I never said that.”
 
   “I know,” she snapped. “I’m asking you.”
 
   The idea was ridiculous, so I wasn’t going to entertain it. “That would never happen.”
 
   “Shut the hell up and answer the question.”
 
   “Uh…” I tried to picture that kind of reality, but it was impossible. “I don’t know… I wouldn’t want to risk losing our friendship. He’s such an innate part of my life now. I would hate to lose him.”
 
   “So, your answer is no?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “If that’s the case…can I go for him?” She smiled with a hopeful look in her eyes.
 
   “I just told you he is a player.”
 
   “I don’t care about that. I just want that D.”
 
   “Uh, no.” That would be weird. Two of my best friends sleeping together… That would be a disaster.
 
   “Oh, come on. I haven’t gotten a good lay in over a year.”
 
   “And there’re plenty of fish in the sea.”
 
   “But you said he was a good kisser and has a big package.”
 
   “But that doesn’t mean he’s good in bed.”
 
   “I think there’s a good chance he is.”
 
   I wouldn’t let that happen. “The answer is still no.”
 
   “What a cock block.”
 
   “Yep.” And I didn’t even feel bad about it.
 
   “You know what’s weird?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “I’ve never met him. You’ve been buddy-buddy with him forever, and I haven’t even seen his face.”
 
   “And now you aren’t going to.”
 
   She chucked a pillow at me. “I’m being serious.”
 
   I caught it before it hit me in the face. “Alright. I’m sure you guys will cross paths eventually. But you better keep your hands to yourself.”
 
   “He’s really that sexy?”
 
   There were no words to describe it. “Oh yeah.”
 
   ***
 
   Whatcha doing, Mario?
 
   It was alarming how easily the nicknames stuck. Working, Bowser.
 
   On a Friday night?
 
   Yeah. I’m trying not to get fired. Remember?
 
   Play with me.
 
   Are you five?
 
   Yes. Now play with me.
 
   You can come over if you want.
 
   Good. Because I’m outside. He knocked on the door.
 
   I wasn’t getting up from my seat at the kitchen table. All my papers were scattered around, and if I backed up too far, I would hit the little cupboard behind me. “It’s open.”
 
   He walked inside with a bag of takeout in his hand. “Chinese?”
 
   “I’m down for anything that’s free.”
 
   He dropped the bag on the table and took the seat beside me. “What are you working on?”
 
   “My next exam.”
 
   He snatched it out of my hand and took a look. With a keen eye, he looked over everything before he grabbed a pen and jotted down a few notes. “Scrap these. And these.” He slid it back across the table toward me. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Too difficult.”
 
   “It can’t all be multiple choice.”
 
   “I didn’t say it had to be. But make these essay questions instead. Diagrams are too subjective.”
 
   “But it makes them think.”
 
   “Just stick to the essay questions. It implements Common Core anyway. And frankly, you keep sidestepping that.”
 
   Teachers were supposed to have full autonomy, but I didn’t have any of that. I was a slave to school standards, and I couldn’t run my classroom the way I wanted. It was aggravating to be bossed around and slapped on the wrist like a child. “Whatever. Fine.”
 
   Volt picked up on my attitude. “Just get through the year.”
 
   “I’m starting to hate my job.”
 
   He placed his hand on my back, right in between my shoulder blades. “You may hate the game, but you have to play by the rules anyway. And when you do, your life will get easier.”
 
   “It’s still bullshit.”
 
   His hand moved to my shoulder, and he rubbed it gently. “You’ll get through this and love your job again. I promise.” His fingers slightly rested on the base of my neck, feeling warm. 
 
   It felt nice. 
 
   He continued to look at me, waiting for me to meet his gaze.
 
   I eventually gave in and looked at him. 
 
   A slight smile formed on his lips when he won the little battle. “Let’s take a break and eat. This can wait until tomorrow.”
 
   “Or I could not do it at all.”
 
   “I can do it for you.”
 
   “Nah.” I may be irritated with my job, but I wasn’t a slacker. “What do you want to do?”
 
   “I think the game is on. Want to watch that?”
 
   I wanted to do anything but work. “Sounds good to me.”
 
   ***
 
   “Now what?” The game was over, and there was nothing else on.
 
   “Want to go out?”
 
   “For a drink?” The Chinese food was filling and packed my body with enough calories until tomorrow. 
 
   “A beer on tap sounds pretty good right now.”
 
   Alcohol sounded delicious any time of day—especially now. “The Lion and the Snake?”
 
   “Yeah. Let’s do it.”
 
   We left my apartment and walked a few blocks until we reached the bar. It was packed with people, and the music was loud overhead. People paired off in the corners to make out in the shadows. The rest of the single people hung out at the tables or in the middle of the dance floor.
 
   I saw a pretty blonde making eyes at Volt from across the room. She had runner’s legs, a great figure, and her hair looked like a professional just styled it. She definitely looked like his type. “A hot babe at three o’clock checking you out.”
 
   Volt never took his eyes off me. His fingers were wrapped around the frosty glass he was holding, and the collared shirt fit his nice figure snugly. His crystal-blue eyes weren’t as bright as they usually were because the bar had minimal lighting, but they still seemed to shine by their own light. “Thanks for the heads-up.” He turned his wrist so he could check the time.
 
   “You aren’t going to look at her? I’m telling you, she’s a ten.”
 
   “Eh.” He drank from his beer before his hand snaked to mine on the counter. “Where’d you get this bracelet?” He fingered the brown strings with the different colored beads attached to it.
 
   “Oh. One of my students made it for me.”
 
   “That was nice.”
 
   “Yeah.” She came up at the end of class and gave it to me. There were different letters on the beads, and together, they spelled Ms. Thomas. “It was sweet.”
 
   “Sounds like those students love you.”
 
   “I think some of them do.”
 
   He downed the rest of his beer before he set it on the coaster. “I’m going to the bathroom. Order me another?”
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   He veered off to the right, taking the long route to the bathroom. He moved the opposite way of the pretty blonde I mentioned and had to walk all the way around.
 
   It was strange, but then again, Volt was a little strange.
 
   “Hi.” Out of nowhere, a man walked up to me, a beer in his hand. “I’m sorry to bother you, but are you and that guy sitting here a moment ago an item?” He looked to be my age, and he wore a nice shirt with dark jeans.
 
   “Oh, we aren’t together. But he’s not gay.” I hated to disappoint the guy, but it was better to hear it from me than Volt. “He’d be flattered though.”
 
   “Uh, I wasn’t asking about him. I was asking about you.”
 
   “Oh…” Damn, I was an idiot. “Sorry, I just—”
 
   “It’s okay,” he said with a laugh. “He’s a good-looking guy. I’m sure guys come on to him all the time.” 
 
   “Sometimes.” I felt awkward with him standing there. I wasn’t expecting anyone to make a pass at me tonight, and I was hoping it wouldn’t happen. The dress I wore wasn’t the most flattering thing in the world, and my shoes weren’t the cutest either. 
 
   “I’m Mike. Pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “You too.” I shook his hand.
 
   “So, if you aren’t seeing him, does that mean you’re available?”
 
   He was a cute guy with green eyes and nice shoulders, but the idea of dating made me sick. I wasn’t ready to try again. Every relationship I’d ever had blew up in my face. I needed a break. “I have a boyfriend. But I’m flattered.”
 
   “That’s what I feared. Well, it was nice meeting you.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   “Good night.” He walked away and rejoined his friends at a table in the corner. 
 
   Volt appeared out of nowhere, and I wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing there. Instead of looking interested in what just transpired, he looked sick.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah…fine.” He came back to the bar and grabbed his glass even though it was empty. “I leave you alone for a second, and the vultures descend.”
 
   “Oh…he was just a nice guy.”
 
   “Does that mean you gave him your number?” He rubbed his fingers against the glass, wiping away the condensation. He watched every move he made, suddenly dark and formidable. 
 
   “No.”
 
   His head snapped my way instantly. “You didn’t?”
 
   “I’m not dating right now. I’m sick of it, honestly.”
 
   He leaned against the bar, hanging on my every word. His eyes were narrowed on my face, reading my lips as well as listening to what I was saying. 
 
   “I’m just not ready. After everything that happened with both of my exes, I’m staying out of it.”
 
   “For how long, do you think?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Maybe I’ll just do what you do.”
 
   “And what do I do?”
 
   “Sleep around. You’re satisfied and never heartbroken. In the short time I’ve been here, I’ve had my heart broken twice. And you’ve been enjoying a never-ending supply of good sex and sleepovers.”
 
   “No.” His brutality sliced through the air, making the music fade to the background.
 
   “No?”
 
   “You’re better than that, Taylor. You have class. Don’t change.”
 
   “Just because a woman sleeps around doesn’t mean she lacks class. That’s so sexist.”
 
   He dragged one hand across his chin, closing his eyes in irritation. “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “It sounded like it.”
 
   “I just don’t think you’d be happy doing that. Keep waiting for Mr. Right. He’s out there.”
 
   I laughed before I took a drink. “Yeah right.”
 
   “He is, Taylor. Trust me on that.”
 
   “I don’t know what I believe anymore, but I don’t believe that.”
 
   He dropped his hand and rested it on the counter space between us. His jaw clenched slightly while he held his silence. “You might be looking right at him.”
 
   I scanned the people standing at the bar with us. It was mostly women, and a few guys trying to land dates. None of them was what I was looking for. “But I’m probably not.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   Volt
 
   “Word on the block is Tayz is single.” Derek gave me a pointed look before he drank his beer. “And yet, you’re sitting across from me.”
 
   “It’s not the right time.”
 
   “It’s never the right time with you,” he snapped. “What happened to taking what you want? You used to walk up to women and point-blank ask them if they wanted to go back to your place—while they were out with another guy.”
 
   But with Taylor, I wasn’t asking for a night. When I asked out a random woman, her answer didn’t really matter. But if Taylor gave me the answer I didn’t want, it could ruin me. “She told me she’s not dating right now. She needs a break.”
 
   “How long of a break?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered. “But she did just break up with Sage. I can’t swoop in right now.”
 
   “Then what’s your plan? To continue doing nothing?”
 
   “I don’t really have a plan… I’m just hoping for the best.” I looked into my beer and stared at the foam before I took a drink.
 
   Jared slid into our booth once he had his beer. “What’s up?”
 
   Derek shot me a glare.
 
   “Not a thing,” I answered. “What’s up with you?”
 
   “Nothing.” Jared looked out the window and silently removed himself from the conversation. He’d been quiet lately, quieter than usual. 
 
   “Something wrong, man?” I asked.
 
   Derek watched the TV in the corner.
 
   “Nope.” Jared wouldn’t look at either of us.
 
   Taylor appeared at our table, looking beautiful like always. Her hair was in a braid over one shoulder and gold hoops hung from her ear lobes. She wore a skintight blue dress with a slit right in the front. If I were standing, I’d be able to see her cleavage line.
 
   I missed her weird outfits. 
 
   “Nat is bringing her boyfriend tonight.” Like a chirpy cheerleader, she clapped her hands together.
 
   I’d never seen her act like that. “Where are your pom-poms?”
 
   She ignored the jab and eyed the door. “I guess they’re getting serious. Nat really likes him.”
 
   Jared purposely looked out the window.
 
   Derek eyed him but didn’t say anything.
 
   “Everyone, be nice.” She pointed directly at Derek.
 
   “What the hell?” Derek asked. “When am I not nice?”
 
   “She’s your sister, so be nice to her boyfriend.”
 
   “I don’t give a damn who she dates,” he said. “As long as he’s not smacking her around.”
 
   “Then be on your best behavior.” Taylor walked to the bar and ordered herself a drink.
 
   Derek’s eyes drifted her way, and I knew they were narrowed in on her ass.
 
   “You want to die?” The threat wasn’t idle, the joking kind friends shared from time to time. I meant every word of that sentence, and I’d make good on that threat. I’d break him worse than Clay’s piece of shit father.
 
   Derek immediately turned back to me. “I was looking at the TV…”
 
   “Don’t play me, asshole. You’ll lose.”
 
   He raised both hands in the air. “Sorry. But last time I checked, she was single. If you claimed her, this wouldn’t be a problem.”
 
   “I have claimed her—she’s mine.”
 
   “Then do something about it,” he challenged. “Go over there and ask her out.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “Someone’s a pussy.”
 
   “I’m not a pussy, and you know it. Just don’t check out my girl’s ass.”
 
   “She’s not your girl.” He turned to Jared. “Back me up on this. You can’t stake a claim unless the girl is aware of it, right?”
 
   Jared shrugged.
 
   “Thanks for the help…” Derek turned back to me.
 
   “I’ll let you off with a warning. Don’t check out my girl.” I didn’t care how long we’d been friends. If he crossed a line, I’d drag him back over it—instantly. 
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   When female chatter entered our ears, I knew Natalie was there. She had a tall guy on her arm, blond with blue eyes. He looked nothing like Jared, but maybe that wasn’t a bad thing.
 
   “I’m so glad my sister got on with her life,” Derek said. “Such a loser for waiting around for Jared.”
 
   Jared finally looked away from the window, staring at Natalie and her boy toy.
 
   I had no right to think she was a loser when I was doing the same thing—waiting for Taylor. “She looks happy.”
 
   “Yeah,” Derek said. “Mom has been pressuring her about kids. Now she’ll be happy.”
 
   Natalie and the guy shared a kiss, and Taylor smiled for her friend.
 
   That’s when Jared turned away. 
 
   ***
 
   Taylor walked over to me with a wad of napkins in her hand. They all had phone numbers from the guys who’d hit on her that evening. “Wow. Somehow people know when you’re single…”
 
   It took all my strength not to do anything. I wanted to intervene so many times, but I knew I’d be a dick if I did. “I thought you weren’t dating?”
 
   “I’m not.” She folded the napkins and tossed them in the trash. “But I felt rude not taking them.”
 
   I never thought I’d be happy to watch someone throw out garbage. “I can keep them off you.”
 
   “Off me?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah.” I circled my arm around her waist and pulled her into my side. The second my hand was on her hip, I felt the electricity. The plug was in the wall, and the current was running through it. It was the same heat, the same fire I felt anytime we touched. Somehow, it was as good as a kiss. “There. Problem solved.” The curve of her narrow waist was perfect. My arm snaked around it easily, hooking her like she was meant to stand by my side. 
 
   “You’re missing something…”
 
   “What?” She was still shorter than me, even in heels. I had to peer down to look at her.
 
   “All the ladies think you aren’t available.”
 
   I’m not available. “Oh well.” 
 
   She carried on with my arm around her waist, not seeming to mind it. “Natalie is having a good time with John.”
 
   “Yeah, it seems like it.”
 
   “You like him?”
 
   I’d only talked to him for five minutes before he was kissing Natalie again. “He’s cool.”
 
   “I need a drink.” Taylor already had a few, and it was obvious she had a buzz going.
 
   “I’ll get you something.” I guided her to the bar before I waved down the bartender. “My girl needs a Shirley Temple.”
 
   “Whoa, what?” she said. “I want a real drink.”
 
   “Just sip on this for a while. Then you can have another.” 
 
   She pouted her lips like a child.
 
   I almost leaned in to kiss that frown off her lips.
 
   I grabbed the drink and handed it over. “I’ll get you a big girl drink later.”
 
   “Fine. Whatever.” 
 
   We walked toward the back of the bar since the front was crowded. I kept my arm around her waist even though it was unnecessary at that point. It was an excuse to touch her, and I could feel the deep curve of her back. I loved the way it dipped at a strong angle. I wanted to place kisses there…all the way down to her ass.
 
   “I wonder where everyone is.”
 
   I watched her lips move but didn’t understand what she said.
 
   “Jared and Derek were here a second ago.”
 
   I came back to the conversation at a snail’s pace. “Maybe they’re by the bathrooms. We could check.” Or we could just stay there and talk. I had a great view of the slit in the top of her dress. Her tits were pushed together, forming a valley I wanted to cherish with kisses. 
 
   “Let’s go look for them.”
 
   I had her alone, and I didn’t want to share. “Okay.” I hugged her tighter against my side, wanting her to feel the muscles of my body as we moved. We walked to the back and found Derek talking to John. 
 
   “Dude, the Browns are nothing but a joke,” Derek said. “How could you possibly like them?”
 
   “I grew up in Cleveland,” John explained. “You have to support your hometown.”
 
   Why were they talking about football right now? I thought it was a strange thing for Derek to bring up when he wasn’t a big fan. He liked baseball and basketball a lot more.
 
   Derek made eyes with me then nodded toward the bathroom.
 
   What the hell was that?
 
   I shrugged in response.
 
   He nodded again, trying to direct me to the back.
 
   Taylor picked up on it too because she exchanged a look with me.
 
   “We’re going to go to the bathroom. We’ll be right back.” I pulled Taylor with me. “What was that about?”
 
   “I don’t know.” She tossed her empty cup in the garbage, and I did the same.
 
   We went down the hall then stopped when we spotted Natalie and Jared talking. They weren’t just talking because it looked too serious. Jared was leaning close to her, pinning her against the wall.
 
   “What the hell?” Taylor whispered.
 
   “So let me get this straight,” Natalie yelled. “I’m single for three years and you never take an interest in me, but the second I date someone else, you want me? That’s bullshit, Jared.”
 
   “That’s not how it is. I guess I just didn’t see you like that until I couldn’t have you. I know that makes me a jerk. I get it…but it doesn’t change the way I feel.”
 
   We shouldn’t have been listening to their conversation. Actually, I couldn’t believe that conversation was actually happening. “Let’s go.”
 
   Taylor moved with me until we were out of the hallway. “I can’t believe that.”
 
   “I know.” We stopped against the wall so we wouldn’t be in anyone’s way. 
 
   “Natalie is going to be so happy.” She shook her head in disbelief. “I knew she just needed to see other guys to get him to notice her.”
 
   “I don’t know… She seemed pretty pissed.”
 
   “She’ll come around.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” she said. “I know so. When you’re in love with someone for that long, you’ll drop everything to be with them.” She shifted her weight to one leg with her arms across her chest.
 
   My hands weren’t on her, and I didn’t like it. Her waist was so petite in the dress. I wanted to grab her by both sides and give her a squeeze. I wanted to feel her under my embrace and know she was feeling me too. “I guess you’re right.”
 
   “I just feel bad for John… He got the short stick of the situation.”
 
   “Yeah.” I didn’t give a damn anymore. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her close to me. It was one thing to innocently wrap my arm around her waist, but it was another to grab her like this.
 
   But I didn’t care.
 
   She moved with the pull naturally, thinking the touch was perfectly normal. She continued speaking like nothing was different. “I don’t know what she’s going to do… Maybe break up with John tonight.”
 
   “Maybe.” I stared into her face as it was inches from mine. Those lips were covered in red lipstick, and I wanted to kiss her so hard the color would smear across my face. I’d had my mouth on hers once before, and I’d never forget just how wonderful it made me feel. It was the kind of touch that killed you and simultaneously brought you back to life.
 
   She eyed the bathroom, waiting for Natalie and Jared to emerge, before she looked up at my face. Her blue eyes were still bright despite the darkness of the room. They reminded me of Christmas lights that hung outside of houses in the suburbs. They contrasted against the dark sky, bringing light and hope to everyone who gazed at them.
 
   Fuck, I wanted to kiss her.
 
   My hands were in control, and my mind took a backseat. I wasn’t thinking clearly, and I didn’t want to think clearly. The alcohol had given me a buzz, but I was aware of my faculties. She was buzzed too, but when she looked at me, she knew exactly whom she was looking at.
 
   Did I really care what happened at this point? What if I kissed her, and she turned away? Would it really change anything? Could I honestly say we were just friends? When I really thought about it, I wasn’t sure if we’d ever really been friends. I wanted her right from the beginning, and when she turned me down, I just wanted her more. 
 
   Was I really risking anything?
 
   My hands tightened across her back, feeling the steep curve full of petite muscles. The contours of her body were hypnotizing. I loved every slope and every bend. My fingers spread to feel more of her, dragging across the fabric of her blue dress. 
 
   I didn’t give a damn about anything. 
 
   I just wanted her.
 
   I moved my head forward and pressed it against hers. When she didn’t move, I felt a jolt of excitement. Like she’d been expecting it, she rested hers against mine. Her hands immediately moved to my arms, her elbows resting in the crooks of mine. Like two pieces of a puzzle, we fit together perfectly.
 
   The moment did something I hadn’t anticipated.
 
   It scared me.
 
   This feeling of excitement was unparalleled. I’d been with many different women in various scenarios, and none of them felt like this. My heart couldn’t comprehend what was really happening. The touch felt natural, as if our bodies should have been doing this all along.
 
   The serenity that followed was even more unexpected. I felt at peace. I felt happy.
 
   I felt like I belonged. 
 
   With her.
 
   The affection felt so good, resonating deep in my core. My heart slowed way down because it was finally in the right place. With every kiss and touch I shared with strangers, it only reminded me of how alone I was. But with Taylor, it reminded me I wasn’t alone.
 
   Because I was with her.
 
   It was terrifying but comforting all at once. I didn’t want to get my heart broken again, but I’d unwittingly handed everything over to this perfect woman in front of me. 
 
   She told me everything would change when I found the woman I couldn’t live without.
 
   And damn, she was right.
 
   I still wanted to kiss her, but I got an amazing sense of satisfaction just holding her like this. My arms were linked around her body like a cage, and my head was pressed to hers like she was mine.
 
   She was mine. 
 
   I wanted to take her back to my place so I could kiss every inch of her body. Her skin would be cherished with my mouth, and she would have marks from the intensity. 
 
   I wanted to make love to her.
 
   I turned her around and pressed her back to the wall. My hands gripped her tighter, feeling her wide hips and tiny waist. My face was pressed to hers, and I prepared for the kiss that would change my life.
 
   For better or for worse. 
 
   “Fuck you, Jared.” Natalie stormed out of the hallway. “This is just unbelievable. You knew how I felt about you for the past three years, but you didn’t give a damn. The second I move on, you want me. Are you a child?”
 
   I pulled away from Taylor and cleared my throat. The moment was snapped in two, and I couldn’t keep pressing her against the wall while everyone was watching us. I didn’t look at Taylor because I didn’t want to see her reaction.
 
   What if she was relieved?
 
   “I’m sorry,” Jared said. “I didn’t know I felt this way until I saw you with someone else. I didn’t do this on purpose.”
 
   “The second I break up with him, you’re going to lose interest in me.”
 
   “Will not.”
 
   Natalie stormed off again, Jared following close behind.
 
   Taylor watched them go, concerned for her friend.
 
   And I watched her. The slit in the top of her dress was driving me crazy. I wanted to kiss her tits then listen to her frantically beating heart, listen to it beat for me. I wanted to feel her breathe underneath me, listen to her moan when I did the things she liked. 
 
   My mind was even worse than it used to be. I wasn’t obsessed with sex because I hadn’t gotten laid in so long. 
 
   I was just obsessed with her.
 
   Taylor watched them walk away before she turned back to me. The look in her eyes wasn’t the same as it had been before. A vulnerability was there now, and she tucked her hair behind her ear, something she never did.
 
   I got to her.
 
   “I should check on Natalie.” Even though her hair was tucked, she picked at it and tucked it again.
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   She cleared her throat and walked away, her ass looking amazing in that skintight dress. Her hips swayed beautifully, and all I could think about was having her pinned underneath me while I gave her the best loving she’d ever had.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   Taylor
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Natalie paced in front of me while we stood outside on the sidewalk. The cold air was freezing us both, but it was the only place we could talk. 
 
   “Uh, about this little love triangle you’ve got going on.”
 
   “Oh my god, it’s not a love triangle.”
 
   “Kinda is. Two guys, one girl. And it’s not a ménage à trois.”
 
   “It’s not a love triangle when I only love one person.” She kept pacing back and forth, her arms tight over her chest.
 
   My eyes froze in place when I heard what she said. “Then you have your answer.”
 
   She halted in front of me. “Not so simple.”
 
   “How is it not simple? You love Jared.”
 
   “Yeah, but do I want to be with a man who only notices me when I’m not available?”
 
   “Do you really want to be with a guy you don’t love?” I had her there, and I knew it.
 
   She kept her arms tight around her chest as she started to shiver. “I guess not…”
 
   “Give Jared a chance. If he fucks it up, at least you can move on for good.”
 
   “True…”
 
   “So, are you going to break up with John now?”
 
   “No, I’ll wait until tomorrow. Would be pretty cold to do it right now.”
 
   “Yeah.” Getting dumped was the worst.
 
   A thick jacket circled my body, covering my shivering arms and neck. It surrounded me with warmth and closed off all the cold air.
 
   Without looking up, I knew who it was.
 
   Volt’s arms encircled me and his hard chest pressed against my back, making me even warmer. 
 
   The relief was so satisfying I actually moaned. 
 
   Natalie eyed both of us, an eyebrow raised.
 
   I didn’t want to get into it—not now. My look told her to keep her mouth shut.
 
   Volt moved his lips near my ear. “You’re going to freeze out here.”
 
   “I almost did until you came to my rescue.”
 
   “Maybe we should call it a night. Don’t want you to get sick.”
 
   “Yeah…maybe.”
 
   “Well, I’m going to get Jared. I mean, John.” She gave me that look that said, “We’re going to talk about this later.” Then she walked inside.
 
   Once we were alone together, I turned around and faced him, his arms still circling me. “Thanks for the jacket…” It was too many sizes too big and felt more like a blanket than an article of clothing.
 
   “What’s mine is yours.” He looked down into my face, his eyes glancing at my lips. “Let’s go to my place. It’s close and it’s warm.”
 
   A part of me didn’t want to go back to his place. There was a warning in my heart over what might happen. But I also wanted to stay with him.
 
   More than anything else in the world.
 
   Without waiting for an answer, he tucked me into his side and walked me to his place.
 
   ***
 
   “Take that, Mario.” Volt smashed Bowser into me and flung me off the track.
 
   “No!” I screamed as I watched my character flip out of bounds. Lakitu, the man floating on the cloud, picked me up and put me back on the course. But it was too late. Volt had already crossed the finish line.
 
   “Nice try.” He set his controller beside him and grinned.
 
   “You cheated.”
 
   “I didn’t cheat. You just suck.”
 
   “I don’t suck.” I threw my controller down, having a bit of a tantrum. Volt was good at this game, and I didn’t like losing all the time.
 
   “I’ll let you win next time.”
 
   “I don’t need a pity win.” I was sitting on the floor, so I grabbed my heels and hopped up onto the couch. I slid my feet into the shoes and tightened the straps.
 
   “Hope you aren’t planning to sleep in those.”
 
   “I think I’m going to go home. Have a lot of laundry and housecleaning to do tomorrow.”
 
   “Hire a maid.”
 
   “I’m a teacher. I can’t afford a maid.”
 
   Volt grabbed my ankle and yanked the heel off. “It’s two in the morning. Sleep here.”
 
   There was something wrong with me, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. The area between my legs was burning in desperation, and all I could think about was Volt on top of me, my legs wrapped around his waist. I wanted to feel him inside me so bad I almost screamed. This sexual desire crept up on me. It started with that kiss we shared a few weeks ago. But now it exploded in full force.
 
   When his arms were around me, it was all I could think about. When his lips were near mine, all I wanted to do was suck them until they were raw. I wanted that hot, naked body to keep me warm all night long.
 
   I couldn’t let that happen.
 
   Volt was picking up on everything. He must be able to read every look on my face, and since he knew I wanted it, he wanted it too. But that would take us on a path I’d been trying to avoid since the beginning.
 
   Friends couldn’t have a night of good sex and forget about it the next day.
 
   At least, I couldn’t.
 
   “I really should get home. Natalie is probably going to want to come over tomorrow to talk about her love triangle.”
 
   “Then go home in the morning.” He grabbed my other ankle and pulled the shoe off. It thumped when it hit the hardwood floor.
 
   All I had to do was snatch them and walk out, but I couldn’t.
 
   I stayed absolutely still. 
 
   Volt scooted closer to me on the couch then rested his hand on my thigh. He’d never touched me that way before, on such an intimate level. His arm rested over the back of the couch as he leaned into me, his breaths falling on my neck. “Stay with me.”
 
   Shivers ran up my spine as his words landed on my neck. The intensity was enough to make my mouth go dry and my heart pound. I wanted to pull my body tighter into itself, but I didn’t want his hand to leave my thigh.
 
   I liked it there.
 
   I felt his gaze bore into my face, commanding me to look at him. I fought it off for nearly a minute, but the heat was becoming too much. It burned into my cheek, leaving a permanent mark only he could see.
 
   I turned his way, feeling the fear and excitement simultaneously. My lips ached from wanting his so badly. Volt wasn’t my friend anymore. That night, he was every fantasy I ever had. Our friendship went out the window, and our primal instincts took over. We wanted to claw at each other until we were both breathless and naked. 
 
   He looked into my eyes, the same desire written all over his face. He stared at me like wounded prey. I couldn’t get away, and I was his to enjoy. His hand gripped my thigh gently, forcing more blood to flood to the area between my legs. It throbbed in desperation and quickly filled with a pool of excitement. I couldn’t control my breathing because it was all over the place. No matter how deeply I breathed, I couldn’t catch my breath. I felt like I was running a marathon without a finish line. I panted, hoarding energy I would need to get through this. 
 
   Volt pressed his face close to mine, searching my eyes and finding the exact same emotion he felt. His hand left my thigh then dug into my hair. His fingers gripped it tightly, getting a hold so strong I couldn’t escape.
 
   God, I wanted him.
 
   I wanted him to take me like a prisoner.
 
   And never let me go.
 
   I’d never been so aroused for a man in my life. My entire body responded to every touch he gave me. My head was in the clouds, and my feet were no longer on the earth. I wasn’t thinking anymore. 
 
   Just feeling.
 
   I closed my eyes because I knew it was coming. I knew that mouth would press against mine in just seconds. And when that happened, I would be powerless to stop it. He would take me to a world I’d never been and make me never want to leave. He would give me the kind of satisfaction I never knew existed.
 
   “Look at me.”
 
   After a pause, my eyes opened and looked straight into his.
 
   His nose touched mine gently before he brushed his lips past my mouth.
 
   I forced a sharp intake of breath, not prepared for how good that simple touch would feel. We’d kissed before, but the first time, I was out of my mind. The second time, he didn’t even know it happened.
 
   But this time, we both knew.
 
   We were both present.
 
   There was nothing to hide behind. No alcohol. No breakup.
 
   Just us.
 
   The silence before the storm rang in the air. It was so quiet I could feel our heartbeats thumping hard against our chests. Our heavy breathing filled the room, firing up my desire even more.
 
   He tightened his grip on my hair before he closed the gap between us. His lips landed on mine, and the second our lips touched, I shivered in ecstasy. It felt better than it did last time. The scruff of his chin brushed against me with every caress, and that just made me burn hotter.
 
   His eyes closed, and his lips trembled. “Fuck.” His kiss was still slow but the intensity grew. His fingers gripped me tighter, and his other arm wrapped around my waist. He slowly guided me against the couch, my neck resting on the armrest. 
 
   I lost control.
 
   My hands snaked up his back, feeling every muscle coil and release as he moved on top of me. I reached for his hair and fingered the strands just like I did before. They were soft in my fingertips but slightly curled. My dress started to rise, but I didn’t care.
 
   I was going to take it off anyway. 
 
   I wrapped my legs around his waist, feeling the definition of his cock in his jeans right against my pelvis. 
 
   I couldn’t wait for him to be inside me.
 
   Volt moved his lips to the corner of my mouth then trailed kisses down my chin to my neck. He used his tongue to suck the skin into his mouth before he released it. He grabbed the strap of my dress and yanked it down, exposing my bare shoulder. When he kissed the area, I actually moaned.
 
   “Volt…”
 
   His mouth paused against me, his breathing hard. His hand dug into my side before he resumed his delectable kisses.
 
   I couldn’t breathe. It felt so good.
 
   He placed kisses at the hollow of my throat before he moved back up my neck and to my mouth. He brushed his lips against mine in a teasing away, firing me up before he pressed his tongue inside.
 
   I pictured us moving to the bedroom, both naked and sweaty. He would give me the greatest sex of my life, the kind of satisfaction that lasted long after it was over. We would sleep in each other’s arms until the sun rose the following morning.
 
   But then the morning would come.
 
   And everything would be different.
 
   We could never go back to what we were.
 
   Our friendship would be ruined.
 
   Like a light switch, my arousal disappeared. In the moment, it felt amazing—too amazing. But I was sacrificing something I loved for something that would only last a few hours.
 
   It was a terrible idea.
 
   I didn’t want him to stop kissing me. I never wanted him to stop kissing me. But I had to stop it.
 
   I pressed my hand against his chest and gave him a gentle push. “Stop.”
 
   He pulled his lips away immediately, but the dark look in his eyes said he wanted to keep going. When I didn’t change my mind, disappointment flooded his face. Then, soon after, despair.
 
   I quickly turned away and snatched my heels from the ground. His eyes were on me, and I could feel them. But I couldn’t meet his gaze, not after what just happened. 
 
   I stood up and quickly adjusted my dress. It was pulled up, showing things that shouldn’t be sticking out. I could feel the burn from his stare into my back. I could feel his rejection.
 
   Lingering was just making it worse. I needed to walk out before the heat rose and caught fire. I had to leave before the coil burned out and leapt up in flames. 
 
   I walked to the door with my heels in my hand. My clutch was snatched off the kitchen table on the way, and I got the door open within seconds. Instead of just walking out, I made the mistake of turning around.
 
   Volt didn’t move from his seat on the couch. He stared straight ahead, his disappointment obvious in the way his shoulders fell. His breathing was still out of wack, probably a mix of excitement as well as embarrassment.
 
   I walked out and shut the door behind me, suddenly feeling lonely and cold in the hallway. The wooden door separated us, but I could feel the current running directly through the barrier. I could feel the charge.
 
   The current.
 
   The connection. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   Volt
 
   I stayed in that spot all night.
 
   When the sun rose the following morning, I was still in the exact same place.
 
   My eyes were still open, drooping in sadness.
 
   I felt like a goddamn imbecile.
 
   I thought I had her. It was the best five minutes of my life. That kiss was incredible. My body hummed when it was connected to hers. Together, we made a current that ran through our bodies and to the world beyond.
 
   But then she pulled the plug.
 
   She liked it. That much was certain. No one could kiss like that and not mean it. She was denying herself what she wanted.
 
   But there was only one reason why she would do that.
 
   She didn’t want me.
 
   I lost her as a potential girlfriend, and now I lost her as a friend. We couldn’t recover from a night like that. I laid all my cards on the table and told her exactly how I felt. I showed her what kind of feelings throbbed in my heart. I kissed her like she meant the world to me. I put my heart on a silver platter and handed it over.
 
   But she didn’t want it.
 
   I was screwed. 
 
   ***
 
   I sat across from Clay but couldn’t concentrate. I stared blankly at the workbook in front of him while my mind wandered somewhere else. The days had dragged by slowly because my life no longer had meaning. I never expected Taylor to call, but it still hurt when she didn’t.
 
   “Dude, are you okay?”
 
   My vision cleared, and Clay’s face became visible. “I’m fine. What problem are you on?”
 
   “If you don’t know what problem I’m on, you aren’t fine.”
 
   I wasn’t in the mood for his smartass behavior today. “Let’s wrap this up and start again tomorrow. Not feeling well.”
 
   “What is it?” he pressed.
 
   “Nothing.” I shut the books and stacked them in the corner.
 
   “Is it Taylor?”
 
   I flinched when I heard her name. I hated hearing it. It just reminded me that I couldn’t have her. Her beautiful face swam in my mind, and I couldn’t shake the picture. “She and I…aren’t talking anymore.”
 
   “You aren’t friends?” he asked in surprise.
 
   “No.” Without Taylor, I didn’t know what to do. She gave my life so much meaning. And then she just disappeared.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   It was adult stuff he wasn’t ready to hear. “We just didn’t work out.”
 
   Clay kept pressuring me with his gaze. “I’m almost done with high school. I’m not stupid.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter how old you are. Men will never understand women.”
 
   “Give me a try. I’m your friend, right?”
 
   “Yes, you’re my friend. But friends don’t tell each other everything.”
 
   “Last time I checked, they did. Now spill it.”
 
   “Well…I made a move on Taylor.”
 
   “Ooh…” He waggled his eyebrows.
 
   I glared at him. “You don’t seem that mature to me.”
 
   He straightened up and wiped the grin off his face.
 
   “Anyway, we kissed for a little bit. It felt amazing. But she pulled away and walked out.”
 
   “Ouch. You must be a bad kisser.”
 
   I glared at him again.
 
   “Kidding.”
 
   “We haven’t spoken since.”
 
   “Sorry, Volt. She was cute.”
 
   “I know she was.” 
 
   “That’s it? You aren’t going to talk to her?”
 
   “Nope.” Walking out in the middle of a kiss was a pretty clear sign of what she wanted. She either didn’t want to see me ever again or she at least wanted space. I wasn’t going to pressure her.
 
   “Well…at least you have me.”
 
   I tried to smile because it was a nice thing for him to say. “I know, buddy.”
 
   “You’re the kind of guy all the women fall for. You’ll find someone else.”
 
   “Yeah…” But I would never find another Taylor.
 
   “If she doesn’t come around, that’s her problem. Not yours.”
 
   If I’d just left it alone, she and I would still be friends right now. But then again, I would still be stuck in this shitty situation. At least now she would never speak to me again, and I could move on with my life—eventually.
 
   Clay packed up his things. “Do you want to do something else? Hang out?”
 
   He’d never asked me to hang out before. Normally, we just got something to eat, and he took off to his next adventure. “Sure. You play video games?”
 
   “I’ve played a few times at my friend’s house. But I don’t have my own console.”
 
   “Then let’s get a pizza and head to my place. I have a PS4.”
 
   “Sick!”
 
   This whole time, I’d thought our relationship was a one-way street. Clay needed me to get through every single day. But now I realized how inaccurate that was.
 
   I needed him too.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   Taylor
 
   I expected Volt to call me.
 
   But he never did.
 
   That night was a blur of emotions. We were both horny and anxious. He wanted to have a dirty fling, and I wanted one too—but not just for the night. We were back to where we were eight months ago. He wanted to get me naked and on his bed.
 
   I wanted that too.
 
   But I knew I would get sucked into emotions that I would never get out of. I wouldn’t be able to walk away like he meant nothing. Because I knew deep inside he didn’t mean anything to me.
 
   He meant everything.
 
   Walking away was the best decision. He had the ability to destroy me so easily, and I had a feeling I would never recover. I would fall for a man I could never have, and when I watched him walk off with someone else, I would collapse.
 
   Not the best idea.
 
   I spent the week focusing on school and the micromanagement directed my way. Principal Rosenthal sat in my classroom every day to watch my teaching methods. Initially, it made me really flustered. But after what happened with Volt, I realized I didn’t care.
 
   And that made things a lot easier.
 
   I went through the Common Core objectives as instructed, even though my students were bored out of their goddamn minds, and I used an exam taken directly from the back of the teacher’s edition textbook.
 
   They all got A’s.
 
   And achieved nothing.
 
   When Principal Rosenthal stopped coming to my classroom, I knew I was out of the woods.
 
   But I really didn’t care at the moment.
 
   ***
 
   I pushed my cart through the aisles and grabbed the groceries I needed for the week. I usually packed a lunch to take to work, a turkey sandwich with sliced apples.
 
   When I turned the corner to the produce aisle, I ran into someone I never expected to see again.
 
   Sage.
 
   He held a basket in one hand, and inside were a few cans of beans, protein bars, and a head of lettuce.
 
   I was so stunned to see him that I couldn’t move. Guilt flooded my veins when I remembered what happened with Volt last week. We had a hot make out session on the couch, and I didn’t want it to end.
 
   Sage had been right about everything.
 
   Instead of turning away and walking off like he should, he approached me. “Hey.”
 
   “Hi.” I gripped the handle of the cart because my hands were restless. 
 
   “You got some good stuff.” He eyed the items sitting at the bottom of my cart.
 
   “Thanks…stuff for lunch during the week.”
 
   “Cool.” He cleared his throat.
 
   “So…how are you?”
 
   “Good. You?”
 
   “I’m okay.” I’ve been better—a lot better.
 
   “I hope you and Volt are having a good time together.” Instead of saying it spitefully, he seemed genuine. 
 
   “Uh, I guess.” It was a weird thing to say, so I didn’t know how to respond.
 
   “Have you moved in together yet?” he asked with a chuckle.
 
   What? “Why would we move in together?”
 
   “Taylor, it’s okay,” he said gently. “I know about the two of you. It’s not a big deal. I mean, I never really had a chance anyway.”
 
   “You know about us?” What was there to know? “I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “You don’t?” he challenged. 
 
   My head cocked to the side, my irritation growing. “Sage, Volt and I are just friends. I’m not sure what else you’re talking about. If we were an item, I would tell you.”
 
   “You’re telling me he never told you how he felt?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “Told me how he felt about what?”
 
   He took a step back. “Oh…I guess he didn’t.”
 
   “Tell me what?” I pressed. 
 
   “Never mind. Forget I said anything.” He turned away with his cart in hand.
 
   Could I let him walk away without finding out the truth? What could he possibly know that I didn’t? “Sage, hold on.” I abandoned my cart altogether and went after him. “I need to know whatever it is you’re talking about.”
 
   “Uh, it’s not my place to say anything.” He took a step around me.
 
   I blocked his path. “Come on. You can’t hint at this sort of thing and then just drop it. I’m not going to leave you alone until you tell me.”
 
   “Fine.” He set his basket on the ground so he wouldn’t have to carry it anymore. “Volt came by my place about two weeks ago.”
 
   “What?” Where was I? Why didn’t Volt say anything to me?
 
   “He tried to convince me to give you another chance. He said you were really miserable without me and needed me in your life to be happy. I told him he was wrong, that he got the wrong information.”
 
   I admit I was bummed out Sage dumped me, but I certainly wasn’t miserable. And I never said I needed him to be happy. “He told you I said that?”
 
   “He said he overheard you on the phone with a girlfriend.”
 
   Sara. He must have heard me talking to Sara.
 
   “So he tried putting us back together. But I told him it wouldn’t work because I’m not going to be with a woman who wants another man.”
 
   This time, I didn’t deny it. There was no point. After kissing Volt the other day, which would make it my third time kissing him, I couldn’t lie to myself anymore. 
 
   “And he admitted that he has feelings for you. That he’s had feelings for you for a very long time. He went out with Julia in an attempt to get over you. He’s always around you because he’s obsessed with you.”
 
   I heard what he said, but it took a long time for the information to enter my brain. Every word and every meaning was clear, but I still couldn’t wrap my mind around it. “He said that?”
 
   “Please don’t tell me you’ve been ignorant this whole time. It’s written all over his face. You’ve never noticed the way he looks at you?”
 
   My mind was drawing a blank as I tried to recall any evidence. I assumed Volt didn’t see me like that, so I never paid attention.
 
   “I told him to go after you. But I guess he didn’t.”
 
   He did go after me. I just didn’t understand what he wanted. My eyes drifted to the ground as I tried to absorb everything. Flashbacks of our time together came into my mind. I remembered all the innocent touches and sleepovers. I remembered all the times he insulted both Drew and Sage. I remembered the way he carried me up the mountain when I hurt my ankle. 
 
   Now I saw it.
 
   Sage watched the transformation take place on my face. “Do you see it now?”
 
   “I…I don’t know.”
 
   He leaned down and grabbed his basket again. “You guys are the dumbest people I know. Go find him and tell him how you feel. And live happily ever after.”
 
   ***
 
   I banged my fist on his door and immediately regretted it.
 
   My feet took me there, but I didn’t know what to do.
 
   I didn’t have a clue what I should say. 
 
   Fuck, what do I say?
 
   The door opened when I wasn’t prepared for it, and I came face-to-face with him. 
 
   Volt stared at me coldly. He didn’t give anything away, seeming indifferent. He was hurt by my rejection and still hadn’t recovered from it. “Hey.”
 
   “Hi…” I was breathing so hard that I couldn’t keep calm. 
 
   The sound of the TV echoed all the way to the front door. It sounded like a car racing video game was on. 
 
   “Are you busy?” I asked.
 
   “Clay and I are playing a game.”
 
   “Oh. I guess I’ll come back some other time.”
 
   The TV turned off, and Clay appeared with his backpack over his shoulders. “I was just leaving. See ya.” He pushed past me and took off, practically running from the situation.
 
   Volt didn’t say bye to him. He stepped away from the door and allowed me to come inside. His shoulders were squared, and he looked terrifying. I’d never seen him behave this coldly before. It was like he hated me. “Let me save you some time. I’m okay with not being friends anymore. You can go off and do your thing. I won’t bother you.” He grabbed a beer out of the fridge and twisted the cap off.
 
   “That’s not what I came here to say.”
 
   “Really?” Even though he just opened it, he set the beer on the kitchen table.
 
   “Really.”
 
   “Then what did you want to say?” He leaned against the cabinets, his arms across his chest. The openness he used to have with me was gone. He was just as cold as he was on that day I met him. I just walked eight months into the past. 
 
   I hooked my hands together in front of my waist and came closer to him, still intimidated. “I just ran into Sage.”
 
   His eyes picked up at the comment. For a second, his rage disappeared, the fear replacing it. 
 
   “And he told me everything you said. Is that true?”
 
   “Is what true?” he asked quietly.
 
   “That you have feelings for me.” My voice shook on the way out, clipped. 
 
   He broke eye contact and stared at the ground. “I think it’s pretty obvious how I feel. It’s obvious in everything I do and say. You don’t need me to answer your question.”
 
   “But I want you to answer my question.”
 
   He pushed off from the cabinet, his arms still across his chest. “Yes.” He held my gaze as he said it, all the feelings and emotions heavy within the look. “I’ve felt this way…since the day I met you. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I did shortly afterward. And by the time I pulled my head out of my ass, you were already with someone else…and then another guy. I kept losing my shot to tell you how I felt.”
 
   Now that I heard it from his own lips, there was no denying the truth. Sage was right about everything—from the beginning. “What does that mean?”
 
   “I don’t understand your question.”
 
   “I mean, what does that mean?” I pressed. “What does having feelings for me entail? You want a booty-call situation with me? You want to be in a relationship? What?”
 
   “I really have to spell it out for you?” he whispered.
 
   “I’m sorry if I seem a little dull, but…after everything you’ve told me about yourself, I’m not exactly sure what you can give me.”
 
   “What I can give you?” He stood up straighter, his head cocking to the side. “Does that mean you want me?” Hope rang in his voice like a loud bell. It echoed in his apartment, dulling in the background but never dying out.
 
   Being this close to him and hearing these words pulled me out of my denial. I kept telling myself Volt was just a friend, but he’d never really been a friend. I’d lied to myself so many times that I actually believed it. “Yes.”
 
   He stiffened slightly at my response, and the coldness finally disappeared from his gaze. He took another step forward, the man I knew coming back to life. “Taylor, I’ll give you anything you want. Just tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you. Because I’d do anything to be with you.”
 
   My eyes sprang with tears I didn’t know I had. I didn’t let them fall, but they grew in size until there was no way to contain them. I felt the drops spill over in the corners, streaking down my face. 
 
   “Baby.” He closed the gap between us and dug his fingers into my hair. He pressed his forehead to mine and watched the tears fall down my face. 
 
   I sniffed then quickly wiped the moisture away, embarrassed by how quickly my heart gave in. Everything I’d been repressing came to the surface. I told myself not to have feelings for him, but I went ahead and did it anyway. This whole time I’d been fixated on him without even knowing it. Every night I slept over meant something. When I ran to him after Drew cheated on me, I did it because I wanted to be with him, not anyone else. When I chose him over Sage, it was because he was the most important person in my life, not anyone else. “I feel so stupid…”
 
   “Don’t.”
 
   “I feel stupid for not knowing how you felt. I feel stupid for lying to myself for so long. The whole thing…is stupid.”
 
   “At least now we know how we really feel.” He wiped away the last of my tears with his thumbs. “Even if it took us a while to figure it out.”
 
   I nodded, feeling his hands still on my face. My hands automatically reached for his wrists, and I held on to them tightly. I could feel his pulse underneath my fingertips, steady and strong.
 
   “You’re mine?”
 
   All I could do was nod.
 
   “And I’m yours.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   Volt
 
   A weight had been lifted from my shoulders.
 
   I felt free.
 
   All the pain I’d kept buried deep inside had disappeared instantly.
 
   It was like it never happened at all.
 
   I lay beside Taylor in my bed with all the lights out. After our heartfelt conversation, we went into my bedroom and cuddled together on the blanket. The sun had disappeared beyond the horizon, and I wasn’t sure what time it was. I assumed the moment she was mine, my mouth would be glued to hers, and I wouldn’t stop kissing her until her lips were chapped.
 
   But I was happy doing this.
 
   She looked into my eyes as she ran her fingers up and down my arms. Her makeup was smeared from the tears she shed earlier, but instead of making her look worse, she looked better.
 
   Because she cried in happiness.
 
   My hand moved to her stomach, feeling the flat surface and her small ribs underneath. I noticed how large my hand was in comparison. I loved knowing I could squeeze and touch her whenever I wanted. 
 
   I explored her arm and her shoulder, feeling her everywhere and enjoying every minute of it. So far, her hair was my favorite place to touch. I loved how soft it was, and I loved the way she reacted to me. Her lips would part slightly, and she would release an innocent breath that made my hair stand on end.
 
   She did the same to me. She felt the muscles of my arm then my shoulder. Then she fingered my hair freely, dedicating the detail of each strand to memory. Her fingers moved down my chin and over the scruff from my laziness. I hadn’t shaved in a week because I’d been too depressed to give a damn about my appearance. 
 
   Now I wish I’d cleaned myself up a bit.
 
   “So…what do you want to do?” She trailed her forefinger across my lips.
 
   “This.”
 
   “I like this too.”
 
   The world outside was cold, and it was supposed to snow over the weekend. Winter had hit the city, and everyone was bundling up in their jackets and scarves. But I wasn’t planning on leaving—unless Taylor did.
 
   “I wish you’d told me sooner…” Her eyes left my lips and met my gaze. “I wouldn’t have wasted time with Drew…or Sage.”
 
   “I do too.” Just when I got the courage to do something, it was too late. But at least it worked out in the end.
 
   “When did it happen?” She cupped my face and rested her forehead near mine on the pillow. 
 
   “I’m not sure, actually.”
 
   She continued to stare at me, wanting more of an answer than that.
 
   “It was shortly after we met. I thought we were just friends, but in reality…I was falling for you. I stopped sleeping around for a long time. Julia is the only woman I’ve been with, and I didn’t enjoy it at all. I was just trying to get over you.” 
 
   “Sage and I have been broken up for a few weeks. Why didn’t you say something then?”
 
   “I thought I would be a dick for going after you right when you got out of a relationship. Wanted to give you some time first.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “But that didn’t work out…” Because I kissed her. 
 
   “Everyone kept saying you had feelings for me…and I never believed it.”
 
   “Well, you’ve never been very bright,” I teased. “I made it so obvious. Not even going to sugarcoat it.”
 
   “I guess it was too good to believe, so I never believed it.”
 
   How she could think I wasn’t attracted to her, desperate for her, was beyond my understanding. I’d never wanted a woman so much in my life. And it wasn’t just physical, which baffled me the most. It was on a deeper level, a soulful level. “Believe it now.” I moved on top of her and dug one hand into her hair. I was positioned exactly where I wanted to be, her body underneath mine. Her legs wrapped around my waist, hugging me tightly. “Sleep with me.”
 
   She dragged her nails down my back. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   I rubbed my nose against hers before I pressed my mouth against those soft lips. It was our first kiss as something meaningful. I’d anticipated how it would feel because I’d had this embrace before, but somehow, to my astonishment, it was better.
 
   Whenever I kissed a woman, it was aggressive. I usually bruised her mouth because I was coming at her so harshly. While Taylor drove me wild, I didn’t want her like that.
 
   I wanted it to be soft.
 
   I moved my lips past hers and gently sucked her bottom lip. She gasped quietly when she felt me caress her with gentle kisses. Every time she breathed into my mouth, she injected more life into me. 
 
   When my lips were parted, she slipped her small tongue deep inside, and the contact made my spine coil in pleasure. It was my turn to moan, and I did quietly. My hand fisted her hair, and I kept her in place even though she wasn’t going anywhere. I rocked into her gently, my hips naturally wanting to thrust. 
 
   Her fingers found the hem of my shirt and yanked it hard over my head, ruffling my hair. She tossed it aside then ran her hands up my chest, feeling every single groove of muscle. They ran up to my shoulders where she felt their strength. “You’re so beautiful, Volt…”
 
   I’d been called hot. Sexy. Ripped. Godlike.
 
   But never that.
 
   And I liked it. It was the way I looked at her. I thought she was a stunning woman with a gorgeous ass, but she was so much more beautiful underneath. That’s why I fell for her—because she was more than just a pretty face.
 
   She had a pretty soul. 
 
   “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”
 
   Instead of rolling her eyes or telling me I was a liar, she believed me. She saw the sincerity in my gaze and knew this wasn’t a trick to get between her legs. I had no other angle—but honesty. “You don’t think I’m a weird girl with strange clothes?” The corner of her mouth rose in a smile. 
 
   “I’ll always think that.” I chuckled and rubbed my nose against hers. “But you’re going to be naked with me most of the time anyway. Clothes don’t matter.” I wanted to be inside her, to rock her into my headboard and make her come all night long. But I also wasn’t in a rush. I just wanted her to be mine. And now that I had her, I was happy.
 
   I didn’t need anything else. 
 
   She pulled me toward her with her legs then cupped my face with her hands. She gave me a look I’d never seen before. She adored me, opened herself up to me completely and utterly. Her hands pulled my mouth to hers for a deep kiss. Once we touched, she took a sharp intake of breath, as if my lips burned her. “Volt…”
 
   My body ached the second I heard that. I’d fantasized about her saying my name before, but every time I heard it brought me to a new plane of existence. “I love hearing you say that.”
 
   “And I love saying it.”
 
   ***
 
   I planned on blowing off work and staying with Taylor forever.
 
   But she didn’t have that luxury.
 
   “I have to go to class.” She pulled away from me and grabbed her clothes from the ground. “I’m sorry. If I could stay here with you, I would.”
 
   “You have sick days. Use one.”
 
   She held her jeans and blouse to her chest. She was wearing my baggy sweatpants and t-shirt, but she made them look as sexy as lingerie. “You know I can’t do that.”
 
   “Yes, you can. Why do you think they give you sick days?”
 
   “Not to shack up with my boyfriend.”
 
   Boyfriend. It rang in my ears loudly, but in a good way. “Baby, come on.” Now I could call her whatever the hell I wanted without faltering. She was my girl, and I had every right to give her a nickname like that. I snatched the clothes out of her hand and tossed them on the bed. “Stay with me.”
 
   She softened like butter left on the counter overnight. She was giving in to me, slowly oozing until she was a puddle on the floor. Her eyes moved to the bed again, considering jumping back into it. “No…I can’t. My students need me.”
 
   “I need you.” I gripped her by the hips then lifted her into my arms. Her legs automatically hooked around my waist like we’d done this a hundred times. I’d carried her before, but not in this position.
 
   And I liked it.
 
   Her chest was pressed to mine, her firm tits distinctive through the t-shirt. I could feel her nipples rub through the fabric and against my bare chest. I wanted to pull it off and kiss the valley between her breasts. “I’ll make you breakfast in bed.”
 
   “As appetizing as that sounds, you know I can’t stay.” She gave me a final kiss on the lips before she slid down my body. “But I’ll be here after work.”
 
   I tried to hide my disappointment, but that was difficult. “Okay.”
 
   “And there’s the weekend.”
 
   “You’ll have a sleepover with me?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   I could get on board with that. I grabbed her hips again and gave her a quick kiss. “I’m holding you to that.”
 
   “I was hoping you would.”
 
   ***
 
   Clay was my last task for the day, and it was seriously cramping my style.
 
   I had a beautiful woman waiting for me. We could be in bed together right at that very moment, eating Chinese food out of the carton and exchanging stolen kisses under the sheets.
 
   But I was working.
 
   Clay worked out the math problems and got stuck on a lot of them. I quickly helped him, trying to get him through the work as fast as possible. I wanted this kid to learn, but right now, I wanted to make out with my girlfriend more. 
 
   “Why are you being weird today?” Clay was a highly observant kid. He picked up on subtle actions of people, probably because that was the key to his survival. He watched people and predicted their behavior before it happened. 
 
   “I’m not being weird.”
 
   “You’re talking a million miles an hour and basically skipping most of the questions. What’s up?”
 
   So much for my plan not to be obvious. “Alright. Here’s the deal.”
 
   He dropped his pencil and crossed his arms over his chest.
 
   “So…Taylor is officially my lady.”
 
   He grinned. “About time.”
 
   “And…I’m eager to be with her.”
 
   “You mean, you’re eager to get laid.”
 
   I looked down at him, the irritation in my eyes. “No.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever.”
 
   Maybe I wanted a blowjob or a tit-fuck, but I wasn’t in a hurry. All the good stuff would come—in time. “She’s finally mine, and I’m just eager to be with her. I’m sorry I’m not being professional.”
 
   “It’s cool.” He shut the book. “Why don’t we call it early today?”
 
   “That’s not necessary. Let’s get back to work.”
 
   “Nah. I don’t want to be here either.” He shoved his stuff into his backpack. “Have fun. And always wear protection.”
 
   “Clay.”
 
   “What?” he asked with a laugh. “Safe sex is important.”
 
   “You’re sixteen. Don’t talk like that.”
 
   “I didn’t cuss, right?”
 
   “Don’t talk like that when you have an interview for school.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Like I’m going to get an interview.” He turned to the door, his backpack heavy with his things.
 
   “Clay, you will. Show some confidence.”
 
   “Don’t you only do interviews with big schools?” He turned around, his hand on the door.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, they aren’t going to interview me, and we both know it.”
 
   “Not true.” He’d made a lot of progress over the past few months. His scores were so different one of his teachers actually called me and asked about my approach with him. He’d already caught up to everyone else, and now he was excelling. He had a lot more potential than he realized. “You’ll see.”
 
   ***
 
   Before I reached my apartment, I texted her. Just got home. Where are you?
 
   The three dots lit up.
 
   Why was she taking forever to respond? I needed to know where she was right that second. If she was home, then I was going the complete opposite way. Maybe I should have gone to her apartment first. I was wearing a suit and wanted to change, but I was probably going to take my clothes off anyway so it didn’t matter.
 
   The three dots were still there.
 
   I rounded the corner and headed down the hall to my apartment. My eyes were on the screen. If someone bumped into me, I still wouldn’t know they were there. I dug one hand into my pocket to find my keys while my eyes were still on the screen.
 
   How slow does she type?
 
   “Hey.” Her beautiful voice entered my ear in an angelic way. I thought I just imagined it.
 
   I looked up to see her standing in my doorway. She was holding a plastic bag of Chinese food and a six-pack of my favorite beer. She was still in her schoolteacher clothes, a black dress with gray stockings underneath. A hot pink scarf was around her throat, over the top of a thick, white coat. 
 
   I shoved my phone into my pocket then snatched the stuff out of her hands. In one fluid motion, I backed her up against the wall and kissed her softly on the mouth. Her hands glided up my chest until they cupped my face. She kissed me slowly but with the same longing, like she’d been thinking about doing it all day. 
 
   I know I had.
 
   I breathed into her mouth and felt my heart race. It was a car on the speedway, its engine running until it was burning hot. She gave me more satisfaction with a kiss than anything I’d received from the women in my past. I was turned on like crazy but subdued at the same time. Kissing her was so comfortable, like I’d been kissing her all my life. Our mouths were made for these quiet embraces. 
 
   She was the first one to pull away. “Hi…”
 
   “Hi.” I rubbed my nose against hers, still holding the beer and food in my hands. I wanted to drop them on the floor so I could feel her everywhere. Those full hips were irresistible. I wanted to grab her and never let go.
 
   “I missed you.”
 
   This was much better than dirty talk. “Fuck, I missed you.”
 
   Her hands continued to rub up and down my chest. One strayed away and grabbed my keys from my front pocket. If she moved just the right away, she’d feel my rock-hard cock through the dress slacks. 
 
   She pulled the keys out then got them into the lock. 
 
   I came behind her, pressing my chest into her back. The smell of vanilla and oranges overcame me, and I felt like I was in the middle of an orange grove in the heart of winter. That’s what she reminded me of—winter in paradise.
 
   After we were inside, I set the takeout and beer on the kitchen table. My jacket was stripped away and so was my tie. I could get away with wearing jeans to work, but meetings popped up all the time. I hated to look anything but my best. 
 
   “Leave the shirt.” Taylor closed the gap between us and placed her fingers around the top button. “I want the honors.”
 
   My hands moved to her hips, and I watched her carefully, treasuring the feel of her stripping me. Her brown hair was pulled over one shoulder, and the beautiful skin of her neck was exposed. I wanted to kiss the area, run my tongue all the way down to the hollow of her throat. 
 
   She moved all the way down until she pulled my shirt out of my slacks. Then she undid the last button, opening my shirt wide and revealing my bare chest. Her hands moved to my shoulders, pulling the shirt with them. 
 
   I watched every move she made, fascinated by the desire in her eyes. She wanted me—just as much as I wanted her. And that was the biggest turn-on in itself. It was exhilarating being able to stare at her all I wanted, to wear my heart on my sleeve so she would know exactly how I felt. 
 
   I didn’t have to hide.
 
   She rested her forehead against the middle of my chest, her fingertips pressed to my stomach. She remained there, listening to my beating heart.
 
   My hands tightened around her waist, bunching up the dress in my fingertips. I wanted to see her naked and sprawled across my bed. I wanted her to fall so hard for me that she would never leave.
 
   She pressed a soft kiss to the middle of my sternum, her fingers traveling to the muscles of my ribs at the same time. Her nails dug into me slightly, a tiny pulse of need. Her lips stuck to my skin for just a moment before they came loose.
 
   I should have claimed her the moment I laid eyes on her.
 
   So much time wasted.
 
   Her lips gave me another kiss as her hands moved to my slacks. She undid my belt and pulled down the zipper, filling my apartment with the sounds of undressing. My slacks fell to the floor with a loud thud. 
 
   I’d never been so hard in my life. It actually hurt. 
 
   Her fingers trailed to the top of my briefs. She felt the elastic and played with it, teasing me. My cock was thick and bulging in the front. The pre-come that formed at the tip stained the fabric in the front, right next to the tiny button. 
 
   I could hardly control myself. I wanted to rip off her clothes and devour that gorgeous body with my mouth. I wanted to give her all of me—every inch of me. But this desire was clouding my mind. There was no reason to rush this, not when we had a whole lifetime ahead of us. 
 
   She gripped each side of my boxers and slowly pulled them down, my cock about to be revealed.
 
   I was suddenly granted supernatural strength, and I grabbed her wrists and steadied her. “Let’s wait.” I stopped myself because I wanted her so badly. That didn’t make any sense—no sense at all. But I wanted it to be special. I wanted it to be meaningful. I didn’t want to get off then regret it later. She wasn’t like the others—she was so much more. 
 
   “Volt, I’ve waited eight months for you.” Her hands hooked around my neck, and she pressed her face against mine. “I want you so much. I want you right now. I want you all the time.”
 
   My body coiled with tension. It was about to spring apart, giving in to those words that drove me wild. “You have no idea how much I want this. But we have all the time in the world. It doesn’t need to be tonight.”
 
   She looked up at me and did something I’d never forget. She bit her bottom lip—all she could do to control herself.
 
   Woman, you’re killing me. 
 
   “This is more than physical—for both of us. I don’t want to screw it up.”
 
   “I don’t either.”
 
   “So…let’s take a step back.” Like that was possible.
 
   “Can we at least do other things?”
 
   I’d love to. But I wouldn’t be able to control myself. If I kissed her thighs, I would kiss her wet core. And then my dick would be kissing it too. “I don’t trust myself.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “What?” I looked down at her, unsure what she meant.
 
   “This isn’t the Volt I know…a prude.”
 
   “I’m not a prude.” That was damn sure.
 
   “You denied me once, and now you’re denying me again. I’m starting to wonder…”
 
   “Wonder what?” I pressed.
 
   “If you’re really everything you say you are.” A teasing look was in her eyes.
 
   “Oh, I am. And more. I just want to take my time instead of going straight for the kill. Because I kinda like you.”
 
   “Kinda, huh?” She trailed her fingers down my chest. “I’ll behave if you do.”
 
   “Alright. We have a deal.”
 
   She turned away and grabbed the bag of food. “Dinner and Mario Kart?”
 
   My dick was still hard, irritated he wasn’t getting what he wanted. He wasn’t my biggest fan right now. Actually, he hated me. “I hope you’re in the mood to get your ass kicked.”
 
   “Actually, I’m in the mood to get my ass kissed.” She walked into the living room and grabbed the controllers. “But I’ll take it.”
 
   My dick twitched.
 
   Fuck, when did I become a prude?


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Taylor
 
   Volt and I walked into the bar hand in hand. It was strange, to walk into a place we’d been to a hundred times but have it feel so different. The entire world was a new place—for us.
 
   He kept peeking down the front of my dress. It had a dangerously low neckline that showed off what little cleavage I had, and he couldn’t deny himself the opportunity to sneak a glance.
 
   Mission accomplished.
 
   “What do you think everyone will say when they see us together?” I asked as he headed toward the rear.
 
   “It’s about time.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re probably right.”
 
   We met the gang in the back, and I wasn’t surprised to see Jared and Natalie snuggled up close together. His arm was around her waist, and he whispered something into her ear.
 
   Derek spotted us first. “Hey, man. The Rangers lost.”
 
   What? That was all he had to say?
 
   “Yeah, I got a notification on my phone.” Volt moved his arm around my waist, pulling me against his side. “It was a close game. Wish I wasn’t at work so I could have watched it.”
 
   “That’s just how it goes.” Derek nodded to the couple smooching in the corner. “I have to deal with this all the time now. Man, it’s disgusting.”
 
   Natalie and Jared were so absorbed in each other they didn’t even notice us. It was strange that Derek didn’t notice anything either.
 
   “Baby, you want a drink?” He hugged me closer as he peered down at me.
 
   “Glass of wine, please.”
 
   “Alright.” He gave me a quick kiss on the lips before he walked away. His powerful shoulders moved as he walked, and his ass looked nice in his jeans. The women turned their heads when they watched him pass.
 
   Sorry, ladies. He’s mine.
 
   Derek continued talking like nothing just happened. “What have you been up to?”
 
   “Just work.” And he seriously wasn’t going to say anything. “What about you?”
 
   “You know, living the life of a stud.” He turned to his sister. “Are you going to say hi to your friend or what?”
 
   Natalie chuckled as she pulled away from Jared. “Hey, girl. How’s it going?”
 
   “Good. And it looks like you’re good too.”
 
   “Pretty fabulous.” She’d never smiled like that since I met her. It was the first time her eyes actually glowed. 
 
   “When did you kick John to the side?” 
 
   “Last week,” she said. “He took it pretty well.”
 
   Volt came back with my glass of wine. He handed it over before he slipped his arm around my waist. He held a dark ale in his hand, and he took a few sips as he glanced at the TV in the corner.
 
   Nobody noticed that we were together? They acted like everything was perfectly normal. “So…what’s new?”
 
   “I heard good things about you in the staff room,” Natalie said. “It sounds like you’re out of the woods.”
 
   “That’s good to hear.” I was getting back into my groove, and the stress was starting to fade away. I liked my job again, but it was hard to forget the way the principal spoke to me. 
 
   There was a giant elephant in the room, but still, no one acknowledged it. “Uh…aren’t you guys going to say anything?”
 
   “About?” Natalie asked. 
 
   “Us?” I pointed at Volt.
 
   They all stared at us blankly.
 
   “What do you mean?” Natalie asked. “What’s up?”
 
   “That we’re together?” What was wrong with them? Were they all drunk?
 
   “You’re always together,” Derek said. “What’s the big deal?”
 
   “But we’re together together,” I insisted.
 
   Derek’s eyes widened. “Say what?”
 
   “Wait…” Natalie held up her hand. “You guys are seeing each other?”
 
   Volt took a drink to mask his boredom. “Obviously.”
 
   “How is that obvious?” Derek asked. “Dude, why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   “Because his arm is around my waist, he kissed me and called me baby, and he got me a drink.” How was that not an obvious display of affection?
 
   “But he always does that sort of thing,” Derek said.
 
   “Yeah,” Natalie said in agreement. “Nothing is different.”
 
   “Seriously?” I blurted.
 
   “Uh, yeah,” Natalie said. “You guys are always all over each other and making eyes across the room. We just assumed this was a regular old Thursday.”
 
   I hadn’t realized how pathetic Volt and I were until then.
 
   “Well, we’re an item now,” Volt said. “Finally got our shit together.”
 
   “Halle-fucking-lujah,” Derek said. “Now we can stop talking about Taylor every second of the day.”
 
   “And I can stop convincing her she’s into Volt,” Natalie said. “What are we going to do with all our free time?”
 
   “Shut up,” I said as I rolled my eyes.
 
   “No, seriously,” Derek said. “For the past year, that’s all we’ve been talking about. Man, I need to get a new hobby.”
 
   “Me too,” Natalie said. “Oh, wait, I have one.” She leaned into Jared and gave him a kiss.
 
   Derek cringed and looked away. “Gross.”
 
   Volt pressed his lips against my ear. “So much for the grand entrance.”
 
   I loved the way his lips brushed against my skin. His breaths fell on me seductively, and all I could think about was rolling around in his bed, the sheets sticking to the sweat on our skin. It was smart not to jump into bed together the second we were honest about our feelings, but that was so damn hard. “Pretty sad, actually.”
 
   Derek took another step away from his sister, more grossed out by the second. “Volt, let’s play pool.”
 
   “Alright.” Volt gave my ass a gentle squeeze before he walked off.
 
   I didn’t want him to go anywhere. When he was gone, I suddenly felt cold, like I’d never be happy again.
 
   Natalie and Jared didn’t notice anything because they were making out against the wall.
 
   I looked like an awkward creeper just staring at them.
 
   Honestly, I didn’t want to be there. I wanted to be home—making out with Volt on my bed. I didn’t want to go out or do anything. Even going to work was a challenge. All I wanted to do was be with him—my boyfriend.
 
   ***
 
   “It’s weird seeing those two make out.” Volt walked in behind me and tossed his jacket on the back of the chair. “I’m not even related to Natalie, and it’s weird.”
 
   “I think it’s cute.” 
 
   “Well, you think everything is cute.”
 
   I took off my jacket and set it on top of his. Now that we were alone together, all I could think about was getting physical. I’d been denying myself that pleasure for a long time, and now that I could have him whenever I wanted, it was difficult to hold myself back. My desperation didn’t come from how insanely hot he was—even though that was a big part of it. It came from something deeper than that. There was no other reason why I could barely keep my legs closed around him.
 
   Volt faced me with his hands in his pockets, and when his eyes darkened, I knew he was thinking the same thing. It was constantly on our minds. Even when we were out in public, it was there, just tucked away. 
 
   I’d never wanted a man so much in my life. If I didn’t get what I wanted, I would explode. My body constantly burned at a white-hot temperature, and I felt the voltage sear through me every second of the day. Even when I was asleep, I was covered in sweat because I was dreaming about it.
 
   I crossed the floor between us and stopped when I was against his chest. His hands were still in his pockets, tucked out of sight so they wouldn’t snatch me up and bend me over the couch. Now that I knew how he felt, I understood what he was thinking. It was as plain as day. 
 
   My hands went to his jeans, and I slowly unbuttoned them, taking my time and dragging out the moment for as long as possible. Our breathing quickly deepened, our chests rising and falling with need. I could feel his chest move with aching slowness. I couldn’t keep mine in check because I was so excited to be with him—in every way imaginable.
 
   When his jeans were loose, I pulled them down to his ankles, his bulge defined in his boxers. The length curved to the side and almost poked out the top over his left hip. I already knew he was impressive because I’d stroked my hand from his tip to his base, but seeing it again just made my body shiver. 
 
   He was one hell of a man.
 
   I got on my knees despite the hardwood floor then gripped his boxers on either side of his hips.
 
   He stared down at me, the black desire written in his eyes. He wouldn’t stop me this time—because he didn’t have the strength to.
 
   I dragged the boxers down his hips as each inch of him was revealed. First, it was the swollen head with the thick vein that trailed underneath. Then it was the rest of him. I moved slowly so I could appraise all of him. I knew exactly how he felt in my hands, but I’d never been able to see him.
 
   Wow.
 
   I pulled his boxers all the way to his ankles, his cock hanging out and pointed directly at my face. It curved slightly to the left, and that one tiny flaw made it even sexier. I’d never been anxious to see a man’s package before. They were all the same and not exactly sexy. But his…his was a different story.
 
   Instead of looking proud like I suspected he would, he seemed only to care about my reaction to him. He watched me like a scientist looking through a microscope, paying attention to all the intricate details of my expression.
 
   I wasn’t a master at giving blow jobs, and I didn’t particularly enjoy giving head. It was a tedious task and the guy always made it drag out as long as possible even though he didn’t bother doing the same during intercourse. But I wanted to do this. 
 
   I wanted his dick in my mouth.
 
   He’d probably gotten head that was out of this world, and I would never compete with that kind of pleasure. He had a specific taste for kinky and sexy girls. I was neither one of those things, more like the good girl next door.
 
   I tried not to think about the others because they didn’t matter. He and I were different. I wasn’t saying I was special, but I did believe whatever we had was the most meaningful relationship either one of us had ever experienced. There was trust there, along with a lot more. 
 
   Once I stopped thinking about anything but the two of us, I began. My mind was clear, so I just went with my instincts.
 
   He took a deep breath, a moan accompanying it.
 
   Knowing he was turned on by what I was doing, I kept going. I made sure every inch was touched with loving kisses and my tongue applied the right pressure in the right areas. I felt the moisture pool between my legs and realized just how much I enjoyed doing this—and not just because he liked it. 
 
   I pulled away slightly until the tip of his cock was pressed against my closed lips. I gave his head a gentle kiss, tasting the juice that formed a distinct droplet at the end. 
 
   Volt watched me, his arms hanging by his sides. His breathing had never slowed down after we’d begun, and he was the perfect fantasy I’d touched myself to a hundred times. He was all muscle and power, and he had the most beautiful eyes in the world.
 
   I placed my mouth around his tip and sucked gently, drawing out his pleasure for as long as possible. I didn’t move down his base, sticking to exactly where I was. I looked into his eyes as I wiped my tongue across his head, tasting more of him.
 
   His hand dug into my hair, and he stared at me possessively, like he wanted me to suck him off until the end of time. His fingers tightened around my hair, yanking on my scalp slightly. “Baby…” 
 
   Now I was soaked. I could feel arousal pool in my panties, weighing them down.
 
   I slowly pushed him to the back of my throat, feeling every inch of him stretch me apart as I willed my gag reflex to remain calm. If I coughed and ruined this moment, I would be embarrassed forever. I wanted him to enjoy this—as much as I was enjoying it.
 
   “Fuck.” He fisted my hair tighter, moving his hips into me.
 
   The more he got into it, the more turned on I became. My body was flushed with heat and sweat formed on the back of my neck, but it wasn’t from the exertion. It was from the fire between my legs.
 
   He pumped into me, his face tinted with desire, and he tensed noticeably as he moved. “Baby, I’m going to come…” 
 
   I opened my mouth wider in response, my tongue acting as a landing strip for his cock. My fingers massaged his sac at the same time.
 
   He took a sharp intake of breath before he thrust into me harder. His fingers pulled on my hair tighter, keeping my neck back and my throat exposed. He groaned as he moved into me, and when he hit his release, I nearly hit mine.
 
   He stayed deep in my throat as he exploded. His hot seed hit the back of my throat and slowly slid down into my body. I could taste him. It was salty and bitter at the same time—and I liked it.
 
   He stayed inside me even when he was finished, catching his breath and allowing the blood to return to the rest of his body. He looked down at me, and our eyes locked together. “Shit, where did you learn to give head like that?” He pulled his dick out, and it began to soften.
 
   My face reddened in both joy and embarrassment. Unable to speak, I just shrugged. 
 
   “Get up.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet. His hands moved to my hips and forcefully guided me back until we entered the bedroom, and I felt the mattress hit the back of my knees. He laid me down before he lifted my legs from the floor and stripped my heels off.
 
   I knew exactly what was coming. And my body practically screamed in excitement. It wasn’t about getting off after being so hard up. It was about Volt pleasing me, making me feel as good as I made him feel. When his mouth was against mine, I was in paradise. What would it be like when his mouth was against my other lips?
 
   He yanked my dress to my ribs then gripped the sides of my black thong. He had been going a million miles an hour a second ago, but now he slowed things way down. He fingered the lace of my underwear, feeling the soft skin of my hips underneath. 
 
   I propped myself up on my elbows so I could watch everything he was doing. I wanted to see him enjoy me the way I enjoyed him. 
 
   He kissed the skin just below my belly button then trailed his kisses to my hips. His hands abandoned my panties, and he kissed my inner thighs, making me tense and coil with pleasure. The area was so sensitive. I never knew a kiss in that spot could feel so majestic. 
 
   He lavished my exposed areas with his mouth before he dragged my panties off. He pulled them over my ass and down my hips. When my intimate area was exposed, he didn’t look. His eyes were locked to mine, watching my reaction to everything he was doing. 
 
   He slipped my panties off and dropped them on the floor of his bedroom, where so many other women had dropped theirs. Then he kneeled at the bed and scooted my ass toward the edge. He wore a hungry expression, like a famished animal desperate for nourishment.
 
   He grabbed my ankles and spread them apart, his fingers tight around my ankles. He leaned far over me, our foreheads touching. I was so excited I could barely breathe. My hands clung to his shoulders. “I’ve imagined this a hundred times—and I’ve jerked off to it.” He gave me a hard kiss on my mouth before he moved his face between my legs. He released my ankles and slid his hands down to my thighs before he gave the first kiss.
 
   My head immediately tilted back, and my eyes closed. My hands clamped over his, and I dug my nails into his skin, fighting back the scream that already formed in the back of my throat. 
 
   He took me aggressively, fucking me with his mouth. He knew exactly what he was doing—and he was so damn good at it.
 
   “Volt…” I loved saying his name. I loved hearing it. I loved knowing he was mine. 
 
   He pulled his lips away then rubbed his fingers over the swell of my clit. His lips were shiny from my arousal, and the hungry expression was still there. He was just satisfied minutes ago, but it seemed like he wanted more. He hooked his finger and slipped it inside me, feeling my soaked and soft flesh. “Oh shit…you’re wet.”
 
   “For you.”
 
   His eyes darkened even more. He slipped another finger inside me, rubbing right against my G-spot. He watched my reaction to every move he made, spiraling out of control just the way I was. 
 
   Just when I was about to hit my trigger, he pulled his fingers away. “Wrap your legs around my head.” He grabbed my thighs and hooked them around himself as he pressed his face into me again.
 
   I squeezed him tightly and fisted the sheets. My body arched naturally when I felt the collision begin. His tongue set me aflame, and I felt the burn deep in my core. It spread like a wildfire, burning everything it touched. When it reached my center, my threshold, I ignited. “Oh god, oh god, oh god…” I couldn’t breathe, it felt so good. “Volt…oh, Volt.” I enjoyed every second of my bliss as I spiraled into oblivion. My body felt so alive it felt dead. I reached my peak of pleasure before I slowly descended back down to earth, like a feather on the wind. My legs relaxed and allowed Volt to come up for air.
 
   He leaned over me and stared at the satisfied look on my face. He wanted more even though he had so much. “I want to make you come again.” He dug one hand into my hair before he gave me a slow kiss. I could taste myself on his mouth, and he could taste himself too. 
 
   He didn’t ask a question, but I knew he wanted an answer. “Yes.”
 
   He kissed the corner of my mouth before he moved down my body to the apex of my thighs. He spread me open again before he shoved his face between my legs.
 
   And I lay back and enjoyed it.
 
   ***
 
   The entire time I was in the shower I had a smile on my face. 
 
   I massaged my scalp with shampoo and conditioner and felt the water run down my body. The area between my legs was still hot and fiery, and I couldn’t get the image of Volt’s face pressed against me out of my head. Never in my life had I had two orgasms in one day.
 
   How did I keep my hands off him for so long?
 
   After I dried off and fixed my hair, I walked into his bedroom. It wasn’t until I was already in there that I realized I didn’t have any makeup on. It came off under the water, and I was self-conscious without it. Volt had seen me bare before, but he wasn’t my boyfriend at the time.
 
   Volt was sitting up in bed with an open book in his lap. His black glasses were on the bridge of his nose, and the wide frames looked cute on his face. I never thought he could look hotter than he already did—but he surprised me.
 
   I got in bed beside him while hiding my face. Once I turned off my bedside lamp, I felt more comfortable since he couldn’t see my naked face as well. I had a few marks here and there, and my eyes looked dull and small without eyeliner.
 
   Volt ignored his book and looked at me instead. His chest was bare because he only slept in his boxers. His body was hard like a slab of steel. Even in the dark, the intricate lines of muscle were prominent. “What are you doing way over there?”
 
   “You look busy.”
 
   “Never too busy for you.” He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me into his side. 
 
   I rested my head on his chest and wrapped my arm around his waist. He was too hard to be a teddy bear but just as comfortable. I breathed in his scent and felt it lull me to a beautiful place.
 
   He opened his book again while resting his fingers on my head. Slowly, he ran them through the strands as his eyes followed along with the pages. His heart thumped dangerously slow, a distant beat that accompanied a beautiful song.
 
   My eyes scanned the words on the page, and I realized I’d read the book before. “Harry Potter?”
 
   “Yeah. So what?”
 
   “I just…doesn’t seem like a book you would read.”
 
   “And it’s not. I’m trying to find a good book for Clay. But I think this is too easy for him.” 
 
   “It is?” I asked in surprise.
 
   “He’s progressed pretty far. I’m just not sure what to start him on. I want him to read every night before he goes to sleep. Reading helps vocabulary, among other things.”
 
   “Natalie teaches English. I could ask her.”
 
   “But she probably wouldn’t answer—since she has Jared’s tongue down her throat.”
 
   “True.” 
 
   His fingers brushed along my ear, making me tingle.
 
   I thought our dirty foreplay would be the highlight of my day, but I realized I loved this even more. Just lying together in bed and getting ready to go to sleep was so…nice. We’d done it a hundred times, but now it felt different. I was so happy, my heart actually ached. My stomach felt queasy from the constant butterflies. My body felt numb because it was so charged all the time. 
 
   Volt turned his head slightly, his lips brushing across my forehead. He rested them there, giving me a sweet kiss. 
 
   I closed my eyes because it felt so heavenly.
 
   I melted right then and there.
 
   And if I died, I’d be okay with it.
 
   ***
 
   I heard a distant knock in my sleep. A black door stood in my dream. Someone banged his fist against the wood, but I couldn’t open the door. It remained shut, hiding whatever waited on the other side.
 
   The bed shifted underneath me, something heavy disappeared from my side. It felt cold, like the sun had been snatched from my grasp. The sound of footsteps against the hardwood floor echoed in my ear.
 
   That’s when I woke up.
 
   Volt was gone. 
 
   I grabbed the sheets where he’d been and felt the heat still burn from where he lay. His glasses sat on the nightstand, along with his phone and book. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, but I didn’t see him anywhere.
 
   Voices came to my ears. They sounded like distant whispers. I wasn’t even sure if I heard them at all.
 
   I slipped out of bed in just his t-shirt and poked my head out of the open doorway. Across the living room, at the front door, stood Volt. He was talking to someone on the threshold.
 
   I squinted my eyes and looked at the time on the TV.
 
   It was three a.m. 
 
   I turned back to the doorway and saw a curvy woman standing there. She had dark brown hair and bright green eyes. She wore a trench coat and heels, and something told me there was nothing underneath that jacket.
 
   As I suspected, it opened, revealing her completely naked body.
 
   She must be one of Volt’s regulars.
 
   I’d seen enough, so I marched to the front door and pushed Volt aside. “Volt is off the market. Sell your goods to someone who’s buying.” I slammed the door in her face and locked the chain before I went back to bed. I was tired and annoyed from being stirred from my perfect sleep.
 
   I jumped back into bed and pulled the covers up. It didn’t feel as comfortable without Volt sharing the bed with me. It wasn’t nearly as warm. I pulled the blankets higher over my shoulder, but that didn’t feel right.
 
   Volt came back to bed and slid under the covers beside me. He sighed in annoyance, irritated with me or the woman who just paid him a visit.
 
   I didn’t care.
 
   I wrapped my arm around his stomach and snuggled into his side, my face resting on his chest just as it was before my night was rudely interrupted.
 
   When Volt felt me grab on to him, he flinched in surprise. He hooked his arm underneath my neck to support me. Then he stared.
 
   I could feel it. “Hmm?”
 
   “I thought you would be mad.”
 
   “I admit I’m annoyed I was woken up, but mad? No.”
 
   “I meant mad at me for having a visitor.”
 
   “How are you supposed to stop people from coming to your front door? It’s a free country.”
 
   “I just…you really aren’t pissed at me?” he asked incredulously. 
 
   “Why would I be?”
 
   “Because a woman just showed up to my apartment and flashed me.”
 
   “Yeah, that was pretty skanky. I wouldn’t have done that.”
 
   He kept staring at me.
 
   This conversation wasn’t going to end, so I sighed heavily and looked at him. “What?”
 
   “You aren’t jealous?”
 
   “Why would I be jealous?” It was absurd. “I’m the one sleeping in this bed with you. She’s not. She can take a hike.”
 
   The unease left his face, replaced by fondness. “I’m glad you trust me.”
 
   “You’re my best friend. Of course I trust you.” I closed my eyes and felt his warmth fill the bed, acting as a personal heater only I could enjoy. Knowing I had to deal with all his booty calls irritated me, but it was a small price I had to pay in order to be happy. I could deal with it.
 
   He tightened his hold on me and rested his chin on my head. “Every hour, every week, every day without you was torture. But you were worth the wait.”
 
   ***
 
   “Why do you look like a buffoon right now?” Sara sipped her cosmo as I sat across from her.
 
   “Because I am a buffoon.”
 
   “Pray, do tell.” She said it in an annoying British accent.
 
   “So, you remember Volt?” I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. It was permanently ingrained there. My cheeks felt like they just got a serious round of Botox. 
 
   “Yeah…” She set her drink down, intrigued. “What about him?”
 
   “Well…I haven’t called you because I’ve been too busy making out with him.”
 
   She rolled her eyes so hard it probably hurt. “About damn time. Shit, that took you guys almost a year. Pathetic.”
 
   “Yeah…but whatever. Better late than never, right?”
 
   “More like, really late.”
 
   I waved down the bartender and ordered my drink. I was in a festive mood so I got a Long Island iced tea—even though five o’clock had just rolled around. My cheeks were starting to hurt from the excessive smiling. 
 
   “How did this happen?”
 
   I told her the story from beginning to end, including running into Sage.
 
   “Wow. I’m surprised he wasn’t more pissed off.”
 
   I shrugged. “He’s a nice guy. It’s not really in his nature to hold a grudge.”
 
   “I don’t know… He was pretty ticked when you kept picking Volt over him.”
 
   And he had every right to be mad after the way everything worked out. “He was just frustrated. Don’t blame him.”
 
   “So, does that mean you’ve slept with him?”
 
   “Not yet,” I said with a frustrated sigh.
 
   “Not yet?” she snapped. “How is that possible?”
 
   “He wants to take it slow.” If I removed my hormones from the situation, I would understand why he felt that way. But I was too horny to listen to reason. And I wasn’t just horny for anyone—only him. If he hadn’t given me those amazing orgasms, I wouldn’t be able to function at that moment.
 
   “You’ve already been dating for eight months. How much more time do you need?”
 
   “We’re switching from friends to lovers. It takes time.”
 
   “You were never friends,” she insisted. “You’ve always been lovers—without the fooling around part.”
 
   “Maybe.” I knew she was dead-on about that.
 
   “So, what next?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, where is this relationship going?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I hadn’t really thought about it. Hopefully, forever. 
 
   “What kind of fooling around have you done?”
 
   “Just some oral.”
 
   “He went down on you?”
 
   Oh yeah. “Yep.”
 
   “How was he?”
 
   “Fucking amazing.”
 
   “Ugh.” She took a long drink of her cosmo. “I’m so jealous. Muriel was so good at that stuff.” Her face fell in depression, a look I’d seen so many times.
 
   If they were so happy together, why did he leave? It was as much of a mystery to her as it was to me. “You’ll find someone else who’s better.”
 
   “Well, I’ve been looking, and I haven’t met him.”
 
   “Just be patient. It took all my life to find Volt.”
 
   “Please tell me he has a brother,” she begged.
 
   “He does, but I’ve never met him. Have no idea what he’s like.”
 
   “When you meet him, let me know if he’s hot.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   “So, have you guys said I love you yet?”
 
   “No.” The thought hadn’t crossed my mind. I knew how I felt but didn’t see the point in saying it out loud. It was obvious with everything I did and said. With him, I wasn’t so sure. 
 
   “I’m surprised you’re having dinner with me right now when you could be with him.” 
 
   “Where do you think I’m going right after this?”
 
   She chuckled. “Well, thanks for not ditching me.”
 
   “Never,” I said. “The one thing I don’t like about our relationship is the hos.”
 
   “Sorry?” She raised an eyebrow.
 
   “All of his skanks keep sniffing around. You know, the girls he used to screw around with.”
 
   “Oh…stupid sluts.”
 
   “I suspect they’ll keep coming around for a long time. I’m trying not to get upset about it. It’ll get me nowhere.”
 
   “If he’s with you, then there’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   “I know… I just hate being woken up in the middle of the night when they come to visit.”
 
   “If you punch them in the face, they won’t come back.”
 
   I chuckled. “Yeah…but I’m not really that catty.”
 
   “Maybe you should start being that catty,” she said. “They definitely won’t come back after a brawl.”
 
   “I guess.” I still couldn’t picture myself punching a woman in the face when she was just trying to get laid. It’s not like they knew Volt had a girlfriend.
 
   “So, when am I going to meet this stud?”
 
   “I don’t know. When do you want to meet him?”
 
   “Soon,” she said. “I want to put a face to the name and make sure he’s good enough for you.”
 
   “He’s definitely good enough for me. Frankly, I’m not sure how I landed him. The first time I looked at him I assumed he was out of my league—forever.”
 
   “Shut up.” She brushed my words off with a flick of her wrist. “You’re out of his league. I can guarantee you.”
 
   Ha. She hadn’t seen him. “Thanks for saying that, but I think you’ll be eating your words when you meet him.”
 
   “I really don’t think I will.”
 
   “So, are you dating anyone?”
 
   “Eh.” She shrugged. “I’ve been using Tinder a lot but haven’t found anyone promising. It seems like most guys in this city just want to get laid and move on with their lives.”
 
   “Yeah.” I’d had the same realization too. “But it’ll happen. Keep looking.”
 
   “I will. Maybe one day I’ll turn the corner and my very own Volt will be waiting there for me, hot as lightning.”
 
   I smiled. “I’m sure he will be.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Volt
 
   My feet were resting on my desk, and I was looking at pictures on my phone when Nancy walked in.
 
   “There’s some woman here to see you.” She quickly turned away once she’d given her message.
 
   “A brunette?” I asked hopefully.
 
   “Yep.” She shut the door and walked down the hallway.
 
   Taylor was there to see me. She’d never been to my office before, but it wasn’t difficult to figure out how to get there. At that moment, I was looking at pictures of her on my phone. The other night, she was sleeping, and I snapped a few good photos. She has a natural smile on her lips when she’s dreaming, and I think it’s cute as hell.
 
   I walked to the front of the lobby with a hard cock in my slacks. I was excited to see my lady, to give her a hot kiss right on that perfect mouth of hers. When I went down on her, I couldn’t get her taste out of my mouth. It was so sweet, like juicy watermelon. I never wanted that flavor to leave my senses.
 
   When I entered the lobby, I didn’t see Taylor anywhere.
 
   Instead, I saw Julia.
 
   Uh, what?
 
   “Hi…” I couldn’t catch my footing because she surprised me. She was the last person I expected to see there. One time, we met there before we went to lunch. Since we’d broken up, I hadn’t heard from her so I wasn’t sure why she was there. “How are you?”
 
   Resignation was on her face, like she’d given up on everything in life. “I want to talk to you.”
 
   “Okay, can it wait until I’m not at work?”
 
   “No.”
 
   We parted ways on bad terms, and I hadn’t expected to see her again. I was hoping we’d never cross paths ever again. She was a nice person with perfect features, but she wasn’t the right person for me. “Then what’s up?” I put my hands in the pockets of my slacks. “Everything alright?”
 
   “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking and…I don’t want us to be apart.” She tucked her luscious brown hair behind her ear, showing off the perfect angles of her cheekbones. She wore a black skirt with leggings underneath, and the sweater was skintight against her chest.
 
   She didn’t want us to be apart? “I’m sorry about that but…there was no other option.”
 
   “I think if you gave me a real chance, we could be something. I’m tired of dating and looking for a man to replace you. I just want you.”
 
   Now I really felt like shit. I never should have dated her to begin with. I allowed her to become attached to me, and as a result, she got hurt—badly. I made her believe there was a chance we might go somewhere before I crushed her dreams. “Julia, nothing has changed. My feelings for Taylor are stronger than ever. She’s the woman I want to be with. I’m sorry.” 
 
   “But I can be whatever you need, Volt. Just give me a chance.” She took a step toward me, invading my personal space and putting me on high alert. The only person who got this close to me was Taylor—and that was because she was going to kiss me.
 
   The elevator doors beeped behind her as someone stepped onto the floor. It was probably a client walking in for an appointment, and there was someone manning the front desk so I didn’t need to concern myself with it.
 
   I just had to get rid of Julia.
 
   “Julia, I can’t. I’m with Taylor now. I’m sorry this hurts you. I wish I’d never gotten involved with you. I really do feel like shit about it.”
 
   Instead of being deterred, that just egged her on more. “I can be everything you want in a woman, Volt. Never in my life have I been rejected. I don’t understand why you don’t want me.”
 
   I admit she was exceptionally beautiful, but her arrogance was a major turnoff. “The problem is with me, not you.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around my neck and quickly leaned in, prepared to kiss me good enough to change my mind. It happened so fast, and her lips were almost on mine.
 
   I turned my face away quickly, terrified by the attempt. Taylor and I were doing great, and I wasn’t willing to lose that for anything, even if the kiss was accidental and against my will. She was okay with Brittany stopping by my place, but how long would her patience last? I didn’t want to drive her away—not when I was this happy. “Julia, I don’t think you understand what I’m saying. I’m—” I halted in midsentence when I spotted Taylor over Julia’s shoulder.
 
   Her arms were across her chest, and she looked pissed.
 
   Like, psycho pissed.
 
   My-life-was-over kind of pissed.
 
   “Julia, Taylor is my girlfriend. And I think you should leave as fast as you can.”
 
   “Excuse me?” 
 
   “Because she’s standing right behind you—and I think she’s going to murder both of us.”
 
   Julia’s face paled as she glanced over her shoulder.
 
   Taylor gave her a smile, but it wasn’t the beautiful smile I was used to seeing. Somehow, it was lethal. She gave Julia a curt wave, her eyes darker than coal. “If you’d stop kissing my boyfriend, I’d like a word with him.”
 
   A catfight was about to go down in my office. “Julia, run. I’ll try to hold her back.”
 
   Julia turned on her heel and darted away, her feet carrying her as quickly as possible without actually running. She held her bag tight against her body, prepared to use it as a weapon against Taylor.
 
   Taylor watched her go the entire way. “You better run.”
 
   Julia broke off in a run, and instead of taking the elevator, she headed for the stairs. The door flew open, and her heels clanked against the concrete as she got the hell out of there as fast as possible.
 
   Now it was my turn to face Taylor’s wrath.
 
   She turned to me, her arms still tight over her chest. The look she gave me wasn’t quite as frightening, but it still gave me the chills.
 
   “Look, I can explain.” I walked toward her so I wouldn’t have to talk so loud. One of my secretaries was sitting at the desk just a few feet away, and she got to see the show from the first row. “She just stopped by. I didn’t know she was coming. And she—”
 
   “You don’t need to explain anything, Volt. I saw what happened.”
 
   “But it wasn’t the way it appeared. I didn’t kiss her—”
 
   “She kissed you. I know.” She hadn’t loosened her arms from her chest, still angry. “She begged for another chance then kissed you in the hope that would change your mind. I saw the whole thing.”
 
   “And I hope you saw the part where I pulled away.”
 
   “Yes, Volt. But I was expecting that to happen.”
 
   “Okay…then why are you so mad?”
 
   “Because it’s just rude to kiss a guy when you know he has a girlfriend. It was one thing when that skank didn’t know you weren’t available, but to go for a guy when he’s in a relationship…that’s just cold. Women shouldn’t do that to each other. It’s not classy.”
 
   At least I was off the hook. I was expecting this conversation to pan out much differently. “It’s my fault. I never should have dated her, especially when I dated her for the wrong reasons.”
 
   “I’ll give her that. That must have been hard.”
 
   “She knew I had feelings for you.” It wasn’t like she went into the relationship totally blind.
 
   “She did?” she asked in surprise.
 
   “Well, yeah. I told her.”
 
   “And she was okay with that?”
 
   “She thought…she would get me to forget about you.” I cleared my throat and looked away, feeling awkward mentioning a physical relationship with another woman. 
 
   “Well, that plan backfired.”
 
   “It sounds like she doesn’t like losing more than anything else. Doesn’t take rejection very well.”
 
   “Well, she needs to get over it. Because she ain’t all that and a bag of chips.”
 
   Both of my eyebrows shot up because I couldn’t believe what I actually heard. “I haven’t heard that saying in, like, fifteen years.”
 
   “I work with kids all day, alright? I pick up on their vocabulary.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you need to repeat it.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at me, giving me a silent threat.
 
   It didn’t go over well because I just thought she was cute. My eyes softened, and I felt my mouth ache for her. I leaned in and gave her a soft kiss, immediately feeling higher than a cloud. 
 
   When she pulled away, all the anger left her face. She was the woman I saw every day, always happy. “You know what? I think I have an idea.”
 
   “Blow job in the bathroom?”
 
   “Uh, no.” She rolled her eyes. “But nice try.”
 
   “Damn…”
 
   “What if we set Julia up with Sage? We both feel guilty for what we did to them. What if they really hit it off? I know Sage is attracted to her, and Julia might like the attention.”
 
   “It’s not a bad idea.”
 
   “Wanna give it a try?”
 
   “Well…how about that blow job first?”
 
   ***
 
   I asked Julia to have dinner with me, and Taylor asked Sage to have dinner with her. We were catching them both off guard, and hopefully, it would go over well. 
 
   Julia and I got to the restaurant first, and after a few minutes, Taylor walked in with Sage beside her. When they arrived at our table, Sage immediately looked at Julia. He connected the dots quickly and figured out exactly what was going on.
 
   Julia took a little longer. “What’s this?” She eyed Taylor in fear.
 
   Taylor directed Sage to sit across from Julia while she took the seat across from me. “We thought it would be a good idea to set you two up on a date. We think you’ll hit it off.”
 
   “Us?” Julia asked in surprise.
 
   “Yeah,” Taylor said. “Sage is a really great guy. He’s sweet, thoughtful, and very loyal. And he even told me you were the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.”
 
   “What?” Sage blurted.
 
   Taylor kicked him under the table. “Yes, he said that.” She shot him a glare so he would keep his mouth shut.
 
   “And I think Julia is perfect for you, Sage,” I said. “She’s beautiful, funny, and smart.” Those last two were totally bogus, but I doubted Sage would care. “Have dinner together. The bill is on us.”
 
   “Yeah.” Taylor patted Sage on the back. “Have a good time.” She rose from her seat, and I did the same. “Good night.”
 
   “You two kids have fun.” I winked at them both before I grabbed Taylor’s hand and walked out with her. Walking away from Sage and Julia felt like the most natural thing in the world. When we had our double date, we were all with the wrong people.
 
   But now everything was right.
 
   ***
 
   “Stay at my place tonight.” I just paid the tab for dinner, and I held her hand across the table. My thumb brushed across her knuckles, memorizing the smooth skin of her delicate hands. 
 
   “I can’t.” A guilty look came into her eyes, like she hated telling me no. “I’ve been staying there for the past two weeks. I need to clean my apartment, do laundry, you know, spend time there.”
 
   I didn’t want her anywhere else besides lying next to me in bed. “Then can I sleep over?”
 
   “Sure. But my apartment is a lot smaller than yours. Not as fancy.”
 
   “I don’t care.” All I cared about was her. 
 
   “And my bed is a queen, not a king.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what size the mattress is when you’re sleeping on top of me.”
 
   She smiled. “True.”
 
   “So, can I grab my things and sleep over?”
 
   “Absolutely.” Her fingers wrapped around mine, and she stared at me without blinking. She adored me as much as I adored her. Holding hands, doing something I usually made fun of people for doing, felt like the most amazing thing in the world. “Do you think the two of them hit it off?”
 
   “I’m sure they did. If you stroke Julia’s ego, she’s yours.”
 
   “I figured she’d be a hard girl to catch.”
 
   “No girl is hard to catch if you understand what she wants.” Now that dinner was covered, I returned my card to my wallet, and we walked out together.
 
   “Thanks for dinner.”
 
   “Of course.” My arm hooked around her waist, where it usually rested. “So, I’ll get my things and meet you at your place.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   I would see her in just a few minutes, but I needed to kiss her goodbye anyway. I brushed my lips against hers softly, loving how full they were. When she breathed into my mouth, it did amazing things to my body. “I love kissing you…”
 
   “And I love being kissed by you.” She looked up at me through her thick eyelashes, her eyes glowing in an ethereal way.
 
   “I’ll keep doing it then.” I gave her a final peck before I walked away.
 
   ***
 
   I walked inside with my bag over my shoulder. I could tell she did a lot of frantic cleaning while I was away. There were no dishes in the sink, the tile was mopped, the carpet had just been vacuumed, and the laundry machine was humming from the hallway. “Baby, I’m here.”
 
   Taylor came out of the bedroom, her cheeks red and her forehead damp. “Hey.” She tried to pretend she wasn’t flushed and exhausted from scrubbing the apartment clean in less than twenty minutes. “What took you so long?”
 
   Not wanting to embarrass her, I didn’t say anything. “Your apartment looks nice.”
 
   “Thanks. Just tidied up a bit.”
 
   When I passed her in the hallway, I gave her a kiss before I entered the bedroom. I set my bag on the edge of her bed and noticed how sterile her room was. I’d been in there before—and it was usually a mess.
 
   It was only eight thirty, but I didn’t want to do anything but go to bed. My favorite thing to do with her was lie in bed with her small body wrapped in my arms. Even when we weren’t doing anything exciting, it was still amazing. “What do you want to do?”
 
   “I don’t know. What do you want to do?” She crossed her arms over her chest, her brown hair falling to her boobs.
 
   I knew exactly what I wanted to do. “Get naked.”
 
   She chuckled in an awkward way. “Yeah…me too.”
 
   “Then why don’t we?” I slowly walked around the bed until I made it to her side.
 
   She was normally so explosive and loud when it came to anything else, but when it came to our physical relationship, she closed up like a clam. I made her nervous, but in a good way. Her breathing hitched with excitement, and her cheeks became rosy. She fidgeted in place, needing to do something so she wouldn’t grab me too hard.
 
   My hands moved around her waist, and I gripped the fabric of her dress in my hands. It was silky smooth, just like her flawless skin. I didn’t kiss her. Instead, I teased her. When I leaned in, her lips parted immediately. A quiet breath escaped her throat, a gentle inhale in preparation for what was to come. Her arms rested on my biceps, feeling the muscle through my long-sleeve shirt.
 
   I rubbed my nose against hers and watched the stars brighten in her eyes. They glimmered in a sea of beauty, hypnotizing and fascinating. I’d never paid attention to such detail on any woman in my life.
 
   But I noticed every little thing with her.
 
   “You mean…” She stared at my lips, her mouth growing impatient.
 
   “I love watching you want me.”
 
   “You should feel me want you.” She brushed her lips past mine seductively, just the way I did to her. Then she pressed her mouth against mine in a deep embrace. 
 
   I felt my spine shiver at the contact and felt the air leave my lungs as I was sucked dry. She took everything from me, but I didn’t feel empty because she gave me everything she had in return. 
 
   My hand moved to the top of her neck, and I cradled her head, getting lost in the deepening connection we had for each other. My heart had never been broken because she fixed it. I never knew true joy until she walked into my life. Everything else was insignificant in comparison.
 
   This was real.
 
   Taylor moved her hands to the bottom of my shirt then pulled it over my head, trying to get it off as quickly as possible. Then she kissed the center of my chest, placing soft kisses everywhere. Her hands dragged down the muscles of my body. “This is my favorite spot…”
 
   My hand dug into her hair. “Yeah?”
 
   “Because it’s where your heart is.” She placed a kiss directly over the surface then looked me in the eye.
 
   I was falling harder—I could feel it.
 
   After guiding her down onto the bed, I climbed on top of her and pulled her legs around my waist. The moment was full of lust and desperation, but it was shattered when something else came into my mind.
 
   I realized I wasn’t sure what I wanted.
 
   Sex was therapy to me. I used it to cope when the woman I loved didn’t want me. A woman who treated me like shit and snuck around behind my back. Sex made me feel wanted. When I pleased my partners, they came back for more.
 
   And that made me feel wanted.
 
   But everything was different with Taylor.
 
   This meant something to me—to both of us. I didn’t want to get straight to the sex because everything with her was enjoyable. Just kissing her set me off. It wasn’t about the physical lust between us.
 
   It was so much more.
 
   And I felt safe with this woman, like things would be different with her. I never had to ask where she was when we weren’t together. I never had to go through her phone to see whom she’d been talking to.
 
   Because she would never hurt me.
 
   ***
 
   She lay on her side and stared at me.
 
   I read my book with my glasses resting on the bridge of my nose. When I felt her stare, I turned her way. 
 
   She kept watching me, her thoughts hidden behind those pretty eyes.
 
   “What’s my baby thinking?”
 
   She propped herself up on her elbow, the sheets covering her fantastic tits. “You look really hot in glasses.”
 
   “Yeah?” I grinned from ear-to-ear. 
 
   “Why don’t you wear them more often?”
 
   “I prefer contacts. They don’t get in my way during the day.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   I watched the cute expression on her face.
 
   “But I can wear them more often. Didn’t realize you were into the nerdy look.”
 
   “It’s not a nerdy look. It’s a smart look.”
 
   “Oh, I see. You’re into smart and hot guys.”
 
   “I’m not into any specific guy. But I’m definitely into you.” She ran her hand across my hard stomach, pushing the book away as she touched me. 
 
   “I’m definitely into you too.”
 
   She moved closer to me and placed a kiss on my shoulder. 
 
   I’d never had a kiss like that, and it felt oddly satisfying. “I wish I’d gone for you the moment I laid eyes on you.” My hand went to her thigh under the sheets. “I wish I hadn’t fucked around for so long.”
 
   “I don’t.” She hooked her arm through mine and rested her head on my shoulder.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I wouldn’t have wanted to be with you unless you were sure what you wanted. You took time to figure it out. And now you know exactly what you want.” She looked up at me, a small smile on her lips. 
 
   “I do know what I want.” This woman. 
 
   “And that makes it so much better.” She kissed my shoulder again before she settled back into bed. 
 
   I closed the book and placed my glasses on the nightstand. This bed was much smaller than the one I was used to, and not nearly as comfortable, but as long as she was beside me, none of that mattered.
 
   I turned off the lamp and snuggled into her side. I spooned her from behind and rested my face against the back of her neck. I got a full waft of her scent, beautiful and breathtaking. It was better than any air freshener. 
 
   “Babe?”
 
   She’d never called me that before. “Hmm?”
 
   “You better tell all your girls not to come by the apartment anymore. Because I’m a very jealous woman, and I can only put up with so much. Send out a newsletter if you must. Or give me their addresses, and I’ll take care of it.”
 
   I heard what she said, but none of it added up correctly. “I thought you weren’t jealous?”
 
   “I said I wasn’t mad. But after Julia and her big tits, I’m starting to get mad.”
 
   There was no reason for her to feel threatened by Julia. Every time I’d had sex with her, I’d only thought about Taylor anyway. “I’ll say something to them.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   I sat up and leaned over to look at her face. “I think it’s cute that you’re jealous.”
 
   “Cute?” She turned on her back and looked up at me. “I think jealousy is an ugly color.”
 
   “Not on you. I’m yours and you want everyone to know that. I think it’s pretty sexy.”
 
   “Well, I’m about to clobber some bitch in the face. I hope you think that’s sexy too.”
 
   “Actually, I might.” 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Taylor
 
   “Can I come in?” Mr. Davidson knocked on my open door.
 
   “Sure. I’m just grading some lab reports.” Mr. Davidson was the other science teacher. His focus was earth science and biology, whereas mine was chemistry and physics. 
 
   He was a few years older than me, in his early thirties. From what I could tell, he was a fairly new teacher. “If it’s not too much trouble, could I borrow some beakers? After the janitor came in last night, I haven’t been able to find them all.”
 
   “Yeah, of course.”
 
   “Thanks.” He smiled before he walked to the counter on the other side of the room. He picked each one up from the drying station and placed them in an empty crate. “How’s your day going?”
 
   “Good. Just trying to finish things up so I can go home.” And make out with my hot boyfriend who sometimes wears glasses.
 
   “I want to get out of here too, but I have to prepare for lab tomorrow.” He continued placing them in the box one by one. “I have a few students who are planning on taking your course next year.”
 
   If I’m around next year. I was still irritated with the principal after the way he spoke to me, siding with the parents when that was just one side of the story. I did love my students and the school, but I wasn’t sure if I could drop my resentment. “I look forward to having them.”
 
   “So…seen any good movies lately?”
 
   I was always down for friendly chitchat, but I had work to do. He seemed to be taking his time gathering the supplies he needed, and he was awfully talkative. “Not really. I don’t go to the movies often. Too busy.”
 
   “Same here.” Mr. Davidson was a good-looking guy, the kind who went running every morning and competed in local marathons. Since I didn’t date coworkers, I’d never had any interest in him. And now that Volt and I were together, I didn’t have any interest for anyone else on the planet. 
 
   “So are you seeing—”
 
   “Hey.” Natalie walked inside wearing her five-inch heels. “I can’t believe you’re still here.”
 
   I held up my red pen. “Almost done with these lab reports.”
 
   “Just give them all B’s. That’s what I do.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “No, you don’t.”
 
   Natalie came to my desk then noticed Mr. Davidson. “Hey, Mr. Davidson. What’s going on?”
 
   “You guys can call me Scott.” He walked to my desk with the crate of beakers in his hand. “And nothing much. Just getting ready for lab tomorrow.”
 
   “Ugh,” Natalie said. “I’m so glad I teach English.”
 
   Scott turned his eyes on me. “I’ll see you later. Thanks for the beakers.”
 
   “Sure thing.” I gave him a smile.
 
   He left the classroom then walked down the hall to his own room.
 
   Natalie waited until the door clicked before she started talking a million miles a minute. “He’s into you.”
 
   “Is not.”
 
   “No, seriously. He’s into you.”
 
   “He actually said that?” I asked incredulously.
 
   “Well, he asked if you were seeing anybody.”
 
   That was a red flag.
 
   “And you said yes, so he’s not into me.”
 
   “Actually, I said no. Because he asked before you and Volt got your shit together. I’m just giving you a warning.”
 
   “Ugh.” I hoped she was wrong about all of that.
 
   “So, still thinking about leaving?”
 
   “Yes.” I changed my mind on a daily basis. Sometimes I was desperate to leave, and other times, I wasn’t. It depended on the day. It depended on the mood.
 
   “I think you should stay. We need to be coworkers. Plus, this is a great school with great pay. After your third year of teaching, your salary will go way high.”
 
   “Yeah…I don’t know.”
 
   “Is it because of Volt?”
 
   What did he have to do with anything? “He doesn’t care what I do. He wants me to at least finish out the year, though.”
 
   “I mean with his dad.”
 
   Again, I wasn’t following her. “I haven’t met his dad. What are you talking about?”
 
   “Yes, you have.” She sat on the edge of the desk with her arms across her chest. “You see him almost every day.”
 
   What the hell was she talking about? “Nat, I assure you, I haven’t met Volt’s father. If I did, I would remember.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed on my face. “You don’t know?”
 
   “Know what?”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Wow, what?” I asked in irritation.
 
   “He’s the principal.”
 
   That was ludicrous. “Stop messing with me, Nat. Not today.”
 
   “I’m being completely serious,” she argued. “Principal Rosenthal is Volt’s father. They have the same last name. You’ve never noticed?”
 
   “But—” Shit, they did have the same last name. “But Volt would have told me.”
 
   “I know. That’s exactly why I’m shocked you don’t know.”
 
   This still wasn’t adding up. “You’re certain?”
 
   “One hundred percent. Ask him yourself.”
 
   It was still hard to believe because Volt would have said something to me. Why would he hide it?
 
   “Maybe he didn’t want his parents to know you were the new teacher they were considering letting go. Maybe he was trying to protect you.” 
 
   Now I couldn’t deny the truth. Their last names were the same, and Volt was able to come and go around campus whenever he pleased. He used to be a teacher himself. Everything was adding up—quickly. “Shit, you’re right.”
 
   “I told you I’m right.” 
 
   I shoved the stack of papers aside and grabbed my purse. “We’re going to have a little talk about this.”
 
   “I actually feel bad for Volt.”
 
   I turned to her before I walked out. “Yeah, that makes two of us.”
 
   ***
 
   I headed to his apartment because I knew he would be home by now. He usually hit the gym after work then showered at his place before he called me. Instead of knocking, I walked right inside. “Volt!”
 
   “Baby, is that you?” His voice came from the bathroom down the hallway. His voice seemed strange, like he had a mouthful of toothpaste.
 
   “Yes. And get your ass out here.”
 
   Volt walked down the hallway a moment later, a towel wrapped around his damp body and his hair still messy. His dark glasses sat on the bridge of his nose, making him look like the hottest geek who ever graced the planet. “What’s up?”
 
   Now I forgot why I came here. “Ugh…” My eyes trailed over his rock-hard body, remembering how his skin tasted under my tongue. When I grinded against his cock and dug my fingertips into his abs, feeling the muscles coil and move every time he thrust. One thing led to another, and I pictured his face between my legs. 
 
   “Baby?”
 
   His words brought me back to the argument. The anger returned immediately but disappeared just as quickly when I saw the way his glasses sat on his face. He was still sexy as hell—and extremely distracting. “Put on some clothes and come back.”
 
   “What?” he blurted. “Just tell me what’s up.”
 
   I gripped my skull in frustration. “Just go put on some clothes.” I kept losing my train of thought. With those sexy glasses and even sexier physique, he was impossible to resist. “Now.” I snapped my fingers and pointed down the hallway.
 
   “Alright…” He went into his bedroom then returned a moment later, his glasses still on.
 
   “No. Take those off.”
 
   “I can’t see.”
 
   “Well, put in your contacts.”
 
   “That’s going to take me another five minutes.” He came toward me until his arms were wrapped around my waist. “Now what are you freaking out about?”
 
   I threw his arms down, feeling my anger spill over because I was boiling. “Why didn’t you tell me your father was my principal?”
 
   His face immediately blanched, turning pale. Guilt was heavy in his eyes as well as his frown. He didn’t need to say anything to admit his lie.
 
   “Volt?” I crossed my arms over my chest, looking up at him with my cold gaze. Knowing I worked with Volt’s father on a regular basis and had no idea who he was made me feel like an idiot. He purposely kept that knowledge from me. He must have had a reason—and I would figure out what that reason was.
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck, his fingertips trailing through the strands. “I can explain.”
 
   “You better explain.” I stomped my foot. “What the hell is wrong with you? Why would you purposely keep that from me?”
 
   “It kinda just happened that way.”
 
   “Uh, no,” I snapped. “The only way it happened that way was because you withheld information. Why would you withhold information? Does he know who I am?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “And I don’t know who he is… Interesting.”
 
   “Look, when you and I first became friends, you told me you were struggling in the classroom.”
 
   “Yeah…” What did that have to do with anything?
 
   “And I was having dinner with my parents when he…” He cringed like he didn’t want to finish the sentence. 
 
   “When he what?” I pressed.
 
   “When he said you were a problem. Apparently, the parents were coming to him with complaints. I knew you were really trying, so I convinced him to let it go. I reminded him that every new teacher struggles in their first year. He backed off, but I knew it would be awkward if you met in person.”
 
   “What about the wedding?” I challenged. “I almost met him then.”
 
   “At the time, I was trying to make you fall for me. I knew you would meet him in the process, but I assumed I’d have to do that sometime down the road if we were going to be together. But then he happened to get sick.”
 
   “But what about after that? Why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   “I just…it sounds like the two of you aren’t on good terms. I didn’t want to reveal who you really were to each other until after you settled your differences. And it sounds like now you have.”
 
   “Because he finally stopped micromanaging the shit out of me.” 
 
   He dropped his hand to his side, a resigned look on his face. “I’m sorry. I know I should have told you, but I couldn’t find a good time.”
 
   “Your father hates me, Volt.” His mother seemed to like me, but once she knew I was the crappy teacher her husband almost fired, she would never like me again. “I’ve taken care of my curriculum and classroom management, but that doesn’t change what happened between us. We’ve had some heated arguments. If you told him I was the girl you were seeing, he’d have been so disappointed.”
 
   “Now you know why I didn’t tell him.”
 
   I growled. “But why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Because…” He looked away, showing fear in the line of battle. “I was afraid you wouldn’t get involved with me. If you knew this from the beginning, you might have used it as an excuse to consider me off-limits. And I never would have gotten what I wanted—you.”
 
   It was a sweet thing to say, but there was nothing sweet enough to stop me from being angry. “You still should have told me. I feel like a damn idiot now.”
 
   “But would it have really changed anything? If you’d known sooner, would you have interacted with him differently?”
 
   “I sure as hell wouldn’t have snapped at him.” We went head-to-head, and I lost my temper a few times. My tongue had its own mind and said a lot of unforgiving things. “I definitely would have treaded a lot more lightly if I’d known he may be my future father-in-law.” I was so angry, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I spat out whatever came to mind, and that comment went soaring. There wasn’t time to cover it up or make excuses. I just let it roll.
 
   Volt didn’t react to it. If he did, he hid it well. “I can’t take back what I did. It’s done. Can we move forward?”
 
   “No.” I was stubborn and unwilling to let go of my rage—not yet. “I’m still pissed at you for lying to me.”
 
   “I never lied.” He took a step closer to me, his eyes softening in fear. “It was a difficult situation, and I wasn’t sure how to handle it. I kept putting it off until it resolved itself.”
 
   “Resolved itself?” I raised an eyebrow. “Volt, it hasn’t resolved itself. Now I’m just aware of the problem and don’t know how to fix it. When he finds out, he’s going to be in the same position I’m in now. And you really thought Natalie wouldn’t tell me?”
 
   He growled under his breath. “I knew it was her…”
 
   “Don’t blame her. She assumed I already knew, and when I didn’t know anything, it was pretty embarrassing. My own boyfriend didn’t tell me his father is my boss.”
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck again.
 
   I’d said what I needed to say, and his answers weren’t sufficient. I arrived angry, and I was leaving even angrier. Smoke was burning from my nostrils, and I didn’t want to look at him anymore. “Goodbye, Volt.” I made my grand exit without looking back, slamming the door behind me.
 
   I could deal with his past coming back to bite us because I was aware of the situation. He didn’t hide anything from me just to keep me happy. We were a team that knew everything about each other. But this was different.
 
   He left me alone—in the dark.
 
   ***
 
   Natalie stared at me across the table. It was one of the rare times I saw her outside of work and her lips were free. She stirred her drink while keeping her eyes trained on me. 
 
   It’d been two days since Volt and I spoke. He didn’t try to talk to me because he knew I was pissed. He needed to give this some time to blow over. If I looked at him again, I would just throw another tantrum.
 
   “So…still mad?” Natalie asked gently.
 
   “Pissed.”
 
   “Well, give him some credit. It was a difficult situation.”
 
   “Difficult situation?” I snapped. “He was just never going to tell me. He was going to introduce me to his father and watch us deck it out.”
 
   “That’s not true,” she said. “He definitely would have told you then.”
 
   “He planned to introduce me to his parents without giving me any warning. It wasn’t until we got to the wedding that we found out his father had food poisoning. So don’t make excuses for him.” I snatched my drink off the table and took a long drink.
 
   “At least he had good intentions.”
 
   “And what good intentions are those?”
 
   “He wanted to protect your relationship above all else. By keeping it a secret, it stopped outside problems from affecting what you have. He’s wanted you for so long that he wasn’t going to let anything compromise your chance to be together. If you think about it, it’s actually pretty romantic…”
 
   “We have different definitions of romantic.” I stirred my glass, mixing the alcohol together. 
 
   “Does this really change anything?” she asked. “You aren’t walking away, right?”
 
   I may be pissed, but I wasn’t crazy. Volt was the best thing that ever happened to me, besides this little episode. “Of course not. But I don’t know how this is going to work with his family. His dad doesn’t like me, and I’m pretty sure he’ll never like me.”
 
   “That shouldn’t matter. Volt wants to be with you, so they’ll shut their mouths.”
 
   “But will they?” I whispered. “He’s their oldest son.”
 
   “Volt will make them shut their mouths. I can guarantee that.” Before we even finished our drinks, she ordered another round.
 
   Everything would work out as long as we stuck together. But I couldn’t shake the anger I felt toward Volt. He purposely kept this from me—for eight months. We’d been dating for weeks, and he should have mentioned it at some point. What would happen down the road when something else came up? He’d just never tell me?
 
   Natalie watched the expression in my eyes, practically reading my mind. “You’re going to be mad for a while, huh?”
 
   “Yes.” I had the strong urge to slap Volt around and knock some sense into him.
 
   “Just don’t break up with him. You guys have come so far.”
 
   Break up with him? I may be angry, but that was the furthest thing from my mind. “He’s the man I’m going to marry. I would never let him go.” I stirred my glass again before I took another drink.
 
   Natalie’s eyes were glued to my face, wide with shock. “Whoa…what did you just say?”
 
   I didn’t put a lot of thought into my words before I said them. I just blurted it out. It was the truth of my feelings, the depth of how I really felt. It was something I just knew, a sensation that settled right into my heart. “I know I sound crazy for saying that…but I just know.” 
 
   “Have you said that to him?”
 
   I shook my head. “We haven’t even told each other I love you yet. But…I don’t need to say it. I don’t need to hear it either.” It was one of those things that you just understood. It rang true like a bell, even if no one else could hear it. 
 
   “Then you should cut him some slack.”
 
   “No. That’s why I’m not giving him any slack. This relationship isn’t like the others we’ve had. It’s the final one. We’re a team, and he needs to start acting like it. No secrets—at least not secrets like this.”
 
   “Then talk it out.”
 
   “We did. But I need my space right now. I’ll talk to him when I’m ready.”
 
   The waiter brought our other drinks and set them on the table before he walked away. Natalie downed the rest of her first glass before she pulled her new drink in front of her face. Her eyes were trained on me the entire time. “Sounds pretty intense.”
 
   “I guess it is.”
 
   “Well, I hope you don’t make him suffer too long. I’m sure he’s moping around his apartment and licking his wounds.”
 
   “He’ll be fine.” He was probably occupying himself with Clay or Derek. He understood this was just a fight, and it would blow over. When I was ready to talk, we would talk.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Volt
 
   Goddammit. 
 
   I hated sleeping alone. When women spent the night, I never cuddled. Sometimes they would come to my side of the bed, but by the time I woke up the following morning, we were on opposite sides of the mattress. But with Taylor, I loved sleeping with her.
 
   And now that she was gone, I was exhausted.
 
   I couldn’t get any sleep no matter how hard I tried. I cleared my mind and even counted sheep, but that didn’t work. Instead, I pictured my girl giving me that disappointed look.
 
   Damn, it sucked.
 
   I couldn’t blame her for being upset. I purposely misled her and withheld information because of how it would negatively impact my life. I planned on telling her eventually. I wouldn’t want her to come over to my parents’ place for dinner without a heads-up.
 
   But I’d been waiting until the last possible moment.
 
   I just didn’t want to screw up what we had. I was protecting our relationship, which was still new and growing. 
 
   But I demolished it anyway.
 
   I wanted to contact her, but I stopped myself from sending the endless number of text messages I composed on my phone. I wanted to call her just to hear her voice, but I kept my hand steady. 
 
   I missed her.
 
   I spent my time working, tutoring Clay, and hanging out alone in my apartment. She was probably busy with her students, grading endless papers, and setting up future labs. Knowing her, she was keeping herself occupied so she wouldn’t think about how pissed she was.
 
   How much space was I supposed to give her?
 
   I hadn’t been in a relationship for a long time, and I wasn’t even sure if my most recent one qualified. If she was cheating on me with her ex, then I obviously wasn’t the best boyfriend in the world. She didn’t love or respect me, and like a fool, I was planning to make her my wife. 
 
   Did that really count?
 
   As time went on and five days passed, I started to have a breakdown. When Taylor walked out, was that the end of our relationship? Was that a break up? Did I misinterpret what she meant and lose her completely?
 
   I couldn’t lose her.
 
   I couldn’t handle it.
 
   I’d only had her in my arms for a few weeks, not even a month. And they were the greatest weeks of my life. She made me happier than I ever thought I could be. Her friendship was never enough. I always needed all of her to move on and find myself again.
 
   I couldn’t let her go. 
 
   ***
 
   I knocked on her door and hoped she would answer.
 
   If she took one look at me through the peephole then pretended not to be home, I’d have to break down the door. And if that just made her hate me more, then I’d have to hunt her down on her way to work, on her way home, wherever I could find her.
 
   Because I had to make this right. 
 
   Luckily, she opened the door. She wore the exact expression I pictured her wearing, full of anger and irritation. And the worst one of all—disappointment. She was practically revolted at the sight of me.
 
   She didn’t want to talk to me—clearly. I should just walk away because we would have the same argument we’d already had. I would apologize and she would refuse to forgive me. It would be like losing her all over again.
 
   But I couldn’t lose her.
 
   “Baby, I’m sorry. I should have told you about my dad earlier. I know I messed up, and I admit that. But I’m not going to keep anything from you ever again. I promise. But please don’t leave me.” I’d never begged for a woman to be with me. I’d never chased someone so hard. I’d never lowered myself to such pathetic words. Taylor brought out the best in me but also the worst. There wasn’t an ounce of pride in my body. I was willing to do anything to keep her. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind I would never be this happy ever again—without her.
 
   The irritation left her face instantly, and the face I saw on a daily basis came back to me. Her eyes softened, and she pressed her lips tightly together in sadness. “Volt, I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
   “You aren’t?” My voice cracked with hope. I entered her apartment without being invited, needing to get a closer look at her face. I needed to see that sincerity, to know everything would be all right. 
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “You haven’t called me in five days, and I wasn’t sure if you would ever get over this. I started to wonder if I misinterpreted everything you said. I guess I became paranoid…and scared.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” She moved her arms around my waist and looked into my face. “I shouldn’t have held on to this grudge for so long.”
 
   Hearing those words immediately made me relax. All the fear left my body, replaced by overwhelming relief. My arms moved around her waist, and I held her close to me, treasuring the fact I got to hold her once again. “I’m just glad you’re still here.” 
 
   She rubbed her nose against mine and somehow she made it sexy.
 
   Because she made everything sexy. 
 
   “Let’s not keep things from each other anymore,” she whispered.
 
   “Done.” I didn’t have any secrets anyway, besides the one about my father. “I’m an open book.”
 
   “Good. Because I want to read you.” She smiled against my mouth, her lips stretching against mine.
 
   “Baby, you can read me anytime.” I hoisted her up and carried her down the hallway, my body craving hers since it’d been alone for so long. I hadn’t gotten any sleep, and I certainly hadn’t gotten any action. Instead of walking into her bedroom, I entered the bathroom.
 
   “This is a surprising twist…” She eyed me incredulously once I put her down.
 
   “Let’s take a shower together. I’ve always wanted to do that with you.”
 
   “Ooh… Volt, wet and naked? I like it.”
 
   I grinned. “You’re the perfect woman, you know that?”
 
   “You may have mentioned that before…”
 
   After we stripped down, we got underneath the hot water. Her hair clung to her neck and down her back. The warm droplets glistened as they ran down her gorgeous figure. Her tits were hard and pointed, and they were so perky they looked fake.
 
   She grabbed the bar of soap and massaged it into my skin, scrubbing me down and making the soap lather with bubbles and foam. Her eyes raked over my body, taking in the lines of muscle and strength. Desire was obvious in her eyes, as well as something far deeper. 
 
   “My turn.” I grabbed the soap and immediately went to her tits. I palmed each one and lathered them with soap, getting harder by the second. She had a nice behind, but her tits really drove me wild. 
 
   “I like it when you do that.”
 
   My eyes moved to hers. “Yeah?” I squeezed her tits harder, feeling my hands slide past her breasts. My cock twitched as I felt her arch her back and her tits pressed farther into my palms. 
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   I was getting tired of waiting for the grand finale. I wanted to be inside her, to feel her tighten around my cock when I made her erupt. I wanted our bodies to be tangled so tightly together we couldn’t distinguish ourselves from the other. I wanted to make love to her—nice and slow.
 
   But now wasn’t the best time.
 
   “What have you been doing?” My hands moved to her hourglass waist, and I felt the prominent curve along her hips. She once told me she didn’t have the body to pull off a tight, short dress, but I had no idea what she was talking about. She was absolutely perfect. Even her dress with a bee pattern and her flamingo earrings were adorable. Her quirkiness just made her better.
 
   “Just working. Hanging out with Natalie.”
 
   “I’m jealous.” I was sitting home alone, thinking about my girl and wondering if she was still my girl.
 
   “Nothing to be jealous about.”
 
   “I meant I’m jealous of Natalie—for getting to be with you.”
 
   “Well, I hate to disappoint you, but there wasn’t much girl-on-girl action going on…”
 
   My fantasies used to be about two women. I’d been in threesomes several times, and there was nothing like it. Having your cock in one pussy while your balls were licked by another mouth was heaven. But the thought didn’t turn me on anymore. Picturing Taylor with Natalie didn’t turn me on.
 
   The only thing that turned me on was her.
 
   My fantasies were about the two of us together, moving slowly into the mattress while her nails dragged down my back. She’d breathe hard underneath me, her sexy moans filling my ears. She’d wrap her legs around my waist and ask me to give it to her harder, to give her all of me. I’d feel her come around my dick with such ecstasy that she’d beg me to do it again—and again.
 
   That was my fantasy. 
 
   “Natalie doesn’t do anything for me.” I thought she was pretty, but now she was just a shadow in the background. Taylor took up center stage, every stage light directed on her. “And I don’t care for girl-on-girl action either.”
 
   “Oh, really?” She challenged me playfully, her hands running up my chest.
 
   I kept a straight face as I answered. “Really.”
 
   “I’m not sure if I believe that…” She danced her fingertips down my chest until she reached my stomach. 
 
   “Well, every time I jerk off, I picture you—and me. There’s no one else in the room.”
 
   “Yeah?” Her playfulness died out, becoming more serious. Her lips parted slightly, aroused. 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   My breath hitched when she reached for me, proving how much better she was at making me feel good than any fantasy ever could be.
 
   ***
 
   By the time she was through with me, I was a little lightheaded, and frankly, shocked by what she just did. She acted as though she was inexperienced in the sex department, but she was a know-it-all in my eyes. 
 
   I helped her to her feet and looked at her with new eyes. What I felt for her was greater than lust. It contained so much more, feelings I wasn’t sure how to express. But now I knew a profound physical relationship was part of that. She was better than all the girls I’d fooled around with. She was the ultimate reward, the ultimate sex goddess.
 
   As I told her before, I was a gentleman. And gentlemen make their ladies come. I wasn’t going to leave my woman hanging. Laziness like that was the best way to lose a woman. 
 
   And I wasn’t losing her.
 
   I got down on my knees and moved one of her legs over my shoulder. My face moved to the area between her legs, the object of my obsession.
 
   She gripped my shoulder for balance and looked down at me. “What are you doing?”
 
   I moved my mouth against her center, doing all the things I already knew she liked. I licked and sucked the area, making her writhe while standing over me. There was no need to answer her question.
 
   Because I was pretty sure I already did.
 
   ***
 
   “So…where did you learn all of that?”
 
   She lay beside me in bed, her papers scattered around the comforter. She had lab reports due the following day and hadn’t finished preparing everything. “All of what? Science?”
 
   “No.” My hand moved across her flat stomach underneath the sheets. “All those sexy stunts.”
 
   “What sexy stunts?” Her knees were up, and she was using them as a backboard to write on her papers. She stopped scribbling her notes in the corner and turned to me.
 
   “The blow job, the hand job, the tit-fuck… It was all very impressive.”
 
   Initially, her face was blank because she didn’t understand what I meant. But redness quickly entered her cheeks like it usually did when she was embarrassed. She pressed her lips tightly together as she tried to hide her smile. “I don’t know… I just did what I felt like doing.”
 
   “I mean, you have to watch porn.”
 
   “I already told you I did.” She turned back to her work, avoiding eye contact with me. 
 
   “But, a lot of it. Your moves are off the charts.”
 
   “Well, that’s not what I was thinking when I did any of it.”
 
   “Then what were you thinking?” I used to think of her as an innocent schoolteacher, not a sex-crazed animal. Now everything was different. She was a classy porn star, as contradictory as that sounded. 
 
   “I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “I was really turned on, and I wanted to make you feel good. Honestly, I’m not thinking a whole lot. I just do things. My body seems to understand what to do next. I’m just in the moment.”
 
   I grabbed her pen and returned the cap to the end. Then I tossed everything on the floor, wanting her full attention. I didn’t like sharing her with anyone—even her students. “I know what you mean.”
 
   She eyed the pile on the hardwood floor. “Thanks…”
 
   “I’ll clean it up later.”
 
   She lay back down and turned to me, her body still naked under the sheets. Her blue eyes were electrifying. If I looked hard enough, I could see the spark in her eyes. A current ran wild through her, burning me with just a look. “Now that you have my full attention, what do you want?”
 
   “You.” I moved on top of her, my face lingering inches above hers.
 
   “You have me. Now what?”
 
   “I want to know how you got so damn good in bed. Had a serious boyfriend in the past?”
 
   “You really want to talk about an ex right now?” she asked. “What does it matter? And you’re the one who’s had an endless line of beautiful women riding you.”
 
   “But I’ve only been in one relationship besides you. So, none of those count.”
 
   Her hands slowly drifted to my shoulders then she cupped both sides of my neck. “I’ve never had a serious boyfriend. I’ve had boyfriends, but nothing I thought would last forever.”
 
   “So, where did all this experience come from?”
 
   “Nowhere. I just came out of my shell when I found the right person.”
 
   My eyes softened, and I didn’t bother hiding it. 
 
   “You make me do things I wouldn’t normally do…because I’m comfortable with you. I don’t worry about looking stupid. I don’t worry I’ll do something you hate. I just…do what I want.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re comfortable with me.” I brushed my nose against hers.
 
   “So, you had a girlfriend once upon a time?”
 
   I didn’t want to talk about her. We ended nearly two years ago, and I didn’t think about her anymore. The pain she inflicted slowly ebbed away when Taylor walked into my life. I finally believed I could trust someone again. Taylor made me an optimist. She made me believe I could do things that weren’t possible before. “Yeah.”
 
   “When was this?”
 
   “A while ago.” I hated moving my lips. I hated talking about it. But I told Taylor she could ask me anything and that I was an open book. But I didn’t expect her to question me about this.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We broke up.” I answered her questions automatically, trying to disconnect as much as possible. If I thought about her too much, I would feel sick to my stomach. I would remember how foolish I felt walking into that bar and seeing her kiss her ex. 
 
   Taylor examined my face, noticing the anger starting to emerge as well as the regret. “If you don’t want to talk about something, you can just tell me.”
 
   “I told you that you could ask me anything.”
 
   “But if it bothers you, I won’t.”
 
   I wanted her to stop, but I couldn’t bring myself to make the request. So I held my silence and waited for the questions to continue.
 
   “How about this?” She cupped my face and fingered my strands of hair. “You tell me everything when you’re ready to talk. I’m here to listen whenever that time is.”
 
   Gratitude washed over me in powerful waves. I was thankful the awkward conversation had been avoided, and I didn’t have to go back on my word. Taylor gave me a lot of leniency when I didn’t deserve it, and I was grateful for that. “Okay.”
 
   She gave me that heartfelt smile I adored. “Okay. Now, are you going to feed me or what?”
 
   I chuckled. “You want to go out?”
 
   “Well, I may not be mad anymore, but you still have some making up to do.”
 
   “I’d love to.” I’d make up to her for the rest of my life. As long as I got to be with her, I didn’t care what we did. Sitting across from her in a restaurant where everyone knew she was mine sounded like the greatest way to spend my time. 
 
   ***
 
   She finished her food then dabbed her small mouth with a napkin. She always ate with the kind of manners the Queen of England possessed. Her rigid posture and elegance directly contrasted against the dirty things she did to me just hours ago.
 
   And that made me like it more.
 
   Her eyes scanned the restaurant until they lingered on a young couple sitting next to us. The man held his wife’s hand on the table, their wedding rings glinting under the candlelight. His eyes watched every little thing she did, and even I could see the love written all over his face. Taylor must have seen it too because she continued to watch them.
 
   My hand reached across the table until it found hers. I locked our fingers together and felt her distant pulse through her soft skin. The moment she felt me, she turned her eyes back on me. “So, when are you coming to dinner with my parents?” I gave her the same look my neighbor gave to his wife, wanting her to feel just as special.
 
   “Uh, never.”
 
   “Come on.” I rubbed my thumb across her hand.
 
   “Your mom, I like. Your dad… I’m not his biggest fan.”
 
   “I know you guys have had awkward conversations, but he doesn’t dislike you as a person.”
 
   “You weren’t there, Volt. You don’t know what he said to me.”
 
   “Then enlighten me.” My father was a good man and treated everyone fairly. Maybe I was biased because he raised me, but I still understood those traits.
 
   “He told me I wasn’t what he thought I was, and he was already looking for replacements. Without even giving me the benefit of the doubt, he sided with the parents. He lets them walk all over him. He doesn’t stand up for anything he believes in.”
 
   We just hit a difficult patch. I felt obligated to defend my father, but I also understood Taylor’s sensitivity. I wanted to say something to fix the situation, but there was no good approach.
 
   So I held my silence.
 
   Taylor stared at me like she expected a response.
 
   Maybe this would be more difficult than I thought. “I’m not saying that wasn’t difficult to go through. I remember how upset you were when I came to the apartment. But…he was just doing his job.”
 
   “By firing a good teacher?” she snapped.
 
   “By keeping the majority happy.”
 
   She pulled her hand away, steam coming out of her ears. 
 
   Once she broke contact, I knew this would be a difficult night. “Baby, I’m not taking his side, and I’m not taking yours. I’m just saying, we can get through this.”
 
   “Your father is never going to like me. When I see him in the staff room, he avoids me.”
 
   “Maybe he assumes you hate him.”
 
   “I don’t hate him…but I don’t like him.”
 
   “He’s probably just avoiding future conflict. I’m telling you, my dad doesn’t have a mean bone in his body. He hates those kinds of conversations. He only has them when he has to.”
 
   “Even so…” She took a long drink of her wine, washing it down in a single gulp. 
 
   “My mom loves you. She met you under unbiased terms, and she won’t change her opinion just because of my father.”
 
   “You obviously don’t know how a marriage works.”
 
   If her parents didn’t like me, it would get under my skin. I understood that feeling all too well. But I wasn’t going to let this bump in the road ruin us. “Baby, don’t stress about it.”
 
   “He’s my coworker. Of course I’m stressed about it. To make things worse, he’s my boss.”
 
   “He won’t be your boss forever. Apply to a different school at the end of the year just to make things less uncomfortable.”
 
   “I probably will, regardless,” she said coldly.
 
   I grabbed her hand again and was thankful she didn’t pull away. “This is the bottom. Things will only get better from here.” I stared at her until she met my gaze. She avoided eye contact for a while before she finally gave up the fight. She looked at me, her gaze more vulnerable than a moment ago. “Whether they like you or not, it doesn’t change this.” I brushed my thumb across her hand. “Nothing will change this.”
 
   After a moment of staring, her fingers moved against the inside of my palm. She returned the affection warmly, coming out of the hard shell she encased herself in. “I’m sorry I’m being a drama queen about this.”
 
   “You aren’t being a drama queen.”
 
   “It’s just the worst way possible to start a relationship with your boyfriend’s father. He probably thinks I’m incompetent and stupid.”
 
   “Trust me, he doesn’t think that.”
 
   “Then why threaten to fire me?”
 
   “He thinks you aren’t political enough for the job, that’s all. And clearly, you’ve changed his mind.”
 
   “Because I started a generic teaching lesson and made my classroom boring as hell.”
 
   I shrugged because I didn’t know what other response I could give her. “Get a few years of experience, and then change up your classroom. When you have that kind of practice, you’ll have a better understanding of what to do. You’re honestly being too hard on yourself, and you’re assuming my father thinks you’re an idiot when he doesn’t.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   Actually, I do. “He’s talked about you to me before.”
 
   “He has?” She raised an eyebrow.
 
   “He didn’t call you out by name, but I knew he was referring to you.”
 
   “And what did he say?” She stopped moving her fingers against mine.
 
   “Mainly talked about the issue with the parents. There was never anything personal about you.”
 
   “When did this happen?”
 
   “Shortly after we became friends.” There was no point in hiding anything from her anymore. Everything was out in the open.
 
   “That was seven months ago…”
 
   “Exactly,” I said. “Seven months in the past. We should just let it go.”
 
   “If he had this problem seven months ago, why didn’t he speak with me?”
 
   “I… I’m not sure.” 
 
   She pulled her hand away altogether, and her eyes narrowed to slits. The cogs were turning in her head, and ideas were swarming. “He didn’t say anything because you spoke to him…”
 
   Why did she figure that out? Having a smart girlfriend wasn’t as great as I thought it would be. “Not exactly. I just told him to give it some time before—”
 
   She threw her napkin down and jumped out of her chair. “I can’t believe this.”
 
   “Whoa, hold on.” I stood up the moment she did. “What’s wrong?”
 
   Her eyes were hotter than any fire I’d seen. “What’s wrong? I’m absolutely humiliated. That’s what’s wrong.” Her voice rose, and everyone at the nearby tables was staring at us. “You had to ask your father to keep me on the payroll. That’s just…” She threw her arms down. “I have to go.”
 
   “Taylor, come on.” I tried to grab her by the wrist, but she stormed out. I hadn’t paid the tab so I couldn’t just walk out. I quickly dug for my wallet until I found the cash I needed and threw it on the table. “Taylor.” I tried to get her attention, but she was already out the door. 
 
   I left the restaurant and caught up to her on the sidewalk. “Baby, talk to me.”
 
   “Just leave me alone, Volt.”
 
   “You’re making a bigger deal out of this than necessary.”
 
   She turned around and put a hand against my chest. “You had to beg him to let me keep my job. That’s so mortifying. Maybe you don’t get it because you’re perfect at everything, but that kind of pity is such a slap in the face. You should have just let him fire me.”
 
   “Taylor—”
 
   “Good night, Volt.” She turned around and walked away, her hips swaying with her anger.
 
   I watched her go and couldn’t believe how fate played out. After the closure of one argument, another ensued. I just got her back when she slipped through my fingers all over again. 
 
   Motherfucker.
 
   ***
 
   “Are you sure everything is alright?” Mom sat across from me at the table while Dad sat at the head. 
 
   “I’m fine.” I picked at my food like a bird and didn’t eat much, despite how much I liked my mother’s cooking. “Just have a lot on my mind.”
 
   “Please tell me Taylor is still around.” Mom threatened me with her eyes, prepared to go postal if I said I was single again.
 
   “She is.”
 
   She clutched her chest while releasing a sigh, clearly relieved there was still a potential wedding on the horizon.
 
   “Actually, she’s the reason I’m here. We need to talk.” I turned to Dad, dreading this conversation.
 
   He finished chewing his steak while he stared at me blankly. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
 
   “Because this concerns you.”
 
   “I haven’t even met her, so I don’t know why things just became so serious.” He sipped his wine then took a bite of his mashed potatoes.
 
   “Well, it turns out that Taylor works at your school. She’s the science teacher.” The one you almost fired.
 
   Dad chewed slowly, savoring every bit of his food as well as my words. “Sorry?”
 
   “What are you talking about, dear?” Mom asked.
 
   “Ms. Thomas is my girlfriend. I’ve known her since she started working at Bristol Academy.” My dad wouldn’t hold a grudge against Taylor, but I would have to ask him to go out of his way to make her feel welcome if this was going to work. “I haven’t said anything because I know the two of you have had a tense relationship. I was hoping you could settle your differences before I introduced you to each other…but that doesn’t seem like it’s going to work.”
 
   “Wait.” He swallowed his food and quickly wiped his mouth with a napkin. “That woman is your girlfriend? The woman your mother loves so much?”
 
   “Yes.” I had a headache since I didn’t get any sleep last night. All I thought about was Taylor and how pissed she was. She didn’t respond to any of my text messages through the night. “I just told her that you were my father, and she wasn’t happy about it. She thinks you hate her.”
 
   “Hate her?” Mom asked incredulously. “We could never hate such a sweet girl like that.”
 
   “I definitely don’t hate her, son,” Dad said. “I admit we haven’t had the best relationship so far, but I certainly don’t think poorly of her. Administration can be difficult, and sometimes, I have to have the talks I don’t want to have. It was nothing against her personally.”
 
   “I know.” I predicted he would say all of this. “But she’s paranoid that you despise her. Maybe you could talk to her…and patch things up.” I wasn’t the type of guy to ask my father to do something so petty, but I had to make this relationship work.
 
   I wasn’t losing her. 
 
   “Uh, I guess,” he said. “You really think it’ll do any good?” He was a busy man with more pressing matters on his mind. He wasn’t the most emotional guy either. Talking about intimate issues like this wasn’t his forte. 
 
   “Dad, I wouldn’t be asking if it wasn’t important. She won’t even talk to me right now.”
 
   Mom broke down at the comment. “Dear, talk to her. Please.”
 
   Mom’s emotional distress actually helped out for once. 
 
   Dad wouldn’t deny anything Mom wanted, so he gave in. “Sure. I’ll give it a try.”
 
   “Thank you.” I looked him in the eye as I said it. “I really want to make this right with her. We just got into another fight because I did something stupid, and I’m afraid I’m going to chase her off. I can’t afford to lose her.”
 
   “Aww…” Mom clutched her chest again. “My son is in love.”
 
   I didn’t correct her because that would just lead to another argument. “Thanks, Dad. I appreciate it.”
 
   He gripped me by the shoulder just the way he used to. “You know I’d do anything for my boy.” He patted my shoulder before he dropped his hand. “But I have to say, I’m surprised by the whole thing.”
 
   “Because she’s out of my league?” I asked with a chuckle.
 
   “No.” He refilled his glass with wine. “I thought she was dating another teacher.”
 
   My body shut down at the comment—immediately. I stopped breathing and moving, just absorbing the words that left his mouth. But my heart picked up in pace. It slammed against my ribcage with loud thumps, shaking my entire frame. “You’re mistaken.” Taylor would never do that to me—not to anyone. She was my best friend, and the last thing she would ever do was hurt me. 
 
   “Every time I see her, he’s right behind her. And vice versa.”
 
   I couldn’t shake the pain that formed right in my gut.
 
   “They’re the same age and teach the same subject—”
 
   “Then they probably have a lot in common and are good friends.” And that was all. There was nothing wrong with Taylor being friendly with her coworkers. And I couldn’t blame the guy for being attracted to her. He would have to be stupid not to be.
 
   Dad dropped the argument. “Alright. I’ll talk to her.”
 
   I looked down at my food and tried to stay calm. There was a logical explanation for my dad’s observations, and I was sure nothing concerning was going on. If this were a different woman, I’d be worried about something going on behind my back, but this was Taylor. She wouldn’t ever cause me pain.
 
   But there was one thing bothering me.
 
   One thing killing me.
 
   Why hadn’t she mentioned this guy?
 
   ***
 
   I banged on her door and refused to stop until she answered. I was tired of the silent treatment, even though it’d only been twenty-four hours. But I went the past five days without her, and that was already gruesome.
 
   When she answered the door, she didn’t look the least bit happy. “Stop hammering on my door. My neighbors will hear you.”
 
   “If they don’t like it, they can move.”
 
   She blocked the doorway so I wouldn’t be able to slip inside. “I told you I need space. Just back off, okay?”
 
   “Need space because…?” I snapped. “I didn’t even do anything wrong, but I’m getting the cold shoulder for it.”
 
   “No, you didn’t do anything wrong.” She held up her finger so I knew things were about to get serious. “But you embarrassed me more than I’ve ever been embarrassed in my life. You knew how your father felt about me, but you still didn’t tell me.”
 
   “I thought it would help you in the long run.”
 
   “I just feel so stupid. The whole time you were helping me, your dad was complaining about me. You knew exactly what I needed to work on that whole time.”
 
   “You’re making it sound worse than it really was.”
 
   “It’s still humiliating. You had to defend me so I could keep my job.”
 
   “I didn’t defend you, okay? I just told him to give you more time.”
 
   She grabbed the door and prepared to shut it. “Volt, just leave me alone.”
 
   “No.” I pressed my hand against the door so she couldn’t shut me out. “I’m not leaving until we settle this. I get you’re upset about this, but I didn’t do anything malicious to you. All I did was try to help you. So don’t push me away. I had to endure the past week without you, and I can’t go on like that for another one. So just accept my apology.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed at those last words. “You’re telling me what to do now? Telling me how I should feel?”
 
   Now I was losing her. “No. I’m just telling you I’m sorry, and this fight is stupid.”
 
   Now she was really pissed. “Good night, Volt.” She tried to shut the door in my face.
 
   I was too strong for her. “I’m sleeping here tonight. I’m not going back to my apartment to toss and turn. I did that last week, and I’m not doing it this week.”
 
   “Then get a body pillow.” She put all her weight behind the door.
 
   “I’m serious.” My strength outweighed hers, and the door flew open and slammed into the wall. “I don’t want to fight.”
 
   “I don’t either. But I want some space. Why can’t you just back off?”
 
   “Because I hate being apart. Don’t you?” She was just as obsessed with me as I was with her. How could she stand the distance? 
 
   “I do…but right now, I need space.” 
 
   I wasn’t getting my way, and I hated every second of it. I wanted to rip her door off and go on a rampage. I just wanted to have her, to sleep beside her and hold her until the sun came up. “It’s not my fault you weren’t doing your job. It’s not my fault that you needed help. Don’t blame all your problems on me. All I’ve been doing lately is fixing your mistakes.”
 
   The look she gave me was unlike any other I’d ever seen. Instead of just being angry, she was livid. It was the quiet kind of anger, the kind of sinister threat that filled the air with deadly silence.
 
   I regretted those words the moment I said them. 
 
   “Fuck you, Volt.” She shut the door in my face. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Taylor
 
   I was livid with Volt.
 
   All I asked for was some space, and instead, he decided to smother me with his bullshit. When he told his dad to keep me on the payroll, he didn’t do anything wrong. He was just trying to help, and I get that.
 
   But I just wanted a few days to myself.
 
   My pride had been wounded, and I was embarrassed Volt had been helping me even more than I realized. I just needed time to sit alone in my apartment and get over it before I mustered up an apology.
 
   But then Volt had to go out of his way and piss me the hell off.
 
   I understood he was frustrated and just wanted to spend time with me.
 
   But everyone needs to be alone once in a while.
 
   And now I was really pissed with him.
 
   I was a zombie in the classroom all day. The kids worked on their new lab for the afternoon, and I sat at my desk and watched them from afar. Only part of my brain was paying attention to them because the other half was preoccupied with my disappointment in Volt. He lost his temper and said some things he didn’t mean.
 
   But he hurt my feelings anyway.
 
   At lunchtime, I sat in my classroom alone and picked at my sandwich. I hadn’t had an appetite all day because I was nauseated. My eyes kept moving to the clock, hoping it was three instead of twelve.
 
   But that stupid clock never moved fast enough.
 
   My classroom door opened, and Mr. Davidson walked inside. “Hey. Got a minute?”
 
   “Sure.” I put down my sandwich because I wasn’t eating it anyway.
 
   He eyed the desks and the lab equipment set up for the following period. “Wow, the frog dissection.”
 
   “Yep. One of the finest and smelliest lab exercises.”
 
   “And you can eat in the same room?” he asked with a chuckle.
 
   I just wanted to avoid the staff room—mainly Natalie. She would ask me a million questions about Volt. “I’m used to the smell. I hardly notice it anymore.”
 
   He chuckled. “I know what you mean.” He put his hands in the pockets of his slacks and came closer to the desk. He wore a collared shirt with a gray tie. Normally, he wore jeans and a t-shirt to school. I wasn’t sure why he was so fancy now. 
 
   “How’s your classroom going?”
 
   “Good. The kids are getting anxious for Christmas break.”
 
   “My kids are anxious for Christmas break the first day of school.”
 
   He laughed deeply, the sound coming from deep in his throat. “And I’m ready for summer break.”
 
   “I know, right?” I said with a chuckle.
 
   He eyed my pathetic lunch, a turkey sandwich, a yogurt, and a banana. “That’s a pretty healthy lunch.”
 
   “The word you’re looking for is boring.”
 
   He smiled. “Maybe we can get lunch together sometime.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.” Sometimes the teachers got together and had lunch a block over. There were an endless number of restaurants and food carts nearby. I didn’t eat out very often because I was on a tight budget, and that food had a lot of extra carbs and fat I couldn’t afford.
 
   “Cool.” His eyes lightened in excitement. “Maybe if you aren’t—”
 
   Principal Rosenthal opened the door and poked his head inside. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”
 
   “No, of course not. Come in.” He was the last person I wanted to see, but there was no way to avoid it. He was my boss, after all.
 
   My boyfriend’s father was my boss.
 
   Kill me now.
 
   Principal Rosenthal walked into the classroom and eyed Mr. Davidson. “How are things going?”
 
   “Good,” Mr. Davidson answered. “Ms. Thomas and I were just talking about getting lunch together sometime.”
 
   “I recommend the Thai place around the corner,” Principal Rosenthal said. “Absolutely delicious.”
 
   “Maybe we’ll go there.” Mr. Davidson turned back to me, a smile in his eyes.
 
   “Uh, can Ms. Thomas and I have a word alone?” Principal Rosenthal asked.
 
   Oh no. Now what?
 
   “Sure.” Mr. Davidson gave me a gentle wave before he walked out. Once the door was shut, I was uneasy. I was stuck in a room with a man I wasn’t too fond of at the moment.
 
   “How can I help you, Principal Rosenthal?” Did he want to see how my lab was doing today? Did he want to go through my most recent exam and make sure it was easy enough? 
 
   Now that he stood in front of me, the similarities between him and Volt were undeniable. They had the same crystal-blue eyes, the same dark hair, and the same facial structure. Principal Rosenthal was still a good-looking man, but he was in his late fifties, so I didn’t notice his appeal. But I could see all the evidence now that I knew the truth. “I was hoping you and I could have a little chat.”
 
   “Sure.” About what? My hour lunch break was being wasted in the company of others. I just wanted to sit alone and listen to the hum of my AC unit in the corner.
 
   “So…Volt and I had a long talk.”
 
   My natural reaction was to flinch in aversion. Volt didn’t give me any warning that he was going to drop the bomb on his father, and now I felt stupid for acting like everything was perfectly normal. 
 
   “I know the two of us have butted heads in the past, and I can understand why the situation isn’t ideal for you, but I really hope that doesn’t affect your relationship with my son. Ms. Thomas, I think you’re a great teacher because you love your students. Honestly, that’s all that really matters to me, and it’s a quality you definitely possess. I have nothing but respect and admiration for you.”
 
   Did Volt tell him to say all of this? “Well, thank you. I’m glad there are no hard feelings.”
 
   “None at all. Besides, my wife rambles on and on that you’re the best thing that ever happened to our son. She loves you dearly. And I trust my wife’s opinion above everything else. So please don’t feel uncomfortable around us. We’re so grateful our son has chosen such a lovely woman.”
 
   Where was this sweetness months ago? He was a different person in this conversation. I couldn’t help but wonder if he meant any of it. Did Volt just ask him to say all of this? I would never know because Volt wouldn’t tell me that information—ever. “I’m glad we could work this out.”
 
   Principal Rosenthal must have known something wasn’t right. Before he was a principal, he was a teacher, so he was intuitive and observant. He probably figured out my discomfort by watching the way I shifted my weight in the chair and avoided eye contact. “Taylor, I know you’re the woman my son wants to spend the rest of his life with.”
 
   His words made me flinch, and this time, I couldn’t stop my body from jerking. The reaction was natural and uncontrollable. Volt and I never spoke of forever or a future together. It was still early in our relationship. But I knew how I felt because it was clear as day. I never wondered if he felt the same way.
 
   “He came to the house and told me who you were. Then he said the four of us had to make this work. Failure wasn’t an option. I’m not the sensitive kind of guy. I’m definitely not romantic either. When my son asked me to talk to you, I understood how serious his feelings are. So, I hope you and I can start over and put our strained feelings aside. I want you to stay in Volt’s life, and I’m willing to do anything to make that happen.” He searched my eyes, looking for the reaction I was trying to hide. “So, can we start over?” He extended his hand to me.
 
   I eyed it before I took it. “Absolutely.”
 
   He gave a firm handshake before he dropped his hand to his side. “Thank you. My wife will be so happy.”
 
   I finally smiled. “I’m sure Volt will be too.”
 
   “The four of us should have dinner together. I hope you’re free on Friday night.”
 
   “Yeah, I think so.”
 
   “Great. I look forward to getting to know you, Taylor.” He gave me a wink before he walked out of the classroom. 
 
   When I was surrounded by the hum of my AC again, I let my thoughts run freely. That was a conversation I dreaded, but now that it happened, it wasn’t bad at all. And the fact Volt was trying so hard to make this work…was touching. Instead of pushing him away, I needed to hold on to him.
 
   And never let go.
 
   ***
 
   He opened the door, his eyes dark and untrusting. He wore a gray t-shirt and sweat pants, having no motivation to leave the house once he was home from work. His walls were up—sky-high. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey.”
 
   He didn’t invite me inside. He kept his hand on the handle just in case he needed to close it. “Is there something you need?” The resentment was in his voice—along with the pain.
 
   “I need you.”
 
   Instantly, his eyes softened. Realizing what he did, he quickly changed his expression, trying to mask the feelings he usually let unfold.
 
   “Your dad talked to me today.”
 
   “Yeah?” he whispered.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I’m sorry I snapped at you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I said that to you.”
 
   He moved his gaze to mine, hanging on to my every word. 
 
   “I got upset and pushed you away. I shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   “No, you shouldn’t have.”
 
   My body prickled in anger, but I let it pass. Getting upset wouldn’t put out this fire. The flames were dwindling to a smolder and adding more fuel would just make things worse.
 
   “And I shouldn’t have been an ass. I let my anger get to me and…I didn’t know what to do with it. I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m sorry too.”
 
   He dropped his hand from the door. “So…you wanna come in?”
 
   I nodded before I crossed the threshold.
 
   He shut the door behind me before he turned to me, his hands resting by his sides. He didn’t touch me like he usually did. He was still restrained despite the fact our fight had come to an end. “I was worried you’d be mad that I told my dad everything.”
 
   “I was—at first. But then he told me everything you said, that you needed to make this work because you couldn’t lose me. That I’m the woman you want to spend the rest of your life with…” He never said that last part, and I was taking a risk that might result in disaster. Despite everything at stake, I said the words anyway. In my heart, I knew they were true.
 
   Volt stared at me without blinking, not giving away any kind of reaction. Nearly a minute passed, hanging in the air like a silent clock. His hands weren’t on me yet. “I understand why my behavior has been so strange. I understand why I got so frustrated and said things I didn’t mean. I understand why I asked my father to patch things up with you even though it’s not his forte.” He swallowed the lump in his throat before he took a deep breath. “Because I’m in love with you.”
 
   My heart ached from a mixture of pain and joy, and tears I didn’t know I had sprung to my eyes. They coated the surface but didn’t fall. But they burned as they grew, matching the emotional mayhem rampaging through my body. 
 
   “I think I was in love with you the day we met. I think I was in love with you before I knew you. I think I’ve always been in love with you…somehow.” He stared at my tear-filled eyes without touching me. “And I do want to spend the rest of my life with you. I never thought I would feel this way. I didn’t think it was possible. But…you bring out the best in me.”
 
   Unable to stand the distance between us, I closed the gap and rested my hands against his chest. I felt his frantically beating heart, like a bird trying to get free of a cage. I felt his body tense in fear, unsure what I might say. Every feeling and thought he hid from the world was no longer hidden from me. “I love you. I’ve always loved you.”
 
   He cupped my face and tilted my chin up, revealing all of my features so he could easily see me. He stared at the teardrops in my eyes and placed a kiss against the corners, absorbing the tears onto his lips.
 
   My entire body burned at his touch, high from the electricity that coursed between us. I could feel my body ache and burn. I could feel our bodies bend and coil around each other. I could feel the connection between us, the surge of power.
 
   His hands traveled to my waist where he gripped me tightly, pulling me harder against him so our chests were touching. He didn’t kiss me, but the look he gave me was even better. It was a new expression I’d never seen. It told me exactly how he felt without the use of words, that what we had would last forever.
 
   Something was different between us. There was a hum in the air when our bodies were this close together. Our heavy breathing filled the room and blocked out the silence. The two of us held each other as passion coursed through us. Neither one of us acted on it because we didn’t know where to begin. Just holding each other, feeling our hearts beat as one, was enough.
 
   I knew what would come next. We’d been holding off until the right moment, and without exchanging a single word, we knew that moment had arrived. There was no going back after everything we’d been through together. What we had was special, something that would last a lifetime, and there was no reason to wait.
 
   I certainly didn’t want to.
 
   My physical attraction to him was powerful the moment we met. I’d fantasized about the sexy things we would do together. Every time we fooled around, it felt amazing. Without sleeping with him, I knew he would be the best sex I’d ever had.
 
   But I didn’t care about that anymore.
 
   I just wanted to be with him, to feel our bodies connect in the most profound way possible. I wanted to give myself to him, and to feel him hand himself over to me. Volt was a closed-off man beforehand, but he slowly let me in. And now he was dropping all of his walls, letting me have all of him for the very first time.
 
   Volt must have been thinking the exact same thoughts because he directed me backward to his hallway. His eyes were locked to mine and desperation was thudding deep inside. With every step closer, his hands tightened on me. He pushed the bedroom door open and backed me into the room until my knees hit the mattress. 
 
   I’d been waiting for this moment. I’d been ready for this moment for a long time. The anticipation was almost too much for my heart to handle. My breaths were uneven, and I couldn’t keep my excitement in check. Without checking my panties, I knew I was soaked and ready for him. 
 
   Volt leaned his face close and rubbed his nose against mine. The action was delicate but playful, getting our feet wet without jumping in right away. Then he fisted my hair aggressively and took hold of me so I couldn’t slip out of his grasp again. He held me in place before he pressed his mouth against mine, giving me a kiss so soft it directly contradicted the way he was holding me.
 
   His mouth moved against mine slowly, treasuring the feel of our lips moving as one. When he pressed into me, I gave way. And when I wanted his bottom lip, he let me have it. I’d kissed him before, more times than I could count at that point, and every embrace was amazing.
 
   But this was electrifying.
 
   His tongue dove into my mouth and found mine. They danced together to their own music before they broke apart again, followed by a series of pants and moans.
 
   He gripped me harder, pulling my hips into his as he devoured me with ravenous kisses. He wanted all of me, and it was clear he was going to take me and never let go.
 
   He found the hem of my shirt and quickly pulled it over my head while hardly breaking our kiss. His hands ran up my soft stomach until he reached my breasts. He palmed them through my bra before he yanked the straps down, getting the flimsy material off me as soon as possible. 
 
   When I was topless, he pressed his forehead to mine and examined my naked body. He rubbed my tits with growing desire, his breathing shallow and broken. One hand returned to my hair as he gave me more kisses, his erection hard in his sweatpants. 
 
   I grabbed his shirt and pulled it off his chiseled body, revealing the lines of hard muscle and the valleys in between. He was the kind of man I’d pinned to my wall as a teenager. He was the kind of man who would make me weak in the knees the second he smiled at me. That this kind of man had fallen in love with me made me believe dreams really did come true.
 
   He moved for my jeans next, shoving them down to my knees before he got them off my ankles. Instead of letting me strip him, he did the honors and pulled off his remaining clothes until he was naked in front of me. 
 
   My nails dug into his chest because I couldn’t control myself. I was hot and bothered in the most intimate way possible, and now I wanted him inside me.
 
   No, I needed him inside me.
 
   He fingered the lace of my panties, eyeing the butterflies on the print. They weren’t the underwear I would have worn if I’d known this was going to happen, but they were about to come off anyway. 
 
   His hand dragged them off my ass and to my thighs. He watched the movements he made, his cock twitching in anticipation. Then he pulled them down my legs and to my ankles. Instead of rising right away, he stayed below me and kissed my inner thighs and my knees. He kneeled before me, treasuring me like I was his queen.
 
   And he was my king.
 
   As he rose back to his full height, he kissed my hips then my stomach. His kisses trailed between my breasts and up to my neck. He gave the skin delicate caresses that turned aggressive just the moment he pulled away.
 
   He looked into my eyes without saying a word. He didn’t kiss me again. All he did was stare.
 
   And I stared back.
 
   He moved me to the bed, positioning himself on top of me until my head rested back on the pillow. Our bodies were tangled together, and we were about to go to a place we’d never been before.
 
   I was excited. Beyond excited.
 
   Volt wrapped one of my legs around his waist and kissed me slowly, taking our heat down to a simmering level. His cock rubbed against my folds as he moved, and when he dragged his length across my clitoris, it felt euphoric. I moaned into his mouth because it felt so amazing. My slick wetness slid against his dick, lubricating it.
 
   He paused in his kiss because our movements felt so powerful. He breathed into me, his hand clenching my thigh to stop himself. After he felt grounded, he opened his nightstand and pulled out a foil packet.
 
   Within a snap of a finger, my arousal disappeared. Seeing him rip the foil and grab the latex as he rolled it onto his impressive length didn’t turn me on like it should. If anything, it offended me. I felt like any other woman he brought back to his place. I didn’t feel special. I just felt like one of the many. Being separated by a piece of material, restricting our skin-to-skin contact, murdered the romance. It made it feel physical rather than emotional. I wanted all of him. And I wanted him to release inside me, to give me every single drop. 
 
   Volt positioned himself again and prepared to enter me. When he saw the look on my face, he stopped, immediately knowing something wasn’t right. He stared at me in silence as he tried to figure out what had changed so suddenly.
 
   I grabbed the base of his dick and pulled the condom off. I tossed it on the floor, out of sight and out of mind. Now I wasn’t sure what to do. The moment had been broken, and I wasn’t sure if we could get it back. 
 
   He held himself over me, the apology in his eyes. “I didn’t want to be presumptuous.”
 
   “You could have asked.”
 
   “I didn’t want to ask…not when we were in the moment.”
 
   His plan backfired. “I don’t want something separating us. I don’t want to be one of the others. I want you.”
 
   “You have me.” He positioned himself over me, tilting my hips back so he had the best angle of entry. “Are you on the pill?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And I’m clean.”
 
   “I know.” If he weren’t, he would have said something. I trusted him more than anyone. If there were something I needed to know, he would have told me. 
 
   He pressed his massive body on top of me, our faces touching. He gave me a slow kiss without entering me, trying to make me feel that heat all over again. When he kissed me like he loved me, it didn’t take long. I fell deep into him, spiraling headfirst into the fire. I could feel the flames around me, burning me with their spark.
 
   My nails dragged down his back, scratching the skin in anticipation. Judging by the size of his package, I knew he would make my toes curl and my vocal cords snap. It would feel better than any other experience of my life. It would burn me alive.
 
   He held his weight on his arms and pressed his tip against me. After a few gentle pushes, he got his thick head inside me, and the immediate stretching felt so good. I moaned quietly underneath him, feeling his eyes burn into me. He studied every expression, breathing hard as he watched me enjoy him. 
 
   He inched his way farther inside me, slowly sinking until he was completely sheathed. 
 
   My nails dug deeper into his back, tearing at the skin. I breathed harder into him, his lips just inches from mine. He was so thick and long. My body could hardly accommodate his large size. It took my channel a minute to acclimate to him. I knew it was molding to him so I could take him again in the future.
 
   He fisted my hair and held me in place, keeping my face directed on his. He breathed quietly, his cock twitching inside me. “Fuck, you’re tight.”
 
   “You’re just big.”
 
   He pinned his arms behind my knees and slowly pulled out of me, removing everything except his head. Then he descended again, stretching me just as he had before. His thrusts were slow, but he groaned like he enjoyed each one. 
 
   My hands moved to his biceps, and I dug my nails into the muscle. They were thick and powerful, tensing every time he lowered his hips into me. I felt so full whenever he was all the way inside me. I was stretched wide and felt distant pain tingle through my body. But it was the kind of pain that felt so good. When he inserted himself completely, it stretched me wide apart, pulling at my clitoris and making it run directly against his cock.
 
   I’d never felt that before.
 
   He restrained himself and never moved quickly. Each thrust was slow but packed with his entire length. He went balls deep, his cock and his pelvic bone rubbing against me simultaneously.
 
   He didn’t kiss me because his lips were lifeless. The unfathomable feelings swept over us and brought us to our knees. I wasn’t thinking in that moment because there were too many sensations to process. All I was doing was feeling, sensing, tasting. 
 
   The action hadn’t been going for long, maybe a few minutes, and I already felt the congregation of heat right in my core. It was blinding hot and overwhelming, burning me from the inside out. I hardly climaxed during sex, let alone in the first few minutes. But Volt took me to the edge right from the beginning when he gave me his heart.
 
   “You’re about to come.” He rocked into me a little harder now that my body could take him. “I can feel it.”
 
   “Because you feel so good.”
 
   He cupped my face and gave me a slow kiss, tugging my bottom lip before he released it. Then he rubbed his nose against mine, his sexual desire replaced by heartfelt love. He told me he loved me without saying it. He showed it with just a simple look, a simple kiss.
 
   And that made me ignite.
 
   My nails dug into his biceps as I felt the explosion hit me everywhere. My veins became tunnels for traveling fire, and my heart slammed into hyperdrive as my blood pounded. I moaned uncontrollably in his face, my moans turning into screams. The sensation was foreign, and my body couldn’t handle how toxically good it was. Before it was even finished, I knew I wanted to have another.
 
   My eyes closed momentarily because I got lost in the feeling. My head rolled back, and I clung to him harder, needing an anchor so I wouldn’t fly away.
 
   “Look at me.”
 
   My eyes flashed open, and I saw the darkness in his eyes. He was getting off on my expression, the heat in my cheeks and the satisfied look in my eyes, not to mention how tightly my muscles constricted around his dick.
 
   My hands dragged down his back, feeling the mountains of muscle until I reached his ass. I felt the power in his cheeks, and I dug my nails in sharply, pulling him farther into me. “Your turn.” I’m sure he could make me explode again, make my toes curl until they broke. But I wanted him to fill me, to claim me as his own in the most intimate way possible. I wanted him to feel what I just felt—and to feel it from me.
 
   He thrust into me harder, giving me everything he had. He hit me in the same spot continuously, making me tense all over again. His contact with my eyes never broke as he reached his climax. He was much quieter than I was, but his eyes gave him away. 
 
   He sank all the way inside me before he released, groaning as his hot seed filled me. A quiet moan escaped the back of his throat, and he pressed his lips tightly together as he emptied himself. 
 
   I’d never let a man go inside me bare before—and it felt so good.
 
   I was covered in sweat, my nipples still hard. His hair was a mess from the way I dragged my fingers through it. He was sweaty too, but in a sexy, yummy kind of way. 
 
   He stayed inside me long after he finished and only semi-hard. He kissed the corner of my mouth then placed kisses down my neck and to the valley between my tits. Without saying anything, I knew exactly what he was doing. 
 
   His dick hardened again in ten minutes, and he was ready to make love to me all over again.  
 
   And I was ready too.
 
   ***
 
   When I woke up, he was no longer beside me.
 
   The sheets were rumpled and wrinkled from rolling back and forth. They reeked of sweaty sex, and I never thought I would love that smell so much. My body was packed with so much of his come I wasn’t sure if he could deposit anymore. 
 
   I sat up in bed and peered through the darkness. He was nowhere in sight, and the bedroom door was closed. His phone and wallet were on the nightstand, so I knew he was somewhere in the apartment. I pulled on his baggy sweatpants and t-shirt before I searched for him.
 
   When I entered the kitchen, I found him. It was one in the morning and the windows showed the black sky and the endless lights of New York. He was cooking at the stove, a glass of scotch on the counter beside him.
 
   I came up behind him, admiring the sculpted muscles of his back. They rippled every time he moved, shifting with his strength. His boxers hung low on his hips, showing the prominent curve of his back. 
 
   I walked to his side then took a drink of his scotch. The ice cubes shifted in the glass and pressed against my lips before I returned the glass to the granite countertop. 
 
   He was making vegetable stir-fry with tofu, an odd thing to be making at that hour. He eyed me next to him, fondness shining in his eyes. Then he turned back to what he was doing. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”
 
   “You didn’t. I woke up when I noticed you were gone.”
 
   He turned the stove off and stirred the veggies inside the pan. “Are you hungry? We haven’t eaten anything since… It’s been a while.” A small smile stretched across his lips. He looked like a completely different man. He was happy, truly happy. 
 
   And I was the reason for that. “I’m a little hungry.”
 
   “I hope you like vegetable stir-fry.”
 
   I cringed. “Not a big fan of tofu.”
 
   “Is there something else I can make you?”
 
   I walked to the fridge and opened the freezer. Of course, he had no ice cream, the one thing I wanted. “I’m going to have to make some changes in here…” I shut the door and looked inside the fridge. There was nothing but fruit, meat, and vegetables. 
 
   “Like what?” He poured his dinner into a bowl and leaned against the counter as he ate.
 
   “First of all, ice cream.”
 
   “Done.”
 
   “Pop-Tarts.”
 
   “Really?” he asked with a laugh.
 
   “I’m guessing you’ve never had one.”
 
   “When I was young.”
 
   “Well, we need to refresh your memory. We need some more junk food around here.”
 
   “Make a list, and I’ll take care of it.” He ate his food slowly while he eyed me. “You look cute in my clothes.”
 
   “Thanks. You look cute in no clothes.” I walked over to him until we were face-to-face. 
 
   He set the bowl on the counter and took a bite once in a while, spending more time paying attention to me than eating. “Thanks.” He wrapped his arm around my waist and held me close, his forehead resting against mine.
 
   Even though it was late and I had work in the morning, I wanted to stay there with him. Where he went, I wasn’t far behind. We were even more inseparable than we had been before. 
 
   “Are you doing okay?”’
 
   “What do you mean?” I whispered.
 
   “Not sore or anything? Because that was a lot of sex we just had.”
 
   “Not sore at all.” Maybe a little, but it was totally worth it. I never knew making love could be so amazing. It was the greatest sensation in the world. All the other guys I’d been with had no idea what they were doing.
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Actually, I think I can handle another round.”
 
   “Yeah?” The corner of his lips upturned in a smile.
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   “Well, let me refuel first. Then I’ll be back to work.” He grabbed the bowl and took another bite. 
 
   I watched every move he made, fascinated by the movement of his mouth. Scruff covered his chin, and he looked sexier when he didn’t shave. “I have a secret…”
 
   “A secret?” he asked. “What kind of secret?”
 
   “A secret about you.”
 
   “Spill it.” He set his bowl down again, more interested in my following words than his food.
 
   “I came over one night, and you were drunk. It was after you beat up Clay’s father.”
 
   “That’s not a secret. I remember it.”
 
   But he didn’t remember all of it.
 
   “Well, there’s more to the story. You leaned in and kissed me…and I kissed you back. I thought Sage and I were broken up, so I didn’t see why it mattered. It went on for a few minutes before I pulled away.”
 
   He stared at me, stunned. “I don’t remember that…”
 
   “I know. But I do. I think it’s when I started having feelings for you. That kiss blew me away, and I’ve looked at you differently ever since. That’s when all those desires and hopeful wishes came to the surface, and I couldn’t hold them back any longer. I think it was the beginning of us.”
 
   His hands moved to my hips again, bunching up the material of my sweatpants. “The beginning of us happened when I spotted you on that sidewalk with a map in your hands. I could have kept walking but I didn’t. Something told me to stop. And I’m so glad I did.”
 
   I moved into his chest and felt the warmth of his body. It comforted my fingertips, and the power of his golden heart thumped with every passing second. “Maybe.”
 
   “I wish we’d figured this out sooner.”
 
   “Really?” I whispered. “Because I’m pretty happy with the way things turned out.” I pressed a kiss to the center of his chest, my fingertips still worshiping him. 
 
   He looked down at me, the darkness growing in his eyes. His fingers dug into my sides, and he slowly guided me back, heading to his bedroom down the hall. “I have a feeling I’m not going to get a full meal for a long time.” He scooped me up and held me against his chest.
 
   “I think you’re right.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Volt
 
   My life was unbelievable.
 
   I didn’t think I could ever be this happy again. A cloud had passed over me, taking the storm along with it. Now all I saw was sunshine, rainbows, and butterflies. 
 
   The kind on her panties.
 
   I never thought I could love someone again, let alone admit it. But when I saw her on my doorstep, everything came toppling out. All the fear and insecurity left my body as I laid out the truth. I looked her in the eye and told her I loved her.
 
   Because I did love her.
 
   She said something to me that I’d never forget. When I found the right woman, everything would change. I’d be so happy I’d forget what it was like to be anything less than happy.
 
   And she was right.
 
   Little did she know, she was talking about herself.
 
   The sex was amazing—like I expected it to be. It wasn’t quick and dirty, the kind of thing I was used to. I took my time, feeling every inch of her, concentrating on every noise she made and savoring the most sensual moment of my life.
 
   I didn’t want to stop.
 
   I spent all my free time with her, and that time was well spent in the bedroom. We never left the sheets, tangled up together so tightly we couldn’t get free. 
 
   But I never wanted to be free of her. 
 
   I arrived at her doorstep wearing my heavy coat. The streets were covered with blankets of snow from the storm that had just passed. I couldn’t go anywhere without my thick boots anymore.
 
   She opened the door, sexy and cute. But that beauty immediately diminished when fear entered her eyes. “I ruined everything.” She wiped the sweat from her forehead even though it was freezing.
 
   “Ruined what?” I had no idea what she was talking about.
 
   She stormed back into her apartment and immediately headed for her tiny kitchen. “I wanted to make a pie for your parents, but I totally ruined it. It’s burnt and disgusting. Ugh.”
 
   I came behind her and looked down at the pie on the table. She was right. It really did look disgusting. “Baby, it’s okay. It’s just a pie.”
 
   “But now I don’t have anything to bring.” She stomped her foot and placed her hands on her hips.
 
   “Baby, they aren’t going to care.”
 
   “Well, I care.”
 
   “We’ll pick up something on the way, alright?”
 
   “But that’s not very personal. If I made something, they’d be touched and impressed.”
 
   I eyed the pie again. They would be anything but impressed by that. “Then we’ll tell them you made it.”
 
   “No. You can totally tell when something is store-bought and when it’s homemade.”
 
   “Fine. We’ll get some wine then.”
 
   “So they’ll think I’m a drunk?”
 
   I had to remind myself she wasn’t normally this worked up. She was just nervous about meeting my parents—as my real girlfriend. “My mom drove us home from a wedding, and you were totally hammered. She didn’t care. Remember, my parents already like you.”
 
   “But this different. Now I’m actually your girlfriend.”
 
   “You were always my girlfriend.” She may have been seeing other guys, and I may have had a short thing with Julia, but as far as I was concerned, it’d always been us. “Now, forget the pie.” I tossed it in the garbage because it was stinking up the room. “We’ll pick up something on the way, and everything will be fine.”
 
   “What about what I’m wearing?” She posed for me.
 
   “It’s great.” She wore a black dress with sleeves along with a red overcoat.
 
   “You don’t think it’s too slutty?”
 
   “How can it be? It doesn’t show your arms, and you’re wearing stockings underneath.” She was her own worst critic sometimes.
 
   “But it’s tight on my waist.”
 
   “Your point?”
 
   Her hair was already perfect, but she fidgeted with it, making the soft strands tangle.
 
   “Baby, you need to chill.” I grabbed her hands and yanked them down. “You’re overreacting.”
 
   “Look, I’ve never met a boyfriend’s parents before.”
 
   “But you have,” I reminded her. “Just be yourself. My dad already knows you because he sees you every day, and my mom already adores you. So you’ve got this in the bag.”
 
   She nodded, finally coming around.
 
   “What would you say if I freaked out like this when I met your parents?”
 
   “That was different. You weren’t my boyfriend.”
 
   “But I was definitely trying to be. Believe me, I wanted them to like me.”
 
   She finally stopped fidgeting altogether, a smile forming on her lips.
 
   “Now let’s go have dinner. I’m starving.”
 
   “Alright. Maybe it worked out we won’t have pie. Because I’ll have you later…” She leaned in and kissed me on the chin.
 
   I grabbed her ass and gave it a tight squeeze. “I’ll get the whipped cream.”
 
   ***
 
   We made conversation about work and school, and Taylor came out of her shell after fifteen minutes of eating. In the beginning, she was uneasy, sticking close to my side and not saying much. But my mom pulled everything out of her.
 
   The thing I liked about my mom was how nice she was. She never said anything mean about anybody, even if they deserved it. She got along with everyone and didn’t have a cruel bone in her body. I was never worried she wouldn’t like Taylor. She made Taylor feel comfortable after a few minutes. 
 
   Dad wasn’t the most heartfelt guy, so he was quiet most of the time. He saw Taylor every single day at work, so there wasn’t much for them to talk about. But he seemed to be happy that my mom was so happy. 
 
   “My dress shop is closing for the holidays,” Mom said with a pout. “I’m excited for a break, but I hate having to close the doors.”
 
   “Is it a slow time?” Taylor asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Mom answered. “Not too many women are getting married in the wintertime, and they usually have their dress picked out in the fall if they’re getting married in the spring. Plus, the designers shut down for nearly a month around the holidays.”
 
   “That’s such a cool job,” Taylor said. “You get to be a part of everyone’s special day.”
 
   “It really is,” Mom said. “You have to pick out your dress at my boutique. I have every kind of dress you can imagine. It’s such a cute place.”
 
   I didn’t feel the sting of my mother’s presumption. I knew it was coming the moment I introduced Taylor. Honestly, it didn’t bother me. She and I had just come to a place I never thought we would reach, and if I were to marry anyone, it would be her—no doubt about that. I wasn’t ready to get down on one knee just yet, but someday I would. 
 
   “Well, thank you,” Taylor said. “I’d love to.” 
 
   “Let’s play Scrabble.” Mom clapped her hands before she retrieved the board game.
 
   I liked spending time with my parents, but I wasn’t eager to stick around. I wanted to go home and get naked with my girlfriend. The sex was so amazing, better than any I’d ever had, and that’s all I cared about. I could spend a few hours away from the bedroom, but anything longer than that killed me. My cock screamed in my pants, and my fingertips ached to feel her hard nipples. 
 
   “Dear?” Mom’s voice rang in my ear.
 
   I turned to her, forgetting where I was. “Sorry?”
 
   “Are you playing?” she asked.
 
   I got sidetracked thinking about Taylor’s tits, and my daydream pulled me under a heavy fog. 
 
   Taylor eyed me with a raised eyebrow, like she knew exactly where my mind had drifted.
 
   I finally answered. “Of course.”
 
   ***
 
   She stayed with me for an entire week. Instead of going home to get more clothes, she just washed the ones she had. She ended up wearing the same outfit to work twice in a single week—but she didn’t seem to care.
 
   And I didn’t either.
 
   Her makeup and perfume sat on my counter in the bathroom, her clothes hung up in my closet, and her lunches sat in my fridge. She recorded her favorite TV shows to watch later, and my desk was scattered with her work stuff. 
 
   But I didn’t mind.
 
   I loved having her there. 
 
   Not only was there always a hot meal on the table, my apartment smelled like a meadow, my clothes were always ironed and placed in my closet, the place was sterile and clean, but she gave me her loving every minute of every day.
 
   When I walked through the door, she always greeted me with a smile. When we watched TV on the couch, she snuggled into my side like I was her personal teddy bear. When we went to bed, she wanted sex even more than I did.
 
   It was fucking awesome.
 
   She walked through the door after work, her big bag over her shoulder. She immediately slipped off her heels because they hurt her feet.
 
   “How was your day?” I had just pulled the lasagna out of the oven. She prepped it that morning before work and left a note with instructions on cooking it.
 
   “Ugh. Terrible.” She stripped off her jacket and tossed it on the back of the chair.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   She walked into the kitchen and wrapped her arms around me. “You weren’t there.”
 
   I held her against my chest, feeling my arms cradle her petite figure. Her back expanded with every breath she took, and I concentrated on the feel of her body in my arms. There was nothing quite like it.
 
   She looked up at me, her usual smile there. “I missed you.”
 
   “I missed you too.” I cupped her cheek and gave her a soft kiss.
 
   When she pulled away, her eyes were on my lips and she released a quiet moan. “I’ve been thinking about that all day.”
 
   “Yeah?” I rubbed my nose against hers. “Because I’ve been thinking about bending you over this counter all day.”
 
   “Really?” she whispered. “I’m not sure what you mean. Maybe you should show me…”
 
   “Maybe I will.” 
 
   ***
 
   After dinner, we lay in bed together.
 
   When my sexual desires had been fulfilled and my appetite had been sated, I loved holding her. We didn’t say anything for hours, but we didn’t fall asleep either. I held her in my arms and went into Zen mode, not thinking of anything at all.
 
   Taylor tucked her hair behind her ear and directed her stare on me. She didn’t say anything. She looked into my eyes without any motive. All she wanted to do was look.
 
   I understood why because I stared at her all the time.
 
   She trailed her fingers up my chest and lightly caressed me. Her fingers soothed me in a way my former lovers never did. Taylor had my heart in her palm, and she took care of it, protecting it and loving it at all times.
 
   It gave me peace.
 
   She released a quiet sigh, telling me she was going to say something she’d rather not. 
 
   “What?”
 
   She sat up, taking her hand with her. “I should probably go home.” She pulled the covers back, revealing her naked body.
 
   “Why should you do that?”
 
   “I’ve been here for a week…”
 
   A week wasn’t long enough.
 
   “I don’t want to overstay my welcome.”
 
   I quickly snatched her wrist and kept her in place. “You aren’t. I want you here.”
 
   “But you would say that even if you felt otherwise.”
 
   I pulled her against me, forcing her to look at me. “I don’t feel otherwise. I want you here. Don’t go.”
 
   She searched for a lie in my gaze.
 
   “If you go home, I’m just going to follow you.” I yanked her down to the mattress and moved on top of her, pinning her with my massive size. I held my weight on my elbows and looked down into her pretty face. “Stay.”
 
   “Well…when you put it like that.” She wrapped her arms around my neck.
 
   I rubbed my nose against hers then kissed her forehead. “Stay forever.”
 
   “Forever is a long time.”
 
   “I think it’s not long enough.” I kissed her temple then ran kisses down to her jawline. 
 
   She skated her hands down my back, massaging the muscle. Her hair was scattered over the pillow, and her lips were slightly parted with need. She always wanted me—every minute of every day. 
 
   My thumb moved to her bottom lip then trailed to the corner of her mouth. I couldn’t believe this beautiful woman belonged to me. I couldn’t believe she loved me the way I loved her. I wasn’t sure how I got so lucky to be given another chance. Maybe it wasn’t supposed to work out in the past because I was destined to meet Taylor. Maybe my life had always been meant to be shared with her. Maybe fate was a real thing.
 
   “What are you thinking?” she whispered.
 
   My eyes were glued to her lips, thinking a million things at once. “I love you. That’s what I’m thinking.”
 
   She wrapped her tiny fingers around my wrist. “Funny. I was just thinking the same thing.”
 
   I kissed the corner of her mouth then slowly pulled away. “I’m not ashamed to admit how much I love you. I’m not ashamed to admit you have me wrapped around your little finger. I’m not ashamed to admit you have the power to destroy me—because I know you won’t.”
 
   Her eyes softened, and she hugged me closer. “Never.”
 
   ***
 
   “Are you up to meeting someone new?” Taylor sat across from me at the table. We were having lunch together at The Muffin Girl, our special place that we went to every week. We used to go as friends, but going as lovers was a lot better.
 
   “I guess. Depends on who it is.”
 
   She finished her blueberry muffin then picked a few pieces from mine.
 
   I didn’t reprimand her because she was cute. She made me the happiest guy in the world, so stealing a few bites of my muffin was fine by me. I didn’t need the carbs anyway.
 
   “Well, it’s pretty stressful because she’s the most important person in my life. Her opinion is even more valuable than my parents.”
 
   Who the hell was this person?
 
   She answered my unspoken question. “My best friend.”
 
   Oh yeah. I forgot about her. I’d heard about her several times, but I’d never actually met her. When I thought about Taylor’s best friend, I always pictured Natalie. “I’ll charm her like everyone else.”
 
   “So, you’re ready for that?”
 
   I honestly didn’t care. No one was going to keep us apart, even if her best friend didn’t like me. What Taylor and I had was unbreakable. I’d like to see anyone try to mess with it. “Sure. Why not?”
 
   “Great. Because Sara is eager to meet you. All I ever do is talk about you.”
 
   I couldn’t stop the bad taste from entering my mouth. It burned like acid and made me want to throw up. I hadn’t heard that name in a long time, and just the sound made me want to gag.
 
   “Something wrong?” Taylor caught the expression despite my attempt at hiding it.
 
   “I just…don’t like that name.”
 
   Silence stretched between us forever.
 
   I didn’t elaborate any further because I didn’t want to talk about something that no longer mattered. I may have had my heart shattered into a million pieces, but that was a long time ago. Taylor and I were different, and nothing from the past would taint us.
 
   Taylor picked at my muffin but didn’t take a bite. She picked up on the tension and knew she’d hit a sore subject. She had every right to ask whatever she wanted and I would answer, but she didn’t make a sound.
 
   And I was grateful.
 
   I’d never forget how it felt walking into that bar. I’d never forget how it felt watching Sara make out with her ex. I’d never forget how heavy that ring felt in my pocket. The stupidity washed over me in waves, and my heart wasn’t the only thing that broke that night. I went on a sex rampage and screwed every woman in the city in an attempt to prove something to myself. I kept wondering if I was the problem. Did she leave because I wasn’t good in bed? Did she leave because I was boring? Why did she turn to someone else when I could have given her anything she wanted?
 
   Those questions haunted me for a long time.
 
   But now they didn’t matter. I had someone who loved me for me and wouldn’t hurt me. Taylor had my complete confidence. I may be jealous at times, but there was nothing to truly be jealous of. What we had was different. I wouldn’t have fallen in love with her otherwise.
 
   Taylor kept her silence, knowing I was in a sour mood. She wouldn’t say anything until I spoke first, giving me the floor. She kept eating the muffin until it was completely gone. Then she played with the wrapper just so she had something to do.
 
   I finally let my mood pass. It was poisoning our time together. “When should we get together?”
 
   “Um, maybe this weekend?” 
 
   “Sure.” I wasn’t sure how I’d be able to say her name without grimacing, but I’d have to manage. Maybe she would be so lovely she would make that name good again. Maybe when I heard it, I would only think of Taylor’s friend rather than that stupid cunt who betrayed me. 
 
   She reached her hand across the table and laid it on top of mine. Once her soft fingers touched me, I came back to reality. I shook off the darkness that enveloped me and concentrated on the beauty right in front of me. “Can I take you out to dinner tonight?”
 
   “You want to take me out?” I asked with a laugh.
 
   “Yeah. Why not?”
 
   “Because that’s my job. And of course I’ll take you out.”
 
   “No, let me treat you. You never let me do anything.”
 
   And there was a reason for that. “How about you do something else?”
 
   “Like what?” she asked. “And you better not say cook because I cook all the time.”
 
   “How about I take you somewhere nice, and when we get home, you have a surprise for me.”
 
   “What kind of surprise?” She leaned forward, intrigued.
 
   “You know…some sexy lingerie. Black stockings with five-inch heels. Garters with little pink bows. A teddy that makes your tits look even sexier than they already are.”
 
   “So, you take care of dinner, and I take care of the show?”
 
   “Exactly. That sounds fair to me.”
 
   “Hmm…maybe.” She leaned back, taking her hand with her.
 
   I knew what she was doing. “Don’t tease me. You know how impatient I am.”
 
   “Exactly,” she said. “That’s why it’s so fun.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Taylor
 
   “How was he?” Sara leaned over the table as she waited for my answer.
 
   “I can’t even describe it…”
 
   “At least describe a little,” she pressed.
 
   “Okay, okay.” I felt my cheeks begin to blush at the memory. “Think of the best sex you’ve ever had.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Now times that by a hundred.”
 
   “No way.” She waved off my statement like it wasn’t possible.
 
   “I’m not kidding. He’s so amazing at everything. He’s a great kisser—and not just when he kisses my mouth. And he knows exactly what to do. It makes Sage and Drew look absolutely pathetic. I don’t think I could ever have sex with anyone else as long as I live.”
 
   “Then it sounds like you need to marry him.”
 
   “Oh, I’m gonna.”
 
   “Wow. So you guys are super serious.”
 
   “I’m pretty much living at his apartment. Actually, not pretty much. I am living there.”
 
   “Then it’s definitely time I meet this amazing man. Your mom called me the other day, and she said he was a dream come true.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “My mom called you?”
 
   “Yep. That’s how excited she is. She hears wedding bells.”
 
   “I hear wedding bells too…but they’re really far away right now.”
 
   “Whatever.” She rolled her eyes.
 
   “I told Volt it’s time he met you. You busy on Friday?”
 
   “Oh my god, I’m free as a bird.” She clapped her hands excitedly. “I can’t wait to meet this hunky man who’s going to be my best-friend-in-law.”
 
   “You’ll love him. He can be a little rough around the edges, but it adds to his charm.”
 
   “I like a man who’s a little dark.”
 
   “Then you’ll really like him.”
 
   “Alright. I got you penciled in. But I have to warn you, he’s going to get a serious interrogation. It’s standard protocol.”
 
   “That’s fine,” I said. “I wouldn’t expect anything else.”
 
   ***
 
   The school day was finally over, and the last student left my classroom. I was less involved with work because I was obsessed with Volt. The second the bell rang, I wanted to get the hell out of there and run to him. I wanted to burst into his apartment and have a quickie in the shower.
 
   I didn’t want to be anywhere besides in his arms. 
 
   My entire life revolved around him, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit that. I’d become one of those lovestruck women who obsessed over their new man. I’d been searching for Mr. Right my whole life, and now, I finally found him. I found the man I would spend the rest of my life with, have children with, and grow old with.
 
   It was the greatest feeling in the world.
 
   What happened with Drew was so far in the past it was irrelevant. It didn’t even matter anymore. He cheated on me and broke my heart, but in the end, I didn’t care. I found the man who deserved my heart, so all the guys in the past were insignificant. 
 
   I shoved my papers into my purse and prepared to leave.
 
   The classroom door opened, and Mr. Davidson walked inside. He held a bouquet of crimson red roses. There were a dozen in his hand, and they smelled like spring the moment he entered.
 
   I took one look at them and smiled, knowing exactly whom they were from. “Aww…” I took them out of his hands and couldn’t believe that Volt had become the type of man to send his girlfriend flowers. He was sweet and thoughtful, but I never expected him to become this soft. “Thank you.” Mr. Davidson must have spotted them in the office and decided to deliver them on his way back.
 
   His eyes lit up brighter than I’d ever seen, and the smile on his lips was enormous. “You’re welcome.”
 
   I held them to my chest and smelled the scent. They reminded me of a summer day in the countryside. Maybe Volt and I would move to the suburbs when we decided to have kids. We could plant our own rose bushes.
 
   Mr. Davidson took a step forward and came very close to me, and I assumed he was going to smell the flowers. “They look nice against your skin.”
 
   “Thanks.” It was a strange compliment, but he’d always been a little awkward. Most scientists were.
 
   His hands moved to my waist, and he leaned in and pressed his mouth to mine.
 
   Whoa.
 
   What the hell?
 
   Gross.
 
   I quickly pulled away and tried not to gag. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   He stood back, just as surprised as I was. “Sorry… You liked the flowers, and I just thought… Are you mad because we’re at work? You’re right. That wasn’t professional. I’m sorry.”
 
   I liked the flowers? Mad because we’re at work? “Mr. Davidson, I don’t follow what you’re saying.”
 
   “Please call me Mark.” He moved his hands to his pockets, looking embarrassed. “I’m sorry I misread you. I just thought it was okay to kiss you.”
 
   “Why would you ever think it would be okay to kiss me?” I snapped.
 
   “Well, we had lunch together, and you liked the flowers I got you…”
 
   He got me the flowers? “I…I didn’t know they were from you.”
 
   “They are,” he said. “And we had lunch together, and I thought we hit it off. I just thought we had something going here.”
 
   I remembered what Natalie said about him, and I realized she had been right on the money. I was too busy obsessing over Volt to notice what was right in front of me. “I’m so sorry, Mark. I didn’t know those were your intentions. I thought the flowers were from my boyfriend, and I thought that lunch was just friendly.”
 
   “Oh…” The light left his eyes. “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Man, I feel like an idiot now. I’m so sorry. I wouldn’t have done that if I’d known.”
 
   “No, it’s okay. I’m sorry too. I should have understood your intentions.” I hoped my professional relationship with him wasn’t ruined since I had to see him every day. 
 
   “I really am sorry. I don’t want you to think I’m a creep or anything.”
 
   “I don’t.” I set the flowers down, no longer wanting them since they weren’t from Volt. “I remember what it was like to be single. You’re always hoping the next person you meet is the one. I get it.”
 
   “Really?” he asked. “Well, thanks for being so nice about it.”
 
   “No problem. You shouldn’t apologize for trying to find love. We’re all looking for it.”
 
   “So…can we forget this whole thing? Go back to being colleagues?”
 
   “Absolutely. I’d love that.”
 
   “Great.” He grabbed the flowers from the table. “I’ll toss these on my way out.”
 
   “Okay.” I was glad this was ending so well. It could have blown up in my face, and every day working with him could have been a nightmare. At least he was taking the rejection in stride.
 
   “See you tomorrow, Ms. Thomas.” He walked to the door, keeping his back to me.
 
   “Yeah. See you then.” I watched him go and waited for the door to close behind him. When it did, I breathed easily. My lips still ached painfully because his kiss was absolutely disgusting. I wiped my mouth on my sleeve and tried to forget the whole thing. From now on, I’d have to be more observant of the people around me. I just assumed everyone knew I was seeing someone.
 
   Guess not.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Volt
 
   I had business with my father that afternoon, so I stopped by Bristol Academy to pay him a visit. The SATs were just around the corner, and now was the time for students to sign up for the prep course.
 
   Dad had a sheet of students who wanted to participate, and there were so many kids that I’d have to open a special Saturday course to accommodate everyone. But I was sure I had a tutor who wanted the extra hours. 
 
   “Going to stop by and see your girlfriend?” he teased. “The bell is about to ring.”
 
   I eyed the clock and realized she would be out of class in less than two minutes. “I think I will.”
 
   Dad smirked. “Just don’t do anything obscene. That’s a scandal I can’t afford to be associated with.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Do you think I’m a pig?”
 
   “No. But I think you’re in love.”
 
   Touché. “See you later, Pop.”
 
   “Bye, son.”
 
   I walked out of his office then headed to Taylor’s classroom on the opposite side of the building. She had a classroom in the corner since she had to accommodate all the lab equipment. 
 
   The bell rang on my way through the hall, and the kids burst out of every room like it was the last day of school. They headed outside the building and to the entrance lawn where the flagpole stood. I used to be a teacher, so I knew how things worked in the school system, but I’d never seen kids vacate a building that quickly.
 
   I reached her classroom and looked through the small window above the doorknob. She used to stay after class to grade papers and prep for the following day, but lately, she’d been running to my apartment as fast as she could.
 
   She’d probably already left.
 
   I wasn’t sure what I was looking at.
 
   Taylor held a large bouquet of roses in her hand. They were deep red, like droplets of blood. They were the big kind, the romantic kind. A man stood across from her, too close to be friendly. He was a good-looking guy that I’d never seen before. Maybe he was a teacher.
 
   Taylor hugged the flowers to her chest then smelled them. A beautiful smile stretched across her lips, and it didn’t seem like she’d ever been that happy in her life.
 
   Not even when she was with me.
 
   Right before my eyes, the guy leaned in and kissed her.
 
   Kissed her.
 
   The roses were still in her hand when their lips met.
 
   My eyes burned and immediately sizzled with rage. I quickly looked away because the pain was overwhelming. I pinched myself on the arm because this had to be a dream, a really bad dream. 
 
   Shit, it was a fucking nightmare.
 
   I pinched my skin but nothing happened. I was still in the hallway at Bristol Academy. That man just gave my girl flowers then kissed her like it wasn’t his first time. 
 
   What the hell was happening?
 
   I didn’t know what else to do so I walked.
 
   I just walked.
 
   I headed down the hallway to the main entrance, my chest constricting painfully because I couldn’t get enough air. My worst nightmare was happening all over again. I loved a woman, and then she betrayed me.
 
   Just this morning, I was the happiest bastard in the world.
 
   Now I was the most miserable.
 
   Could this really be happening?
 
   Taylor wouldn’t do this to me. She would never hurt me. She loved me. I knew she did. But I couldn’t deny what I saw. I couldn’t deny what played out directly in front of my gaze. I wanted to demand an explanation because surely there had to be one, but I knew that was wishful thinking.
 
   She played me.
 
   I got played—again. 
 
   Fuck. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Taylor
 
   When I got to Volt’s door, I spotted my stuff in boxes on the doorstep. 
 
   What the hell?
 
   All my clothes were piled up, and some of his clothes that I wore around the house were there too. My schoolbooks and my Tupperware were in another box. Everything I owned was stacked up and ready to be shipped.
 
   Had I overstayed my welcome? Was that his way of telling me?
 
   Because it was too cold and callous.
 
   I opened the door but the chain was on the lock. The chain was never locked in place. He usually left the door wide open so I could walk inside whenever I wanted. “Volt?”
 
   I didn’t hear anything inside his apartment.
 
   “Volt, what’s going on? Why is my stuff out here?”
 
   His heavy footsteps thudded against the hardwood floor as he approached the door. He unlocked the chain before he snapped it open. The look he gave me was terrifying. Murder was written in his eyes. His hands formed fists by his sides. That look of love that usually took up every expression on his face was nonexistent. Now he just loathed me.
 
   “Volt?” I didn’t know what to say because I had no idea what happened. Did someone piss him off? Did he get into a fight with Derek? I couldn’t think of anything that would make him this upset—with me. “Everything okay?”
 
   “Your shit is outside because I want you to leave. Sorry I didn’t make that more clear.” Spit flew from his mouth because his lips were moving faster than he could speak. “Now get the fuck out.”
 
   Whoa.
 
   Holy shit.
 
   “Volt, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing. Not a fucking thing.” He slammed the door in my face.
 
   I was so shocked that I stared at the door for a few seconds, completely speechless. Then I shook it off and opened the door again. “Okay, what happened?” I shut the door behind me and grabbed him by the arm.
 
   He twisted out of my grasp so fast I didn’t see him move. “Don’t touch me.”
 
   My body stiffened in offense, but I didn’t snap back. “Volt, talk to me. I haven’t seen you this mad since…” I didn’t want to mention the night when he hurt Clay’s father. It was a night we both wanted to forget. 
 
   “I don’t want to talk to you.” He grabbed me by the elbow and dragged me back to the door. “What I want is for you to walk out and never come back. What I want is to never see your face again. What I want is to never hear the annoying sound of your voice.”
 
   I twisted out of his grasp quickly then shoved him back. “Touch me like that again, and I’ll break your hand.” I held up my finger in his face, daring him to defy me.
 
   He stayed grounded, his arms by his sides. He might be pissed, but he still listened to me—at least a little. He didn’t touch me again but he faced the door like he wanted to push me out. “Then I suggest you leave.”
 
   I couldn’t make sense of what I was looking at. I couldn’t piece together the timeline to make him behave this way. A light switch turned on, and instantly his nostrils flared and he turned into a livid beast. “Volt, tell me what you’re upset about. You act like it’s painfully obvious, but I’m clueless over here. So instead of yelling at me some more, fill me in.”
 
   He cocked his head to the side, and when his eyes darkened, I knew I just made things worse. “Fill you in?” His voice rang down my ear like poisonous venom. “I’m really impressed, actually. You act like you’re the good girl next door, but that’s all just an act. Congratulations, you fooled me. Congratu-fucking-lations.”
 
   “Fooled you how?” I demanded. “Volt, give it to me straight. What do you think I did?”
 
   He shook his head, the veins in his neck popping. “Get out.”
 
   “No, we’re going to—”
 
   “Get the fuck out.” He grabbed me by the arm and dragged me into the hallway. His grip on my elbow was so tight it actually hurt. 
 
   I fought against him, but that was no use against his massive size. He was a bear, and I was a rabbit. There was no chance of winning when my opponent was so enormous. “Let me go!”
 
   He relaxed his hand. “Then don’t come into my apartment again. You don’t belong here.” He walked back inside and prepared to shut the door.
 
   “Volt, whatever you think I did, I assure you I didn’t do. If you pulled your head out of your goddamn ass for just a second—”
 
   He shut the door in my face, silencing me. The lock clicked into place, as well as the chain. I kept my place in front of the door, expecting him to come to his senses and come back to me.
 
   But he never did.
 
   ***
 
   Now I was pissed off. 
 
   He refused to tell me what he was so upset about, so how was I supposed to fix it? How were we supposed to work through it if I didn’t even know what happened? Whatever made Volt that angry had to be serious. Like, really serious. But if it were that serious, wouldn’t he just tell me what it was?
 
   I went to work the following day but struggled to concentrate. I was worried about Volt, but I also got no sleep last night. I was accustomed to his large bed and his powerful body wrapped around mine. My new routine included sex every morning and every night, and when I didn’t get it, my body was confused. So, my schedule was turned upside down.
 
   At the end of the day, I went by his office to see if he was there. He usually stayed later than he normally would because he needed to tutor Clay. There was a good chance I would catch him before he went home. When he was in his apartment, I couldn’t reach him. He kept the chain on the door and refused to let me in. But his office was a public space. Pretty hard to get rid of me there.
 
   When the elevator doors opened, the floor was vacated. The secretary wasn’t sitting behind the desk, and it seemed to be abandoned. I heard voices trailing from one of the conference rooms. 
 
   “Math sucks. Am I ever going to use it?” It was the voice of a boy, and I could only assume it was Clay.
 
   “Yes.” Volt practically growled as an answer. “Now read the first problem.”
 
   “Why are you so bitchy today?”
 
   “No cussing. Now get to work.”
 
   I followed the voices until I entered the conference room. They sat across from each other at the table, their notebooks scattered around them. Volt rested his elbows on the table and ran a hand down the back of his neck anxiously. Neither one of them noticed me, so I cleared my throat.
 
   Volt’s head snapped in my direction, and the look he gave me reminded me of a rabid dog.
 
   Maybe going there was a bad idea.
 
   “Keep going, Clay.” Volt left his chair and walked out of the room, shutting the door behind him. “What?” He hissed just like a snake. 
 
   “What?” I asked incredulously. “What makes you think you can speak to me like that?”
 
   “I do,” he snapped. “And if you don’t like it, you can leave. I’d prefer that anyway.”
 
   The man I was in love with had disappeared. An enraged man replaced him, not containing a drop of compassion whatsoever. “Would you just tell me what you’re so pissed off about?”
 
   “Why don’t you tell me who you were fucking last night?”
 
   Whoa.
 
   I knew Volt could be a jerk, but I’d never seen him stoop so low. 
 
   “I was home alone worrying about you.”
 
   “You expect me to believe that?” he snapped. “Just get out of my face and stay there. I never want to see you again.” He turned back to the door. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have something more important to do.”
 
   My temper flared, and I was losing the battle with my anger. “So that’s it? You just aren’t going to tell me? Are you five?”
 
   He turned back around, and the threat in his eyes indicated he was about to say something unforgivable. “Are you a whore?”
 
   I wasn’t taking this shit anymore. Now I didn’t care what he was so pissed about. He had no right to treat me that way when I didn’t do a goddamn thing. “Fuck off, Volt.” I walked off.
 
   And this time, I didn’t plan on coming back.
 
   ***
 
   Nearly a week went by, and we didn’t speak. I canceled the plans we had with Sara because there was no way that was happening. I didn’t want to tell her the full story just in case he and I worked things out. She would hate him forever and never give him a real chance.
 
   And I didn’t blame her.
 
   I was too pissed off to try to talk to him again. He’d treated me like garbage and I wasn’t putting up with it, no matter how much I loved him. It was okay to be upset, but it was entirely different to throw a tantrum like that without telling me a goddamn thing.
 
   I wouldn’t baby him.
 
   Principal Rosenthal came into my office with my paycheck.
 
   He was the last person I wanted to see.
 
   “How’s your day going?” He walked to my desk and set the white envelope on the corner.
 
   “Good. How’s yours?”
 
   “Not too bad. It’s payday.” He had a whole stack in his hand, so I must have been the first teacher on his route. His attitude was jovial, so Volt clearly hadn’t mentioned our strange fight.
 
   I decided to take advantage of his connection. “Have you seen Volt lately?”
 
   “Hmm…not since last week. His mother wants the two of you to come over for dinner whenever you have the chance.”
 
   Then he clearly didn’t know about Volt’s meltdown.
 
   “Where did you see him last?” I tried not to make it obvious I was prying, trying to get as much information as possible. I felt like a detective putting together a timeline to solve a crime. 
 
   “Here, actually. He came by the office to organize a SAT prep course for the students.”
 
   A piece of helpful information. “He came by your office?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What time was this?”
 
   “Um…about two minutes before the bell rang. I asked him if he was stopping by your office to say hello, and he said yes. And that’s it.”
 
   My eyes narrowed as I tried to break it down. He came to the school last week and said he was going to stop by my office but he never did. “What day of the week was that?”
 
   “Let me see…” He crossed his arms over his chest as he tried to think. “Tuesday. Yes, it was Tuesday. I remember because I had a meeting with my superintendent that afternoon.”
 
   Tuesday. What happened on Tuesday? I searched my brain and remembered it was the day of our fight. I spotted all my stuff on the doorstep then he threw me out of his apartment.
 
   So whatever happened occurred that day.
 
   But what did happen?
 
   And then it hit me.
 
   Mr. Davidson gave me those flowers shortly after the bell rang. And he kissed me.
 
   Shit.
 
   Volt must have come to the door and saw it through the little window.
 
   Now everything was making sense.
 
   He assumed I was sneaking around behind his back, cheating on him right under his nose. 
 
   That’s what this was all about.
 
   “Thanks so much, Principal Rosenthal.”
 
   “No problem,” he said. “Spend that wisely.” He winked before he walked out, having no clue what I was really thanking him for.
 
   ***
 
   I arrived at Volt’s doorstep and pounded my fists against the wood until he answered. “I’m not leaving until you open this door. I have something I want to say to you, and you need to hear it.” I suspected getting his attention would be difficult. I couldn’t call because he never answered. If he didn’t open the door, I’d be screwed. I’d have to wait until he left for work. Or worse, get his parents involved.
 
   To my surprise, he opened the door. He wore his sweatpants without a shirt, which told me he just got out of the shower. His hair was a little damp from running a towel through it.
 
   I’d normally be attracted to him, but right now, I was just pissed.
 
   “What?” he said in a bored voice. “You’re like a fly that just won’t die.”
 
   My blood boiled, and I wanted to slap him hard across the face. “Asshole, listen to me. When Mr. Davidson gave me those flowers, I thought they were from you. That’s why I took them to begin with, and that’s why I treasured them. When he leaned in and kissed me, I had no idea it was coming. If you’d stayed by the door, you would have seen me push him off and ask him what the hell he was doing. But you didn’t get any of that information because you turned around and walked away. You assumed I was sleeping around without getting the whole story first. I admit the scene didn’t look great from an outside point of view, but you should have given me the benefit of the doubt. You should have walked in there and demanded to know what going on. You shouldn’t have jumped to such a ridiculous conclusion without giving me five minutes to explain what you saw. Volt, it’s me. You know I would never do that. But you threw a tantrum without even telling me what you were mad about.” I shoved my finger into his chest. “You’re the one who fucked up this relationship, not me. I’m hurt that you don’t trust me. I’m hurt you have so little respect for me that you won’t even hear my side of the story. I’m hurt you wouldn’t even tell me what you saw. You walked away from this relationship without giving it any chance—any chance at all. And that’s a goddamn slap in the face.” I didn’t realize how quickly I was talking until I finished. My chest expanded with an ache every time I took a breath. Sweat formed at the back of my neck because the exertion was more than I realized. When I was in the moment, I just exploded. I was so angry I couldn’t control my feelings. Like an incoming tide, I got swept away. “We’re done, Volt. And not because of me, but because of you.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Volt
 
   Fuck.
 
   I really screwed this up.
 
   Motherfucker.
 
   Ugh.
 
   I collapsed on my couch after she left and stared blankly at the wall. All the rage I’d been holding deep inside evaporated like boiling water. It left my body immediately, like it was never there to begin with. 
 
   I know what I saw, and it looked bad. It looked like Taylor was fooling around with some other guy. Anyone would have made the same assumption. But her story panned out perfectly. And even if it didn’t, she was right.
 
   I should have given her the benefit of the doubt.
 
   My insecurities and doubt ate me alive all week. I pushed her away the second she hurt me, tossing her aside because I was afraid of the kind of power she had. She wounded me with an invisible knife, and I couldn’t stop bleeding.
 
   I’d been bleeding all week.
 
   And then she dumped me.
 
   I’m such a fucking idiot.
 
   I didn’t bother going to her after that speech she gave on my doorstep. Now she was just as mad at me as I had been at her. She was illogical in her rage, and if I tried to talk to her, it would just go in one ear and out the other. 
 
   The next day, I went to her classroom because that was the only way I could talk to her. If I went to her apartment, she wouldn’t answer. When I called, it went straight to voicemail. There was no other option than to ambush her as soon as the bell rang.
 
   I walked into her classroom the second the last student walked out.
 
   She looked up like she’d been expecting me. The greeting she gave me was full of silence and loathing. She turned back to her desk and organized her things so she could leave—and get away from me.
 
   After I fucked up this badly, I wasn’t sure how I could fix it. I really made an ass of myself, putting her down and saying unforgettable things. I wouldn’t blame her for not taking me back. In fact, I would judge her if she did.
 
   But I was selfish and needed her in my life. 
 
   She changed me for the better, made me into a man I thought was long dead. The beautiful relationship we had was not only full of amazing sex but also of raw emotion. If I were going to marry someone, it would be her. She would be pregnant with my child someday, and we would grow old together. I didn’t see that future in the beginning, but I saw it now. 
 
   And I couldn’t lose it.
 
   She packed up her things without looking at me, giving me a cold shoulder that was borderline frosty. “I don’t want to see you, Volt. Leave me alone.”
 
   At least she wasn’t treating me like shit, the way I treated her. I said a lot of unforgivable things. I wasn’t even sure why I said them. The ferocity took over and I wasn’t myself. All the rage I felt with Sara came flooding back, and I lost my mind. “I’m sorry.” Those words sounded so pathetic when they left my lips. They didn’t do my remorse justice. They didn’t explain the depths of my feelings or show my immense regret. “I really am.”
 
   “Yeah?” she said coldly. “Well, I don’t care.”
 
   Ouch.
 
   That burned.
 
   “I’m sorry for all the things I said to you. I didn’t mean them.”
 
   “I sure hope not. Because I’m not a whore. And I’m not a fly that needs to die.”
 
   I cringed when she replayed those words.
 
   “When this bruise goes away, I’ll be able to forget about it. But that’ll take another week, at least.”
 
   Bruise?
 
   She extended her arm, showing the exact area where I grabbed her and dragged her out of my apartment. Once I had a good look at it, she retracted it. 
 
   My eyes immediately watered. Not just from despair, but from frustration and self-loathing. I hated myself for doing that to her, for gripping her so hard I actually hurt her. That was never my intention, but I used more force than I realized. I made a mistake I could never take back. 
 
   She shouldered her bag and still didn’t look at me. “Goodbye, Volt.” 
 
   I had no right to fight for her now, not after the things I did. I had no right to beg for another chance. I didn’t deserve her, plain and simple.
 
   But I wanted her.
 
   “Taylor.”
 
   By some miracle, she stopped and turned around. Her lips were pressed tightly together like she didn’t have the patience to put up with me. But she stopped anyway, out of curiosity.
 
   “I’m sorry.” I never meant anything more in my life. “From the depths of my soul, I’m sorry.” I felt my eyes build with rare tears. I hadn’t cried in so long I couldn’t remember the last time. Overwhelming stress choked me by the throat, and I absolutely hated myself. I’d give anything to go back in time and change what I did. Anything at all.
 
   Taylor stared at me quietly, a glimmer of compassion sparkling in her eyes. “I know you are.”
 
   I released the breath I was holding, feeling hope surge deep inside my body. She would give me another chance because she loved me. If I had faith in anything, it was that.  
 
   “But that’s not enough for me.”
 
   ***
 
   I sat at the bar with my face in my hands. 
 
   I’d had a few glasses of scotch, my drug. The ice cubes felt good against my lips, and the alcohol numbed the pain on my insides.
 
   But it didn’t cure me.
 
   A few women joined me and bought a few rounds. 
 
   I told them to leave me the fuck alone.
 
   So I kept sitting there, my face pressed into my hands. I listened to the TV in the corner as it played commentary about the most recent game. I listened to the music over the speaker system, a stupid, annoying love song. People talked in the background, laughing and having a good time.
 
   While I wished I could just disappear off the face of the earth.
 
   I’d never wanted something so much in my life. My heart ached to go back a week into the past and start over. I wanted a redo, a chance to keep my perfect life. It brought me so much frustration and anger that I wanted to die. 
 
   How could I go on now?
 
   My life was fucking amazing. I had the girl of my dreams, and I threw her away. I loved her so much, but I didn’t show it. I didn’t prove it when it mattered most. I said horrific things and grabbed her when I shouldn’t have.
 
   I dug my own grave.
 
   Why?
 
   Why did I flip out like that?
 
   Why didn’t I just calm down and listen to her?
 
   Why did I fly off the handle?
 
   A redo. Please, give me a redo. 
 
   After I had too much to drink, I paid my tab and started walking. My feet immediately took me to the one place I wanted to go. They took me to the one woman I couldn’t live without. 
 
   I arrived at her door without remembering the walk. I tried the handle without knocking and realized it was locked. I banged my fists against the wood, dragging out the pause between each knock. Then I pressed my forehead to the wood and prayed she would answer. 
 
   She did.
 
   The door opened, and I almost fell forward.
 
   Taylor pressed her hands against my chest and caught me, stopping me from collapsing on the hardwood floor. She helped align my balance before she took her hands off me. “Volt, are you alright?”
 
   “No.” My eyes focused on her face, seeing the deep sea of blue I used to fall into. I remembered every expression she made when we made love. I remembered the way she dug her nails into my skin because she enjoyed the love I gave her. I wanted that again. I’d give anything to feel that again. 
 
   She placed her arm on my elbow and guided me to the couch. “Take a seat.”
 
   I fell into the cushions and almost toppled over. My head was spinning, and the room wouldn’t stay still.
 
   She shut the door and locked it before she returned with a glass of water. She set it on the coffee table in front of me. “Drink some water.”
 
   I wasn’t thirsty, but I obeyed her command. I took a long drink before I returned it to the table, doing whatever she wanted so she would be happy. Then I leaned back into the couch and turned my focus on her. When she wore a look of concern for me, she was even more beautiful. I missed those looks. I missed her touch. “Baby, I’m sorry. I really am.”
 
   “I know.” She ran her hand up and down my arm.
 
   “Then please give me another chance. I know I didn’t act the way I should have. I know I was an ass. But just give me one more shot. I won’t mess up again. I promise.” 
 
   Her eyes softened as she caressed me. “Let’s talk about it in the morning. You don’t feel well right now.”
 
   “No, I want to talk about it now.” My hand grabbed hers, and I brought it to my lips to kiss it. “I want to sleep with you tonight. I want to be with you tonight. Don’t make me go home to my empty apartment. Don’t make me go back to the place that smells just like you. Because it doesn’t feel like home when you aren’t there.”
 
   Her fingers caressed my cheek before they cupped my face. Heartbreak was written on her face, pain from what I was feeling. Somehow, that made me feel worse. When she came to me and asked what was wrong, I kicked her out and told her to fuck off. She was being far nicer to me than I ever was to her. “Lay down.” She grabbed my feet and lifted them onto the couch.
 
   “I’m not tired.” I tried to fight, but I almost slipped off the couch instead.
 
   “Shh…” She put my feet up and pulled down the blanket hanging over the back of the couch. She spread it across my body and tucked me in like a child. She took care of me when she had every right to kick me out. “You’re exhausted. Get some sleep.”
 
   I didn’t want to close my eyes because she would disappear. Her face was the only comfort I had, and I couldn’t afford to lose it. I needed it more than ever. “I’ll do anything to make it up to you. Give me one more chance. Please.”
 
   She ran her fingers through my hair. “We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”
 
   “No…” I tried to fight the sleep descending over my eyes but I couldn’t. I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her on top of me, needing her there beside me. I could barely keep my eyes open because I was exhausted from not sleeping—and drunk off my ass. 
 
   She didn’t move from my embrace, allowing me to hold her. She continued to stroke my hair, lulling me into a peaceful sleep. Her eyes were glued to mine as she watched me drift away.
 
   When I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer, I slipped away. I fell into dreams where Taylor was still mine. We went to the park together and had a picnic. The fall leaves fell around us, bringing us into a magical time. She looked at me with adoration because I was the man she couldn’t live without.
 
   And everything was good again.
 
   ***
 
   When I woke up the following morning, Taylor was already dressed for work. Two tablets sat on the coffee table along with a large glass of water. She must have predicted I would feel like shit the moment I woke up.
 
   She was right.
 
   I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and tried to preserve my dreams. Each one was beautiful, about a woman who completed my heart and soul. Waking up in her apartment reminded me of last night. I wasn’t exactly certain what I did or said, but I could make a good guess.
 
   I grabbed the pills and swallowed them dry.
 
   Taylor watched me, her hair done in perfect curls. She wore one of her safari dresses with stockings underneath. To someone else, she would look like a stupid girl with absolutely no fashion sense. 
 
   To me, she looked like the most beautiful woman in the world.
 
   “Feel okay?” She crossed her arms over her chest as she stood over me. Instead of taking the seat next to me, she kept her distance.
 
   “I’m fine,” I whispered.
 
   “You seem a little pale.”
 
   “Just dehydrated.”
 
   “Well, there’s water sitting right there.”
 
   I ignored it because I didn’t want any. “I’m sorry about last night. Can’t remember everything, but I’m sorry nonetheless.”
 
   “It’s okay.” She stood her ground then eyed the clock. “I really should get going.”
 
   When I looked at the time, I realized she’d already missed her first period. “You’re late anyway.”
 
   “I had a sub come in for my first period. Wanted to make sure you were okay before I left.”
 
   It was sweet, but stupid. “I’m not okay, Taylor. I’ll never be okay.” I stared at the wall because I didn’t want to see the pity in her eyes. The only thing I wanted to see was love—which was absent. 
 
   She continued to stand there, her bag over her shoulder.
 
   I rose to my feet and felt the ache in my knees. The couch was way too small for a six-foot guy like me. I looked at her and held myself back from snatching her by the waist and holding on to her forever. “Taylor, I can’t live without you. I’m not just saying that to get you back or to be romantic. I mean it—from the bottom of my heart.”
 
   Her eyes softened.
 
   “I’ll spend the rest of our lives making up for what I did. I’ve learned from my mistake, and I’ll never behave that way ever again. I know my behavior was unacceptable and hurtful, but I promise you, I won’t hurt you like that again.”
 
   She stared at me, her eyes closing off.
 
   “Baby, please…”
 
   “Now isn’t the time to have this conversation.” She took a step back.
 
   “It is the time,” I said. “Because I can’t let you walk out that door until I know I’ve made this right.”
 
   She kept her arms tight around her chest.
 
   “You love me. I love you. Let’s make this work.”
 
   “I don’t believe some of that.”
 
   “Believe some of what?”
 
   “I don’t believe you think I love you.” She finally met my look, her gaze cold. “If you believed that, none of this would have happened. If you really trusted me, none of this would have happened. The fact you didn’t just come out and tell me what you were upset about is even more unforgivable. You had so little respect, so little faith that you couldn’t even tell me. Within a snap of a finger, you hated me. That means you never trusted me to begin with. That means you never believed I loved you to begin with.”
 
   She couldn’t be more wrong. “I understand why you’ve drawn those conclusions. But no, that’s not true. That’s not at all how I feel.”
 
   “Then explain it to me.”
 
   “Explain what?”
 
   “Explain why you had the most ridiculous reaction I’ve ever heard of. Explain why you savagely pushed me away like that. Explain why you treated me like dog shit and wrote me off as a mistake.” The frost melted, and her fiery gaze was back.
 
   “I just…” I rubbed the back of my neck. “When I saw him kiss you, I snapped. I don’t know. I went on a rampage, and I couldn’t control it. I was out of my mind with heartbreak.”
 
   “I can understand that. If you came to me and ended our relationship on those grounds, I would have understood. But you didn’t tell me anything, Volt. Who the hell does that? A child?”
 
   “I don’t know why I behaved like that. I just did.”
 
   “And that makes it okay?”
 
   “No…but it doesn’t change us. It doesn’t change the fact I love you and you love me.”
 
   “Love isn’t everything, Volt. There needs to be trust. We clearly don’t have it.”
 
   “No, we do,” I said firmly. “We do. I just—”
 
   “Volt, I really don’t have time to get into this right now. But even if we talk later, my response is going to be the same. Everything is different now. I can’t forget the way you hurt me. I can’t forget your maniacal reaction. I felt like I was talking to a different person.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “But nothing,” she said firmly. “I love you. That’s something that will never change. But this relationship isn’t what I thought it was.”
 
   No. 
 
   God, stop.
 
   Please. 
 
   “You don’t trust me. And I can’t be with someone who doesn’t trust me. Who would drag me through the mud like I don’t deserve an explanation. Your true colors came out last week—and they are too dark for me to handle.”
 
   I hated this nightmare.
 
   I wanted to wake up.
 
   Wake up.
 
   “Maybe you aren’t ready for a relationship.” Her voice faded away, becoming gentle once more. “Maybe you were never ready for one.”
 
   “I’m ready for you. This isn’t just a relationship. This is the end for both of us. I’m the man you’re supposed to be with and you know it. And you’re the woman I’m supposed to be with. I can’t explain it, but I know. I just do.” 
 
   She looked away, her eyes brimming with tears.
 
   “We’re supposed to end up together. I know you believe that.”
 
   “I don’t know what I believe anymore.” She walked to the door.
 
   “Come on, Taylor.” I followed her, unable to give up. “I admit I fucked up, but we can work past it. Just give us time, and we’ll make it through. That’s what people do in relationships.”
 
   She opened the door and stepped into the hallway.
 
   “Taylor—”
 
   She turned around and silenced me with just a look. “This is hard for me, just as it’s hard for you. That week you wouldn’t speak to me was hell. I was confused, scared, and had no idea how to fix us. If I hadn’t played detective and figured it out with your dad’s help, I never would have known what made you so upset. And I would have spent the rest of my life not knowing what went wrong. Because you didn’t have the balls to tell me.”
 
   I cringed at the blow.
 
   “And that’s not what I’m looking for in a man. That’s not what I’m looking for in a partner. The second things got tough, you ducked out. You abandoned us. You didn’t try to work it out with me at all. You turned your back and took off.”
 
   I wanted to deny everything she said but I couldn’t. That was exactly what happened. Instead of talking it out, I cut her out of my life. I could only imagine how that made her feel. “I know…but I know you’ll forgive me.” I believed she loved me, despite what she thought. And I knew she would come back to me. Because she couldn’t live without me as much as I couldn’t live without her. 
 
   “Maybe one day,” she whispered. “But today isn’t that day.”
 
   ***
 
   “Holy shit.” Derek stared at me in shock, unable to believe what I just said. “That’s a lot of information to get in four minutes.”
 
   “Help me.” I wasn’t above begging at this point. I would do anything to patch things up with Taylor. That woman was my life. I was worthless without her. My life was meaningless without her.
 
   “You don’t need any help. Everything will be okay.”
 
   “You think so?” I latched on to that statement, needing just to get to my next breath.
 
   “Yeah. Think about it. You went on your rampage for a week. She deserves a week of being pissed off. Give it to her.”
 
   “Yeah…I guess that makes sense.”
 
   “She’ll wind down and calm herself. When she does, she’ll come back. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “You really believe that?” 
 
   “Absolutely,” he said. “She’s just mad right now. Can anyone blame her?”
 
   No.
 
   “This is how chicks are. Let them throw a hissy fit until they’re finished. Then you swoop in with flowers and a box of chocolates.”
 
   When Taylor said it was over, it seemed like she really meant it. But then again, she was just angry. Everyone said things they didn’t mean when they were upset. She wasn’t any different.
 
   “Trust me. Everything will be fine. Just give her some space.”
 
   I nodded in agreement. “Okay. I think I can do that.”
 
   “Just keep yourself busy for a while. That’ll make it easier.”
 
   There was no distraction strong enough to keep me sane. She would be all I thought about until she was ready to talk again. But she deserved my patience, especially after what I did.
 
   And I would give it to her.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Taylor
 
   Sara kept pestering me about the drama with Volt, and I was forced to sit down and drop a bomb on her. I laid out the whole truth, telling her from the beginning to the end. I wanted to protect Volt’s reputation, but now I didn’t see a future for us. So what difference did it make? 
 
   “Oh my god.” She sat on the other couch with her blanket pulled over her legs. “And all of this happened last week?”
 
   I nodded. “He saw Mr. Davidson kiss me, and he flipped out.”
 
   “Wow…”
 
   She didn’t know what to say, and I couldn’t blame her. It was the dumbest fight I’d ever heard of. It didn’t make any sense—which only made it worse. 
 
   “Why didn’t he tell you why he was upset?”
 
   I shrugged. “I have no idea.”
 
   “Did you ask?”
 
   “Yeah. He didn’t have an answer.”
 
   “That’s so strange to me,” she said. “That’s crazy because when Muriel left me, he did the same thing. Just refused to ever speak to me again without telling me why…” 
 
   “I don’t get it either. I walked away from Drew because I realized he wasn’t worth my heartache. He didn’t call me for a week after that anyway, so I knew he didn’t care about me. But if he cornered me, I would have told him the truth.”
 
   “And I can’t believe Volt said all that stuff to you. He sounds like an ass.”
 
   He was an ass. The biggest ass I’ve ever known. “But he wasn’t anything like that in our relationship. That week, he was a completely different person. He looked the same, but he wasn’t the same.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, girl. I know you’re in love with him.” She gave me a sad expression full of sincere sorrow. As my best friend, she wanted me to be happy. Seeing me miserable like this hurt her as much as it hurt me. 
 
   “Thanks…”
 
   “You won’t give him another chance?”
 
   I shook my head. “For him to act that way…he has no trust or respect for our relationship. I can’t get over that. I can’t get over how savage he turned. I can’t get over the fact he just jumped to a conclusion without even asking me about it. What does that say about our relationship? What does that say about his view of me?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “And…” It was difficult for me to say what I had to say out loud. It was my darkest fear, something that would consume me if I thought about it too long.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “That week we weren’t together, he was out of his mind. He was aggressive, mean, harsh, abrasive….just terrible. He treated me like garbage, like I didn’t mean a thing to him.”
 
   Sara had already heard me say all of that but she listened quietly. 
 
   “Knowing how he is and who he was before we got together…” I didn’t want to say it. Once I did, it would be true. “He probably slept with someone—or several people.”
 
   “You think?” she whispered.
 
   I nodded. “With the way he was acting, I wouldn’t be surprised. He clearly had no obligation to me. He thought I was some whore that slept around. When I found out Drew was cheating on me, I immediately wanted to sleep with Volt. Wouldn’t he have done the same thing?” My heart broke at the thought, but I stopped myself from crying. I wouldn’t even let the tears form in the back of my eyes. “I know he wouldn’t cheat on me in normal circumstances…but this wasn’t normal. To him, we weren’t together. And I can picture him going out and hooking up with tons of different women just to make himself feel better.”
 
   Sara pulled her legs to her chest and was quiet for a long time, clearly not knowing what to say. 
 
   Every time I pictured Volt with someone else, I wanted to die. And if he slept with someone else because he assumed I was with another man, that would just make it worse. 
 
   “Have you asked him?”
 
   “No.” I was afraid.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I couldn’t handle his answer.”
 
   “But you’re assuming he did something without having the facts. Isn’t that hypocritical? Isn’t that the very reason you’re mad at him?”
 
   I couldn’t deny the observation. “Yes, it is hypocritical. But in this instance, it sounds like something that would happen. It’s plausible because of how insane he behaved. But if I ask him and he says yes…I’ll never be able to look at him again. I won’t be able to go on. I’ll break down and fall apart. So far, I’ve managed to keep everything together. But if I knew he was with another woman, kissed her and touched her, I’d never recover. It’s easier not having the answer than getting the answer I don’t want to hear.”
 
   Sara didn’t challenge my statement and let the words die away. “So…you guys are really over?”
 
   I hated this. I had woken up that morning thinking everything was perfect. But by the time I got off work, everything had changed. Volt had left me. He left me without giving me an explanation. And now there was no going back. “Yeah. We’re over.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Keep reading for the shocking conclusion in Combust, Book 4 of the Electric Series. 
 
   Available Now.
 
   [image: ]
 
    
 
   Dear Reader,
 
   Thank you for reading Burn. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you could leave a short review, it would help me so much! Those reviews are the best kind of support you can give an author. Thank you!
 
   Wishing you love,
 
   E. L. Todd


 
   
  
 




 
   Want To Stalk Me?
 
    
 
   Subscribe to my newsletter for updates on new releases, giveaways, and for my comical monthly newsletter. You’ll get all the dirt you need to know. Sign up today.
 
   www.eltoddbooks.com
 
    
 
   Facebook:
 
   https://www.facebook.com/ELTodd42
 
    
 
    
 
   Twitter:
 
   @E_L_Todd
 
    
 
   Now you have no reason not to stalk me. You better get on that.


 
   
  
 




 
   I know I’m lucky enough to have super fans, you know, the kind that would dive off a cliff for you. They have my back through and through. They love my books, and they love spreading the word. Their biggest goal is to see me on the New York Times bestsellers list, and they’ll stop at nothing to make it happen. While it’s a lot of work, it’s also a lot of fun. What better way to make friendships than to connect with people who love the same thing you do?
 
   Are you one of these super fans?
 
   If so, send a request to join the Facebook group. It’s closed, so you’ll have a hard time finding it without the link. Here it is:
 
    
 
   https://www.facebook.com/groups/1192326920784373
 
   Hope to see you there, ELITE!
 
  
  
 
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   COMBUST
 
   (Electric Series #4)
 
    
 
   E. L. TODD
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this novel are fictitious or used fictitiously. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher or author, except in the case of a reviewer, who may quote brief passages in a review. 
 
   Fallen Publishing 
 
   COMBUST
 
   Editing Services provided by Final-Edits.com 
 
   Copyright © 2016 by E. L. Todd All Rights Reserved 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
   Volt
 
   A week came and went.
 
   My hand was glued to my phone as I waited for a text message or a phone call. I took my phone everywhere I went. It was even on the counter while I took a shower just in case I needed to grab it. When I slept, I placed it on my chest so I would instantly know if it rang. 
 
   But Taylor never called.
 
   I was supposed to be patient and give her space. I was supposed to be understanding and calm.
 
   But I was beginning to realize how incapable I was of doing such things.
 
   I hated my apartment with every fiber of my being. It still smelled like her, contained her old whispers as they echoed in the corners. A pair of her socks was still in my top drawer—along with a thong. Everything she left behind just tortured me.
 
   Because she wasn’t there.
 
   Once upon a time, I loved being alone. I loved having my own space and my own silence. Isolation was my comfort. But now, the silence was terrifying. The absence of her voice and her laughter was crippling.
 
   I couldn’t take it anymore.
 
   That’s when my hand started to shake, reaching for the phone with restless fingers. I wanted to call her just to hear her voice. I wanted to beg her to come back to me. Being desperate wasn’t in my nature, but with her, I folded all my cards.
 
   Then strength came back to me, and I put the phone down.
 
   Instead, I just stared at it.
 
   ***
 
   How long did I have to wait?
 
   I couldn’t hold my silence any longer.
 
   A week was long enough.
 
   She should be ready to talk by now.
 
   Right?
 
   Even though I knew I should stay away, I couldn’t do it anymore. Seven full days was long enough, and I couldn’t wait another minute. No, I couldn’t even wait another second.
 
   I arrived at her doorstep and knocked. My hands dug into the pockets of my jeans, and I felt my shoulders sag. Now that my happiness was gone, I wasn’t sure how to go on without it. How would I go back to my bed without her beside me? How would I get up in the morning when I had no motivation to do anything?
 
   She opened the door, her movements slow and her eyes hesitant. She didn’t hate the fact that I was there but she wasn’t excited to see me either. She kept one hand on the door like she suspected this conversation would be quick.
 
   That wasn’t a good sign.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   Now that I was standing on her doorstep, I didn’t know how to proceed. My heart wanted to dump all my emotional turmoil on her shoulders, but I knew that wouldn’t get me anywhere. Like a manipulative diplomat, I had to do this carefully. “How are you?”
 
   “I’m okay. You?”
 
   Horrible. Terrible. I can’t sleep. Can’t eat. “Good.”
 
   She leaned against the door and turned her gaze to the ground, unsure what else to do. 
 
   I kept my hands in my pockets, feeling the tension rise further. If our conversation was this strained, then she clearly wasn’t ready to talk. I should just walk away and try a different time. But now that I could see her, I didn’t want to leave. I missed her. Staring at her beautiful face gave me some form of peace. Her lips looked kissable like always, and it took all my strength not to grab her face and lay a hard kiss on her pretty little mouth. “How’s work?”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said. “The kids are anxious for winter break so they’re monsters right now.”
 
   “Nothing you can’t handle.”
 
   She didn’t smile or acknowledge the compliment.
 
   She had a steel wall erected around her, and my catapults of conversation bounced back at me. “I just wanted to stop by and check on you. See if you were doing okay.”
 
   “I’m fine,” she said. “It’s been rough, but I’ll make it through.”
 
   What kind of response was that? What did she mean when she said she would make it through? “Can I come in?”
 
   “Uh…” She eyed her apartment behind her, unsure how to answer.
 
   I didn’t wait for one. I walked inside and didn’t look back.
 
   She shut the door behind me before she came to my side. “Would you like a drink?”
 
   “I’m okay.” The only thing I wanted to drink was her. What I really needed was an embrace. I wanted to wrap my arms around her and cherish the smell of her hair. I wanted my arms to hang off her feminine hips. I wanted to feel her heart beat against my chest, faint through our clothing. That’s what I needed.
 
   “Okay.” She crossed her arms over her chest, keeping two feet between us.
 
   She was purposely keeping me at a distance, refusing to let me get too close to her, physically and metaphorically. 
 
   “What have you been up to?” I was reaching for anything. Conversations used to flow so freely with her. Now they hung in the air, stagnant and intolerable.
 
   “Just been staying at home. I haven’t really wanted to go out.”
 
   Me too. 
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “Pretty much the same.” Except wanting to die every second of the day.
 
   “Hold on a sec. I’ll be right back.” She entered the hallway and then her bedroom.
 
   Maybe I should have followed her and pinned her to the mattress. I could have forced her to be mine, gotten her to fall for me like she had so many times. We could get swept away in the mutual desire and everything else would fade away. 
 
   But that would make me an asshole.
 
   Taylor returned a moment later with a box in her hands. Inside were some of my old t-shirts and sweatpants, as well as my toothbrush and other toiletries. “I’ve been meaning to give this to you.”
 
   I stared at it blankly, unable to process exactly what it meant. It was too painful, too scarring. Taking a single breath was impossible because it hurt so much. My hands remained in my pockets as I stared at the box that contained my belongings. My eyes slowly turned to her, and I couldn’t mask the pain.
 
   She couldn’t handle looking at me, so she looked away. 
 
   “Why are you doing this to me?” I couldn’t stop my voice from escaping as a threat. I couldn’t keep my cool anymore. She was torturing me.
 
   “Volt…I think it’s time we move on.”
 
   Move on? “No. We aren’t moving on. I thought you just needed some space. Then you do this to me…”
 
   “I’m not trying to hurt you.”
 
   I yanked the box out of her hand and tossed it on the ground. “I’m not taking it so don’t bother.”
 
   Her hands still hung in the air from where they held the box. She slowly lowered them.
 
   “I know we had a bad fight, and I made an ass out of myself, but breaking up isn’t the solution. We’ll get through it. Take all the time you need, but don’t throw my stuff at me.”
 
   “Volt, we already broke up. This isn’t news.”
 
   “No. We. Didn’t.” If she thought I was letting her get away, she was stupid. If she tried to wiggle out of my grasp, I would just hold on tighter. We loved each other too damn much to go our separate ways. 
 
   Way too fucking much.
 
   She closed her eyes, trying to keep herself grounded. “This isn’t easy for me either.”
 
   “It looked pretty easy when you threw my shit at me.”
 
   When she opened her eyes, she didn’t look at me. She looked past me, like eye contact was too intimate.
 
   “I’ll apologize as many times as it takes. I’ll do whatever you want to make this work. I’m not giving up on us.”
 
   “Volt, you don’t get it.”
 
   “Clearly.”
 
   Her gaze turned to me. “It’s not gonna work. I love you. You know I do. But…I can’t repeat myself again.”
 
   “Well, you’re going to have to. Because I don’t get it.”
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest, closing off from me again.
 
   “I know I fucked up. I’m not making excuses for myself. But I promise you I won’t act that way again. I’ll never treat you that way again. I’m sorry from the bottom of my goddamn heart. Don’t take away something that’s good for both of us. Remember what we had and focus on it, not that one terrible week.”
 
   She was still as a statue and just as quiet. “Everything is different now, Volt. I don’t look at you the same way I used to.”
 
   Every word was breaking my heart. It was already snapped in two and would never repair itself, not at this rate. 
 
   “Yes, you do.”
 
   “No, I don’t.”
 
   “You still love me. That’s all that matters.”
 
   “But I don’t trust you. And you clearly don’t trust me.”
 
   “Not true. I just…flipped out one time. Don’t hold that against me when I’m nothing but perfect for you the rest of the time.”
 
   “I’m not saying you weren’t good to me. Because you were. What we had…was beautiful. But that was at the beginning of the relationship when it’s all sex and talking. The second we hit a bump in the road, you went off the deep end. There are going to be a lot of bumps in the road, and I can’t be with a man with your kind of temper. I can’t be with a man who speaks to me that way. I can’t walk on eggshells whenever we disagree.”
 
   I closed my eyes as the self-loathing enveloped me. My rampage ruined everything, and I couldn’t blame her for holding it against me. I was out of my mind, and nothing I said would convince her that was just a fluke. When I’d been wronged in the past, I never behaved that way. It was just a one-time thing. But she would never believe me. 
 
   “I love you. I do. But…I’m sorry.”
 
   I never thought I would be happy again, and then Taylor walked into my life. She fixed everything, made me whole. And just as quickly, she was taken away from me, leaving me desolate in the middle of the hottest desert. 
 
   She took a step back, her arms still across her chest. “I think you should go.”
 
   There was nothing left for me there. I said what I needed to say, and I heard all the things I wasn’t ready to listen to. The fight died inside me, sitting in the back of my throat.
 
   “I’m not trying to hurt you. I swear.”
 
   “Well, you are.” I turned my back on her, unable to look her in the eye. My shoulders were stiff with pain and my heart stung in rejection. Everything hurt, from the tip of my toes to the end of my nose. 
 
   Taylor didn’t say another word as she watched me walk out of the apartment. She didn’t try to hand over the box of my belongings. She let me go in silence.
 
   Was this just as painful for her as it was for me?
 
   Did she want to die just the way I did?
 
   Or was I the only one who felt this crippling pain?
 
   ***
 
   Clay studied me from across the table, his fingers wrapped around a mechanical pencil. “You alright, man?”
 
   “I’m fine.” I hadn’t slept in a week, I wasn’t eating, and I couldn’t concentrate on a single thought for more than a minute—unless I was thinking about Taylor. She ruined me, crippled me beyond repair. 
 
   “You don’t seem fine…”
 
   “I’m just hung over.” That should get him to back off.
 
   “No, you aren’t,” he said. “I’m sixteen, not stupid.”
 
   “Just get off my back, alright?” I leaned back in the chair and crossed my arms over my chest. “Get to work. Your exam is right around the corner. Don’t waste any more time.”
 
   “I’m worried about you.” He shut the book, giving me a vulnerable look that didn’t appear very often. “What happened?”
 
   “It’s just…” I realized I told Clay things I never told anyone else. He’d become my confidant, my friend. “Taylor left me.”
 
   He stared at me with the same expression, unsure what that phrase meant. “Left you?”
 
   “She broke up with me,” I explained. “I did something really stupid, and I paid the price for it.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Volt. I know she made you happy.”
 
   “Yeah…she did.” And I would never be that happy again.
 
   Clay dug into his pocket until he pulled out a sucker. It was the kind that had caramel in the middle and it was covered by sticky sour apple sugar. “You like candy?”
 
   It was all he had, and he was choosing to give it to me. The gesture wasn’t lost on me, and I wouldn’t offend him. “Thanks. Just what I need.” I snatched it from his hand and pulled the wrapper off. “Who needs good teeth?”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   Taylor
 
   I was miserable.
 
   It was exactly what I expected, but it hurt more than I anticipated. Asking Volt to leave and give up on us was hard—more difficult than I let on. When everything was said and done, I still loved him.
 
   I would always love him.
 
   But if that kind of explosion happened so early in our relationship, did we really stand a chance? He called me a whore and pushed me around like a rag doll. He revealed his true colors, his uncontrollable temper.
 
   Could I really be involved with someone like that?
 
   I thought Volt was my Prince Charming. I thought I’d finished kissing my share of frogs and finally found my happily ever after. 
 
   But I was wrong.
 
   I went to work every day like I usually did, going through the motions but not truly being there. Mr. Davidson came by like he usually did, but he returned to being a colleague and a friend. Natalie usually stopped by and asked more questions about Volt.
 
   Just when I stopped thinking about him.
 
   When I was home, I sat on the couch and watched TV. I neglected my schoolwork because I didn’t care anymore. I didn’t care about anything at the moment—except Volt. 
 
   I wasn’t sure what would happen to the gang, but since Volt was friends with everyone before I came into the picture, I thought it was best if I took a step back. I still saw Natalie every day at work, so it was okay. It wasn’t like I wouldn’t ever see her again.
 
   I flipped through the channels because there was nothing on TV. Well, there was nothing on because I’d already watched everything. I’d seen every western, every classic, and every action movie they played on daytime television. I watched reruns of Friends and didn’t laugh once.
 
   That’s when there was a knock on the door.
 
   My heart jolted in hope, wanting Volt to be standing on the other side. I broke up with him, but I still wanted him. He was still in my dreams every night. When I woke up in the morning, I felt his side of the bed, expecting him to be there. 
 
   And then I remembered he was gone.
 
   I checked the peephole and was disappointed to see Derek had paid me a visit. With the blanket still draped over my arms, I opened the door. “Hi.”
 
   Derek looked me up and down, seeing my old pajamas with a spaghetti stain on the t-shirt and the dirty blanket I continued to hide under. “I just talked to Volt.”
 
   “Yes, everything you’ve heard is true.” I walked back to the couch and plopped down on the cushion. I immediately pulled my knees to my chest and returned my attention to the TV.
 
   Derek sat beside me, his eyes glued to the side of my face. “He’s miserable, in case you didn’t know.”
 
   I did know.
 
   “And you look even more miserable. So, let’s just cut the shit and go to his place.”
 
   “Cut the shit?” I asked coldly.
 
   “You guys took forever to get together. And I mean, forever. So just work out your differences and understand what’s important here. He loves you, and you love him.”
 
   “I do love him. And I know he loves me.” I kept my eyes glued to the screen.
 
   “Then make it work. Come on, I hate seeing my best friends like this. I’ve never seen him so low.”
 
   And I’d never been so low. “Did he tell you what happened?”
 
   He shifted his weight uncomfortably, giving me an answer without actually saying anything. “Yeah…he did.”
 
   Enough said.
 
   “I admit that was pretty off-the-wall. And harsh. But I wouldn’t have believed any of that happened unless I heard it from his lips—because that’s not Volt. I’ve never seen him snap at anyone before. I’m not trying to belittle what happened to you, but I can honestly say he’ll never do that again. Give the guy another chance.”
 
   “I can get over all of those things. Everyone makes mistakes. I’m not an exception to that.” I turned my face to his, seeing the hope in his eyes. “And it’s not really about his behavior. I can forgive the names he called me, the way he grabbed me, and putting me through hell for a week. Because I love him. Of course I can forgive him.”
 
   “Then go talk to him,” he whispered. “Please.”
 
   I wasn’t finished. “But I can’t forgive why it happened. He jumped to conclusions instead of talking to me about what he saw. If he trusted me like he claimed, he would have asked me about it. Maybe he would have yelled and screamed at me, but he still should have confronted me about it—face-to-face. Instead, he dumped me without telling me what was going on. If I hadn’t figured it out, what would have happened? I never would have known why our relationship fell apart. People in real relationships don’t act that way. His behavior just tells me he doesn’t trust me—and he never trusted me.”
 
   “I can see why you feel that way…but I don’t agree.”
 
   “Not to be rude, but I don’t care what you believe.”
 
   He flinched at the insult. “Look, I don’t exactly know what happened to Volt in the past. He had this girlfriend and they were pretty serious. One day, they just broke up. He never explained why, and he acted like nothing ever happened. And that’s when he changed. He became this playboy, sex-a-holic type of guy. I think that has something to do with it. Cut him some slack.”
 
   “If that were true, he would have told me.”
 
   “I’ve been his best friend for a long-ass time, and he’s never even told me about it. Whatever happened really killed him inside. Maybe he’ll never tell anyone what happened.”
 
   “But if that was relevant to our breakup, he would say something. If it were vital to us staying together, he would tell me. Therefore, I don’t think it’s related.” I wish that were the case just so I had an excuse to forgive him.
 
   Derek sighed in defeat.
 
   “Derek, I don’t want it to be like this—truly.”
 
   He bowed his head. “I know.”
 
   “And if it were any other guy, you would tell me to run for the hills.”
 
   He didn’t agree with me, but he didn’t need to.
 
   “So I have to walk away.”
 
   “I know. I get it. It’s just…he was so happy.”
 
   “I know.” My eyes slowly watered just thinking about it. I missed the way Volt used to kiss me. I missed the way he used to make love to me. I missed the way he used to look at me. Knowing I would never feel any of those things again broke my heart. “I was happy too.”
 
   ***
 
   “I think you’re being annoying as fuck.” Natalie stood next to me at the bar, wearing a skintight dress with a gold bracelet dangling from her wrist. “Volt is a huge catch. Any girl in this bar would kill to be with him. Don’t throw him away.”
 
   I’d already told her the story, but it didn’t seem to matter to her. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”
 
   “Because you know I’m right.”
 
   “No. Because everyone needs to let this go.”
 
   “Are you telling me you actually think you’re going to find another guy you’ll love as much as Volt? Do you actually think you’ll find someone else who makes you just as happy? I’m telling you right now, guys as handsome, rich, and sweet as Volt don’t come around very often.”
 
   “So I should let him treat me however he wants?” I snapped.
 
   “No, I just—”
 
   “Nat, you’re the one who left a great guy to be with Jared, even though Jared pulled you on a string for three years. I don’t judge you for the choices you make, so don’t judge mine.”
 
   Natalie finally shut her mouth after I laid that one on her. But I could tell it cut deep into her skin and charred her core. She set her glass down and turned away. “I need to powder my nose…” She walked off and headed to the bathroom, her shoulders a little heavier than before.
 
   I growled to myself and set my glass down. Why did I have to snap at her like that? In my heart, I knew she was trying to help me. I just hated it when people told me what to do.
 
   “You look like you need a refill.” A handsome man came out of nowhere and placed a drink beside me. “Cosmo, right?”
 
   I never took drinks from strangers. He seemed like a nice guy who wouldn’t drug anyone, and I highly doubted the drink was spiked, so I chose to be nice to him. “You guessed right.”
 
   “I’m glad your friend walked away. Now I get my airtime.”
 
   “I hope you shine.”
 
   “I’m Ashton. I just moved here not too long ago.”
 
   “You’ll love the city—after you get used to it. Where did you move from?”
 
   “Iowa.”
 
   “Oh, wow. This is a really big change then.”
 
   “Yeah, no barns.” He chuckled.
 
   I chuckled too.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I didn’t catch your name.”
 
   “Taylor.”
 
   “Very pretty.” He drank the beer he was holding in his hand. “Well, Taylor, I think it’s safe to say we have pretty good chemistry. Maybe we should have dinner together sometime. You can pick the place.”
 
   There was no way in hell I was dating someone, not when Volt and I had just broken up. Honestly, I couldn’t see myself ever dating again. My entire body had shut down, and I couldn’t feel even a hint of arousal for anyone but him. “I’m very flattered but—” I felt a shadow pass overhead, like a heavy rain cloud blocking out the sun. It hovered right on top of me, making me anticipate the thunder as well as the lightning. Threat filled the air, making every muscle in my body tense with fear.
 
   I looked up to see Volt standing there, looking absolutely frightening. His face was expressionless but his eyes gave away his warning. He wanted to snap the guy’s neck for breathing the same air I did. He wanted to strangle him for getting too close. And he wanted to give me an earful about this kind of betrayal. 
 
   He turned to Ashton, squaring his shoulders and intimidating him with a simple look. “Go.”
 
   Ashton didn’t need to be told twice. He turned away and tried to get the hell out of there.
 
   “Wait.” Volt grabbed the cosmo and shoved it into the guy’s chest. “Take your piss with you.”
 
   Ashton grabbed it with a shaky hand and didn’t complain about the front of his shirt getting soaked. Then he hauled ass.
 
   Volt took his place in front of me, looking like a king about to execute one of his citizens.
 
   “What the hell was that?” I snapped. “He was a nice guy, and you didn’t need to behave like that.”
 
   He stared me down, the vein in his neck throbbing. “We just broke up, and you’re already picking up guys in bars? That’s how much I meant to you? What the fuck, Taylor?”
 
   “I’m not picking up guys. I was just—”
 
   “Wearing a skintight dress and flirting with some guy after he bought you a drink. I think it’s pretty goddamn clear.”
 
   “Volt—”
 
   “I’m depressed out of my mind while you’re out having a good time. Maybe we are broken up, but this is just wrong. I can’t believe how little I mean to you.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to go out with him.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” he said sarcastically.
 
   My temper came out in full force. “Like you haven’t screwed a dozen women by now.”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “You really think I would do that?”
 
   “I don’t know. You tell me.” I wanted to know he hadn’t been with anyone but me. I wanted to know I was still the only one. Maybe if that were true, we could work on our relationship. Maybe we could take baby steps. But if he said otherwise, I would die inside.
 
   “You know what? This break up is the best thing that ever happened to me.” He grabbed my drink and completely downed it in a single gulp. “I give my heart to someone and she stomps all over it. I knew this would happen. I convinced myself you were different but you aren’t. You’re just like all the others.” He slammed the glass on the counter so hard it shattered. He didn’t blink an eye as the glass scattered everywhere. “Now excuse me, I have somewhere to be.” He walked off and disappeared into the back of the room.
 
   I stayed in my spot and watched the glass reflect the overhead lights. Drops of the cocktail sprinkled across the counter. When I was face-to-face with him, I was able to keep my composure. But the second he was gone, I felt my sobs start deep in my chest. I didn’t want to cry because I hated the feeling. But I knew it was coming.
 
   And I couldn’t stop it.
 
   ***
 
   Two weeks went by and I didn’t hear anything from Volt.
 
   He’d probably screwed a dozen more women by now.
 
   I blocked out the thought because it would cripple me all over again, just like last time.
 
   In an effort to move forward, I tried to never think about him. I put the box of his stuff deep in the back of my closet so I wouldn’t see it again. I completely changed my bedding so nothing would remind me of him. I gave the apartment a deep clean so not even his essence would remain behind. 
 
   But I couldn’t stop the dreams.
 
   He always came to me when I was asleep. He wasn’t aggressive and rude like he was in real life. He was tender and loving, just the way he used to be. Those dreams were the worst because I always woke up crying, missing those days more than I missed home.
 
   The two weeks passed at a snail’s pace. Somehow, being miserable made time go by even slower. Every second felt like a minute, and every minute felt like an hour. I’d never felt heartbreak like this.
 
   It was so much worse because he was my best friend.
 
   And now he was gone.
 
   Sara was my other best friend, but I didn’t tell her everything like I told him. We used to spend every free moment together, playing video games or just lying on the couch.
 
   And now it was over.
 
   Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten involved with him at all. Now I lost my boyfriend and my best friend. But could I regret something that gave me so much joy? Our time together was short—but it was beautiful.
 
   Natalie and Sara were there for me, taking me out to do things a few times a week. But they never asked me about Volt. They didn’t mention his name. Sometimes I wanted Natalie to bring him up just so I would know how he was doing. But hearing about him would only make it worse.
 
   As time went on, my longing intensified. I missed him more and more, and I found myself crying in between classes because I suddenly felt the hole in my chest. He was gone from my life—forever. I couldn’t handle the loss. I couldn’t handle the fact that he was gone.
 
   Everything was too much.
 
   Christmas was just around the corner, and I would have two weeks off from school. I wanted to go home and see my family, but I just couldn’t afford it. I didn’t want to spend the holiday alone, but my checking account simply couldn’t support a cross-country trip. And now I was seriously thinking about quitting my job.
 
   I couldn’t work at Bristol Academy anymore.
 
   Volt’s father would eventually find out what happened between Volt and me, and working with him would just be awkward. Plus, I didn’t want to see anything that reminded me of Volt.
 
   It was too painful.
 
   So I had to leave.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   Volt
 
   My anger lasted for a full week.
 
   I went on a crazy tantrum, insulting everyone who came too close to me. Seeing Taylor mingling with that guy at the bar pissed me the fuck off. I was licking my wounds and trying to get through another day, and she was out flirting with her next guy. 
 
   Fuck her.
 
   I tried to pick up a few women to bring back to my place. I wanted to fuck them so hard that my headboard broke. I wanted to hurt Taylor the way she hurt me. 
 
   But I couldn’t do it.
 
   After talking with them for a few moments, I chickened out. The idea of touching someone besides Taylor made me sick. There was no way I could even get hard. And I would be doing it for the wrong reasons. I would get no enjoyment out of it, only pain.
 
   Had she slept with anyone?
 
   Was she out and about, casually dating and sleeping around?
 
   The idea of anyone touching her made me want to hurl. She was my girl. Even if we weren’t together anymore, she was still mine. If she slept with someone else, it would feel like a betrayal. If she fell in love with someone else, it would kill me.
 
   It would kill me again.
 
   Christmas was coming, and I was dreading the holidays. My parents kept asking if Taylor was coming for Christmas Day, and I didn’t have the heart to tell them we broke up.
 
   It was too hard to say it out loud.
 
   Everyone was getting excited for the season, and I couldn’t care in the least. The only thing that made me happy was gone. She walked out on me and broke my heart at least five times in a row.
 
   I wish I’d never fallen in love with her.
 
   I was moping around at home when Derek came by. He was spending a lot more time with me, trying to get my mind off Taylor. He didn’t bring her up because it always made things worse when he did. I didn’t want to talk about her or think about her.
 
   I wish I could forget about her.
 
   He brought over a case of beer and handed me one. “IPA?”
 
   “Sure.” As long as it had alcohol in it, I didn’t care.
 
   He sat beside me and we watched the game in comfortable silence.
 
   I hated my apartment. It still reeked of Taylor. I made love to her right on this couch. She sat on my lap and bounced on my dick. I thrust into her from underneath, and we both got washed away in the mutual pleasure. 
 
   I didn’t want to be single again. I just wanted to be with her, to have that wonderful relationship again. How could I lose something so amazing? How could she walk away from me so easily? How could she start dating again?
 
   Derek cleared his throat once a commercial came on. “Okay, don’t get mad at me.”
 
   He was going to mention Taylor. And I really didn’t want to hear about it. “How about we just skip it and sit in silence?”
 
   Derek set his beer on the coffee table and rubbed his chin. “You’re going to hate me for a little bit but hear me out.”
 
   “I’d rather not.”
 
   “I really think you should tell her about what happened with Sara.”
 
   I immediately gritted my teeth when he mentioned that name. I was already pissed off, but now I was livid. I hated thinking about that skank. She broke my heart and screwed me over. Even now, I hadn’t recovered from it. 
 
   “I still don’t know what happened, but I know whatever went down is affecting your relationship with Taylor.”
 
   “What relationship? We don’t have a relationship.”
 
   Derek ignored the question. “You’ve never been the same since you broke up with Sara. You went on a sex rampage and didn’t stop until Taylor came into your life. I think you flipped out like that because of something Sara did. Am I right?”
 
   I refused to answer.
 
   “Tell Taylor that. I really think it will make a difference.”
 
   “It won’t make any difference at all.”
 
   “How will you know unless you try?”
 
   “She’s already dating other guys.” 
 
   “No, she’s not,” he argued. “Nat just told me Taylor only leaves the house when Nat drags her out.”
 
   I wanted that to be true—so much.
 
   “She’s not seeing anyone, man. Stop pushing her away. If you wait too long, it really will be too late.”
 
   I looked out the window just to avoid his stare.
 
   “Volt, come on.”
 
   “Why do you care so much?” I snapped.
 
   “Because you’re my friend. And I remember how happy you were. Don’t you want to be happy again?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Yes, you do. Just talk to her. What harm could it do?”
 
   “It could kill me all over again.”
 
   “Volt—”
 
   “I said no.”
 
   “Nat told me she’s looking for a new job, somewhere outside the city. She’s actually looking for jobs in Washington. So, if she gets hired somewhere, she’s going to leave forever. And you’ll miss your chance.”
 
   “I already did miss my chance.”
 
   He sighed in frustration. “She’s putting in her two weeks right after Christmas. And I doubt she’ll stick around after that.”
 
   I had no idea what she was doing for Christmas, probably seeing her folks in Washington. They would ask about me, and she would say we’re done. Maybe she’d bring some other guy with her. 
 
   Derek stared at me like he expected me to say something. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “That’s it? You’re just giving up?”
 
   “She gave up on us a long time ago.”
 
   “And you’re going to let her? I’m giving you one last chance to make this right. Do it and if it doesn’t work, you can move on. She’ll be living on the other side of the country. But if you do nothing…you’ll regret it.”
 
   The game came back on so I stared at the screen, purposely trying to avoid him.
 
   Derek kept looking at me, silently pressuring me.
 
   I was pissed off at Taylor. Livid, actually. But I couldn’t deny how heartbroken I was. Even if she slept with someone else, I’d probably take her back anyway. That’s how much I missed her. “It’ll have to wait until after New Year’s. She’ll be in Washington until then.”
 
   “She’s staying home,” Derek said. “Can’t afford the flight.”
 
   I finally met his gaze. “She’s spending Christmas alone?”
 
   “We invited her over, but she didn’t want to. Looks like she wants to be alone.”
 
   I was a coldhearted person, but even I didn’t like being alone on Christmas. 
 
   “So, you’ll talk to her?” he asked.
 
   When he laid out everything that way, I felt obligated to do something. I felt motivated to give it one more try and hope for the best. If it didn’t work out, I could move on because I knew I did everything possible to fix all my mistakes.
 
   “Volt?” he pressed.
 
   “Fine,” I whispered. “I’ll talk to her.” 
 
   ***
 
   I waited outside her apartment for nearly thirty minutes before I found the courage to knock. My knuckles tapped against the wood and echoed in the hallway. It was unusually silent since everyone left the city to spend the holiday with their families. Christmas Eve was the next day, and the snow was heavy.
 
   Not a single sound echoed from inside her apartment. Her footsteps were silent and the place seemed abandoned. The crack under the door didn’t show any light coming from within.
 
   Maybe she managed to scrounge up the money to book a flight.
 
   I’d have to wait until after the holidays to have this dreadful conversation.
 
   To my surprise, the door opened. 
 
   Taylor stood there in sweatpants and a t-shirt. The shirt was a little lopsided, like she quickly threw it on when she heard the doorbell ring. She stared at me with surprise, just as shocked to see me across her threshold as I was to see that she actually answered the door. “Hi…”
 
   “Hey.” Her hair was pulled back in a high ponytail and her face was free of makeup. She clearly wasn’t expecting company. She was expecting to be alone. To me, she looked more beautiful than if she got dressed up. Because this was really her. This was exactly how she looked when she woke up in the morning. This was exactly how she looked when we lay on the couch together. That vulnerability, that truthfulness, was something I truly adored.
 
   I missed it.
 
   The surprise slowly left her face as she looked at me, understanding I was really there. 
 
   Without asking first, I walked inside and shut the door behind me. I didn’t want to have this conversation in the doorway.
 
   She backed up, giving me room to stand in her small entryway.
 
   That’s when I noticed the shirt underneath her kitchen table. It was gray and too many sizes too big. It was an odd place to put her clothes since she was usually neat all the time. 
 
   Then I realized it was my shirt.
 
   She was wearing it when I came to the door. When she realized it was me, she quickly changed and tried to hide it so I wouldn’t notice.
 
   But I did notice.
 
   And that gave me some hope.
 
   “I’m sorry to bother you, but I was hoping we could talk…if you have time.” The last time I saw her, I insulted her before I stormed off. I was too angry to see reason. But now, I was unusually calm, wanting to make sure I didn’t scare her away. 
 
   “Uh, sure.” She crossed her arms over her chest, protecting her heart from my grasp. 
 
   “I think I know how this conversation is going to end. I want you to know that I’m prepared to walk out that door and never bother you again. I’m prepared to let you go—for good. But I want to say this first.”
 
   Her eyes never left my face. “Okay.”
 
   “I’ve been miserable without you. Even when I’m mad, I’m miserable. Being angry is an easier emotion for me to handle than sadness, and it allows me to push you away…but only for so long. Then I miss you even more than I did before.”
 
   Her eyes coated with moisture, but it was only a thin layer. I wasn’t even sure if I really saw it. 
 
   “Derek told me you’re quitting your job and leaving…probably to get away from me. It makes sense. If we keep seeing each other, neither one of us is going to move on. I know I can’t.”
 
   She didn’t nod but I knew she agreed with me.
 
   “This isn’t easy for me to say… I’ve never told anyone this before. I’m not even sure why it haunts me so much. Maybe because I was so genuine and honest…and then I was backstabbed. I don’t know. But maybe it’ll mean something to you. Maybe it’ll piece everything together.”
 
   She came closer to me so she could listen to every word. 
 
   “I was in a relationship a few years ago. She was a nice girl. Beautiful, smart, and funny. We met at a bar downtown, and we just clicked. At that time, I wasn’t the kind of guy who slept around. I usually had short-term relationships with women before they died out. But I’d always been looking for the right person to spend my life with. When I met her, I thought I found the right woman. We were together for about a year and everything was great. She met my parents, and they loved her. And I loved her…” Thinking about this was bringing back painful memories. I didn’t want to think about it anymore, but I had to keep moving forward. Taylor needed to know. Perhaps everything would make sense. “I decided to ask her to marry me. I didn’t need to be with her any longer to know she was the one. I bought the ring, told my parents, and then called up the guys. Everyone was really excited.”
 
   Taylor didn’t blink as she stared at me, hanging on to every word. Her arms tightened over her chest like she didn’t want to hear what came next. 
 
   “I told the guys to meet me at a bar I was near. I walked inside to get a table while I waited for them and that’s when…” I still remembered that moment with detailed clarity. I remember the song that came over the speakers, the guys at the nearby table laughing at their friend when he fell out of his chair. I remembered the baseball game on the TV in the corner. The Yankees were playing the Dodgers, and they were up by four. I wore a gray t-shirt with dark blue jeans. The ring sat heavy in my pocket, in the black box it came in. “Her arms were wrapped around his neck and they were kissing. And not just kissing, but kissing hard. They made out for nearly a minute before I stopped staring. The guy she was with was her ex. They broke up shortly before she and I got together. I watched them together and felt like an idiot. I just spent ten thousand dollars on a woman who didn’t give a damn about me.”
 
   Taylor’s eyes watered and she didn’t keep the emotions back. They came pouring out, cascading down her cheeks. Her chest heaved from her uneven breaths. “What did you do?”
 
   “I wanted to walk over there and tell her off. I wanted to punch the guy in the face. I wanted to rip that bar apart. But then I realized none of it mattered. If she was hooking up with her ex, then she didn’t care about me. What would yelling at her accomplish? Why should I let her know how much she hurt me? It seemed pointless at the time. So I walked out.”
 
   “And that’s it?” she whispered.
 
   “I met her the next day and told her we were over. She kept asking why, and I told her I didn’t really have a reason, I just didn’t want her anymore. She cried and begged me to stay. I had to stop myself from laughing. I realized not telling her the truth was a much worse punishment than being honest with her. She was never honest with me, so I didn’t owe her anything.”
 
   Taylor still breathed hard, feeling all the pain running through my body. She felt exactly what I felt, carrying the burden with me. 
 
   “I tell you this because…when I saw you with that guy in your classroom, everything came rushing back. I felt everything I felt that night but a million times worse. Somehow, I love you more than I ever loved her and seeing you betray me just…made me snap. I hadn’t been in a relationship in a long time because I didn’t trust anyone. Then I trusted you and it bit me in the ass. I know it’s not an excuse. I know it doesn’t justify what I did. But I hope it explains everything a little better. I hope it makes you understand that you weren’t the problem. The issue was with me. It had nothing to do with not trusting you.” I bowed my head when I finished speaking. I said everything I needed to say, and I just hoped it was enough. That was my most painful secret, and I didn’t tell anyone about it because I didn’t want their sympathy. And I didn’t want to be judged for being so goddamn blind. Who knew how long they were fooling around until I caught them? I immediately got a test done to make sure I didn’t have an STD. Thankfully, I didn’t.
 
   “Volt, I’m so sorry…” She moved into my chest and pressed her cheek against me. Her arms wrapped around me and held me tightly. She hadn’t been this close to me in weeks, and it immediately felt nice.
 
   I wasn’t offended by her pity, and I took advantage of the situation. My arms wrapped around her petite frame, and I held her tightly, feeling the pain course through my body at being reunited with her. I thought the connection would feel good, but it actually felt painful. It was like liquid nitrogen. It was so cold it was actually hot. 
 
   “She’s an idiot, Volt. I’m sorry you had to go through that.”
 
   It didn’t bother me anymore now that Taylor was in my arms. I wanted to take her into the bedroom and hold her all night long. I wanted to cherish this feeling forever and never let it slip away. If she slept with another guy, I’d be devastated, but I would let it go—because she was worth it. 
 
   She peered up at me, her eyes still full of tears. “I would never do that to you.”
 
   “I know.” I always knew that even if I didn’t show it. “I’m sorry I let my insecurities get the best of me.”
 
   “It’s okay.” She pressed her forehead to mine, just the way she used to.
 
   Fuck, I missed this.
 
   “I understand. I can’t even imagine going through something like that…”
 
   “It killed me.” I didn’t sugarcoat it. “I didn’t think I’d ever get over it…until you walked into my life.”
 
   She looked into my eyes, love throbbing deep in her irises.
 
   “You made me believe in love again. You made me believe in trust again. I guess that’s why I snapped even harder—because it was so unexpected.”
 
   “I’m glad you told me,” she whispered. “I wish you told me that sooner.”
 
   Did that mean we were okay?
 
   Did I fix this?
 
   Was she mine again? 
 
   “I do too. I guess I was embarrassed you would think less of me.”
 
   “Why would I ever think less of you?”
 
   “Because…I should have known. I should have figured it out before I bought the ring.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you were stupid, Volt. That just means you had a good heart, and she took advantage of that. All this looks terrible on her, not you.” She ran her fingers through my hair and played with the strands just like she used to. “I could never think less of you.”
 
   My hands tightened around her waist as the ecstasy hit me hard. This was really happening. She was in my arms again, and I could breathe once more. Everything was okay. I was okay.
 
   “There’s something I have to ask…but I don’t want to ask it.”
 
   Just as quickly, all the feeling drained out of my body. I felt numb all over again. I had no idea what she was going to ask, but whatever it was, it wasn’t good. 
 
   “How many women did you sleep with?”
 
   How many?
 
   So she assumed I slept with more than one.
 
   That hurt.
 
   “Baby, I didn’t sleep with anyone.” I held her gaze as I said it so she knew I was being truthful. I’d never lied to her before, and I wouldn’t start now. “I know I was angry and said a lot of mean things, but I never hooked up with anyone.”
 
   “Even that first week?”                         
 
   I shook my head. “There’s never been anyone but you. I promise.”
 
   Her eyes softened again and she came back to me. Her arms tightened around my neck as she pulled me closer.
 
   I wanted to know if she’d been with anyone else, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask. If her answer was yes, I wouldn’t be able to handle it. It would break my heart more than Sara ever did. It was better not knowing. If I didn’t know, I could just not think about it. That solved my problem.
 
   Taylor could read my mind just the way she used to. She looked into my eyes and saw the unspoken question. She answered it for me. “No.” Her hand moved down my chest to the area over my heart. “When you saw me in the bar, I was telling him I wasn’t interested. All I’ve been doing is sitting around my apartment and missing you. There’s never been anyone else.”
 
   That answer was music to my ears. When I woke up that morning, I was hollow and alone. I felt like an old tree that had lost most of its leaves and bark. There was no hope in me, no desire for a better tomorrow. I returned a year into the past, bitter and hateful. 
 
   But now I was myself again.
 
   I was with the woman I loved more than anything in this world. I worshipped the ground she walked on and wanted her for all my life. Losing her was the most painful experience of my life. And getting her back was the greatest one. “I love you.” My lips moved to her forehead, and I placed a kiss there.
 
   She took a sharp intake of breath, wincing at the contact of my lips. “I love you too.”
 
   I grabbed her t-shirt and quickly pulled it off, wanting to get this foreign and meaningless item of clothing out from between us. She allowed me to pull it off even though she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. Her tits were bare but I didn’t look. I pulled off my shirt and placed it over her body, covering her with the right piece of clothing. My old shirt still lay under the kitchen table, but it probably didn’t smell like me anymore. “You needed an upgrade.”
 
   Instead of looking embarrassed that she’d been caught, she felt the fabric in her hands. “Thank you.”
 
   Seeing her wear my clothes was instantly a turn-on. It was the most possessive way to claim her, to see my baggy clothes cover her down to her thighs. I wanted to be inside her, to feel our bodies move together, and not just because she was wearing my shirt. 
 
   I missed her.
 
   When we made love, it brought me to a different plane of existence. Our minds intertwined together, and our hearts beat as one. There was no past and no future. There was just us—and that moment. 
 
   My hands guided her down the hallway, my face still pressed close to hers. I didn’t kiss her even though I wanted to. I was saving it until the right moment, when she was on her back and her legs were wrapped around my hips. I was waiting until I conquered her, until I claimed her as mine again.
 
   I got her on the bed and moved on top of her, our clothes still on. Her hair sprawled across the pillow and her eyes lit up in desperate desire. She wanted me as much as I wanted her, and my cock hardened at the thought. This woman was special to me in a way I could never explain. She was my best friend, and she was the sexiest woman I’d ever laid eyes on—even when she wore her flamingo earrings. I was a man very much in love—and I didn’t care if that made me a pussy. 
 
   I got her clothes off until she was stripped down to her naked skin. My clothes were kicked off immediately afterward, and I wrapped her legs around my waist. Her hips were tilted slightly, and I could feel my cock rub against her slick pussy. 
 
   I leaned over her and gave her a soft kiss on the mouth, feeling the energy coil down my spine. It spread throughout my entire body, giving me a surge that nearly crippled me. It wasn’t just the physical attraction that I had for her. It was so much more than that, even though I couldn’t explain exactly what that was.
 
   Her kiss started out soft, but quickly electrified into something harder. Her small tongue entered my mouth and found mine. Together, they danced, lightly touching each other until our lips brushed past one another. She breathed hard into my mouth, my name sitting on the tip of her tongue.
 
   I got lost in our kiss, no longer thinking about the heartbreak I’d endured for the past few weeks. Losing her once made me realize I could never lose her again. My life would turn out quite differently, and for the worst. I would have died alone while she married some other guy and started a family. My life would be a sad story of heartbreak.
 
   Thankfully, that didn’t happen.
 
   I would never lose her again. I would hold on to her tightly and never let go. I would make her happy for the rest of my life just as she made me happy, and together, we would have something incredible.
 
   And that started now.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   Taylor
 
   When I woke up the next morning, I wasn’t sure if I was really awake. It must have been a dream because Volt was right beside me, gloriously naked. His defined abs made riverbeds in his body, and he looked like someone took a knife and carved him from stone. His chest rose and fell steadily, his mind still deep in his dreams. 
 
   No, this was real.
 
   I snuggled closer into him and wrapped my arm around his waist. He kept the chill away with his natural heat, acting as a personal heater that only I could use. The weather outside was heavy with snow, but it felt like summer inside the bedroom.
 
   He must have felt me stir because his eyes slowly opened. He looked at the ceiling before reality came back to him and he understood exactly where he was. His hand slowly moved to mine on his stomach and he rested it there. “Morning.”
 
   “Morning.” I breathed into his neck, loving his naturally masculine scent. It was better than his old t-shirts because the scent faded away on those. But with his body, it never faded away.
 
   He rolled over and moved on top of me, his sleepy eyes telling me exactly what he wanted. He separated my legs with his arms and immediately pressed his head to my entrance. With a gentle thrust, he was inside me.
 
   We’d hardly spoken a word to each other but we were back at it. Last night, we made love so many times I wasn’t sure if my body could operate at full capacity the next day.
 
   But it could.
 
   He thrust into me gently, pushing through my slickness with his swollen cock. He stretched me like he always did, and it felt incredible. His was the largest size I’d ever taken. I was hesitant at first, but now I could never go back. My body loved every inch of his thickness. 
 
   His eyes locked to mine and the sleepiness slowly faded away. Desire replaced it, taking over until it had complete authority. He groaned as he felt the moisture between my legs pool for him. My body naturally obeyed his command, and my slickness grew thicker and wetter.
 
   He groaned again, feeling the change as he slid in and out of me. Sweat collected on his back and his ass contracted as he rammed into me against the headboard. 
 
   My nails trailed down his back, feeling the muscle coil and shift. I felt power radiating underneath his skin. He was a behemoth of a stranger, a beast only I could tame. 
 
   “Baby…”
 
   I felt the explosion deep inside me. It started as a slow burn, an impending fire that was just seconds from reaching me. Flames licked my limbs before they intensified into a deep inferno. Then Volt took me into the forest fire, making me burn from the inside out. I didn’t realize I was screaming because the sounds fell on deaf ears. All I could hear was the crackle of the flames as they danced. 
 
   My body felt so tender down below. As his cock slid in and out of me, it felt even better. My body was always down for multiples when it came to Volt. But I wanted him to be satisfied instead of prolonging his release until he was no longer able to control it. 
 
   “I want you to come inside me.” I missed it. I missed feeling his essence sitting inside me with its weight. I missed the burn in his eyes as he deposited his seed. It was something I never found sexy before, but with him, I loved it. “Volt.” I knew hearing his name was one of his triggers.
 
   He released a quiet moan in the back of his throat as he rammed into me harder, prepared to give me everything he had. 
 
   I widened my legs and gave him ample room to shove himself inside me. I grabbed his ass and pulled him deeper into me, waiting for the grand finale.  
 
   His eyes locked to mine as he slid his entire length inside. He held his breath as the collision hit him right in his center. A moan he’d been suppressing burst from his lips as he emptied himself, giving me as much as my body could handle. “Fuck.” He pressed his face into my neck as he caught his breath, still finishing.
 
   My nails dug hard into him, turned on by the action alone. I realized it was one of my fetishes, something I loved even though other people may think it’s strange. I’d never let another guy come inside me before so I’d never experienced it. 
 
   He kissed my neck then my jawline before he placed a soft kiss on my lips. 
 
   I cupped his face and deepened the kiss further, falling harder for him than ever before.
 
   He pulled away and slowly eased his cock out of me, its semi-hard shape still coated in my wetness. His fingers moved to my lips and made sure his come wasn’t leaking out. The fact that he wanted to keep it inside me was sexy in its own way.
 
   He lay beside me then wrapped his arms around me, returning to a quiet cuddle. He faced me on the pillow we were sharing and looked into my eyes, his thoughts a mystery. 
 
   I ran my hand up his chest, feeling the strength of his muscle underneath. I loved his body because it was powerful. But I also loved it because it was his. He was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen in my life. 
 
   I treasured him.
 
   “Can I ask you something?” he whispered.
 
   He could ask me anything and he knew it. “Yes.”
 
   “Have you ever had sex without a condom?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Have you ever let a guy come inside you before?”
 
   I knew what answer he wanted, and judging by the excitement in his eyes, he already expected it. It was just another way to claim me, to possess me. “Just you.”
 
   His chest shivered in a growl and approval was clear in his eyes. He’d never been jealous of my former lovers before, but that detail seemed important to him. His hand snaked up my hip until it rested at the curve of my waist. “That’s really sexy.”
 
   “I like it too…not sure why.”
 
   “I know exactly why you love it so much.” He brushed his nose against mine. “Because it’s me.”
 
   I sighed happily when he touched me like that, in the tenderest way. He could screw me in the dirtiest ways possible, but then he treated me like a delicate flower, something fragile that he never wanted to hurt. “I missed you so much…”
 
   His eyes fell in sadness. “I missed you too.”
 
   “I spent all my time trying not to think about you…but that just made me think about you.”
 
   “I noticed the bedding is new…and the house is strangely clean.”
 
   “Futile attempts.”
 
   “I’m glad you didn’t forget about me.”
 
   “It’s not possible.”
 
   He pressed a kiss to my forehead then ran his fingers through my hair. “Every night I went to sleep drunk. Otherwise, I could never get to sleep. Your ghost kept haunting me.”
 
   I stroked his chest, feeling my pity rise.
 
   “My parents have been hammering me about you, asking if you’re coming to dinner. I didn’t know what to say so I kept dodging the question. I couldn’t tell them we broke up. Then it would be real.”
 
   “I didn’t tell my parents either.”
 
   “At least now we don’t have to,” he whispered.
 
   “So, does that mean we’re going to dinner with your parents tomorrow? For Christmas?”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t really want to go, honestly.”
 
   “You don’t?” I asked in surprise.
 
   “I just want to stay home with you. I want to make love in front of the fireplace. I want to put up a Christmas tree. I want to do all the things we couldn’t do before because we weren’t together.”
 
   “I think it’ll hurt your parents if we do our own thing.” As much as I also wanted it just to be us. “Maybe we can have a quick lunch with them or something.”
 
   “I guess.” The sadness left his eyes. “No wonder why my parents like you so much. You’re on their side.”
 
   “I’m not on anyone’s side.”
 
   “Doesn’t seem that way.”
 
   “They’re excited you have a girlfriend for the holidays. Doesn’t happen very often. I know my parents are sad I won’t see them for the holidays.”
 
   “I’ll buy your plane ticket.” He said it without hesitation, wanting to give me the world on a platter.
 
   “No, it’s okay,” I said. “But thank you.”
 
   “Please,” he pressed. “What’s mine is yours.”
 
   “It’s too late now anyway. Maybe we can go see them for New Year’s.”
 
   He nodded. “That’s a fair compromise.”
 
   “Thank you for the offer. That’s very sweet of you.”
 
   “You’re my best friend. I would do anything for you.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   Volt
 
   Her apartment was nice, but it was cramped.  I had a spacious penthouse on the top floor of my building, and in general, it was much nicer. So we decided to shack up there instead.
 
   I dragged the Christmas tree into the apartment and erected it by the window. I hadn’t had a Christmas tree in my apartment since…actually, ever. I just wasn’t into the Christmas spirit. But with Taylor, I wanted to make our first Christmas together special.
 
   She carried the box of lights into the house and set them on the ground. “Do you need help?”
 
   “I got it, baby.” I inserted the stump into the clamp and the tree stood up tall. “Smells good.”
 
   “Yeah. It’s going to look so nice with these lights and ornaments.” She opened the box and pulled out the lights. “I haven’t done this in forever.”
 
   “Me neither.” Together, we decorated the tree with lights and ornaments. It went from a blank tree with deep green needles to a present of its own, twinkling with lights and sparkles. 
 
   She pulled her phone out. “Can we take a picture together?”
 
   I wasn’t big on pictures. It was just strange. But, I would do anything she asked. “We should.” I grabbed the phone and held it out so we could take a picture together. I snapped the shot and handed it back.
 
   “I’m going to send it to my parents. They’ll be so happy.” She typed a message then sent it off.
 
   I looked down underneath the tree. “But we don’t have any presents to put underneath…besides the one I got Clay.”
 
   “That’s fine,” she said. “That’s not what Christmas is about.”
 
   I grabbed the present I got Clay and placed it under the tree.
 
   “That was nice of you to get him something.”
 
   “He’s a good kid.” I cared about him more than I could put into words. He didn’t feel like a friend or a student. He felt like a son to me, even though I was too young to really understand how that felt. “I hope he has a good Christmas.” Taylor and I never saw eye to eye on this matter. She still thought I should have involved social services and had Clay removed from his home, but nothing had happened since I beat the shit out of his father. He was close to getting out of there anyway.
 
   “Me too.” She didn’t venture into the argument because she knew it wasn’t the time.
 
   “Now what?” I took off my jacket now that we were inside. It still had flecks of snow from the blizzard that raged outside.
 
   She eyed the fireplace in the wall. “Does this work?”
 
   “It’s not just for show,” I teased.
 
   She shot me a half assed glare.
 
   “I can start it up if you want.”
 
   “If you don’t mind. Maybe we can lie in front of the fire.” Her cheeks reddened and her thoughts gave her away.
 
   “That sounds like the best Christmas Eve I’ve ever had.” Just a few days ago, I thought I was going to spend it drunk off my ass. Now, I was happy again. It was so disconcerting it was hard to believe. “But I do have some bad news.” I walked to the wall and flipped the switch. “It’s gas.”
 
   “You have gas?” she asked with a cringe.
 
   “No, the fireplace,” I said as I rolled my eyes.
 
   She saw the gas flames burn through the glass, deep blue and purple. “Oh…”
 
   “But it’ll still be warm.”
 
   “And romantic.” She gathered a few blankets and pillows and set up everything on the floor. She placed an air mattress next to the fireplace so we wouldn’t have to lie on the hardwood floor. “This looks cozy.”
 
   I stripped down to my boxers then got under the covers. All the lights in the apartment were out except the Christmas lights on the tree. Flames burned behind the glass, and heat escaped through the vent. 
 
   Taylor lay beside me in just her panties and bra. I preferred her naked, but when small articles of clothing covered her body, it looked extremely sexy. Her tits were pushed together in the fabric, showing off that bombshell figure. 
 
   My cock was hard in my boxers, just as it was anytime this woman was near me. We’d made love several times already, and I didn’t want to ruin the tender moment by immediately going for sex. 
 
   She cuddled beside me and ran her fingers down my chest. Her nails slowly dragged into my skin, scratching me in the same way she did when we made love. The scent of vanilla and oranges washed over me.
 
   I loved that smell.
 
   “There’s nothing better than being tucked inside on a winter day while a sexy stud keeps you warm.”
 
   “Sexy stud, huh?” My fingers glided through her hair, feeling the soft strands. 
 
   “Oh yeah.”
 
   I didn’t get her anything for Christmas because I hadn’t thought about it during our break up. I was too depressed to participate in the Christmas spirit. While everyone else ran around getting gifts for people, I moped around in my apartment. I was too depressed to even order from Amazon. “I wish I had a gift to give you…” It was our first Christmas together, and we had nothing but an empty tree.
 
   “It’s okay,” she whispered. “We don’t need gifts when we have each other.” She moved on top of me and a strand of hair escaped from behind her ear. It fell onto my face, hitting me right in the nose.
 
   I tucked it back and let my hand linger on her cheek. I watched the stars sparkle in her eyes before I inched her face closer to mine, planting a soft kiss on those sexy lips. 
 
   My hand migrated behind her back, and I unclasped her bra, feeling it come loose against my chest. Her tits peeked out, perky and round. She had the nicest tits in the world. I couldn’t wait to slide between them again. It was something we needed to do more often.
 
   Her boobs brushed against my chest as she moved. They were soft, even the nipples, and I loved feeling them drag across my body. There was nothing sexier than feeling a woman press up against me like that. It made my cock twitch in anticipation.
 
   She straddled my hips and dug her nails into my stomach like it was the reins on a horse. She vibrated her hips against me, dragging her wet pussy against my length. Her juice lubricated me, preparing me to enter her hard.
 
   She was the sexiest woman I’d ever been with—hands down. She had confidence that was enjoyable to watch. She loved making me feel good because she got just as much pleasure out of it as she did when I made her feel good. 
 
   She rocked her hips back and forth, teasing me. Her eyes locked to mine, and her hips shook with every thrust she made. 
 
   She was making me wait. What a brat. “Baby…”
 
   She rocked into me harder. 
 
   “Don’t tease me.” My cock was already irritated it wasn’t inside her, stretching her wide.
 
   She grabbed the base of my cock and pointed the tip at her entrance. Slowly, she slid down, taking me all the way until I was balls deep. She moaned when she had all of me, and her nails dug into me like blades. 
 
   This was the best Christmas ever. 
 
   I grabbed her hips and guided her up and down, feeling the air mattress shake underneath my body. Her hair bounced on her shoulders, and her tits shook every time I thrust into her. 
 
   “Merry Christmas.”
 
   I groaned as I felt her slickness. I slid between her lips with ease because she was so wet for me. “Merry Christmas.”
 
   ***
 
   Taylor fell asleep on my chest, her small body rising and falling steadily with each breath I took. Her hair was sprawled out across my skin, tickling me slightly with every move she made. 
 
   I ran my hand up her back, feeling the tiny muscles of her frame. Her waist was petite and her back toned. I loved touching her, exploring her in ways I never had before. 
 
   The Christmas tree twinkled from the corner of the room, the lights reflecting off the golden ornaments that hung from the branches. It filled the room with the scent of pine, smelling like a lush forest. The fire in the hearth crackled and popped. It was a night I wouldn’t forget, the kind that was magical because we made it so.
 
   A knock sounded on the door.
 
   I flinched at the noise because I wasn’t sure who would come knocking at that time of night. My watch said it was almost midnight—and it was Christmas Eve. It could be one of my booty calls, but they still thought I was in a relationship. Who else would it be?
 
   Unfortunately, Taylor woke up at the sound. She rolled off me, her eyes drooping with sleep. “Is someone at the door?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Are you expecting anyone?”
 
   “No.” Now I really didn’t want to answer the door. What if it led to bullshit that would ruin our night together?
 
   The knock sounded again.
 
   I sighed in annoyance then quickly threw my clothes on. “I’ll see who it is.” I walked to the door with my hands balled into fists, irritated this person was so needy. I threw the door open without bothering to check the peephole.
 
   Clay stood on the other side, bundled up in a thick jacket, the only one he owned, and a beanie.
 
   “Clay?” He was the last person I expected to see on my doorstep at this time of night. “Is everything okay?”
 
   He pulled off his gloves then wiggled his fingers, willing the life to come back into them. “Is it cool if I crash with you tonight?”
 
   “Yeah, of course. Come in.” Now that Clay was there, I forgot about Taylor. When it came to this kid, I didn’t think about anything else. My entire focus was on his wellbeing. 
 
   He walked inside and stripped his jacket away then removed his muddy boots.
 
   That’s when I realized Taylor was still naked under the sheets in the living room. “Uh, wait right here, okay?”
 
   “Alright,” he said as he kept undressing.
 
   I walked into the living room and saw Taylor getting dressed. “It’s Clay.”
 
   “Is he alright?” She buttoned the top of her jeans and straightened her shirt.
 
   “Not sure.” I turned back around and walked into the entryway. “So, what’s going on, buddy?”
 
   He looked at the ground as he spoke. “My dad has been…drinking a lot tonight. Nothing has happened recently, but I can tell something bad is going to happen. I thought it was best I left. Normally, I would sleep in the park, but it’s too cold. They say it’s the coldest night of the year.”
 
   Sleep in the park? He did that normally? “I’m glad you came here.”
 
   “I figured you wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “Of course not.” I tempered the rage behind my eyes, irritated this kid had to spend Christmas Eve like this. And what kind of child sleeps in a park? He deserved a roof over his head and a place where he felt safe. 
 
   Taylor entered from the other room, her hair fixed and the sleep gone from her eyes. “Hey, Clay.”
 
   “Hey, Taylor,” he said automatically. “Sorry, I didn’t know you were here.” He gave me a pointed look, wanting an explanation.
 
   Silently, I told him I would explain later. 
 
   “Well, I’m going to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.” She gave me a quick kiss before she walked down the hallway and entered my bedroom. The door shut quietly behind her. 
 
   I knew she didn’t want to leave. She just wanted to give Clay and me some privacy. He liked Taylor, but I was the only person he trusted. “You probably want a hot shower, huh? Thaw out those bones.”
 
   “I’m okay,” he said. “Honestly, I’m starving.”
 
   Of course. How could I be so inconsiderate? “You’re in luck because I’m a pretty good cook. How about grilled cheese and tomato soup?”
 
   “That sounds bomb. I’m so hungry I’d get it out of your garbage can right now.”
 
   It wasn’t funny because I knew it was true. “Coming right up.” I went into the kitchen and whipped him up a hot meal. I made it extra cheesy and crispy and threw the soup in the microwave. When I was finished, I set everything on the kitchen table.
 
   Like he hadn’t eaten in a week, Clay inhaled everything. He had crumbs and soup stains all over his mouth but didn’t seem to notice.
 
   “Have you been buying lunch every day?” I gave him enough money to get through the holiday break since we weren’t supposed to see each other. I hoped he was using it.
 
   “I got mugged at the subway station.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just ask me for more money?”
 
   “Because I’m not doing that,” he said with a mouthful of food. “That’s lame.”
 
   “That’s not lame,” I argued. “I would much rather give you more money than let you starve.”
 
   “It’s my fault. I should have been more aware of my surroundings.”
 
   “Clay, no,” I snapped. “That criminal chose to mug you. He knew what he was doing. Don’t blame yourself.”
 
   “Either way, you already do a lot for me, and I’m not asking for anything else.”
 
   “But I don’t mind. Don’t you get it?”
 
   “Well, I mind. I’m not your kid. I’m not your problem.” He finished his food then pushed the plate way. “Thanks for dinner.”
 
   “Yes, you are my problem. Because I love you.” I’d never told him that to his face before because it was implied in everything I said and did. But he needed to hear it. He wouldn’t have been there on Christmas Eve unless he felt insignificant. “You always have me. I’ve told you that so many times, but you never believe me. When have I ever let you down?”
 
   He propped his elbows up on the table. “Never.”
 
   “Never,” I repeated. “Please come to me when you need help. If you really don’t want to take money from me, fine. But come here and get some food. My fridge is always full of groceries.”
 
   His voice came out quiet, defeated. “Okay…”
 
   Hopefully, I got through to him. “So…your dad was drinking?”
 
   “He always drinks, but tonight was really bad. It was all hard liquor. He started knocking stuff over, and I knew things were only going to get worse. So I climbed out my bedroom window and took off.”
 
   “I’m glad you came here.” He always had a home with me.
 
   “Thanks…”
 
   “Did he hit you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you think he would have?”
 
   He shrugged. “I’m not sure. And now I’ll never know.”
 
   I hated this. I hated the fact that this kid felt he was a nuisance to everyone. He didn’t have a home to feel safe in, and he didn’t have any resources to make a better life for himself. He couldn’t even get food. What would’ve happened if we’d never met? What would Clay do? “You’ll spend Christmas with me?”
 
   “No, it’s okay. I’ll leave in the morning.”
 
   “Clay,” I pressed. “I’m inviting you to spend Christmas with me.”
 
   “I don’t want to ruin your holiday. I already crashed your Christmas Eve.”
 
   “You wouldn’t be ruining anything. You would be making it better.”
 
   He didn’t meet my gaze, not believing me. 
 
   “I’ve got an extra bedroom, a PlayStation, and plenty of food. Plus, I could use the company.”
 
   “It sounds like you have company.”
 
   “Yeah,” I admitted. “But she wants you to stay too.”
 
   “I doubt it,” he said darkly.
 
   “Really, she does. She cares about you as much as I do.”
 
   “Yeah?” He finally looked at me with hesitation in his eyes. 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well…if it’s okay, I’ll stay.”
 
   “It’s more than okay, kid.” I grabbed his shoulder and gave him a gentle squeeze. “This is your home whenever you need one.” 
 
   ***
 
   When I went to bed, Taylor was still awake.
 
   “Is he okay?” She sat upright in bed, wearing one of my t-shirts.
 
   I stripped down and got under the sheets beside her. “Yeah, he’s fine. He’s spending Christmas with us.”
 
   “Did his father hurt him?” she demanded. “Because I’ll march over there and beat the shit out of that motherfucker myself if he did.”
 
   Whoa.
 
   Mama bear.
 
   Damn, she had a mouth.
 
   “No, he didn’t hurt him. Clay said he left before things escalated. Who knows what would have happened if he’d stayed.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed, her anger coming out like an explosion. “A child shouldn’t have to run away from his home because he’s scared. He shouldn’t have to sleep on a fucking park bench. It’s absolutely unacceptable.”
 
   “I know.” I wouldn’t argue about any of that.
 
   “Volt, you need to—”
 
   “I know.” I knew what she was going to say, and I didn’t need to hear it. 
 
   She stared at me, watching every expression on my face.
 
   “But it can wait until after the holidays.”
 
   “It can’t wait a day longer. It needs to be taken care of now.”
 
   “Look, Clay is going to be pissed at me. He doesn’t want to go to a group home—”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what he wants—”
 
   “Listen to me.” I kept my voice calm so the argument wouldn’t escalate higher. “Let him have a good holiday with us. Let him relax. Let him take the SATs after the New Year. And then, I’ll take care of it.” 
 
   She stared at me coldly, not satisfied with that plan.
 
   “If I do it now, he won’t take the SATs. He’ll be so pissed off at me, he won’t take the exam just to spite me. I know him.”
 
   Her nostrils stopped flaring.
 
   “When he’s done, I’ll handle it. I’ll sit him down and tell him what’s going to happen. He’ll hate me forever, but I agree with you. It’s not safe for him. Apparently, his dad has forgotten the little conversation we had.”
 
   Her anger disappeared altogether. “Thank you.”
 
   “I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for him.”
 
   She rubbed my arm gently, her affection coming back. “I know that will be hard for you.”
 
   “It will.” But I couldn’t handle Clay living there anymore. He clearly wasn’t safe, and I didn’t want him to sleep on a park bench either. That kid deserved a better life. “He’ll hate me.”
 
   “He will,” she whispered. “But one day, he’ll thank you for it.”
 
   I wasn’t so sure about that.
 
   She kissed me on the cheek. “You’re a good man, Volt. I’m so lucky to have you.”
 
   My heart melted at the affection in her words. I loved being blanketed with her love. It was the nicest feeling in the world. “I’m the lucky one, baby.”
 
   ***
 
   “Merry Christmas, baby,” Mom said over the phone. “I’m so excited to see you today.”
 
   “Merry Christmas,” I said. “I’m excited to see you too.”
 
   “I got Taylor the cutest gold earrings. They’ll look fabulous on her.”
 
   We were exchanging gifts? “She’ll love them.”
 
   “I’m making your favorite pie so please come hungry.”
 
   “About that…there’s something we need to talk about.”
 
   “Oh? Everything alright?”
 
   “I was wondering if I could bring an extra person. I’m sorry it’s last minute, but it just worked out that way.”
 
   “Oh, sure. Is it a friend from work?”
 
   “Uh, not quite.”
 
   “Well, there’s always room for one more.”
 
   “It’s actually one of my students that I tutor. He doesn’t have anywhere to go for Christmas, and I don’t want him to be alone.”
 
   “Oh…a child?”
 
   “He’s not really a child. He’s in high school.”
 
   “Is he…one of those kids?”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her ignorance. “No. He’s a great kid. He’s being tutored for the SATs.”
 
   “But why doesn’t he have anywhere to go for Christmas?”
 
   “He comes from a broken home. His dad is a drunk, and there’s no one else in the picture.”
 
   “Oh…and you think it’s best if he comes over here?”
 
   I knew my mom wasn’t a bad person. She just wanted to make the holiday perfect for everyone. That was her specialty, making roasted ham with chestnuts, having a glorious fire burning in the hearth while we opened gifts in carefully wrapped presents. “Mom, it’s okay if you’d prefer if he didn’t come.”
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “But where he goes, I go. We’ll stay at my place and watch old movies and drink hot cocoa. It’ll be fun.”
 
   “What?” she shrieked. “But you have to come over. I have to see my baby on Christmas.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mom. But I need to be with Clay.”
 
   “Then of course he can come.”
 
   “Mom, I don’t want to step on your toes. Really, it’s fine.”
 
   “Nonsense. You better be over here in an hour or I’m going to hunt you down and drag you over here. Got it?”
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose in frustration. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I want Clay to feel welcomed.”
 
   “He will, baby. I promise.”
 
   “Then we’ll be there.”
 
   “Oh, thank god. You almost gave me a heart attack.”
 
   “Sorry about that. Not a good way to start Christmas.”
 
   “I’ll see you soon, baby. Love you.”
 
   She really needed to drop the “I love yous” every chance she got. “Love you too.” I hung up and walked back into the living room. Taylor and Clay were watching TV, still wearing their pajamas. Clay borrowed my stuff so I could wash his filthy clothes. “Everything is set.”
 
   “Really?” Clay asked. “They don’t care that I’m coming?”
 
   “Nope,” I answered. 
 
   “Are you parents nice?” he asked.
 
   “Look at me. They must be awesome if they raised a guy like me.”
 
   Clay rolled his eyes. “They’re freaks, aren’t they?” He left the couch and walked toward the bathroom. “I’m going to shower.”
 
   “Alright.” As soon as I heard the door shut, I turned to Taylor. “We’ve got fifteen minutes. Let’s have some Christmas sex in the bedroom.”
 
   “What?” she asked incredulously. “With Clay in the house?”
 
   “He’s in the shower.”
 
   “That’s still weird.”
 
   “What? He knows what sex is.”
 
   “But he’s a minor. It’s unacceptable.”
 
   “Oh, come on.” I leaned over her on the couch and pulled one leg around my hip. “You want me to take you right here?”
 
   She pressed her hands against my chest. “Don’t be nasty.”
 
   “But I want to be nasty.” I brushed my lips past hers. “I want Clay to feel welcome here, but I’m not giving up my sex life for him. So, let’s have a quickie.”
 
   The playfulness jumped into her eyes. “How quick are we talking?”
 
   “Consider it a race. I’ll see how quickly I can make you come.”
 
   ***
 
   Clay fell silent when we reached the front door. His hands were deep in his pockets and he looked uncomfortable. He scanned the area around us, looking for an escape route.
 
   I placed my arm around his shoulder. “They’re gonna love you.”
 
   “You think?” he asked.
 
   “Definitely. My mom is always excited when people come over. She lives for it.”
 
   “She won’t think I’m…” He looked down at his old clothes and his jacket with holes everywhere. “I’m a bum?”
 
   “No. My parents will love you.” I patted him on the back before we walked inside.
 
   When my parents heard the front door open, they rushed to the entryway. “Merry Christmas!”
 
   “Merry Christmas,” Taylor and I said together when we saw them round the corner. 
 
   They didn’t blink an eye over Clay’s appearance. In fact, they went to him first. “Merry Christmas, Clay. We’re so excited to have you here. We have cookies, pie, and gifts. My name is Sherry.” Instead of extending her hand to shake his, she pulled him in for a hug.
 
   Clay stood still, frozen in shock. “Thank you…”
 
   When Mom pulled away, Dad hugged him next. “Hope you’re hungry. We have way too much food and not enough bellies.”
 
   “Thank you for having me over,” Clay said politely. He never exercised manners around me, but he used them now. He wanted to be a good guest, and I knew he was doing that for me.
 
   “Of course,” Dad said. “A happy house is always full of people.”
 
   My parents hugged and kissed me next, suffocating me like they hadn’t seen me in years. My cheek had Mom’s lipstick smeared on it, and Dad almost crushed my ribs when he squeezed me.
 
   When they moved to Taylor, they were a lot gentler. They gave her soft embraces and treated her like she was a fragile piece of china.
 
   Why didn’t I get that kind of greeting?
 
   ***
 
   We had dinner together at the table, and Clay sat beside me. He watched every little thing I did, copying the way I held my knife and fork. He tried to cut his meat the way I did and mimic me so he wouldn’t stick out like a sore thumb.
 
   Mom sat across from him and pretended not to notice him struggle with the utensils. “So, you’re taking the SATs soon?”
 
   “After the new year,” Clay said. “Volt has been helping me every day after school.”
 
   “That’s nice of him,” Mom said. “Volt is a pretty smart guy. He learned from the best.” She nodded at my father.
 
   “He’s the nicest guy I’ve ever met.” Clay looked down at his food as he ate.
 
   I smiled to myself, treasuring the rare compliment.
 
   “He’s pretty nice,” Mom said. “And he got that from me.”
 
   “I think Clay is going to do really well on the exam. We just finished algebra the other day, and he nailed it.” I sipped my cider and ignored the bottle of wine Mom placed beside my glass. I didn’t drink around Clay because of his experience with alcohol. I never wanted him to feel uncomfortable around me.
 
   “Wow,” Dad said. “That’s the most difficult part of the test.”
 
   “I think he’s going to get a great score and get into a good school,” I said. “We’re hoping for something local, maybe a state school.”
 
   “Well, a letter of recommendation from the principal at Bristol Academy would probably help.” Dad winked at Clay.
 
   “Thanks,” Clay said quietly.
 
   It meant a lot to me that my parents were working so hard to make Clay feel welcomed. I’m sure it wasn’t easy for them to let a young stranger into their house on the most special day of the year, but they did it for me. 
 
   After dinner, we gathered around the tree to exchange gifts. On the way over, I’d quickly bought a few things for my parents since I’d forgotten to do that sooner. Thankfully, the mall was open on Christmas.
 
   Actually, it was kind of sad.
 
   To my surprise, my parents had more gifts for Clay than anyone else. They stacked the presents beside him, wrapped with the same meticulous perfection as all the other gifts.
 
   Clay stared at them in shock. He didn’t open any of them, like he wasn’t sure if they were really for him.
 
   “Open one,” I said from my seat beside him on the floor.
 
   “Uh, these are all for me?” he asked in surprise.
 
   “Of course,” Mom said. “Go ahead.”
 
   “You didn’t need to do that…” Clay looked down, embarrassed.
 
   “We wanted to, sport,” Dad said. “That’s what Christmas is all about.”
 
   I knew Clay was uncomfortable with all the attention. He accepted it politely up until that point, but now he reached his limit. I stepped in to relieve the tension. “What’s in this one?” I grabbed one present and shook it. Something rattled inside, but I couldn’t tell what it was. “Hmm…” I ripped off the wrapping paper and revealed a Nerf gun. “Wow. This thing is sick.” I flipped over the box to read the back instructions. “Damn, this thing shoots fifty miles an hour.”
 
   “Hey, no cussing,” Clay teased.
 
   “Whoops.” I shrugged. “And it comes with ammo. How sick is that?”
 
   Clay took the box from me. “Wow. That is awesome.”
 
   “Now I have to get one so we can start a war.”
 
   “I’d kick your—”
 
   “Butt,” I finished for him. “And no you wouldn’t.”
 
   “We’ll see about that. We’ll take this to the park tomorrow.”
 
   “You’re going down.”
 
   Clay opened the rest of his gifts once the tension had been dispelled. My parents got him a ton of stuff, from different toys to a new jacket that would keep him warm through the harsh winter. I wasn’t sure how Mom bought all that on short notice, but when it came to Christmas, she was superwoman. 
 
   Taylor put on the earrings Mom got for her, and they glinted from the lights on the Christmas tree. “Thank you so much. I love them.”
 
   I whistled. “You look cute in those.”
 
   Taylor blushed and looked away, aware that my parents heard everything I said.
 
   Like I cared. 
 
   We continued exchanging gifts until the floor was covered with wrapping paper. Piles of trash were everywhere, and even a huge garbage bag couldn’t contain everything. 
 
   “Wow, that was a great Christmas, Mom.” I said that every year, but I meant it every time.
 
   “Thanks.” She beamed with pride, accomplishing the mission she spent all year prepping for. 
 
   “That was the best Christmas I’ve ever had,” Clay whispered, looking at all the presents he collected. He was too embarrassed to meet anyone’s gaze. “Thanks for everything.”
 
   “Aww…” Mom’s eyes watered.
 
   Dad smiled, growing fond of Clay just the way I did.
 
   Taylor got teary-eyed too.
 
   Mom moved from her place on the couch and wrapped her arms around Clay, giving him a maternal hug he’d never received before in his life. This time, he returned the hug, letting someone actually hold him.
 
   Now I really dreaded what I was going to do after the holidays were over. I was going to do something Clay trusted me not to do, and it would hurt our relationship. It might break it altogether.
 
   And I might lose him.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   Taylor
 
   The following morning, I woke up before Volt. On his days off, it was impossible to get him out of bed. Sometimes, he would lie there until after ten.
 
   I, on the other hand, got grouchy when I didn’t eat first thing in the morning. I needed something in my stomach, even if it was just a banana, so I went into the kitchen to search his pantry.
 
   Clay was already awake, playing a video game. The tree was still lit up and the fireplace was still going. All of Volt’s clothes looked a million times too baggy on Clay because he was skin and bones. 
 
   “Morning, Clay.” I brewed a pot of coffee.
 
   “Morning.” He hit the buttons frantically as he concentrated on his game.
 
   “Hungry?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I found a few things inside Volt’s fridge and whipped up pancakes, bacon, and eggs. The sound of the sizzling pans and the smell of the warm food must have woken up Volt because he came down the hallway a moment later. He wore his sweatpants low on his hips and didn’t bother with a shirt. 
 
   “Morning, baby.” He wrapped his arms around me from behind and kissed my neck.
 
   “Morning. But go put on a shirt.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I lowered my voice. “Clay is in the next room.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “That kid lives on the streets. He’s not going to care.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s appropriate.”
 
   “What? You don’t like to see me walk around shirtless?”
 
   “That’s not what I said…”
 
   He snatched a piece of bacon and took a bite. “Crispy.”
 
   I finished the pancakes then set the table. “Breakfast is served.”
 
   Clay threw down his controller and practically ran to the table. “Sick.” He rubbed his palms together greedily before he helped himself to the food. He slathered everything in syrup and scarfed it down like someone might take it away from him.
 
   “Hungry?” Volt teased.
 
   “It’s just really good,” Clay said with a mouthful.
 
   “My lady knows how to cook.” Volt rubbed his leg against mine under the table. “What are you playing?”
 
   “Call of Duty,” he said.
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “Black Ops.”
 
   “Cool. That’s a good game.”
 
   Clay was wearing some of the new clothes Volt’s parents got him. After a shower and a change of clothes, he was a handsome kid. If he just gained a few extra pounds, he would look like every other kid, someone with a house and a family.
 
   “You want to stay with us until school starts up again?”
 
   “No,” Clay said quickly. “I’ll leave today. I don’t want to cramp your style.”
 
   “You aren’t cramping our style,” I said. “We love having you around.”
 
   “It’s okay,” he said. “If I were in an apartment with a cute girl, I would want to be alone too…”
 
   Volt chuckled. “We really don’t mind, Clay. We actually wanted to see if you wanted to go ice skating with us.”
 
   “Ice skating? What the hell is that?”
 
   “You’ve never been ice skating?” I guess I shouldn’t be surprised since there were a lot of things he hadn’t done. 
 
   “No,” Clay said. “I’ll pass.”
 
   “Want to go to the arcade?” Volt asked. 
 
   “Hell yeah,” Clay said. “I love that place.”
 
   Volt and I just got back together, and I didn’t want to share him with anyone. I wanted us to lie around the house all day and look into each other’s eyes. But I knew Clay needed him more than I did. “I need to exchange Christmas gifts with Sara, so I’m going to do that this afternoon.”
 
   “You aren’t going to come with us?” Volt asked.
 
   “You guys will have more fun without me. Besides, I have a lot to tell Sara.” She didn’t know Volt and I got back together, and that was a long story.
 
   “You’re sure?” Volt asked.
 
   “Absolutely.” Clay deserved to be pampered for once in his life. All I really wanted was to sleep with Volt. When the door was locked and the lights were out, we did the things I craved the most. I got to have him—in every way possible.
 
   Volt saw the truthfulness in my eyes and dropped the questions. “Alright. We’ll be home later.”
 
   ***
 
   She unwrapped her present and screamed. “Oh my god! Where the hell did you get these?” She held up a pair of Gucci stilettos. 
 
   “Well, I got them at an outlet store when they were on sale. Plus, it was Black Friday. And I had a gift card. Not to mention, I sold my soul to the devil.”
 
   She hugged them to her chest. “Oh my god, they are the cutest things ever.”
 
   “I’m glad you like them.”
 
   “I’m so wearing these to work next week. My ass is going to look off the hook.”
 
   “Hopefully, it lands you a cute guy. And a rich one who can afford all your expensive taste.”
 
   “I don’t have expensive taste,” she argued. “I just have classy taste.”
 
   If you say so.
 
   “Now open yours.” She handed over the box.
 
   I ripped it open and found a white gold necklace with a set of charms in a separate box. Each one had a different safari animal. There was a giraffe, a parrot, a rhino, and a hippo. “Wow. This is so cute.” I loved it. I would wear it to school every single day. I slid the charms on before I clasped it around my neck.
 
   When I saw it, I thought of you.
 
   I felt the charms with my fingertips, knowing Volt would get a kick out of it. “I think we did a pretty good job this year.”
 
   She hugged her shoes again before she placed the box on the chair beside her. “I love Christmas.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “Went out with some friends. Couldn’t get the time off to fly home. My parents were upset, but they’ll get over it.”
 
   “It’s a long flight.” When we went to Washington for Thanksgiving, my ass was flat for days from sitting for so long. 
 
   “And expensive. So, what did you do for Christmas?”
 
   Now was the best part of the conversation. “I spent it with Volt.”
 
   She stared at the grin on my face, still confused. “Meaning?”
 
   “We got back together.”
 
   “What?” she blurted. “What happened to never taking him back?”
 
   “Well…he gave me a good justification for his behavior. After that, I couldn’t stay mad at him.”
 
   “What was his excuse?”
 
   I’d guard his secrets just as much as I guarded hers. “It’s personal. But trust me, it made perfect sense.”
 
   “How do you know he didn’t just make it up?”
 
   “He hinted at it earlier in our relationship, but never talked about it. Besides, he wouldn’t lie to me.”
 
   “Did he sleep with anyone else while you were apart?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you sure? He could have lied about that.”
 
   “He wouldn’t lie to me. If that’s what he said, then that’s what happened.”
 
   “I don’t know…three weeks is a long time to be single.”
 
   Now she was just pissing me off. She didn’t know Volt the way I did. She hadn’t even met the guy. “I trust everything Volt tells me. He wouldn’t lie to me just to save his ass. If that’s what he said, then it’s the truth.”
 
   “Okay, sorry.” She leaned back, picking up on my hostility.
 
   “Why aren’t you happy for me?”
 
   “I am happy for you. But…never mind.”
 
   “No, tell me.”
 
   “You don’t want to hear it. And if you’re happy, just keep being happy.”
 
   Now that the tension settled in the room, I couldn’t ignore it. I needed to know her thoughts. We told each other everything since we were little. Men weren’t immune to that. “I want to know.”
 
   “Are you sure?” she asked. “You aren’t going to yell at me?”
 
   “I didn’t yell in the first place.”
 
   “Okay, fine.” She leaned over the table again. “From what you said about him, it seems like he has anger issues.”
 
   “He flipped out, I admit that. But it was one time.”
 
   “But he really flipped out and said some unforgivable things.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “It just makes me wonder if he’s emotionally unstable.”
 
   “He’s fine.”
 
   “But are you sure?” she asked. “He seriously went off the deep end. He turned into a man you didn’t recognize. If this happened once, who says it won’t happen again?”
 
   “It won’t happen again. And if it does, I’m gone.”
 
   “I don’t know…” She shook her head gently. “It took so long for you two to get together, and not long after you’re together, you break up. It just sounds like the two of you aren’t compatible. I’m sure he’s hot and has a nice cock, but maybe you need someone a little more tame.”
 
   There was no one else for me besides him. I understood how it looked to an outside point of view. Sara hadn’t met Volt and didn’t understand all the ways he was so blindingly romantic. She didn’t know about his sweet relationship with Clay. She only saw one sliver of him, a sliver that didn’t do him justice. I loved Sara like a sister, but she wasn’t as open-minded as I was. Once she settled on an idea, she stuck with it, stubborn beyond reason. “Volt is a lot more than a nice cock. The package underneath is what I care most about. It’s the part of him that I fell in love with. We hit a rough patch, like all couples do, and I don’t think that means I should just turn my back on him. I believe in him. And he believes in me.”
 
   Sara held my gaze, not flinching under my heated stare. If she was uncomfortable, she hid it well. She pressed her lips tightly together while her eyes remained glued on me. Then she leaned back into the chair again, surrendering. “Fine. You know what you’re doing.”
 
   I did know what I was doing. “Please keep an open mind when you meet him.”
 
   “I’m not as catty as you think I am.”
 
   “Yes, you are. And we both know it.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “If you love this guy and you’re going to fight for him, then he must be special. I want you to be happy, so I’ll behave myself.”
 
   That wasn’t enough. “I want you to like him, Sara.”
 
   “I said I would be nice to him and keep an open mind. I’m not going to like him unless he gives me a reason to. So, he better step up his game because I’m a tough audience.”
 
   “So be it.” 
 
   ***
 
   Volt and I enjoyed our winter break together but it wasn’t as magical when a third person was always around. Clay did everything with us. Stuck to Volt’s side like his new best friend, they went everywhere together.
 
   And he slept over every night.
 
   I didn’t mind having him there because he was a good kid, but I hated being silent as a mouse when we fooled around. When Volt made love to me, he kept his moans in the back of his throat. I had to shut my mouth and use my nails to express my feelings. I ended up scratching him and nearly making him bleed. He had marks all over his skin but he didn’t seem to care. I had to remind him to wear a shirt around the house so Clay wouldn’t see my claw marks.
 
   By the end of the two weeks, I knew Clay had to leave. And I was dreading it. Because when he left, Volt had to do the right thing and contact social services.
 
   As the days drew closer, he became tenser. The fear was deep in his eyes. He didn’t want to go against Clay’s wishes, but there was no other option. He lay in bed beside me, not in the mood for sex like he usually was.
 
   I lay beside him and ran my hand across his chest. I tried to comfort him in the only way I could. My fingers weren’t enough, but at least it was something. “It’ll be alright.”
 
   “He’ll hate me.”
 
   “In the beginning, but he’ll understand eventually.”
 
   “No. He’ll just hate me.”
 
   “Give him more credit than that.”
 
   “You don’t get it,” he whispered. “I’m the only person he has. I’m the only person he trusts. If I do this, he’ll see it as a betrayal. He’ll look at me differently. I know exactly how he thinks.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll come around eventually.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’ll make it worse. I’m afraid he won’t go to college just to spite me.”
 
   “No. He wouldn’t have come to you in the first place unless he wanted to pursue a better future.”
 
   “But he’s emotional. He’ll shut down if he has to. It’s a defense mechanism to him.”
 
   “Talk to him first. Maybe that will ease the blow.”
 
   “Yeah…but I have a feeling it’ll just make it worse.”
 
   “Why don’t you get social services involved but never tell him you were the one behind it?”
 
   “Clay isn’t stupid,” he snapped. “He’ll figure it out. And I’m not lying to the kid.”
 
   I leaned over his chest and pressed a kiss to his ribs. “It’ll work out, Volt. Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “How can I not worry about it?” He was immune to my kisses. “I know I’m important to him, but he’s also important to me. I don’t want to lose him. He means a lot to me.”
 
   “I know…” I rubbed his chest. “And he knows that too.”
 
   “But will that be enough?” 
 
   “It will.” I pressed more kisses to his chest, trying to soften him up and redirect his thoughts. I wanted to fall in the throes of passion so he wouldn’t think about anything else. 
 
   His hand moved into my hair, feeling the strands fall through his fingertips. “At least I have you to get through it.” His fingertips brushed against my cheek, feeling the soft skin. Longing flared in his eyes, telling me how much he adored me. 
 
   “You always have me.”
 
   He pulled me onto his chest and forced my legs to straddle his hips. “I like it when you ride me. Feels good.”
 
   “Yeah?” I grabbed his large length and directed it at my entrance. I was wet without even realizing it. I slowly slid down, stretching apart as I took him. 
 
   His hands gripped my ass and pulled me down his length. Once he was completely inside me, I felt his cock swell further, enjoying how wet and tight I was. “Ride me, baby.”
 
   I couldn’t move fast and hard like I wanted. I could only lean over him and give him slow strokes. His cock gently slid into me, moving until his length was completely sheathed. He rocked into me from underneath, slowly moving. 
 
   He propped himself on his elbows and tilted his head back, kissing me as I moved harder. When his mouth was clamped over mine, it silenced my moans. I breathed harder into his mouth as I took him over and over. 
 
   “You’re the best sex I’ve ever had.”
 
   I stopped moving and kept my face pressed to his. Was that just a line? Or did he actually mean it?
 
   He read the question in my eyes. “I mean it.” He thrust his hips up, wanting to keep going. 
 
   I got swept away in the pleasure, and I kept riding him as he made me feel everything from the sun to the moon. I felt the explosion rise over the horizon, hitting me with more rays until I completely ignited in flames. 
 
   He grabbed my ass and pulled me harder onto his length, digging deeper into me. He was about to come, about to follow me into the pleasurable abyss. He moaned into my mouth before he hit his trigger, releasing deep inside me. He loved claiming me like this.
 
   And I loved being claimed. 
 
   ***
 
   A week went by, and school started up again. When my students filed into my classroom, it was obvious they didn’t want to be there. By the end of the week, they still didn’t want to be there.
 
   Neither did I.
 
   I wanted to marry Volt and be his full-time sex slave. That sounded so nice. It probably came with good hours, good pay, and excellent benefits. When we got married someday, I hoped he would be down with it. 
 
   That Saturday was the SAT session that Clay signed up for. We agreed to drive him to the campus and wait outside until he was finished. It was a long test, taking up to five hours.
 
   We waited inside Volt’s apartment for him to arrive. It was early in the morning, about seven. No one should up that early on a Saturday.
 
   It should be against the law.
 
   Volt wasn’t affectionate with me while we waited. He kept to himself, his nerves getting to him.
 
   “You’re worried about how he’ll do?”
 
   “He knows the material. I’m not worried about that.” He leaned against the counter with his arms over his chest. He wore a dark blazer that molded to his shoulders perfectly. His chest fit tightly against it, the outline of his pecs visible through the fabric of his shirt. 
 
   “Then what are you worried about?”
 
   “That he’ll get nervous. That he’ll panic. That he’ll see all the smart kids and start to question himself. That he won’t be able to focus.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
 
   “Even if I could just sit in there with him, I’d feel better.”
 
   “Maybe you can.”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess I could ask. Just having me in there might make him more comfortable. But then again, every student would want their parent nearby so that wouldn’t be fair.”
 
   “Unless you say you’re there for some kind of research for your company.”
 
   “Hmm…that’s not a bad idea.”
 
   “It’s worth a shot.”
 
   Clay knocked on the door.
 
   Volt opened the door and fist-bumped Clay. “Ready, man?”
 
   “I think I got this,” he said with a shrug.
 
   “You’re going to do great.” Volt wrapped his arm around Clay’s shoulder. “You’ve got this in the bag. We’ll go to Mega Shake afterward to celebrate.”
 
   “Hell yeah,” Clay said.
 
   We got into Volt’s fancy car then drove across town until we found the university where the exam was being administered. Clay ate his breakfast on the way there, something Volt packed for him. 
 
   After we parked the car, we walked him into the building.
 
   “I’ve got it from here,” Clay said.
 
   “It’s a big place,” Volt said. “Let’s make sure you get there on time without any problems.”
 
   We found the registration counter and checked Clay in before we stood in line to enter the auditorium.
 
   “I’ll be right back.” Volt walked away, probably to check with someone about sitting in.
 
   I stayed with Clay, seeing his body tense with anxiety. He kept shifting his weight back and forth, eyeing the other kids around him. “I don’t see anyone from my school.”
 
   “They might be in a different room.”
 
   “I’m the only poor kid here…”
 
   “What does that matter?” Volt was right when he said Clay might tense up. “When you submit your application to college, that doesn’t matter at all. You’re going to do great on this test. It doesn’t matter what your clothes look like or how much you have in your wallet.” I pressed my finger against his temple. “All that matters is what’s in here.” I pointed to his chest. “And there.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “That was so cheesy.”
 
   “But true.”
 
   Volt returned, a disappointed look on his face.
 
   I silently asked for the outcome with just my eyes.
 
   He shook his head.
 
   The doors opened and people started to file in.
 
   “Alright, here we go.” Volt placed his hand on Clay’s shoulder. “Just relax and do your best. There’s no pass or fail. There’s just a raw score.”
 
   Clay nodded.
 
   “I know you’re going to do great.” Volt did something I’d never seen him do before. He wrapped his arms around Clay and hugged him. “No matter what that test score is, I’m so proud of you.” 
 
   Clay hugged him back, pure emotion coming into his eyes. “Thanks for everything…”
 
   “You’re welcome.” He pulled away and ruffled his hair. “Now go kick some ass.”
 
   Clay smiled. “Does that mean I can cuss now?”
 
   “When you walk out of that exam, you can drop as many F bombs as you want.”
 
   He chuckled. “You’re going to regret saying that.”
 
   ***
 
   Volt couldn’t sit still, not even for a second. He paced in the hallway and kept eyeing his watch. The exam seemed to stretch on forever. I suddenly felt bad for putting my students through gruesome finals. How did they expect anyone to pay attention for this long?
 
   “Do you think he’s okay?” Volt ran his hand through the back of his hair, sounding like a concerned parent at the doctor’s office. He kept pacing back and forth, crossing his arms over his chest then running his fingers through his hair again. 
 
   “He’s fine. Sit down.”
 
   He shoved his hands into his pockets but continued to stand there.
 
   It was sweet that he cared so much for Clay. Seeing their relationship grow and change right before my eyes was a privilege. Volt had the biggest heart in the world. When he told me he lacked compassion and love, I knew that was a lie. He had more love to give than anyone else I’d ever met. 
 
   “Volt?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   I grabbed his arm and pulled him onto the bench beside me. “You’ve been tutoring him for almost a year now.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And do you think he learned a lot?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Do you think he has what it takes to do well?”
 
   He nodded again.
 
   “Then have some faith. That kid is tougher than he looks. He’s going to concentrate and do amazing. You’ll see.”
 
   Volt stared at the floor before he finally came to his senses. “You’re right.”
 
   “I know I am.” I rubbed his arm and rested my head on his shoulder. “Clay was taught by the best. He’ll do great.”
 
   He turned his head my way and placed a kiss on my forehead. “I’ve always cared about my students but with Clay, I feel something else. I can’t explain it. I just want the best for him—in everything.”
 
   “You love him.”
 
   “It’s more than that. When I’m not with him, I worry about him. When he’s hungry, I feel sick inside. When he’s scared, I want to die.”
 
   “Maybe you see him as a son.”
 
   “I do. But I’m not old enough to be a father.”
 
   “That’s not true.” He was over thirty. Lots of people had kids before they were even twenty.
 
   “But I’m not old enough to be the father of a teenager preparing for college. He’s exactly half my age.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean he can’t see you as a father figure. He looks up to you. You can see it in his eyes.”
 
   “Well…yeah.”
 
   I continued to rub his arm. “I feel that way about my students sometimes. I do the best I can in class, but sometimes, I wish I had them a little longer. I wish there were more hours in a day so I could teach them even more new things. I wish I could help them every time they needed me.”
 
   “At least you understand me.” He moved his hand to my thigh, giving it a gentle squeeze.
 
   “Hopefully, Clay will go somewhere local so you can still see him all the time.”
 
   The mention of the future always killed Clay’s spirit. He wasn’t thinking about college because he was thinking about tomorrow. 
 
   “What if we tell him I’m the one who called social services? I am a teacher, and I have an obligation to report stuff. You could pretend you didn’t have a clue.”
 
   “That’s nice of you to offer, but it won’t work. Clay will know. He’s a smart kid.” Volt bowed his head, unable to hide his unease. True love was measured by the hard things, not the easy things. Volt could look the other way and continue being Clay’s best friend, but he knew that wasn’t the best thing for him. Despite the heartbreak it would cause, he knew what he had to do.
 
   I tried to change the subject to lighten his sad mood. “Sara is eager to meet you.” That was a borderline lie, but it didn’t change what would come to pass.
 
   “Oh, yeah. Forgot about her.”
 
   “After you meet her, you won’t be able to forget her.”
 
   “Did you tell her about our break up?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Great…she thinks I’m an ass.”
 
   “No, she doesn’t. I told her we got back together, and all she wants is for me to be happy.”
 
   “Yeah…she hates me.”
 
   “Remember what you said to me about your parents?”
 
   He stared at me blankly, not having a clue what I was talking about.
 
   “You told me it wouldn’t make a difference whether they liked me or not—because nothing would change us. That same idea applies to Sara. If she doesn’t like you, I won’t care.”
 
   “But she’s your best friend.”
 
   “So? That doesn’t mean I agree with everything she says.”
 
   “It’s easy to defy my parents. But it’s not so easy to go against your friend’s wishes.”
 
   “It’s easy for me.”
 
   He returned his hand to my thigh. “Thanks…”
 
   “Of course.” I kissed him in the corner of the mouth. “Besides, who else is going to give it to me as good as you do?”
 
   He grinned, liking that comment. “You have a point there.”
 
   “I love what I’ve got, and I’m not going to look for some elsewhere.”
 
   “Good thing I’m an excellent lay.”
 
   “And a sweet man.”
 
   The doors opened, and the kids filed out. Most of them looked exhausted, tired of concentrating for five hours straight. Others just seemed happy that the exam was over and done with. 
 
   “He must be starving,” I said. “I can’t go an hour without eating.”
 
   He chuckled and stood up, taking my hand in his. “I know how that is. My wallet suddenly felt lighter when we started dating.”
 
   “Hey, I offer to pay for things.”
 
   “Baby, you know I’m joking.”
 
   Clay emerged out of the crowd, and he didn’t seem relieved that the test was completed. In fact, he looked worse now than he did when he first walked inside. 
 
   “Hey, man.” Volt clapped him on the shoulder. “How’d it go?”
 
   “Okay,” he said with a shrug. “I put down your address for the exam score. That’s cool, right? If it was sent to my house, my dad would see it and—”
 
   “Yeah, that’s cool,” Volt said. “We can look at the scores together when they get there.”
 
   “Okay,” Clay answered. “Thanks.”
 
   “Now tell me about the exam.” Volt walked on one side of him, guiding him through the hallway and back to the parking lot. 
 
   “It was long.” Clay rubbed the side of his temple. “Like, it gave me a headache.”
 
   “They should give them breaks,” I argued. “How are they supposed to function under all that pressure?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Volt answered. “It wasn’t like that when I took the exam.”
 
   “It wasn’t like that for me either,” I said.
 
   “Were there questions you had no idea how to answer?” Volt asked. “Or did you recognize everything?”
 
   Clay shrugged. “I don’t know…there were a lot of questions.”
 
   “Volt.” I came to his side and hooked my arm through his. “Stop interrogating the poor boy and let him relax. He’s probably starving and needs to pee.”
 
   Clay chuckled. “Listen to your girlfriend.”
 
   Volt backed off and gave him some space, hooking his arm around my waist. “Mega Shake is still good?”
 
   “Dude, I’d eat your face right now,” Clay said. “That’s how hungry I am.”
 
   “Then let’s get there quick,” I said. “Because I really love Volt’s face.”
 
   ***
 
   Clay ate slower than he usually did, probably too tired to scarf down his food. He ordered a soda and a milkshake, totally burned out from answering three hundred questions.
 
   Volt didn’t interrogate him again, but it was obvious it was a struggle to hold himself back. He shook his leg underneath the table, taking out his impatience on himself. He was normally smooth and suave, but when it came to Clay, he was a different person. He reminded me of my father, constantly protective and overbearing. 
 
   It was cute.
 
   “Clay, do you know what kind of job you want to have?” I asked. Up until that point, Volt had never told me what Clay was interested in. He only mentioned he wanted to attend college.
 
   “Not sure,” he said with a shrug. “All I know is I don’t want to sell drugs.”
 
   I didn’t react to his words even though it took all my strength not to. He came from a different world, one I would never understand. “Any reason to pursue higher education is a good one.”
 
   “I just don’t want to end up like my dad. You know, drunk and high all the time. Most days, he doesn’t know what’s going on. His life is meaningless. When he dies, no one is going to care or notice.”
 
   “So, you want to make a difference?”
 
   “I guess,” he answered. “I just want to make enough money to have my own place, somewhere that I can be safe. I want to have food on the table and never worry about where my next meal is coming from. Maybe get a car or something.”
 
   This conversation reminded me how much I took for granted. I didn’t grow up rich, but I was certainly never afraid of missing my next meal. I was never afraid my parents would smack me around. It was easy for me to say my childhood was happy. “I think that’s great. There are a lot of ways you can make money and be happy.”
 
   “I don’t like math, so I don’t want to do anything involved with that.”
 
   I chuckled. “Math can be tough. What’s your favorite subject?”
 
   “English. I like reading and writing. Well, I do now. Before, I hated it.”
 
   “Maybe you can be a teacher. Or maybe a writer.”
 
   “Maybe,” he said. “I hope I figure it out when I’m at college. I’ll go to a junior college for now then transfer.”
 
   “Why not go to a four-year right off the bat?” I asked.
 
   “Because I won’t get in.” He said it simply and with no pity. “But that’s fine. I’ve heard of kids doing it that way. Apparently, it’s cheaper too.”
 
   “Smart kid, huh?” Volt said. “He really thinks about things.” Pride was heavy in his voice.
 
   “He is smart,” I said in agreement.
 
   Clay looked down, avoiding our gaze when the attention became too much. 
 
   “Mr. Rosenthal?” A man in a crisp black suit walked up to the booth. He had dark brown hair, bright blue eyes, and he looked to be in his early fifties. A woman was beside him, also brunette. Judging the way they held hands, they were married. 
 
   “Hey, Mr. Preston. How are you?” Volt rose to his feet and shook his hand. 
 
   “I’m great,” he answered. “Just thought I would come over and say hi. I hope that software has been working for you.”
 
   “It’s been great,” Volt answered. “My tutors use it with the kids, and it really helps. Thanks for the donation.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it.” He turned to the woman who must be his wife. “This is my wife, Scarlet. Baby, this is one of my clients.”
 
   Volt shook her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Your husband is a great man.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said with a pretty smile. “Why do you think I married him?”
 
   Mr. Preston looked at her with a familiar gaze. It reminded me of the way Volt look at me. The love throbbed from deep within him. It was unmistakable. He turned back to the conversation, his eyes falling on me. “Is this the special woman you were telling me about?”
 
   He talked about me?
 
   “Yep. This is my lady.” He pulled me to a stand and wrapped his arm around my waist. “Taylor.”
 
   “It’s so nice to meet you.” I shook hands with both of them.
 
   Mr. Preston eyed Clay. “I didn’t know you had a son. I have two kids but they’re out of the house.”
 
   “He’s not my son,” Volt said quickly. “But pretty close. He’s one of my students, Clay.”
 
   Clay waved as he sipped the last of his milkshake.
 
   “Well, it was nice seeing you.” He secured his wife to his side as they walked out. “Take care.”
 
   “You too.” Volt waved as they walked past the window before he turned back to me.
 
   “I know him from somewhere…” I’d seen his face before but I couldn’t remember where I saw it. It sounded like he worked in technology, which was far away from my profession.
 
   “He’s Sean Preston,” Volt explained. “One of the Preston brothers.”
 
   I was still drawing a blank.
 
   “Even I know who he is,” Clay said as he finished his fries.
 
   “You’ve seen his face on TV and magazines,” Volt explained. “You just don’t remember it.”
 
   “I guess so. I didn’t realize you were cool with famous people.”
 
   “Well, I’m a pretty cool guy.” He flashed me that playful smile before he sat down again. “So, you better stick with me.”
 
   “Well, I was going to stick with you anyway.”
 
   He pulled me onto his lap. “Good. We’ll be sticky together.” 
 
   I glared at him when he made the dirty joke in front of Clay. 
 
   “What?” Volt asked. “The kid is sixteen. He’s not stupid.”
 
   Clay stopped eating his fries, a cringe overcoming his face. “He’s not hungry anymore either.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Volt
 
   I was procrastinating.
 
   Big time.
 
   It was worse than not doing a paper that was due in a week. It was worse than not writing up the exam the night before it was supposed to be given. I was putting this off because I had no intention of doing it.
 
   Clay would hate me.
 
   He would see it as an act of ultimate betrayal.
 
   And I couldn’t blame him. I told him I wouldn’t throw him under the bus and now I was going against my word. Everything was fine until his father stepped out of line. Nothing happened, but something could have easily gone wrong. Clay was gone for nearly two weeks, and his dad didn’t seem to care.
 
   What kind of parenting was that?
 
   Maybe if I sat Clay down and had a serious talk with him, he would understand. He would see that I was trying to help him, not hurt him. He was a smart kid and had come a long way. Surely, he would understand I was just trying to do the right thing.
 
   But in my heart, I knew he wouldn’t.
 
   A week went by and I still didn’t make my move. I had all the contact info I needed to get Clay started in the process. I researched the different orphanages he would be staying at, and while none of them were the Ritz, they seemed tolerable.
 
   Taylor didn’t mention the situation, even though it hung heavy in the air like a rain cloud. But her patience was waning. If I didn’t do something soon, she would give me an earful about it. She loved Clay just as much as I did, and every day he stayed in that hell hole was a day too long.
 
   After work one night, I made dinner for the two of us. I made parmesan chicken with spaghetti, something so easy a monkey could do it. I didn’t usually eat a lot of carbs because it quickly affected my size, but I’d been craving it. Plus, Taylor loved Italian food.
 
   “Wow. Everything looks great.” She sat across from me and rubbed her palms together. The wind she made with her hands traveled over the candle and made it flicker. A distant glow fell on her cheeks, making her them rosy and her eyes sparkle. 
 
   “Thanks.” I passed the tongs so she could help herself first.
 
   She served the spaghetti onto her plate and grabbed a piece of chicken. “Have you ever cooked for anyone else?” She poured herself a glass of wine then placed the napkin on her lap. Her words lacked any sort of jealousy. 
 
   “Not for my flings,” I answered. “But I did for…my last girlfriend.” I hated ever admitting I was in a relationship with that whore. She blinded me and made me immune to my surroundings. She tricked me into a false sense of security. How many other people knew she was sneaking around? Did everyone know?
 
   “How long were you with her?”
 
   I didn’t like talking about her. She didn’t deserve my memory. “About a year.”
 
   “And you were going to propose to her?” she asked in surprise.
 
   Yes, it made me look bad. “I thought I was in love.” The whole thing made me look like a pussy.
 
   “Were you in a relationship before her?”
 
   “Not really. I would be with someone for a few months before we went our separate ways. She was my first serious relationship.”
 
   Taylor nodded as she kept eating. “I know it’s not the same thing, but I feel like what I went through with Drew was similar. I never loved him, but I was pretty hurt he played me so easily. That’s why I never confronted him about it. That would have let him win.”
 
   “Yeah…” I never thought about it before. The situations were similar.
 
   “So, when she broke your heart, you went on your sex rampage?”
 
   “Yeah. I told myself I would never fall in love again. I would never have another relationship. I would never let someone play me like that. It wasn’t just painful. It was embarrassing.”
 
   Her eyes softened as she stared at me across the table. “No one thinks less of you for that.”
 
   “No?” I asked. “You should.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “A girl only looks around for someone else if she’s unsatisfied. Apparently, I wasn’t satisfying.” But after sleeping with more women than I could count, I fixed that problem. I met a lot of interesting women in my travels, and I had a lot of sex. I got out of my comfort zone and tried new things. I did the bondage thing, the role-playing thing, and everything else you could think of. All that experience made me a behemoth in bed. Women kept coming back for more. 
 
   “Or maybe there was something else going on. You said the guy was her ex, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” Why the fuck were we still talking about this?
 
   “Maybe they ran into each other and old feelings surged. Maybe it was just a kiss and only a kiss.”
 
   Doubtful. 
 
   “I just don’t think you should necessarily attribute her actions to your inadequacy.”
 
   “If she had been truly happy with me, she wouldn’t have messed that up for a quick kiss—with a man she’s already kissed.” I dug into my food and kept my eyes down, wanting her to stop with the questions. I couldn’t call her out on it since I screwed up our relationship just a few weeks ago. None of that would have happened if I had just been honest with her.
 
   “I know you don’t want to talk about it. I can see it in your eyes. But, I can’t let you keep thinking you were the problem.”
 
   I looked at her again, seeing the softness in her eyes. “You weren’t there. You don’t know.”
 
   “But I do know. You’re the most amazing man in the world, Volt. She was the one with the problem, not you.”
 
   “Well, thanks for saying that, but now we’ll never know.”
 
   “So, all that sleeping around was just to get better in bed?”
 
   “Partially,” I said. “And just to feel good. It worked for a long time until you showed up. The warmth you carried with you made me realize how cold my life was, how empty it was. And that’s when I decided to give love another try.”
 
   She held her utensils in her hand but didn’t take another bite. “What happened to this girl?”
 
   I shrugged. “I have no idea. I never kept tabs on her. I never cared to wonder what she was doing with her life.”
 
   “You never ran into her?”
 
   “Nope.” Thank god.
 
   “I can’t even imagine that…”
 
   I sipped my wine. “What?”
 
   “She cheated on you and thought she got away with it. I wonder if she went back to her ex and they’re still together.”
 
   “Maybe.” I didn’t give a damn.
 
   Taylor finally dropped the conversation, sipping her wine quietly. Now that she asked everything she could possibly ask, we should never have a reason to talk about Sara again. 
 
   She was finally buried.
 
   “For what it’s worth, I think you’re absolutely amazing in bed.”
 
   I stopped eating because the sentence took me by surprise. I didn’t need her to tell me that. It was obvious in the way she came around my dick and begged for more. It was clear by the look in her eyes when I rocked into her. Everything she did and said made it abundantly obvious. “I know.” After spending a year of my life fucking everything that moved, I became an expert on the female anatomy. I knew what women wanted, how they wanted it, and what kind of fantasies they held. I was grateful I could apply this knowledge to the one woman who actually mattered. “And you’re amazing too. The music we make together is hypnotizing.”
 
   “You can say that again.” She went back to eating her dinner, having barely touched it. We spent so much time talking that neither one of us really got to eat anything. We fell into a quiet conversation about work and her students.
 
   We wiped our plates clean then finished the rest of the wine. Together, we usually went through a whole bottle. Taylor couldn’t handle her liquor as well as I could, but when it was just her and me, she didn’t care how much she drank. I was getting her into bed either way.
 
   “Volt?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   Her eyes drooped from alcohol, desire, and exhaustion. “You need to talk to Clay.”
 
   I knew this moment was coming. She held her tongue for a week but the alcohol made it loosen. 
 
   “Every night he stays in that house is another night where he might not come out alive. Volt, you need to look after him. By doing nothing, you’re guilty.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “It’s been a week, and you haven’t made a single move.”
 
   “I know…”
 
   “Talk to him or I’ll step in. I hate to step on your toes and pressure you, but this kid is important to me. We have to look out for him. We can’t drop the ball on this.”
 
   She repeated herself enough times. “Okay.”
 
   “When are you going to talk to him?”
 
   I wanted to say next week but that answer wouldn’t suffice. It would have to be sooner than I wanted. “Tomorrow.” 
 
   I hoped tomorrow would never come.
 
   ***
 
   Now that the SATs were finished, Clay wasn’t being tutored every day like he used to be. We only met once a week to go over his homework and for me to help him with any additional questions he had. Since we started working together, his grades had picked up significantly. Two of his teachers called me just to ask how I managed it.
 
   I told them I didn’t do anything. Clay did all the work.
 
   Clay met me in the conference room like usual, and he sat across from me with his homework and the details for his science project. We’d become closer than ever before, having a relationship based on a deep foundation of trust, respect, and love.
 
   I didn’t want to lose that.
 
   Taylor wasn’t the only person who fixed me. Clay made me realize I wasn’t a selfish asshole like I once thought. He made me realize I still had the capacity to love when I thought it was lost. He made me realize I needed a family someday. That was something I couldn’t live without. He brought out the best in me—and chased out the worst.
 
   “I’m glad you and Tayz are back together,” Clay said. “I like her.”
 
   “I like her too. And what did you just call her?”
 
   “Isn’t that her nickname?” he asked. “She told me that’s what her friends call her. It’s catchy.”
 
   If she was cool with it, then I was cool with it. “Yeah. She’s pretty fantastic.”
 
   “Are you going to marry her?”
 
   A question like that would have made me snap in anxiety months ago, but now I was eerily calm. “If she’ll have me.”
 
   “When are you going to ask?”
 
   “Not sure. Haven’t thought about it.”
 
   “Well, chicks like her don’t come around very often. You should put a ring on it before it’s too late.”
 
   “We haven’t been together very long.” Maybe a few months if you took out the breakup.
 
   “But weren’t you kinda together when you were just friends?” he asked.
 
   He remembered more than I gave him credit for. “Yeah.”
 
   “So, doesn’t that count?”
 
   “It’s debatable.”
 
   “I think you should go for it.”
 
   “Since when did you become the love doctor?” I asked with a smirk.
 
   “I’m not,” he argued. “But I think if you find someone who really makes you happy, you shouldn’t let them go. Remember what you were like when you broke up? I do. God, you were annoying!”
 
   A laugh escaped my chest. “Annoying?”
 
   “Yeah. You were moping around all day and licking your wounds. You were a pain in the ass.”
 
   I didn’t berate him for the curse word. When he said stuff like that, it made me fonder of him.
 
   “I hate to say it, but you were a huge pussy.”
 
   “I was.” I wouldn’t deny it.
 
   “And if a girl can whip you like that, then she’s the one.”
 
   “I see your reasoning.”
 
   “So, let me know when you’re going to ask.”
 
   I wasn’t in a hurry, but I also hated going back and forth between our apartments. I hated the nights when she went home because she had laundry and cleaning to do. I hated the fact that we weren’t together every second of the day. I never grew tired of her, and when she wasn’t around, I didn’t know what to do with myself. “I will.”
 
   Clay turned back to his book. “I’m supposed to do a science project, but I don’t know what to make. Is the volcano with baking soda and vinegar too cliché?”
 
   It was the most cliché thing in the world. “Yeah.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re right.” He stared across the room as he tried to brainstorm.
 
   I came to a dead-end in the road and knew I couldn’t move any further. The time had arrived, and I had to drop this bomb on Clay and hope for the best. Hopefully, he would see reason and understand I just cared about him. I wasn’t working against him like everyone else. “Clay, we need to talk about something…”
 
   “What?” He looked up. “Did my test scores arrive?”
 
   “No, not yet.” I closed his books and stacked them on the side of the table.
 
   He watched me, fear coming into his eyes. “Okay…”
 
   “This isn’t easy for me to say. Keep an open mind, alright?”
 
   “Uh, I’ll try.”
 
   “After what happened on Christmas Eve, I can’t let you stay there anymore.”
 
   The words sank into his skin, and the realization slowly entered his brain. His eyes changed from friendly to sinister. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Clay, your father is dangerous, and he could hurt you.”
 
   “He already has, and I’m fine. Why are we talking about this? I told you I’m okay staying there. I don’t want to leave.”
 
   “But one of these nights, he might kill you.”
 
   “Maybe. But I doubt it.”
 
   “It shouldn’t even be a possibility,” I argued. “Don’t you see that?”
 
   “Look, this is the hand I was dealt. It’s not that bad. I’ll be out of there soon.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I knew I shouldn’t have gone to your apartment. I should have slept on a park bench.”
 
   “No. You can come to me for anything and you know that.”
 
   “Not if you’re going to rat me out.” He shook his head. “I knew I couldn’t trust you. I should have kept my goddamn mouth shut.”
 
   This was taking a turn for the worst, and my heart started to ache. “Clay, I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I lost you. I love you like my son, okay? I can’t handle someone hurting you.”
 
   “Whatever,” he snapped. “I’ve been okay for this long. I’ll be okay for a little longer.”
 
   “But you deserve more.”
 
   “I’m not going to an orphanage,” he snapped. “Word will get out at school, and everyone will tease me more than they already do. I’ll be the stupid kid with no parents. I’ll be the stupid kid who has a drug addict for a father. What kind of chance do you think I’ll stand in a place like that?”
 
   “It won’t be as bad as you think it will.”
 
   “Volt, it’s my life. Maybe I’m not an adult yet, but I should have a say in what happens to me. I don’t want to go there. I’ve taken care of myself for this long. Why don’t you trust my judgment?”
 
   “I do trust your judgment, Clay. But remember, I’m the adult. I have a lot more wisdom than you. I wouldn’t make this suggestion unless I thought it was the best thing for you.”
 
   “Well, you don’t know what the best thing is for me,” he snapped. “You don’t know anything with your perfect family and your perfect house. You guys had more food to eat than I’ve had in an entire year. You guys sit around and talk because you have so much free time. We come from different worlds. I know my world a lot better than you do, so stop acting like you understand. You don’t and never will.”
 
   “Clay—”
 
   “Shut up,” he hissed. “If you tell anyone, I’ll never forgive you. I’ll never speak to you again. I’ll hate you for the rest of my life.”
 
   My eyes stung when he said those words. Nothing hurt as much as that. I was devastated when Taylor left me, but this was a new kind of anguish. 
 
   “Friends don’t do this to each other. I’m directly telling you what I want but you aren’t listening.”
 
   “Clay, I have to keep you safe.”
 
   “By ruining my life?” he hissed.
 
   “It won’t be as bad as you think it is.”
 
   “And you know because…?” He leaned forward, growing more vicious. “Do you have any idea what social services is like? Do you have any idea what an orphanage is like? I have friends who’ve gone down that road. I know things that you never will. So stop acting like you understand. You don’t get it.”
 
   “I know you’re afraid of change—”
 
   “I’m not afraid of change. I’m afraid of losing my freedom. I’m afraid of losing my rights. Maybe my dad is a drunk and a drug user, but he leaves me the fuck alone. He does his thing, I do mine. I come and go as I please.”
 
   “Because he doesn’t care about you.”
 
   “And that’s fine because I have you.”
 
   Somehow, that hurt even more.
 
   “But if you do this, I’m going to lose the one person I thought actually cared about me.”
 
   “I do care about you.”
 
   “Then drop this bullshit now.”
 
   I wanted to duck my head and cower but I couldn’t. This was hard—even more difficult than I anticipated. Clay was persuasive, and I almost gave in to him. I almost did what he asked. But I had to straighten my backbone and lay down the law—no matter how much it hurt. Clay couldn’t live in that place for another year. If he did, he would wind up dead. “Clay, this is what’s going to happen. I’m calling social services tomorrow and explaining everything to them. They’ll investigate the situation. You can lie all you want, but they’ll take my word over yours. When they come to the house, they’ll see it’s an inhospitable environment anyway. Then they’ll proceed from there. I’m sorry this isn’t what you want, but this is what’s going to happen. I’m telling you now so you can be prepared.”
 
   Clay stared at me, his hands shaking on the table. The anger buried behind his eyes was about to explode. Rage pumped in his blood, and he was just a second from leaping across the table and attacking me. It was the kind of ferocity he couldn’t contain. 
 
   I held my ground, hating myself more with every passing second.
 
   Clay jumped up and snatched his things. He threw his backpack over his shoulder and walked to the door.
 
   “Clay.” I rose to my feet, not wanting things to end like this.
 
   He turned around, his hands still shaking. “I trusted you. I fucking trusted you and you stabbed me in the back. You’re just like everyone else.  You think you’re better than me, smarter than me, know better than me. But you don’t get it and you never will. I hate you, Volt. I fucking hate you and never want to see your piece-of-shit face again. Fuck off.” He stormed out of the conference room and slammed the door shut behind him.
 
   I watched him walk away through the windows, hearing his words echo loudly in my head. It was like the echo inside of a seashell. It would last forever, continuing on endlessly for my own turmoil.
 
   I dropped back into the chair because my legs no longer worked. My body shut down because it couldn’t handle the shock that just rocked me. My eyes watered with tears I didn’t think I could ever possess. I was broken beyond repair, my heart shattered in two. I just lost someone who meant the world to me and now he hated me.
 
   Despised me.
 
   I leaned over the table and rested my face in my hands, feeling the hot tears bubble to the surface of my eyes. I tried to fight them back. I couldn’t remember the last time I cried. It must have happened when I was a child. But now I couldn’t contain my depression. I was sick to my stomach with pain. My body ached like I’d been tortured.
 
   And the tears came.
 
   ***
 
   Taylor came over after work, a bag of groceries in her hand. It was her turn to make dinner.
 
   I forgot she was coming. I forgot everything about my life after my conversation with Clay. Nothing else seemed to matter, even the woman I was madly in love with.
 
   “Work was such a snore.” She set the bag on the counter. “The students had an exam, so I surfed the web on my computer all day long.” She put the groceries away, depositing the vegetables and meat into the fridge. “How was your day?”
 
   I leaned against the wall, unable to hold my body up.
 
   When I didn’t respond, she turned to me. “What’s—” She stopped talking when she saw the tortured look on my face. My despair radiated like a beacon, and my entire body was just a shadow of what I used to be. I didn’t need to say anything to explain my feelings. 
 
   She knew.
 
   “Volt…” She wrapped her arms around me and held me tightly, allowing me to bury my face in her neck. She ran her hands up and down my back, holding me up with her small stature. 
 
   Feeling her body next to mine combated the pain but didn’t eradicate it altogether. It was a small respite from what I was feeling, but nothing in the world could make it disappear altogether. “He hates me.”
 
   “No, he doesn’t.” She continued to comfort me, to love me in the greatest way possible. But no amount of love could erase what I just lost. Nothing could bring Clay back to me. 
 
   “Yes, he does.”
 
   ***
 
   After a lengthy conversation with the school and social services, everything moved forward. They conducted their investigation, and based on what they found at Clay’s apartment, it was grounds for his immediate removal. 
 
   I expected Clay to run away as soon as we had our conversation, but he didn’t. Maybe he thought I would change my mind. Maybe he thought saying he hated me would be enough to steady my hand.
 
   Nothing could have changed my mind.
 
   I took a backseat to the investigation since I was merely a witness, but I knew the drill. I knew what would come next. It was only a matter of time before Clay was placed in an orphanage. He wouldn’t go into a group home since those were designated for at-risk youth. Clay may look like a problem child but his grades and SAT score said otherwise. 
 
   My life was a blur at that point. I went to work and stayed in my office most of the time, having meaningless meetings and phone calls. My only client no longer needed my services, so I was left to my own devices.
 
   My job suddenly felt insignificant.
 
   When I went home at the end of the day, Taylor was there. She took care of me, cooked for me, and rubbed my back until I fell asleep every night. Without her, I wasn’t sure what I would’ve done. 
 
   I didn’t give her the attention she deserved but she didn’t seem to care. She was too concerned about me to care about herself. Sex was off the table, and I was a terrible conversationalist. The two of us usually sat in silence in front of the TV. Sometimes she graded papers or worked from her laptop, but having her there was a comfort.
 
   I couldn’t go through this alone. 
 
   “He’s in an orphanage now.” I got the news from the social worker who took on the case. When she told me the news, I was relieved and depressed. Now Clay was safe. But he was also miserable.
 
   “Which one?” she asked.
 
   “St. Anthony’s.”
 
   “I heard that one is nice.”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   She rested her hand on my thigh and rubbed it gently. 
 
   “Maybe I should go see him tomorrow. Do you think he’d see me?” I hated how weak I’d become. I hated how pathetic I sounded. Everything that defined me as a man disappeared once Clay hurt me. 
 
   “I think you should give him more time. Let him get used to the orphanage before you stop by.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s going to take him a while to get used to it. If you go right now, he’ll just be angry. Maybe in a few weeks he’ll like it and his opinion will change.”
 
   “Hopefully.”
 
   She patted my thigh. “How about some dinner? I made lasagna.”
 
   “Not hungry.” I hadn’t been eating. My appetite disappeared, and I already lost weight. My body couldn’t handle the lack of nutrients and protein to uphold my size.
 
   But I didn’t care.
 
   “I’ll put it in the fridge for later.” Taylor never pressed me on anything. She did what I asked without complaint. She was a trooper through the whole ordeal. If and when I snapped out of this, I’d have to thank her for everything. 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She left my side and walked into the kitchen where I couldn’t see her anymore. The second she was gone, I felt like shit. Being alone, even for a moment, was enough to rip me apart.
 
   ***
 
   I agreed that going to the orphanage was a bad idea. At least right now it was. He was bound to hate it just the way he claimed, and seeing me would just unleash a flood of fury.
 
   But I still wanted to see him.
 
   I walked to Cunningham High School and stayed on the opposite side of the street. I wore jeans and a t-shirt with a Yankees baseball cap. I never wore hats unless I was at a game, but it was the best way to shield my face.
 
   The bell rang, and the kids filed out of the building. They walked across the lawn in groups, talking to their friends as they decided what to do with their free time. 
 
   A moment later, Clay walked out alone. His old backpack hung from his shoulders, and he kept his head down like he didn’t want anyone to notice him. A group of kids walked by and one threw his empty soda can at Clay’s head. “Loser.”
 
   It took all my strength not to cross the street.
 
   I wanted to tell that kid off.
 
   But since I wasn’t Clay’s father or a teacher, I was just a strange man that didn’t belong there. And that’s the kind of stuff you went to prison for.
 
   Clay reached his bike and took it out of the rack, not fazed by what just happened. He didn’t seem to care at all, like it happened on a regular basis.
 
   That hurt even more. 
 
   He walked his bike to the sidewalk then swung his leg over the side. From a distance, he looked exactly the same. He wore the same clothes and did his hair in the same way. But his eyes looked different. They were stripped of hope, just empty chasms of nothingness. 
 
   He pedaled the bike down the sidewalk and crossed the street, leaving my gaze once he disappeared behind a building. He was going the opposite way of his apartment.
 
   Even though he was gone, I stayed there because I had nowhere else to go. I should be at work with Clay sitting across from me. But now I was back to my former life before Clay stepped out of that elevator. 
 
   I was back to being nothing.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Taylor
 
   I hated seeing Volt like this.
 
   He was heartbroken.
 
   It was the only way to describe that look on his face. He lost someone he cared so much about, and now that Clay was gone, Volt wasn’t sure what to do with himself. He loved that kid more than he could put into words. While trying to do the right thing, he lost him.
 
   I wished I could fix it.
 
   Volt was unnaturally quiet, having nothing to say anytime we were together. He communicated with me by using his eyes, showing his overwhelming despair. He was drowning in his own sorrow and there wasn’t a life jacket in sight.
 
   All I could do was be with him. Sit beside him. Hold his hand. Let him know he was never alone. That I would carry the burden with him—silently. I went to his place every day after work and made dinner and did his laundry. I slept beside him every night even though I never got any action. 
 
   I knew my presence comforted him. 
 
   He didn’t need to tell me.
 
   After two weeks, his sadness didn’t change. He was still a shadow of what he was once before. His reactions were either slow or nonexistent. He hardly responded to the sound of his own name—and that was something he loved to hear. 
 
   There was nothing I could do to fix his pain. Only one person held that power.
 
   And that was Clay.
 
   ***
 
   I checked in at the front desk then proceeded to the game room. It’s where the kids hung out before dinnertime. Some of the younger kids were playing with their toys on the ground. The teenagers sat on couches listening to their headphones or scrolling through their phones. A lot of them looked at me with irritation, hating the fact that I walked into their personal zone.
 
   Clay sat in the nook by the window, his head leaning against the cool glass. He played with a pocketknife in his hands, running his thumb along the blade. He looked just as lifeless as Volt.
 
   I came to his side and watched him, waiting for him to acknowledge me.
 
   He pretended I didn’t exist.
 
   “Clay?”
 
   “Hmm?” He looked out the window.
 
   Did he even know it was me? “Hey. I just came by to check on you.”
 
   He finally looked at me, and for a split second, he seemed happy to see a familiar face. Memories of our time together flashed across his eyes. But then it disappeared instantly, replaced by a steel wall of indifference. “I’m fine. You can go now.” He returned his gaze to the window.
 
   I pulled up a chair and sat beside him, knowing I had to play by his rules if I wanted to accomplish anything. “Have you made any friends?”
 
   “Just enemies.”
 
   “How’s the food?”
 
   “Tastes all the same to me.”
 
   “Do you have someone to help you with your homework?”
 
   “This place is understaffed and we’re oversaturated. Hell no, I don’t have any help in here.”
 
   His pain hadn’t dwindled in the past two weeks, and his heart was just as hard as the day he walked out on Volt. “Volt really misses you.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “He thinks about you all the time.”
 
   “Good for him.”
 
   “He thinks you hate him.”
 
   “I do,” he snapped. “I meant every word I said. He stabbed me in the back. I couldn’t care less about him.”
 
   “I know you don’t mean that.”
 
   “Then you don’t know me.”
 
   “You know, in your heart, he did this to look after you.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “Clay, look at me.” I had to get through to him. I had to make this right for Volt. I couldn’t stand by and watch the man I loved fall apart. 
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   “Please,” I whispered.
 
   He finally turned to me, loathing in his eyes.
 
   “You’re more lucky than you realize.”
 
   “Yeah?” he asked sarcastically. “Because I’m not a starving kid in Africa? Yeah, I’ve heard that one before.”
 
   “No. You’re lucky you have someone in your life who’s willing to do anything to help you. You’re lucky Volt loves you so much that he did something he didn’t want to do. He knew you would hate him. He knew you would break his heart. But he put you in here anyway because he knew it would keep you safe. Now, that’s real love. Maybe one day you’ll see that.”
 
   He shook his head. “He betrayed me.”
 
   “He gave you one chance to stay there. If nothing had happened, you would still be there. But Volt’s message to your father wasn’t enough, and he settled into his old ways again. He gave your preference a chance before he went with the alternative. Clay, I know you’re smart. You can’t sit there and tell me you don’t understand his point of view.”
 
   “I do,” he answered. “But he still should have stayed out of it. I may be sixteen but I know how to survive. He shouldn’t have stuck his nose where it didn’t belong. I stuck out my neck in need of help, and he did the one thing he promised not to do. I took a chance on him when I shouldn’t have.”
 
   “It’s not that bad here, Clay.”
 
   “Oh, really?” He nodded toward two older boys on the couch. “They’re the crimson twins. You know why they’re called that? It’s not because crimson is their last name.”
 
   I shuddered at the thought. “If anyone in here gives you a hard time, just tell someone.”
 
   “And then get a worse beating for being a snitch?” he asked incredulously. “When the lights go out and we’re in bed, shit goes down. Volt thinks I’m safe in here? I can’t run away. I can’t go anywhere. When things get tough, I have to stick around. He may think he helped me, but he just made my life a million times more difficult.”
 
   Reconciliation seemed impossible at this point, but I couldn’t give up. Volt needed this to be fixed. He needed Clay’s forgiveness—as well as Clay himself. “I know this is—”
 
   Clay hopped off the nook. “I’m tired of this. Goodbye, Taylor.”
 
   “Clay, wait.”
 
   He walked down the hallway and entered a room. The door shut behind him, and he never came back. 
 
   I stayed in the chair and looked out the window, wondering if I made things better or if I made them worse.
 
   ***
 
   I didn’t tell Volt about my visit with Clay. Since nothing good came of it, there was no reason to inform him. Besides, it would just make him more miserable anyway. 
 
   I made dinner like I did every night. He had two bites, and then I stored it in the fridge for the next day. Volt was hardly eating, and his muscle definition was beginning to soften. I didn’t care if his body changed, but I did care that he wasn’t healthy.
 
   How did I fix this?
 
   We went to bed that night, cuddled together under the soft sheets. I usually lulled him to sleep by caressing him, running my fingers through his hair or down his chest. It was the only way he would drift away. Otherwise, his regrets would consume him alive. 
 
   Tonight, I wanted things to be different. I wanted to bring him back to life, to pull him from the brink of death. He was fading fast and losing who he was. He was fading from vibrant to a dull gray.
 
   I moved on top of him and straddled his hips, hoping he wouldn’t reject me.
 
   He looked at me, his usual arousal absent. 
 
   I pulled my shirt off and tossed it on the floor. I wore nothing underneath, and my tits were on display for him to enjoy. I knew he loved my chest most of all. He played with my boobs every chance he got. They were proportionally big in comparison to my size, so they looked perkier than they really were. 
 
   I ran my hands up his chest, grinding against the area where his hard cock would be. I was just in my black thong, trying to entice him to take me. I leaned over him and sprinkled kisses against his five o’clock shadow. My nipples rubbed against his chest, pointed.
 
   “Baby…”
 
   I was getting to him, making him melt. He was coming back to me.
 
   “I’m just not in the mood right now.” He grabbed my shoulders and pulled me back. “I’m sorry. It’s not you.”
 
   I failed. 
 
   I was rejected.
 
   I tried not to let the sting bother me because it wasn’t personal. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he repeated.
 
   “Volt.” I returned my hands to his chest. “You can’t stay like this forever. It’s been weeks now.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Come back to me.”
 
   “It’s just hard for me to be excited about anything anymore. I keep thinking about what he said to me…that he hates me.”
 
   I leaned over him and cupped his face with a single hand. “He’ll come back to you. I know he will.”
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “He will. I promise. But you need to give it time.”
 
   “Time seems to be all I have.”
 
   “Come on.” I grinded against him, trying to get him hard. I never dealt with this kind of rejection before and it stung. But I had to remind myself it wasn’t about me. His inability to get a boner stemmed from his depression.
 
   “You really are beautiful.” His hands snaked up my thighs to my ass. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
 
   “Just don’t think about it.” I leaned over him and gave him a slow kiss, easing him into it. I sucked his bottom lip before I dove my tongue into his mouth, dancing with his. I rubbed his chest at the same time, wanting him to understand how much I wanted him. This dry spell was killing me. Just doing this was about to make me come. 
 
   I breathed into his mouth as I kissed him. “I want your big cock inside me. I want my man to make love to me. I want him to fill me…”
 
   His cock sprung to life and pressed against me.
 
   I never thought I could pull off dirty talk, but with Volt, I could do anything. “You feel so good…” I rubbed my clit against him, feeling my body light on fire. Having this kind of intimacy hit me in the right spot. “Fuck, I’m so wet.”
 
   He moaned into my mouth, getting into it. His fingers kneaded my ass, gripping my cheeks tightly and pulling them apart. Two fingers curved around my ass and felt my entrance. He rubbed the moisture onto his fingertips and moaned quietly, confirming what his dick wanted to know.
 
   He quickly rolled me over onto my back and dominated me with his large size. Now that his sexual need had awoken, he realized how much he desperately needed it. He hadn’t gotten laid in weeks, and his cock was starving. He pulled my underwear off and sank deep inside me. “Fuck.”
 
   I gripped his shoulders and clawed into his back. “I’m already going to come.” I wasn’t embarrassed by how quickly it happened. I had to lie beside him every night for weeks without making a move. It was pure torture. 
 
   “Baby…” He thrust into me hard, giving me powerful strokes that stretched me wide. Not having me for weeks affected him the same way it affected me, even if he hadn’t realized it until now. He pinned me farther into the mattress, giving it to me harder and deeper.
 
   “Volt, I’m going to come.”
 
   He moaned as he thrust into me. “Me too.”
 
   “I want your come inside me.” I grabbed his ass and pulled him deeper into me. I was on the precipice of a powerful orgasm, the kind that would ignite and consume me. 
 
   “Fuck, baby.”
 
   I hit my trigger when I heard the nickname, and I spiraled out of control when it hit me. I bit my bottom lip and screamed at the same time, relieved I could be as loud as I wanted. “God, Volt.”
 
   “Yes, I am your god.” He gave a final thrust before he released inside me, giving me more seed than he ever had before. He deposited everything he had, like I was a bank account. “Shit, that felt good.” He brushed his lips across my hairline before he looked me in the eye.
 
   Volt was back. He returned to me, life coming back into his eyes. He stared at me like it was the first time he really looked at me. He rubbed his nose against mine before he kissed the corner of my mouth. “I love you.”
 
   Those words made me melt into a puddle. I was sticky and wet, mushy for him. “I love you too.”
 
   “I’m sorry I’ve been…not here.”
 
   “It’s okay.” I grazed my fingers against his cheek. “You’re here now.”
 
   “Thanks for bringing me back to you.”
 
   “No problem. I know you’ll always do the same for me.”
 
   ***
 
   Volt was never exactly who he used to be. But he was pretty close.
 
   He took me out to dinner, made me laugh with his dirty jokes, and he gave me hot loving at night. Once in a while, his eyes would drift away in sadness, thinking about Clay and the last conversation they had. When that happened, I would say something to change the subject, something that made him laugh. Within minutes, he was back to normal.
 
   The city was still frozen for winter, and the streets were caked with snow and frosty puddles. Steam erupted out of the sewer grates and spiraled high into the sky. People walked around with hot coffee in their hands, using the warm fuel to keep their legs moving.
 
   Volt and I slowly returned to where we were before the breakup and the sad situation with Clay. 
 
   I was in the bar with Natalie as she talked about Jared. “He’s really sweet. The other day, he sent me flowers at work—for no reason at all.”
 
   “Wow. Who knew he could be romantic?”
 
   “And he’s pretty good in bed too. No complaints.”
 
   “Thanks for the info but I never asked.”
 
   “Like you didn’t tell me how good the sex was with Volt,” she argued.
 
   “Because you asked,” I reminded her.
 
   Natalie looked over my shoulder. “Here come the guys now. They see us, and Volt is checking out your ass so hard.”
 
   “Good. Wait until he sees the front of my dress.” It was a sweetheart cut, and it showed my tits pressed tightly together. It wasn’t the kind of dress I would wear if I were out on my own. I specifically wore it just for him.
 
   “He’ll be pleased to see the girls.”
 
   Volt reached my side, and the second he did, he wrapped his arm around me possessively, wanting there to be no mistake that I was his, and then he pulled me in for a kiss. His five o’clock shadow rubbed up against me, exciting me more than his lips did. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey.” My legs already turned to jelly. 
 
   He looked down at my chest, noticing the special cut of the dress. His eyes were glued to my tits for nearly five seconds. “I like this…” He squeezed my waist.
 
   “Why do you think I bought it?”
 
   He pressed his lips to my ear. “So I would fuck you in the bathroom.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.”
 
   He wore his black blazer and dark jeans, his chest looking ripped in the gray shirt underneath. He’d started eating and hitting the gym again, transforming back into the strong man I loved having on top of me. “Watch what you wish for. It might come true.”
 
   “I’m down for some PDA.”
 
   “That’s not PDA,” he said with a chuckle. “That’s straight-up obscenity. And I like it.”
 
   Jared and Natalie were close together, whispering to each other as they shared kisses at the same time.
 
   Derek arrived at our group, but he looked like he was about to throw up. “I need a girlfriend.”
 
   Volt turned to him. “You want my help?”
 
   “I just want someone to make out with so I don’t puke from watching all of you,” Derek said.
 
   “Like you won’t beat off to this later,” Volt teased.
 
   “I beat off a lot,” Derek said. “But never to you.”
 
   “Sure,” Volt said. “Whatever you say.”
 
   “Julia told me she really hit it off with Sage,” Derek said. “I guess they’re getting serious.”
 
   “Wow,” I said. “We’re the perfect matchmakers.”
 
   “At least we repaired the damage we caused,” Volt said. “We both wasted their time.”
 
   “Julia is definitely an upgrade for Sage, so he should be thanking me,” I said.
 
   Volt rolled his eyes. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. And you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.”
 
   “Aww,” I whispered.
 
   Derek rolled his eyes. “I’m out of here.” He walked away and headed to the bar.
 
   “Poor guy,” Jared said. “I think he’s lonely.”
 
   “Know anyone to set him up with?” Volt asked.
 
   “Nope,” Jared said. “I don’t have many girlfriends.” He turned to Natalie. “Is there some single teacher you can hook him up with?”
 
   “Ew,” Natalie said. “I wouldn’t recommend my brother to any of them. That would bite me in the ass later.”
 
   “He’ll find someone, guys,” I said. “Don’t worry about him. Love will find him when it’s ready to.”
 
   “Wise words, baby.” Volt gave me a quick peck on the lips.
 
   “So, let’s get some drinks and start dancing.” Natalie pulled Jared with her to the counter.
 
   Volt didn’t follow. He turned to me instead. “I feel like an old man.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because all I want to do is go home and be with you.”
 
   My heart melted at his words. I felt like a love struck teenager who couldn’t control the butterflies in her stomach. 
 
   “I don’t care for the bars, the music, or the people. I just want to go home and fuck you.”
 
   It wasn’t sweet by any means, but I still loved hearing it. It was romantic to my ears, and it just made me want him more. “I’m down for the bathroom if you are.”
 
   “I thought you were classier than that.”
 
   “Not with you.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Volt
 
   I thought about Clay every day, wondering how he was doing and if he was integrating with his new living situation. There were times when I wanted to call and check on him, but I knew he wouldn’t take my calls. Taylor finally snapped me out of my depression, but that didn’t mean I’d forgotten about him.
 
   Continuing my lifeless existence hurt Taylor, and I couldn’t afford to lose her again. So I cleaned up my act and finally started being there for her, living in the moment. Those hours when we were swept away in the throes of passion were the best. 
 
   Because I didn’t think about anything else.
 
   She became my drug, making me addicted to the way she made me feel. She pulled me through the darkness, taking me to the light on the other side of the tunnel. She took my hand and guided me forward, picking up the slack when I dropped it.
 
   But then I checked the mail that afternoon.
 
   Clay’s SAT scores came in.
 
   I forgot he had them sent to my house. He knew they would be safe there, kept in a place where his father wouldn’t discover what kind of activities he’d been up to.
 
   I sat at the kitchen table and stared at the envelope.
 
   My first impulse was to rip it open and read it. I was eager to know how well he did. I knew he did amazing. That kid worked so hard to get these scores. I was too excited not to open it.
 
   But I found the strength to set it down.
 
   We needed to open it together.
 
   Taylor came over after work, using her key to get inside. She stayed with me all the time now, her apartment forsaken. At that rate, she was basically paying for an expensive storage unit. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey, baby.” I turned to her but didn’t get up.
 
   She walked over to me, wearing a black dress with a thick overcoat. “How was your day?”
 
   I snatched her by the waist and pulled her into my lap. “My day is always terrible until I see you.” I kissed her neck then the corner of her mouth.
 
   Taylor shivered in my arms, pleased by the attention. “You’re sweet.”
 
   I kissed her shoulder then handed over the letter. “Look what came in today.”
 
   She grabbed it and examined it. “Clay’s test scores?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Go down there and hand it over. Hopefully, he’ll open it with me.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”
 
   “You think it’s been long enough?” 
 
   “Yeah,” she answered. “He’s been there for a month. He’s had time to adjust.”
 
   I wanted to see him—so much. I wanted to talk to him, take him out to do something fun. But I was afraid nothing had changed. He still hated me—loathed me. What if he refused to see me?
 
   “Do you want me to come with you?”
 
   “No,” I answered. “I think it’s best if it’s just him and me.”
 
   “Okay.” She rubbed my shoulder and kissed my forehead. “It’ll be okay.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
   “Underneath that anger and resentment is love. Don’t forget that.”
 
   I nodded, holding on to those words. 
 
   ***
 
   After I signed in at the front, I was escorted to the back. It was an activities room, where TVs, toys, and games were placed. There were at least twenty kids there of all different ages. 
 
   My heart pumped hard in my chest. I could feel it thud against my ribs with every beat. I was sick to my stomach, nervous as hell. It was difficult to want something so bad but knowing you could never have it. I just wanted Clay back in my life. I wanted him to know I cared about him, that I would always look after him.
 
   He was sitting by the window, his knees pulled to his chest. He wore the same baggy sweater he always wore. His hair was long because he hadn’t had a haircut. He was isolated, ignoring the other kids and staring out the window in the hope of freedom.
 
   He hated it here. I could tell.
 
   I walked over to him with the letter tucked into my pocket. With every step closer, I felt more panicked. This would end in doom, but I had to try anyway. I took a seat beside him, waiting for him to notice me.
 
   “What are you doing here?” His voice was quiet but it contained all his resentment.
 
   “I wanted to see you.” I wasn’t happy to see that he was still as skinny as before. His clothes weren’t any better, and his happiness seemed nonexistent. 
 
   “Well, you see me. Now go.”
 
   I stayed in the same spot, refusing to budge. “I’m sorry you hate it here.”
 
   “Why should you be sorry?” he snapped. “You put me here.”
 
   “I hate to see that you’re sad. But I’m glad you don’t have any bruises or marks. I’d take that any day.”
 
   “A bruise will heal. But despair never does. It just lingers.”
 
   He never used to speak that way. His vocabulary had skyrocketed since we started working together. Every day, he showed me how much he learned without even realizing it. I was hurt by what he said, but extremely proud. “It’s temporary. You’ll be out of here in no time.”
 
   “No one is going to adopt me. Let’s not kid ourselves.”
 
   “Even if they don’t, you only have a year left.”
 
   “A year is torture. I can’t go where I want when I want. I’m a bird stuck in a cage.”
 
   “Not being able to go where and when you want isn’t a punishment. These people care about you and want you to be safe. That’s all.”
 
   “They just want me to shut up and not bother them. They don’t give a damn about me or any other kid in this place. They just take their check and go home. Don’t sugarcoat this and make it into a fairytale. This place is a prison and we both know it.”
 
   Was he really that unhappy here? Or was he just being stubborn? “I’m sorry you feel that way.”
 
   “If you really cared about me, you would adopt me. You just threw me in here to ease your own conscience. You didn’t do this for me. You did it for yourself.” He looked out the window, his jaw clenched tightly. He stared at me as seldom as possible. 
 
   His words hit me like hot oil right out of the pan. They burned me everywhere, scarring me. Adopting him never crossed my mind. I didn’t have the resources or the experience to raise a kid. I could help him part time, but not be a father. Shit, I could barely look after myself. I made stupid decisions left and right. When Sara broke my heart, I lost myself for a full year. “I would adopt you, but I can’t give you what you need.”
 
   “Whatever,” he said. “I don’t even want you to adopt me. I’m just making a point.”
 
   Did he really mean that?
 
   “Can you just go? There’s nothing else to say, and I hate looking at you.”
 
   I kept telling myself he was only lashing out because he was hurt. He still cared about me. He didn’t hate me like he claimed. He spent two weeks with me over Christmas break, and we had a great time. I didn’t do that out of pity. I did it because I enjoyed spending time with him. “I brought something.” I pulled out the letter. “Your SAT scores came in.”
 
   He flinched slightly, showing a different emotion besides hatred. But then he covered it up, pretending it never happened. “So what?”
 
   “Let’s open them.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter anymore.”
 
   “Yes, it does. I know these scores are good. You worked your ass off for this. Let’s celebrate together.”
 
   “I probably failed.”
 
   “You can’t fail the SAT. I already explained that.”
 
   “Whatever,” he said. “My score is probably bad.”
 
   “It’s not.” I held the letter out. “I know it’s not.”
 
   He still wouldn’t take it. “I’m not going to college, so what’s the point?”
 
   “You bet your ass you’re going to college.” My rule for no cussing was out the window. “Just because you’re mad at me doesn’t mean your future should be jeopardized. If you get a scholarship, you could go to school for free and get out of here within a year.”
 
   He pulled his legs closer to his chest but he didn’t snap at me. I took that as a good sign.
 
   “Come on.” I held the letter out to him.
 
   He eyed it for a while without taking it.
 
   “I’m not opening it for you.”
 
   He finally snatched it and stared at the letter. He didn’t open it, just looked at his name on the envelope. He finally ripped the top off and pulled out the paper. Instead of reading it, he just held it.
 
   “Don’t be afraid. There’s nothing in that letter that can hurt you.”
 
   Clay still wouldn’t read it. “What if it’s bad?”
 
   “It’s not.”
 
   “But what if it is?” he demanded. “What will I do then?”
 
   “Hypothetically, if these scores are bad, it’s not the end of the world.”
 
   “But I won’t go to college. I won’t get a good job.”
 
   “Not true. You don’t need the SAT for a junior college. Go there for two years then transfer. They’ll take you if you have good grades.”
 
   “But I want to go to a four-year…” He folded the paper in his hands, unable to look at it. This whole time, he pretended nothing good would happen in his life, but he’d secretly been hoping for the best.
 
   “I know those scores are good, Clay.”
 
   “No, you don’t. Neither one of us does.”
 
   “I tutored you every single day for eight months. You were a different person when we started, and you soared beyond my every expectation. You’re a very smart kid. I don’t think you understand what you’re capable of.”
 
   He took a breath before he unfolded the letter. He browsed through the introduction before he flipped the page over. At the bottom were the two scores separately and the score combined.
 
   I held my breath and waited.
 
   Clay didn’t react. He just stared.
 
   “Clay?” I pressed.
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m not sure how to read it.”
 
   “Can I see it?” I extended my hand.
 
   He handed it over. “It says I got a 500. Which means…I’m stupid.”
 
   “Not possible. You read it wrong.” I grabbed the paper and looked at the bottom. In bold letters were the two separate numbers. He got a 600 for the verbal portion and a 500 on the math portion. Combined, he got an 1100.
 
   Holy shit.
 
   “I screwed it up. I was nervous and there were so many people there—”
 
   “Clay, this is outstanding.” I stood up, unable to sit still for a moment longer. “This is…amazing. This is incredible. I can’t believe it.”
 
   “A 500?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “That’s your math score,” I explained. “Combined, you got an 1100. Clay, that’s huge. You can go to a state school, no problem.”
 
   “Really?” He finally let his hatred go. “Are you lying?”
 
   “No. Man, I’m so proud of you. You worked so hard for this. Every day…” I felt the paper in my hands, feeling like I finally did something worthwhile in my life. Clay did all the work, but I helped him get there. And the finish line was bittersweet. “This is so great.”
 
   He took the paper back and stared at it, looking at the combined score.
 
   I ran my hand through my hair, smiling for the first time since I got there. “You’re awesome, you know that? That was all you.”
 
   He kept the paper and folded it up, tucking it into his back pocket. “Well, at least I’m not as dumb as I thought.”
 
   “You were never dumb.”
 
   “I guess I’ll apply for schools now…”
 
   “We can do that together. I’ll walk you through it.”
 
   “Why would I want your help?” he asked viciously.
 
   My happiness evaporated quicker than water in the desert. 
 
   “Thanks for helping me with the SAT and everything, but that doesn’t change anything. You still stabbed me in the back.”
 
   “Clay, come on.”
 
   “No. You betrayed me. I don’t want anything to do with you.” The hurt shone in his eyes when he looked at me. “I’m not trying to sounds like a punk, but we did what we set out to do. There’s no reason for us to keep talking. You made your choice when you threw me under the bus. Now, go.”
 
   “Clay, I care about you. I think I proved it with those SAT scores.”
 
   “And you proved otherwise when you ratted me out. I’m in a prison because of you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, okay? I was trying to protect you.”
 
   “Well, you didn’t. You just made my life more difficult. I don’t have a lot of people I can rely on. At first, I didn’t trust you, but then you proved yourself to me. I thought I finally had someone in my life…like how people have family and friends. But then all that went to shit. You’re just like everyone else. I shouldn’t have trusted you, and I’ll never make that mistake again.” He looked out the window, shutting me out.
 
   “Clay—”
 
   “Go. If you don’t, I’ll scream, and they’ll throw you out.”
 
   How did our relationship turn to this? “I know one day you’ll understand what I did and why I did it. And when that day comes, no matter how far into the future, you know where to find me.”
 
   “So I can apologize?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “No. So we can be friends again.”
 
   ***
 
   Taylor was there when I walked inside. “How’d it go?”
 
   With heavy feet, I entered the apartment and threw my jacket on the chair. It slid to the floor, but I didn’t care enough to pick it up.
 
   Taylor got her answer just by looking at me. She recognized the despair in my eyes and knew my afternoon with Clay had taken a turn for the worst. Now, she looked at a hollow man, broken and defeated. “I’m sorry…”
 
   Instead of shutting her out like I did last time, I used her as a crutch. I wrapped my arms around her and used her as much as possible. Her love kept me balanced, and the sadness in her eyes made me feel less alone. We were in this together. She carried half the weight with me, making the burden less painful. “I know.”
 
   “How were his scores?”
 
   That was the one thing that gave me joy. “Amazing.”
 
   “Aww…that’s so great.”
 
   “An 1100. Can you believe it?”
 
   “Wow.” She pulled away so she could look at my face. “Are you serious?”
 
   I nodded, unable to wipe the pride off my face. Clay worked his ass off for that, and I was proud of him. He worked against the odds and started at a lower level than most kids, but he quickly passed them with determination and hard work. “Yeah. But I wasn’t surprised.”
 
   “Go, Clay.”
 
   “We studied for eight months for that exam. He paid his dues.”
 
   “That means he can go to a great college.”
 
   “Yeah. A lot of them will ignore his grades because his score shows he clearly knows the material.”
 
   “I’m so happy to hear that.”
 
   “Me too. He deserves it.”
 
   “So, are you going to help him with the college application process?”
 
   That’s where things went to shit. “He doesn’t want my help.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “He told me to get out and never come back.”
 
   “He’s just upset right now. He’ll come around.”
 
   “No, he won’t.” There was a difference between being stubborn and being hurt. He was too hurt to forgive me. There was no other way around it. “He said it would be different if I adopted him, but he knows that’s never going to happen.”
 
   “Well, that would be ludicrous. You can’t adopt anyone.”
 
   “I know.” Being responsible for a whole other person was something I couldn’t handle. I was far too childish and selfish to take care of someone else. Taylor was my second girlfriend in my entire life. Did I really have enough life experience to take care of another human being? Doubtful.
 
   “Someone will adopt him.”
 
   “No, they won’t.” I wouldn’t lie about that part. “No one wants a rough high school kid. He’s going to be eighteen soon anyway. Not much point.”
 
   “I guess…”
 
   “But he’ll only be there for another year, and then he’ll be gone. It can’t be worse than living with his father, but he says otherwise.”
 
   She rubbed my shoulders, powerless to do anything else to chase away this pain. “I’m sorry about all of this. You sacrificed so much for him. You did more than anyone else. And he doesn’t appreciate it.”
 
   “I don’t care if he appreciates it. I just don’t want him to hate me.”
 
   “One day he’ll realize it. I know he will.”
 
   I wasn’t betting on it.
 
   “But you can’t let this drag you down. You’ve given him enough. Don’t give him your happiness too.”
 
   “I know…” I couldn’t do that to Taylor again. I became the world’s worst boyfriend for two weeks straight. I was a living zombie around the house, not listening to anything she said. I hardly looked at her most of the time. “Don’t worry. I won’t break down like that again.”
 
   She cupped my face and gave me a soft kiss. “I know. But if you do, you know I’m right here next to you.”
 
   ***
 
   I walked into her classroom after the bell rang. The kids filed out, pushing past me in a hurry. It was snowing outside and my overcoat was caked with patches of white snow on the shoulders. I wiped them away before I approached her desk.
 
   She looked cute sitting there, wearing a long-sleeve red dress with her hair in pretty curls. She was going over papers while sitting on her desk, her lips pressed tightly together as she tried to finish everything as quickly as possible, in a hurry to get home to me. 
 
   “Hey, baby.”
 
   She looked up at the sound of my voice, and her mouth immediately melted into a smile. “What a nice surprise.”
 
   I leaned over the table and gave her a PG kiss.
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I had a meeting with my dad about the SAT scores. The kids did well. He was impressed.”
 
   “He shouldn’t be impressed. You’re amazing at what you do.”
 
   “Why, thank you.” I leaned over again and gave her another kiss. “That deserves another kiss.”
 
   Now her eyes smiled just as much as her lips. “You look really handsome today.”
 
   “Oh no,” I said with a chuckle. “We’re on a bad road now.”
 
   She grabbed my tie and wrapped it around her fingers, keeping me stationed over her. “How about I lock the door and we take our chances?”
 
   “Sex in a classroom?” Doing something so illegal got me hard in my slacks. Forbidden and taboo things were my forte. But it was a serious crime since minors were around. If we got caught, there would be talk of jail time. “As enticing as that sounds, we shouldn’t.”
 
   “Where’s my fearless man?”
 
   “I’ll fuck you in an alley behind a dumpster. How about that?”
 
   She chuckled. “Too dirty for me. And you know how dirty I am…”
 
   “Then we’ll have to settle for some old-fashioned vanilla sex in our apartment.” I constantly referred to my place as our place. She was there all the time anyway, only going home to get more supplies. We lived together without officially living together.
 
   Maybe we should make it official.
 
   Instead of freaking me out, the idea actually pleased me. If she moved all her stuff over, then she would never have a reason to leave. She would always be right beside me.
 
   And that sounded like heaven.
 
   “What are you thinking?” She still held my tie in her fingers.
 
   I held her gaze, my eyes concentrating on the deep blue of her eyes. Maybe I should invite her to move in with me right then and there. It was a big step, considering we hadn’t been formally dating very long, a few months tops. But this felt right. It felt right from the beginning, from the day I saw her on the sidewalk with a map of New York in her hands. “Move in with me.” It wasn’t a question because I wouldn’t accept any other answer than the one I wanted. I was telling her what to do, refusing to give her any options. 
 
   Her fingers immediately slackened around my tie, and her playful eyes turned to shock. That was the last thing she expected me to say. It took her a few seconds to recover from the bomb I dropped, and when she did, happiness slowly emerged. “You’re serious?”
 
   “Do I look anything but serious?” Both of my hands were on the desk, leaning over her the same way I did when we were in bed together. “I want you there every day. I hate it when you leave. So how about you just stop leaving?”
 
   “It’s a big step…”
 
   “Not really.” The fact that I came up with the idea at all told me it wasn’t a big deal. It was something that would truly make me happy. She was my best friend, and even when I wasn’t taking her on my bed, I still wanted to be around her. I wanted to play video games with her, make dinner with her, and watch her favorite movies even though I thought they were annoying. Would anything change in a year? In two years? 
 
   “So, you’re sure you want this?”
 
   “Goddammit, just say yes.”
 
   She grinned. “I thought you weren’t asking me?”
 
   Shit, she caught me there. 
 
   She placed her face against mine. “Yes.”
 
   Happiness washed through me, and I felt like the luckiest guy in the world. After almost losing her, I realized how empty my life would have been. The more of Taylor I had, the better off I was. This was the right decision for both of us. “That was the right answer.”
 
   Just before I kissed her, the door flew open. The guy I saw kissing her a while ago walked inside. He held a beaker in his hand and seemed to be returning it. 
 
   My nostrils flared like a bull and I stood upright, ready to charge this guy down and rip his insides out. He touched my girl without permission, pressed his nerdy lips against her mouth, and I wasn’t cool with that. 
 
   He flinched when he saw me, almost dropping the beaker. He put two and two together, and knew he was dead meat.
 
   Taylor grabbed my wrist. “Volt.” She didn’t want me to maul her colleague.
 
   But he should have thought of that before he kissed my lady. 
 
   He turned to the door and quickly ran out like a chicken shit. He almost dropped the beaker again on his way out, and when he was in the hallway, the sound of shattering glass was heard. 
 
   “Fucking piece of shit.” 
 
   “Volt, calm down.” 
 
   I eyed the door, hoping he would come back.
 
   “He didn’t know I had a boyfriend. When I told him, he felt bad.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you can just kiss someone.”
 
   “You did it to me,” she argued.
 
   “That’s different.”
 
   “How so?” she countered.
 
   “Because you were mine. You’ve always been mine.” My words didn’t match my facial expression at all. I was still livid—and a little insane. “Maybe you should transfer to another school.”
 
   “Please don’t tell me you’re threatened by him. He really is harmless.”
 
   “Whatever you say.”
 
   “After that afternoon, he’s been nothing but professional. I can tell it was an honest mistake.”
 
   “He’s still a fucking asshole.”
 
   She came around the desk and wrapped her arms around my neck, blocking my view of the door. “So, am I going to get my own dresser? Am I going to have half the closet or the whole thing?” She changed the course of my thoughts by mentioning something that made me happy.
 
   My nostrils stopped flaring. “You can have your own dresser.”
 
   “Perfect. What about the closet?”
 
   “You can have the closet in the spare bedroom.”
 
   “Excellent.” She leaned in and gave me a slow kiss, slowly massaging my mouth and giving me a little tongue.
 
   When she did that, all other thoughts ceased. I wanted to bend her over the desk and take her right then and there. I didn’t care about getting caught. I didn’t care about the police.
 
   I just cared about her.
 
   ***
 
   “This is weird.” Derek stared at me from across the table, a beer sitting in front of him.
 
   “What’s weird?” We were in a booth near the window. People passed on the sidewalk, huddled tightly in their thick clothing. It would be cold for a few months until spring saved us. Personally, I’d take the freezing cold over a hot summer day in New York. The humidity was a bitch. 
 
   “That it’s just you and me. You’re always with Taylor.”
 
   “Are you saying I don’t spend enough time with you?”
 
   “No. But maybe I’m lonely. Jared is busy with my sister now. I’m on my own.”
 
   “So, this is a pity party for yourself?” I asked incredulously.
 
   “It just sucks when my two best friends are tied down. No one wants to go out anymore. They just want to stay home and paint their nails and shit.”
 
   “Okay, I’ve never done that before.”
 
   “Wait for it.” He held up a hand. “Jared told me it happened to him. Haven’t been able to look at him the same.”
 
   I chuckled. “I may be a pussy, but I’m not that big of a pussy.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   I didn’t realize how much I was neglecting my friend. I really did spend all my time with Taylor. I didn’t even notice. “Want to watch the game tomorrow at that pizza place?”
 
   “Hell yeah,” he said excitedly. “No girlfriend, right?”
 
   “No girlfriend.”
 
   “Sweet.” He finally drank his beer, in a better mood.
 
   “Sorry I’ve neglected you. I always told myself I wouldn’t be that friend. But obviously, it happened anyway.”
 
   “Nah, it’s alright,” he said. “It happens. People grow up and move on with their lives. I’m just a little late.”
 
   “You’ll find the right person. Just keep your eyes peeled.”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “So…I asked Taylor to move in with me.”
 
   “You did?” he asked in surprise. “Wow. Took you long enough.”
 
   “What?” I asked with a laugh. “I thought you would say it’s too soon.”
 
   “Not really. You’ve been together for over a year now.”
 
   “Not officially.”
 
   “You didn’t have a label but whatever. You were in love with each other so it counts.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “I’m glad you guys figured out your problems. I was worried for a minute.”
 
   He was the one who suggested coming clean about Sara. And it ended up saving my relationship. “I told her what happened with Sara.”
 
   His eyes didn’t blink as he stared at me, waiting for the explanation he so desperately craved. He’d asked me about it a million times over the years, but I never answered. Now I didn’t see the point in hiding it. “You remember the night I called you and said I got the ring?”
 
   He nodded, too nervous to speak.
 
   “And we were going to meet at Tito’s?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, I got there first. And when I walked inside, I saw her making out with her ex.”
 
   “Holy shit.”
 
   “They were going at it like animals. It was clear it wasn’t just an innocent run-in. She’d been screwing him for a while.”
 
   He ran his fingers through his hair, distressed. “Fuck. What did you do?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Nothing?” he asked.
 
   “I turned around and walked out. I gave the ring to a bum on the sidewalk and told him to pawn it for cash.”
 
   “Are you insane? Wasn’t that ring ridiculously expensive?”
 
   “Yeah. But I would never want the money I spent on her. It was tainted. I’d rather give it away than let that cash sit in my bank account.”
 
   “What a whore. What happened then?”
 
   “I broke up with her.”
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “That I didn’t want to be with her anymore. I didn’t really give an explanation. She kept asking what was wrong, and I kept saying I just didn’t care anymore. She didn’t do anything for me.”
 
   “Burn…”
 
   “I knew not telling her the truth would haunt her forever. She would never know why I left. She would never know what went wrong. She would grow paranoid and wonder if she’d been caught but she couldn’t ask me for fear of giving herself away. I thought that was a better punishment than confronting her.”
 
   Derek hung on to my every word. “I guess. Never thought about it.”
 
   “She kept calling me after we broke up, but I never took her calls. I went from being hopelessly in love with her to not giving a damn. That had to hurt.”
 
   “Vicious.”
 
   I shrugged, not feeling bad about it. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me before?”
 
   “I was embarrassed. I called and said I got the ring…and then I found out she was sneaking around behind my back. I just felt stupid. Just ten minutes before that, I was buying a huge engagement ring, not having a clue she was sucking someone else’s dick.”
 
   “That’s not embarrassing,” Derek argued. “You were the victim.”
 
   “But I shouldn’t have let myself be the victim. That means I wasn’t enough for her. And not being enough for someone is humiliating.”
 
   Derek shook his head. “That thought never would have crossed my mind—or anyone else’s. You’re being way too hard on yourself.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say that. It was just embarrassing. I told my parents I was going to propose, and they were all excited. And then I had to tell them what happened and break their hearts. If I’d never told them about the ring, I could have just said Sara and I broke up. But since they knew how serious it was, I couldn’t make up a lie that would make sense. The whole thing just sucked.”
 
   “Yeah, I get it. But I still don’t know why you couldn’t tell me.”
 
   “It was nothing personal, man. I was just…it was too hard for me. As much as I hate to admit it, she really fucked me up. I was so heartbroken…I couldn’t think straight.”
 
   He nodded, sympathizing with me. “Now I understand why you behaved the way you did. One moment you were in a relationship, and then the next moment, you were screwing everyone in the city.”
 
   “I just snapped.”
 
   “Yeah. I get it.”
 
   “And then Taylor came out of nowhere and…fixed me.” It was a cheesy thing to say.
 
   But Derek didn’t make fun of me. “She’s a good catch. You could do a lot worse.”
 
   “I know. She’s perfect.” I looked down at my whiskey, thinking of her eyes as they stared into mine when we were making love. 
 
   “I think Taylor is the real deal. You aren’t going to have the same experience as you did with Sara.”
 
   “I know.” I wasn’t worried about it. I loved Sara but she was never my best friend, not like Taylor was. When I looked back on our relationship, I wasn’t sure why I was so fascinated with her. She really didn’t have a lot to offer other than her looks. Taylor was a bombshell and the biggest sweetheart in the world. She was way out of my league and always would be. “That’s why I asked her to move in with me.”
 
   “Girl roommate.” He winked. “Nice.”
 
   I chuckled. “I like walking in on her when she’s in the shower. Because, you know, tits.”
 
   He laughed. “Tits are nice.” He clinked his glass against mine. “I’m happy for you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I’m going to be the best man at your wedding, right?”
 
   “Absolutely,” I said with a smile.
 
   “I’m surprised you didn’t just ask her to marry you.”
 
   The thought had crossed my mind. It came up more often than I expected it to. Our relationship had progressed until it reached the sky. It didn’t seem like it could get any better. We were happy together, madly in love. Was there anything else to wait for? “I thought about it.”
 
   “Why didn’t you go for it?”
 
   “I don’t know. Do you think she’d say yes?”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “She would have said yes the day you met.”
 
   I took a drink of my whiskey to cover my thoughts.
 
   “Dude, when you know, you just know.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You know you found the right person. I’m not trying to push you into something you aren’t ready for, but we both know this is going to last forever. We both know she’s your wife somewhere down the road. Why not now? Why later?”
 
   My eyes narrowed. “When did you become a hopeless romantic?”
 
   “I’m not,” he snapped. “But if I were in your situation, I know I wouldn’t wait. It’s obvious you guys are meant to be together. Okay…maybe that does make me sound like a romantic.”
 
   “And a pussy.”
 
   “But it’s true. You just know it’s going to last forever.”
 
   The thought gave me a temporary high before I came crashing down. “I thought the same thing with Sara…”
 
   “That was different, man.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You guys didn’t click the way you and Taylor do. She was your first relationship so you didn’t know any better. You cared more about the way Sara looked than her boring personality. But with Taylor, you know she has the full package.”
 
   She did have the full package.
 
   “Now you know, for sure, who you should be with.”
 
   There was never a doubt that Taylor was the woman I was supposed to be with. I wanted her for the rest of my life. She would be honest and faithful. She would give me children and grow old with me, still laughing even when our bones and joints ached. She would make me so happy I would forget what it was like to be miserable. 
 
   He held up his hands. “Do what you want. I’m not pushing you in any specific direction. But don’t let your experience with Sara affect your decisions with Taylor. Because if that bullshit never happened, I know you would be proposing right now.”
 
   I stared at the ice cubes in my glass and stirred them around with a jolt of my wrist. I knew he was right. I was letting the past affect my future—even now. I wasn’t afraid of commitment, but I was afraid of being reminded how shitty that evening felt when I spotted Sara with someone else. 
 
   Derek stared at me quietly, waiting for me to say something.
 
   I kept thinking to myself, wondering what to do next.
 
   “Earth to Volt.” He waved a hand in front of my face.
 
   I looked up from my glass. “I’m going to ask her to marry me.”
 
   He grinned from ear-to-ear, the kind of smile that reached his eyes and every other part of his body. “Fuck yeah. That’s what I’m talking about. And I’m your best man. Jared can be a loser groomsman.”
 
   “Let’s not rush the wedding. I still have to ask.”
 
   “She’ll say yes, and we both know it. Now let’s go get that ring.” He rubbed his palms together.
 
   “Why are you so excited about this?” I asked. “Guys don’t care about this stuff.”
 
   “You’re my best friend. And I want you to be happy. She makes you happy, ergo, you should marry her.”
 
   It was a sweet thing to say, something more affectionate than he would normally say. “Well, thanks. You’ve always been a good friend to me, even when I wasn’t the best to you.”
 
   “Oh, shut up,” he said. “Now we just sound like a bunch of girls.”
 
   I laughed. “We really do.”
 
   He slid out of the booth and left the cash on the table. “Now let’s go shopping.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Taylor
 
   “So what does Volt do?” Sara walked beside me, holding a Gucci bag that contained a new sweater inside.
 
   “He owns his own company.”
 
   “So, he must make bank?”
 
   “Uh…I guess.” I never asked Volt about his finances. I knew he was wealthy because of his penthouse overlooking Central Park and the Maserati parked in his garage, not to mention his expensive suits and other knick-knacks. 
 
   “Like, how much are we talking?”
 
   What did it matter? “I don’t know. I’ve never asked.”
 
   “Really?” she asked in surprise. “This is important information if you’re going to marry him.”
 
   “Well, rich or poor, it doesn’t matter to me.”
 
   Sara had always cared about security and having nice things. 
 
   “By the way, he asked me to move in with him.”
 
   “Seriously?” She stopped walking and stared at me. 
 
   “Yep.” I already packed most of my things in boxes and prepared for the move. I just had to figure out what to do with my old furniture. There was no place for it in his apartment. 
 
   “Wow. That’s great.”
 
   “I know. I’m excited.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re going to be living with this guy but I haven’t met him.”
 
   I know. Every time we arranged something, it fell through. “You want to meet him now? He should be home.”
 
   “Yeah, of course.”
 
   We walked a few blocks before we reached the building. She looked up and admired the view. “Wow. Definitely loaded.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.
 
   “And you’re moving in here?”
 
   “Well, my apartment is way too small.” We took the elevator to the top floor then walked inside. “Volt, I’m here. And Sara is with me.” 
 
   Sara shut the door behind her and took a look around his luxurious place. “He’s super loaded.”
 
   “Shh!” I didn’t want Volt to hear that.
 
   “You made the right choice moving in here. It’s so nice.”
 
   “Volt?” I set my purse down and came farther into the room. “Are you here?”
 
   There was no response.
 
   “Hmm.” I wasn’t sure where he would be. I pulled out my phone and texted him. Hey, I just got home. Where are you?
 
   Hey, baby. I’m hanging out with Derek. Sorry, I forgot to let you know.
 
   It’s okay. When will you be home?
 
   We’re going to grab dinner and watch the game. I probably won’t be home until bedtime. 
 
   Okay. I tried not to be disappointed. I didn’t mind him going out with Derek. I just missed him. I’ll see you then.
 
   You better be awake when I get there—and naked.
 
   I smiled. Will do.
 
   Love you.
 
   I melted when I saw those words. Love you too. I set down my phone and turned back to Sara. “I guess he’s out for the night.”
 
   “Oh, really?” she asked in disappointment. “I need to meet this incredible man. The suspense is killing me.”
 
   “It’s killing me too.”
 
   “Well, you want to get dinner since you’re free?”
 
   “Sure. Let’s get a drink too.”
 
   “Now you’re thinking.”
 
   ***
 
   By the time Volt came home, I was already in bed. I tried to stay naked, but it was too cold. I ended up putting on his t-shirt and sweatpants. I read off my phone in bed until I heard the front door open and shut.
 
   He came down the hall a moment later, still wearing the suit he wore to work.
 
   “Long day?”
 
   He removed his tie, his eyes trained on me. “Why aren’t you naked?”
 
   “I was cold.” I set my phone aside and sat up.
 
   He tore off each article of clothing, stripping down until he was completely naked. His cock was hard and throbbing, eager for some rough sex. 
 
   Now I wasn’t cold at all.
 
   He climbed over the bed and dragged me by the ankle until I was underneath him. He stripped me down harshly, getting my clothes off as quickly as possible. Thirst was in his eyes, and he was desperate to drink me.
 
   When I was naked, he wrapped my legs around his waist and shoved himself inside me, stretching me with no warning whatsoever. His hand moved to the back of my hair and he yanked it, keeping my chin up and my eyes on him.
 
   I liked it.
 
   He thrust into me hard, taking me like he owned me and was the commander of every part of me. He moaned from deep in his chest when he felt the moisture between my legs and he rammed into me harder.
 
   I was already going to come.
 
   “I missed you.” He breathed hard on top of me, breaking a sweat from the exertion.
 
   “I missed you too.” My nails dug into him harshly, on the verge of drawing blood. I loved the sweet and sensual lovemaking we did, but I loved this even more. I loved the way he pushed me down into submission, taking me because I was his.
 
   He continued to thrust inside me, his cock becoming harder as he approached his climax. I could feel it thicken, desperate to release inside me. He dug his pelvic bone into me harder, rubbing against my clit so I would explode.
 
   After three more thrusts, I was there. “Right there…” My head rolled back as I felt the power slam into me.
 
   He fisted my hair and yanked my head until I was facing him again. “Look at me when you come.”
 
   My orgasm was that much harder, hotter. I gripped his arms as I held on, feeling my body tighten as the pleasure took me sky-high. I saw the dark desire in his eyes. He was loving the face I made when I crumbled for him.
 
   A grunt escaped his throat, and he released deep inside me, giving me all of his seed until there was nothing left to give. He shoved himself as far as he could go, hitting my cervix as he released. “Baby…”
 
   We finished our high together, falling into the mutual passion we had for each other. Somehow, that orgasm was even better than all the rest. He made my toes curl and my breath hitch. He sent me into the clouds, high above the ground until I reached the heavens. “You always make me come so hard.”
 
   He kept his dick inside me, having no intention of pulling it out anytime soon. “And it’s always a pleasure.” He scooted me up the bed and laid me down, snuggling with me under the covers. He didn’t pull his cock out because he planned to take me again the second he was at full length. 
 
   “Did you and Derek have fun?”
 
   “Yeah. But not as much fun as we just had.” He kissed my neck then my nose.
 
   “Sara came over for a little while. She was hoping to meet you but you weren’t home.”
 
   “That’s ironic. I’m always home.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Arrange a dinner. I’ll finally meet this amazing best friend of yours.”
 
   “Alright, I will. How about this weekend?”
 
   “Sounds like a date.”
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   “Did you tell her you’re moving in with me?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Was she supportive?”
 
   “Yeah. When she saw your place, she almost had a heart attack.”
 
   “Why?” he asked. “What’s wrong with it?”
 
   “She thinks you’re loaded.”
 
   He kept a straight face as he spoke. “I am loaded.”
 
   “But she seemed surprised by it.”
 
   “I own a company that has expanded into several different cities. I help people and make money at the same time. It’s a nice set-up.”
 
   “Well, I think she’s jealous.”
 
   “A lot of people are.”
 
   “I had to remind her I wasn’t with you for your money. She kinda cares about those sorts of things.”
 
   “All women do.”
 
   “No, that’s not true.” I certainly didn’t.
 
   “Admit it. The fact that I’m wealthy makes me more attractive.”
 
   “I really don’t care.” I’d never been a gold digger. All I cared about was a man who pulled his own weight. Someone who was passionate about his work. But that was it.
 
   “Really?” he asked. “So if I were delivering pizzas, you’d be snuggled up with me right now.”
 
   “Well…delivering pizzas would make you a completely different person. So, probably not. But if you were a teacher who didn’t make much, I wouldn’t care. I’d like the fact you helped kids as your passion.”
 
   “Maybe I deliver pizza because it’s my passion.”
 
   “Then you aren’t passionate about the things I care about.” It was a stupid conversation. I wasn’t even sure why we were having it. “Let’s change the subject.”
 
   “No. It’s interesting.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I just think money has more to do with a relationship than you realize.”
 
   “Again, I don’t feel that way.”
 
   “But I do.” He squeezed my hip with his hand. “I like knowing I can take care of you. I like knowing you could quit your job whenever you felt like it and raise our kids. I like knowing I can buy you whatever the hell you want without breaking the bank. Money means something to me.”
 
   When he put it like that, it was sweet.
 
   “Every woman wants to be taken care of. You aren’t any different. And you know what? That’s perfectly fine. Because if I couldn’t take care of you, then I wouldn’t be good enough for you.”
 
   “But I can take care of myself.”
 
   “One day you won’t be able to. And I’ll be there.” He rubbed his nose against mine. “I want to give you half of what’s mine. I want to give you my name. I want to give you everything—my empire.” He looked me in the eye, showing me his sincerity.
 
   Our relationship fell to a deeper level. I wanted to marry him but I never told him that. He never told me either. But now we were confessing how we really felt. Now that I was moving in with him, I realized exactly what our future held. One day, we would get married. One day, we would have a family. 
 
   It was actually happening.
 
   And that made me happier than I could understand. It brought tears to my eyes, and I couldn’t control them. They bubbled from my eyes and fell into the corners.
 
   Volt watched them, understanding what the emotion meant. He pressed his lips to the corners of my eyes and kissed the tears away. “I love you too.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Volt
 
   The second Mom opened the door, she peered around for Taylor, expecting her to be right by my side. When she wasn’t there, Mom looked at me in pure disappointment, as if she didn’t want to see me unless Taylor was there too. “Taylor isn’t coming?”
 
   I told her I had plans with Derek. I needed to speak to my parents alone, preparing them for what was about to come. “She couldn’t make it. You know, she has to prepare for class tomorrow.”
 
   “She’s such a hard worker.” Mom gave me a half-assed hug then led me inside. “We’re having lasagna for dinner. Hope you’re hungry.”
 
   I was always hungry for my mom’s cooking. “Starving.” I took off my heavy coat and greeted Dad. He was drinking whiskey so I poured myself a glass. My love for hard liquor started when I was sixteen, when my father and I used to drink together in the den. 
 
   We sat down at the table and talked about work and the winter chill outside. They asked about Clay, and I brushed over the fight he and I had. I didn’t want to get into it. It would just bum me out, and it would make my parents sad too. “Actually, there’s something I want to talk about.” It felt oddly similar to last time. I went over there and told them I was going to ask Sara to marry me. They were thrilled, on the verge of tears. Connor even seemed slightly excited about it. Everything felt the same—except he wasn’t there.
 
   “What is it, baby?” Mom asked.
 
   I didn’t have any doubts about what I was going to do. I just hoped they would take me seriously. I already claimed I would love one person forever and that went to shit. Maybe it would explode in my face all over again. “I asked Taylor to move in with me.”
 
   “You did?” Mom asked. “Why would you do that?” She was still traditional even though the rest of the United States wasn’t. 
 
   “Good for you,” Dad said. “It’s always good to live with someone before deciding if you want to marry them.”
 
   “Well…that’s the thing.” I stared at their faces before I continued. “I do want to marry her. And I’m going to propose.” I reached into my inside jacket pocket and pulled out the black box. I set it in the center of the table where they could see it.
 
   Mom covered her mouth but didn’t gasp.
 
   Dad stared at it, shocked. 
 
   “I asked her to move in with me because I thought it would be easier. I’ve already been down this road once before, and I didn’t want to go there again. But then I realized I was being stupid. So, I’m going to ask her.”
 
   Mom was still in shock.
 
   Dad was the first one to go for the ring. He opened the box and revealed a beautiful solitaire diamond. It was nothing like the ring I bought for Sara. This one was simple and beautiful—just like Taylor. And it was twice as expensive. It would sparkle with brightness, keeping away any lookers. It was the clearest and most obvious way to tell the world she was mine—and to keep their hands off. 
 
   Mom finally reacted after several breaths. “Volt…it’s so beautiful.”
 
   “I think she’ll like it.”
 
   She took it from my father and examined it with a woman’s eyes. “My god, this is gorgeous. She’ll love it.”
 
   “I think so too.”
 
   Tears came into her eyes, right on cue. “Volt, this makes me so happy. We were worried you would never give love another chance. We thought that whore broke your spirit.”
 
   “Let’s not talk about her.” She was a thing of the past, not worth mentioning.
 
   “You’re right,” Mom said. “Your father and I would love to have Taylor as a part of this family.”
 
   “I know.” I knew they loved Taylor and would be happy about this. 
 
   “When are you going to ask her?” Dad asked.
 
   “When she moves in with me. I’ll have one extra box left over, and when she opens it, the ring will be inside. And then I’ll get down on one knee.”
 
   “Aww…” Mom fanned her eyes. “That’s so romantic.”
 
   “I don’t think she’ll expect it. It doesn’t make sense for me to ask her to move in and then propose immediately afterward. It’s the perfect plan.”
 
   “I like it,” Dad said. “She’ll never forget it.”
 
   I took the ring back and placed it in my pocket. “I just wanted to give you a heads-up.”
 
   “We appreciate it,” Mom said. “We’re so excited. I’m not sure if I can wait that long.”
 
   “Well, you’re going to have to keep your lips sealed,” I said. “Especially you, Dad.”
 
   Dad rolled his eyes. “You don’t need to worry about me.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   “Did you ask her parents?” Mom asked.
 
   “I got their number from her phone when she was asleep and called them.”
 
   “Oh, good,” Mom said. “What did they say?”
 
   “They’re really excited,” I explained. “But not excited that she’ll be living in New York for the rest of her life.”
 
   “Maybe they’ll move here,” Mom suggested.
 
   “Maybe,” I said with a shrug.
 
   “Well, you did a good job with that ring,” Dad said. “You don’t need to buy her anything else expensive for a very long time.”
 
   “Good to know,” I said with a chuckle.
 
   “I’ll call your brother after dinner. He’ll be excited too.”
 
   I doubted he would care. “Good idea.” I was finished with dinner and didn’t want any pie so I excused myself. “Well, I should get going. I’ve got a lot of stuff to think about for the next week.”
 
   Both of my parents hugged me, happier than ever. They weren’t just happy with the woman I chose to settle down with. They were happy I recovered from that horrific nightmare that Sara caused. They were relieved I found myself again—found joy.
 
   ***
 
   “You’re free Friday night?” Taylor asked from the couch. She was sitting in front of the TV with her schoolwork surrounding her. The TV was on and her favorite reality showed played.
 
   “How are you supposed to get stuff done when you’re so distracted?”
 
   “It really slows me down,” she said. “But I never have time to do normal stuff so I try to do both.”
 
   “You do normal stuff.” I stripped off my coat and hung it by the door. “You roll around with me every night.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s not normal. Every woman wishes she were doing that.”
 
   I waggled my eyebrows. “Thanks for the compliment.”
 
   “Are you going to answer my question or what?”
 
   “What was the question? If I want to roll around with you right now? I’m game.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “We’re having dinner with Sara on Friday. You were supposed to meet her twice, and it never happened. Are you going to meet her this time?”
 
   “Yes, baby. Just chill.”
 
   “Alright. She’s starting to think I’m hiding you from her.”
 
   “Because you’re afraid she won’t keep her hands off me?” I winked and sat beside her on the couch.
 
   She rolled her eyes again. “Yes. That’s it.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure she keeps her hands to herself.”
 
   “I just want her to know I’m not embarrassed of you. That you aren’t grotesquely disfigured.”
 
   “Wow…this took a bad turn.”
 
   She laughed and set her mound of papers aside. “She’s been my best friend since we were two. That’s a long time.”
 
   “Longer than I’ve known Derek.”
 
   “So, I want this to go well. If we’re going to be together, I want her to be on board. I want the three of us to be able to hang out. And when she finds someone, I want us to double date.”
 
   It sounded boring to me, but I would give her whatever she wanted. I patted her thigh. “Baby, it’ll be fine. I’ll dazzle her.”
 
   “I know you will.”
 
   “So, did you finish moving all your stuff?” The living room was empty but the bedrooms had boxes littered everywhere. For one woman in a tiny apartment, she came with a lot of shit.
 
   “Not quite. I still have a few more things to organize and pack up.”
 
   “Really drawing it out, huh?”
 
   “I have two months left on my lease anyway, so I’m not in a hurry to clean up shop.”
 
   “You should be in a hurry to live with a sexy stud like me.” I squeezed her thigh.
 
   She eyed me carefully, like she saw something I didn’t mean to show. “Why are you in such a good mood lately?”
 
   “What?” I blurted. “I’m not.”
 
   “Yeah. You’ve been skipping around like the first day of spring has just arrived.”
 
   Was I making it that obvious? What if she figured out my plan? What if I ruined everything? “I’m just trying to be more positive. The whole thing with Clay really got me down, but I’m trying to be more uplifting.”
 
   She accepted the claim without hesitation. “Well, I’m glad to hear that.”
 
   Phew. Crisis averted. “So…are you done grading?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I nodded toward the bedroom. “I’m craving an innocent schoolteacher at the moment.” If she looked at my slacks, she would’ve seen my hard-on. It was easily distinguishable.
 
   “Who said anything about innocent?”
 
   “Ooh…a naughty schoolteacher. Even better.”
 
   She left the couch and pulled me behind her. “I’m craving an executive—medium well.”
 
   I watched her ass sway as I walked behind her. “I like my meat well done.”
 
   ***
 
   I wore a gray V-neck under my black blazer along with my dark jeans. Taylor didn’t tell me what to wear, but I knew what she liked and didn’t like. She preferred my laid-back clothes, not the stiff suits I wore to work every day. But she liked my blazer because it outlined my sculpted shoulders.
 
   I knew what my lady liked.
 
   She wore a tight black dress that hugged her petite waist and framed her boobalicious chest. 
 
   Sometimes, I didn’t know what I liked more. Her ass in my face when I took her from behind, or those off-the-hook tits. Maybe I would never know. Maybe it was a tie. “You look smokin’.”
 
   She set her phone in her clutch and closed it. “Thanks. You look handsome too.”
 
   “Handsome enough for a quickie?” 
 
   “Nope. We’re already running late.” She pulled a black jacket over her body, hiding her gorgeous figure. She pulled her hair out from underneath the coat and adjusted it around her face.
 
   “If we’re already running late, why not?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You’re out of control.”
 
   “Out of control for you.” I waggled my eyebrows.
 
   She didn’t bother responding and headed to the door. “We’ll have sex behind a dumpster on the way home.”
 
   “Or how about in the bathroom stall? Even better.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Or how about—”
 
   “I’ll let you tit-fuck me when we get home if you behave.”
 
   That was an excellent bargaining chip, and she had me. Tit-fucking her was the best. She had the nicest tits ever. “You got it, baby.”
 
   ***
 
   Taylor looked at her phone before we entered the restaurant. “She said she’s already here. She has a table in the back.”
 
   I opened the door for her then walked in behind her. “Good. That means there will be a basket of bread. And if this girl knows what she’s doing, there will be a bottle of wine too.”
 
   Taylor took my hand and walked with me. “Just be yourself.”
 
   “I can’t completely be myself. Otherwise, all I would do is tell her how nice your tits are. The night could get uncomfortable.”
 
   “What did I say about good behavior?”
 
   I rolled my eyes then zipped my lips shut.
 
   “Good boy.”
 
   We headed to the table near the back, and I spotted the woman who must be her friend. Her head was down as she looked at her phone. She had long, blonde hair set in open curls, and she wore a gray sweater with gold bracelets around her wrist.
 
   As we edged closer, I noticed the purse on the chair beside her. It was deep purple and Coach, reminding me of a purse I’d seen before but couldn’t remember where. There was a low burning candle on the table, and a full basket of bread—thankfully.
 
   “Hey!” Taylor got to the table first and greeted her friend.
 
   She looked up and set her eyes on Taylor. They were bright green and icy—frozen just like her heart. Her hair was behind her shoulders, like it usually was. Her eye shadow was heavy, showing dark shades that made them appear smoky. Her voice was exactly the same as I remembered. “About time, girl.”
 
   “Sorry,” Taylor said. “We’re always late to everything.”
 
   I froze in place because my mind couldn’t understand what I was looking at. I was two years in the past, looking at the woman I thought I would spend my life with. Not once had I run into her because this city was a big place. But now I was face-to-face with her, feeling the anger bubble and froth out of my ears. Even after all that time, I still hated her. I loathed everything about her, from her hair to the sound of her annoying voice. She still wore expensive things, from designer purses to exclusive jewelry. 
 
   I walked into that restaurant expecting a nice meal, but instead, I walked into my worst nightmare. When Taylor told me about her best friend, not once did I think this was a possibility. Sara was a common name. I’d already dated three of them. 
 
   I didn’t know what to do. My first instinct told me to turn around and walk away before she looked at me. My life had been so much better since the night I walked away from her. I dumped her in the coldest way possible. I never told her the truth, that I caught her red-handed, sticking her tongue down some other guy’s throat.
 
   The anger came back, making my hands curl into fists.
 
   Taylor didn’t notice anything because her back was turned to me. “Sara, this is the man I’ve been telling you about for over a year now.” She stepped away and turned to me, a smile on her face.
 
   Sara laid her eyes on me, and she immediately went pale. All the blood drained from her face, and it was clear this was a nightmare for her just as it was for me. Her lips parted slightly like she wanted to gasp but didn’t have the breath to achieve it. She didn’t blink once as she stared at me, reliving the same relationship that I recalled. 
 
   I stared back, hating every expression on her face. I found her hideous now, absolutely appalling. What did I see in her all those years ago? What did I find so infatuating? She was a stupid girl who cared about stupid things. She was always looking for the next opportunity, side kicking anything that became obsolete—and that included me.
 
   I hated her.
 
   Hate was a strong word, but it was appropriate. 
 
   Taylor stared back and forth between us, expecting one of us to say hi or at least move. “Uh…do you two know each other?”
 
   I refused to speak. My lips were tightly shut and my shoulders were tense. If I let my mouth open, I would say some horrifying things. It was better if I stayed quiet, not allowing my insults to escape.
 
   “Muriel?” Sara whispered.
 
   I hated it when she said my name. Not only did I hate her voice, but that name was just stupid. Why the fuck did my parents give it to me? My brother got a normal name, and I got my grandfather’s name.
 
   “What?” Taylor asked.
 
   Sara examined my features, confirming who I was even when I didn’t answer her question. It took a moment for the shock to dissipate, for her to understand this wasn’t a sick dream. “He’s Muriel…my ex.”
 
   Taylor still didn’t get it. She stared at her friend as she processed what she said. “No…his name is Volt. Are you drunk?”
 
   “Volt?” Sara asked. “That’s not his name.”
 
   We continued to stand together in the restaurant, and we were drawing more attention to ourselves from the nearby tables. I wanted to walk out and never see this cunt again. But I didn’t want to leave unless Taylor was with me. 
 
   Taylor turned to me, connecting the dots. “Volt isn’t your real name…it’s your middle name.” She remembered what I told her so long ago. It seemed like a different lifetime.
 
   I still hadn’t said anything because I was too angry. I never wanted to see Sara again but now I was face-to-face with her. All the hatred and humiliation came back. Why did I love someone so unworthy of a single care?
 
   “So…” Taylor didn’t finish the sentence because she didn’t know how.
 
   “He was the one who broke up with me a few years ago.” Sara dropped her gaze, clearly still hurting over the way I left her. 
 
   Now Taylor understood, understanding exactly what she was dealing with.
 
   I didn’t want to stand there a moment longer. I didn’t want to look at that stupid whore as she played the victim. I was the one who got hurt. I was the one with a ring in my pocket while she fucked her ex. 
 
   I was done with this.
 
   I turned around and walked out, unable to stare at her face a second longer than I had to. Why was Taylor friends with such a lying bitch? Why was this happening to me? Why was I about to marry a woman who was best friends with my ex?
 
   I would never escape her.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Taylor
 
   Sara watched Volt leave the restaurant before she fell into the chair. A dazed look stretched across her face, unable to believe whom she just saw. Her eyes were still wide apart, trying to process endless information in nanoseconds.
 
   I continued to stand near the table, just as confused. I walked in with Volt, expecting a fun dinner with my best friend, but instead, I walked into a soap opera. Sara told me about her ex and how much she loved him. He just walked out without an explanation.
 
   And it was Volt.
 
   There was a bottle of wine on the table so I sat across from her and immediately helped myself to a glass, knowing I would need it to get through this circus. 
 
   Sara didn’t speak, her eyes trained on the door like Volt may return. 
 
   I downed one glass in a few seconds before I poured another.
 
   Sara didn’t reach for the bottle. She was stunned into silence. 
 
   “What are the odds?” This city was enormous, and we were best friends. How did we date the same guy but never figure it out? How did we both love the same guy but never realize it? 
 
   “I don’t know.” She finally spoke, her voice coming out weak. “He never liked his name. I’m not surprised he changed it.”
 
   Muriel didn’t fit Volt at all. I couldn’t even get myself to call him that. That was the name of someone I didn’t know. 
 
   “This is insane.” I didn’t know what to say. I kept expecting myself to wake up. I wanted to pinch myself to speed up the process, but I knew it wouldn’t work. This was real. And it was going to stay real.
 
   “I know…” She finally moved and poured herself a glass of wine. She swirled it before she took a sip. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
 
   “Why are you sorry?” I asked. “You didn’t do anything wrong?” No one did anything wrong. It was just a really strange coincidence. 
 
   “You were going to move in with him, and I know you love him…”
 
   I was going to move in with him? Why was this past tense?
 
   “And now everything is ruined.”
 
   “Why is everything ruined?” I admit it was weird, but we could get through it.
 
   She sipped her wine before she gave me a cold look. “Because I was with him for over a year. Because I was in love with him. Because he broke my heart. Or do you not remember any of this?”
 
   “No, I do. But that was two years ago, Sara.”
 
   “What does that matter?” she snapped. “You aren’t supposed to date your friend’s ex.”
 
   “I didn’t know he was your ex.”
 
   “And I get that, but now you do know. And we’re best friends. How is this supposed to work? He and I can never be in the same room together. We can never do stuff together. I can never come to your wedding. Don’t you see how big of a problem this is?”
 
   “Well…yeah.” But I never expected it to come to this. “But don’t you think the two of you could work this out? Volt and I have already been together for a year. We’re moving in together. We want to get married someday. I can’t just erase all these feelings we’ve developed for each other.”
 
   “Taylor, I had the exact same feelings.” She poked herself hard in the chest, tears moving into her eyes. “I was devastated when he left. I thought he was going to propose and we were going to live happily ever after. How do you think it makes me feel to know he’s moved on with someone else? Especially you.”
 
   My mouth fell slack because I was speechless. I didn’t think about any of that. 
 
   She leaned back into the chair and crossed her arms over her chest, her eyes blinking quickly to dispel the moisture. “I know you’re happy with him, and I don’t want to ruin your happiness, but…this isn’t something we can just ignore. This isn’t going to work. We’re best friends forever, so we always come first.”
 
   “So…you want me to break up with him?”
 
   “It’s not about want,” she said. “There’s no other option here.”
 
   “But I’m asking what you want me to do, Sara. Is that what you want?”
 
   She looked away and avoided the question. After several breaths, she spoke. “If it were me, I’d break up with him.”
 
   “What?” I asked incredulously. “I’m sorry, but I can’t picture that.”
 
   “I would,” she argued. “I know I can be selfish sometimes, but we’re best friends. This is forever. Guys will come and go, but we’ll always be here. Muriel isn’t some guy I just had a fling with. We had a relationship together. We loved each other. How could I possibly be okay with this? I’d be lying if I said I was.”
 
   I knew she was right. Deep in my heart, I knew.
 
   “You of all people know how devastated I was. When you moved here, I was still getting over it.”
 
   I did know.
 
   “Realistically, how is this going to work? Because I can’t be around him. I can’t handle seeing you two together. I can’t handle the idea of the two of you being together… It’s my worst nightmare.”
 
   I heard everything she said and it all made sense. “But…I love him.” Our relationship was a slow burn. It took us a long time to figure out exactly how we felt. We started off as best friends and slowly fell in love, not even realizing it. And when we did finally come together, it was the most beautiful thing. When we broke up, I was absolutely devastated. I couldn’t live without him, not after he made me so happy. “Sara, I love you. But…I can’t imagine my life without him. I want to marry him. He’s my best friend.”
 
   “I know. I know that better than anyone.” She gave me a sympathetic look. “But…tell me how else it could work.”
 
   I didn’t have a single answer.
 
   “The only way it will work is if we stop being friends. Is that what you want?”
 
   “Why do we have to stop being friends?” Why was she making me choose?
 
   “Because we can’t be ourselves. I could never ask you about him. If you had kids, I could never look at them. There would be a huge hole in our relationship and it would be awkward and strange. You really don’t see where I’m coming from?”
 
   “No, I do. I just…you’re asking me to give up the love of my life.”
 
   “He was the love of my life too, Taylor.” She gave me a cold look. “Believe me, I understand everything you’re feeling. I felt all of that before he walked out on me. Even now, I’m still not over it. Knowing he asked you to move in when he never asked me that…is excruciating.”
 
   I looked out the window just to avoid eye contact. This evening was supposed to be different. It was supposed to be fun. My best friend and my boyfriend were supposed to get along. We weren’t supposed to talk about me leaving him. “I can’t see myself with anyone else, Sara.”
 
   “And neither can I. I haven’t been in a relationship since.”
 
   “Are you telling me you’re still in love with him?” It’d been two years. She couldn’t be.
 
   She shrugged. “When you love someone once, you never stop loving them. If I feel this way for him, he must feel this way for me. Don’t you think that will be a problem, having the two of us together? I’m not saying I would ever betray you like that, but he and I could develop feelings for each other again and something might happen. So many things could go wrong in this scenario. The three of us are never going to be able to make this work.”
 
   That evidence was even more painful. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Taylor,” she whispered. “But I don’t see how this works…unless we stop being friends. You don’t want that, right? Our parents are friends, and we’ve known each other since we were in diapers. Isn’t our relationship more important than what you have with him? With any guy?”
 
   “Yes…but he’s my best friend too. We’ve loved each other for a long time. It’s not like it’s easy for me to just cut him out. You guys are both equally important to me.”
 
   Her eyes fell. “I’m sorry. But that’s the way it is.”
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest, feeling the depression creep in.
 
   “You know I’m right.”
 
   I didn’t want to listen to it—not right now. “Just give me some time, okay? This is a lot of information to get in thirty minutes. I woke up this morning thinking my life was a certain way, and now it’s been turned on its head.”
 
   “I get it,” she whispered.
 
   How could I ever let Volt go? He was such an important person in my life now. Arguably, I was closer to him than I was to her. When she settled down and got married, she would understand. But I couldn’t lose her either. We’d known each other forever. She was family.
 
   What was I supposed to do?
 
   ***
 
   When I came home, all the lights were off in the apartment. I knew Volt was home, drinking whiskey in a dark corner somewhere. His wallet and keys were on the table in the entryway.
 
   I didn’t call out for him because he wouldn’t respond.
 
   I walked into this office because I knew that’s where he would be. Floor-to-ceiling windows took up the back wall, and he sat in the office chair as he faced the city lights. A bottle of whiskey sat on the counter along with a bowl of fresh ice cubes.
 
   He didn’t want to talk. He made that clear.
 
   But I didn’t want to be alone.
 
   I walked inside and came around the desk, waiting for him to react to me.
 
   He took a drink.
 
   I stood beside him and turned my gaze to the burning lights of the city. You could see everything from up there. Central Park was lit up with street lamps but it was dark in comparison to the rest of the city. 
 
   He took another drink, silently dismissing me.
 
   Whenever I had a problem, I ran to Volt. I told him everything, and he gave me advice. That was our relationship. But now I couldn’t run to him. And I couldn’t run to Sara either. 
 
   I moved onto his lap and straddled his hips, wanting to be close to him. My arms moved around his neck, and I pulled up my dress so it wouldn’t stretch over my ass. 
 
   He held the drink in one hand but the other rested on my ass. He didn’t make eye contact with me but he didn’t ask me to get off either.
 
   I wanted to talk and have him make me feel better. But I didn’t know what to say and neither did he. The entire situation was terrible. The only thing we could do together was move.
 
   I undid his jeans then pulled down his boxers underneath. His cock popped out but it was soft. I ran my hand up and down his length, and within seconds, it came to life.
 
   He set his glass down, his breathing increasing. 
 
   I pulled my thong over and inserted him inside me. I should be repulsed that he slept with my best friend. I should be disgusted that he’d been inside her and now he was inside me. But I didn’t feel that way. I still loved him—madly. 
 
   This was the only comfort I could find. This was the only form of communication I knew how to use. I returned my arms around his neck and bounced up and down, taking his cock over and over.
 
   His hands went to my ass and he breathed with me as we moved together. Quiet moans escaped our lips and our breathing grew heavier, full of lust and undeniable love.
 
   It made me feel better, made me feel close to him again. We fell into our usual groove, moving together in just the right way. He made me moan more times than I could count. The chair rocked back and forth from our shifting weight, and my pussy soaked his shaft from tip to base. 
 
   We didn’t say a word to each other, expressing our love for one another as we moved. His lips brushed past mine before he gave me a soft kiss that defied how aggressively we took each other. I kissed him back, needing his mouth on mine to wash away the pain. 
 
   He gripped my ass and moved me down his length harder, stretching me farther apart as his dick became swollen with desperation. He lost himself in me, taking everything and giving it back for my own pleasure. 
 
   It went on forever, neither one of us coming because we didn’t want it to end. We just kept moving, not thinking about anything else but each other. We fell deeper into each other, our hearts beating in sync. I didn’t want this moment to end and neither did he.
 
   So we kept going.
 
   ***
 
   We didn’t speak to each other.
 
   In fact, we didn’t say a single word.
 
   Neither one of us was ready to talk about what happened that night. The conversation wouldn’t go anywhere we wanted. It was simply too painful, too heartbreaking. 
 
   He gave me a kiss before he went to work, and I kissed him back.
 
   But we never said goodbye.
 
   At work, I didn’t concentrate. My thoughts were constantly all over the place, replaying everything Sara said to me. How would this ever work between us? The three of us could never be friends. Not when they had such a deep history together. Eventually, I would have to choose. But whom would I pick?
 
   When I came home, he was already there. He sat on the couch and watched TV but made no move to speak to me. He didn’t even look at me. The apartment was unnaturally quiet when we had nothing to say. It was like no one lived there at all.
 
   I headed into the bedroom and removed my heels. They were killing my feet, and I longed for the isolation. It was hard to think when other people were constantly in your presence. 
 
   Volt walked through the door and came behind me. When he placed his hand on my hip, I knew why he was there. He wanted to be with me, but he didn’t want to talk. His mouth never opened as he lifted my dress over my head and snapped my bra off. He dragged my panties down then directed me onto the bed, my ass in the air.
 
    
 
   Our sex life changed after that dinner. We had never been so aggressive and physical when we made love. But now, we fucked like animals, taking all our feelings out on each other. He didn’t want me to go so he possessed me harder, ramming his dick inside me so he would never forget I was his. 
 
   That I was always his.
 
   ***
 
   After we showered, we went out to dinner. There were no groceries in the house, and we needed something otherwise we would starve. But we didn’t talk about having dinner. We just assumed the same thought at the same time.
 
   We sat across from each other at the table and waited for our food to arrive. We still hadn’t spoken to one another. We entertained ourselves by looking at each other. He looked into my eyes like I wasn’t there. He stared all he wanted, enjoying the comfort he found.
 
   I did the same thing, cherishing the strength of his shoulders and the way his powerful chest bulged against his t-shirt. His hair was a little messy since he didn’t bother styling it after showering. But his laziness was somehow sexy.
 
   He sipped his wine before he swirled it, his eyes never leaving mine. He’d been drinking a lot more since that terrible night. In fact, it was rare to see him without a drink in his hand—unless he was fucking me.
 
   Dinner finally arrived and we ate quietly together. To an outsider, we probably looked deaf, unable to hear each other so we just ate in silence. Or maybe we just looked pissed at each other.
 
   After dinner, we went to the grocery store and picked out the things we needed so we wouldn’t starve in the apartment. He threw in a lot of whiskey and gin, along with a few beers. 
 
   I didn’t say anything.
 
   We went home and put everything away. Once that was done, there was nothing else for us to do. Unless we sat together and had a conversation, the night would be over.
 
   But when I looked at him, I knew he wasn’t ready to talk.
 
   Neither was I.
 
   Volt scooped me up and laid me across the kitchen table. He quickly pulled down his jeans and boxers and lifted up my dress. My panties were gone in an instant, and he was inside me a second later.
 
   I didn’t want it easy. I wanted it rough. I wanted him to fuck all my problems away. Instead of fighting, we chose to do this. It was just as aggressive and harsh, but it felt a lot better than screaming at one another. 
 
   He leaned over the table and gave me a slow kiss.
 
   I wrapped my arms tightly around him and dug my fingers into his hair. What we had was so incredible, and I never wanted to lose it. I loved the way he looked at me. I loved the way he made love to me. 
 
   I loved everything.
 
   ***
 
   A week went by and we still didn’t talk about the dark clouds looming over our heads. We spent our time together in comfortable silence or engaging in our preferred activity of fucking. 
 
   But it had gone on long enough, and we’d come to a fork in the road neither one of us could ignore. We had to talk about it, to discuss what happened that night and what we were going to do about it—if we were going to do anything.
 
   I came home and spotted him on the couch.
 
   When he heard me come inside, he set his whiskey down and stood up, undoing his tie and his shirt so he could get right down to the good stuff.
 
   I almost let it go on. “Volt, we need to talk.”
 
   He froze on the spot, letting his tie dangle around his neck.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it either, but we can’t do this forever.”
 
   “I can do it forever.”
 
   I set my things down then joined him on the couch. I wasn’t even sure what to say because I hadn’t rehearsed it. I’d never been in a situation where I couldn’t work out the solution. But this problem simply wasn’t solvable. 
 
   He sighed and sat beside me, his body tensing in irritation. He darkened into a man I didn’t recognize. “What’s there to say?”
 
   “Sara and I talked after you left.”
 
   “Your point?” he said harshly. “We broke up two years ago. She’s practically a stranger to me now. What does it matter?”
 
   “It matters because she and I are best friends.”
 
   He rubbed his knuckles. 
 
   “This is a problem for us. And you know it is.”
 
   “It’ll go away,” he said. “Just give it some time, and it will pass.”
 
   “What will pass?”
 
   “I don’t know…the tension?” He rubbed his chin, fidgeting in place because he couldn’t sit still.
 
   “Volt, Sara has been my best friend since I can remember. The fact the two of you used to love each other presents a problem for us.”
 
   “Not really,” he said. “It was a long time ago.”
 
   “But not for her. How can we keep our friendship if you’ve been with both of us?”
 
   He shrugged. “Just tell her to get over it.”
 
   “Volt.” I warned him with my tone. “I don’t want to have this conversation any more than you do, but knock off the attitude.”
 
   He ran his fingers through his hair, releasing an irritated sigh. 
 
   “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “I don’t know what that means,” he said quietly. “There’s nothing you can do. It’s in the past. It’s been done.”
 
   “I mean what I should do now. Sara is my best friend.”
 
   “Again, I don’t know what that means. It’s going to take some time to get used to, but if we’re all mature about it, we’ll be fine.”
 
   Now I understood why he didn’t get what I was saying. “Volt, that’s not how it’s going to work. Only one of you can stay.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   How could I put it into terms he would understand? “If you started seeing a girl that Derek had already been in a relationship with, would you keep seeing her?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Now do you understand?”
 
   “If I just started seeing her, I wouldn’t have a problem dumping her. But if I’d been with her for a year and I was in love with her, it would be different. I would tell Derek to get over it.”
 
   “But isn’t that breaking the friend code? Dating your friend’s ex?”
 
   “Yeah. But you didn’t know I was her ex. It’s not the same thing at all.”
 
   “She doesn’t see it that way.”
 
   He froze on the spot, his hands flinching. The weight of the situation dawned on him. “Wait. She told you to stop seeing me?” He turned to me, the anger deep in his eyes.
 
   “In so many words…”
 
   He shook his head, clenching his jaw. “That fucking cunt.”
 
   “Whoa.” I held up my hand. “That’s my friend you’re badmouthing.”
 
   “She is a cunt, and I don’t feel bad for saying it. I can’t believe she said that to you.”
 
   “She made valid points. How will the three of us ever hang out?”
 
   “Why do we have to hang out at all?” he snapped. “Why can’t you two go spend time together, and I’ll just stay out of it? Don’t bring me up at all. We’ve been together for a year, and she didn’t even know.”
 
   “What about when we get married someday?” I asked. “She’s not going to come to the wedding?”
 
   “It’s one day. She’ll live.”
 
   “And when we have kids?”
 
   “She can spend time with them when it’s just you and her.”
 
   He had an excuse for everything. “She can’t handle the idea of us being together. She can’t stand the thought of us moving in together and having a serious relationship. It hurts. I have to say, if the situation were reversed, I would feel the same way.”
 
   “Well, that’s ludicrous. She really expects you to leave me for her?”
 
   “It’s not like that,” I explained. “It’s just…how will this ever work? Our relationship will never be the same.”
 
   “It’ll never be the same anyway,” he argued. “You’ve already slept with the same guy. You’ve already loved the same guy. The damage is done, Taylor. Breaking us up isn’t going to change anything.”
 
   I dropped my hands in my lap and eyed my blue fingernail polish. This conversation was more difficult than I imagined. There was no way to fix it, no way to make it right. Even if I found a solution, it wasn’t ideal. “That’s why I have to end it with one of you.”
 
   He turned to me, a crazed look in his eye. “I think Sara is a stupid bitch, alright? But I wouldn’t want you to stop being friends with her because of what happened between us. And she better not want to ruin your happiness with me just because of her problems with our old relationship. What kind of friend would she be to ask that of you?”
 
   “It’s not about her asking me,” I explained. “It’s about knowing our friendship will never be the same. It’ll be strained and awkward, and we’ll eventually drift apart and stop talking altogether. I don’t want that.”
 
   “And you can break up with me?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “No.” I grabbed his thigh. “I don’t want that either.”
 
   “Then back to my original point. The three of us can make this work. I’m not saying it’ll be easy or something I even want to do, but I’ll do it for you.”
 
   I knew that wasn’t going to work. Sara made her feelings about the situation very clear. She wouldn’t be able to handle Volt and me being together, moving in together or getting married one day. “That’s not going to work…I told you that.”
 
   “Then what?” he demanded.
 
   “She’s my best friend. No one knows me better than she does. I can’t just cut her out of my life. I don’t want to be that person who chooses a boyfriend over a best friend. I don’t want to hurt her.”
 
   “What are you saying?” he whispered.
 
   “I don’t know…” I didn’t want to say it out loud. It was too painful.
 
   He left the couch and rose to his full height, looking down at me in anger. “You’re actually thinking about ending this?” The hurt in his voice was mixed with the ferocity. 
 
   “Volt—”
 
   “No. That’s not an option. You aren’t going to break up with me just because she has a problem with us. Tell her to go to hell.”
 
   I came to my feet. “What if this was Derek? Would you be able to cut him out of your life?”
 
   “No. But he wouldn’t force me to make a choice.”
 
   “But if he did,” I pressed. “What would you do? Would you turn away from your friend who has been there for you through everything? Could you really do that to someone you love?”
 
   “Could you end a relationship with the love of your life?” He threw his fist into his chest, making a loud thud. “Could you really end this when we both know it’s going to last forever? Can you really walk away from me?”
 
   My eyes watered in frustration. I didn’t know what to do. Either way, I lost. “I’m just explaining that it’s a really difficult decision. I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Breaking up with me isn’t the solution, Taylor.”
 
   “I know…but neither is ending my relationship with her.”
 
   He put his hands on his hips and slowly started to pace. “I’m not letting you end this. That’s not an option. She goes, I don’t.”
 
   I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t do that to my best friend. “She’s family, Volt.”
 
   “What the fuck am I?” he hissed. “I’m living with you. I sleep with you every night. I’m going have children with you. I’m your damn family.” Spit flew out of his mouth he was so angry. His face tinted red and the vein in his forehead throbbed. “How could possibly pick her over me?”
 
   “Would you pick me over Derek?”
 
   “Don’t flip the conversation.”
 
   “I’m not flipping it.” I stomped my foot, unable to do anything else to express my anger. “I’m just making a point. I know how much Derek means to you. What if you had to choose him over me?”
 
   “Would never happen.”
 
   “But if it did. Who would you choose?”
 
   He looked away, his eyes still angry.
 
   “Exactly. It’s not an easy decision. It’s damn hard.”
 
   “I would choose you, Taylor. If the situations were exactly the same, I would choose you.”
 
   “Whatever,” I snapped. “It’s easy to say when you aren’t in the situation.”
 
   “All I know is, I can’t live without you.” He dropped his hands to his sides. “Plain and simple.”
 
   My eyes watered further, hating those sweet words at a time like this.
 
   “I understand she’s your friend—”
 
   “Best friend. Nat is just a friend. Sara is a lot more.”
 
   “Whatever,” he said. “But friends come and go—”
 
   “Boyfriends come and go.”
 
   Threat entered his eyes. “I’m not a boyfriend, and we both know it. I wouldn’t have asked you to move in with me if I were just your boyfriend. I don’t have a name for it, but I’m a lot more important than that. So, don’t downplay this.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Don’t pick her.” He came closer to me, his body vibrating with rage. “I’m not going to let you pick her.”
 
   “You have no idea how difficult this is…”
 
   “I’m not letting you walk away from this. I’m not letting you turn your back on us. If you think I’m going to let you leave and marry some other guy, you’re sadly mistaken.” He turned around and threw the coffee table, making the glass top shatter. He grabbed his jacket on the way to the door then stormed out. When he slammed the door, the sound reverberated through the apartment.
 
   I’m pretty sure his neighbors heard it.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Volt
 
   “We’re closing, man.” He swiped my card for the drinks I bought and tossed it back to me. 
 
   “Isn’t it a little early to close?” I’d been sitting at the counter for a few hours. It wasn’t even midnight.
 
   “It’s five.”
 
   “PM?” I asked incredulously.
 
   “It’s five in the morning, idiot,” the bartender snapped. “How drunk are you?”
 
   I shrugged and downed the rest of my glass so he wouldn’t take it away from me.
 
   “You need me to call you a cab?”
 
   “I’ll walk.” I snatched my debit card and stumbled out, feeling dizzy. I fumbled for the door and made it to the sidewalk. They locked the doors behind me, and I saw people heading to work as they marched past. A lot of joggers were out, exercising before starting the day.
 
   I was so drunk, I slid to the ground and leaned against the wall. I looked like a bum with an expensive jacket. People didn’t pay any attention to me as they passed, writing me off as a nobody.
 
   My phone started to ring, so I pulled it out and looked at the screen. My vision was blurry, and I couldn’t make anything out. It might have said Taylor’s name but I wasn’t totally sure. I answered it anyway. “Wad up, dog?”
 
   Taylor’s concerned voice came over the line. “Volt?”
 
   “Bark bark.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Moo…” I laughed for some strange reason.
 
   “You’re wasted, aren’t you?”
 
   “What’s it to you, chicka?”
 
   She sighed into the phone. “Where are you?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. 
 
   “Get home now. I’m worried.”
 
   “But not too worried, right?” I snapped. “Since you’re willing to pick that stupid bitch over me.”
 
   “Volt, stop calling her that.”
 
   “I’ll call her whatever the hell I want.” Click. I hung up on her. I was playing with fire and I knew it, but I was too drunk to care.
 
   My phone rang a few moments later, and I knew it was Taylor. She wanted to give me an earful about my poor behavior. “Look, you have your opinion, and I have mine. She’s a bitch. I have every right to say it.”
 
   “Dude, it’s Derek.” His voice was raspy like he just rolled out of bed. 
 
   “Oh, hi.” He was the last person I expected. “Why are you calling me?”
 
   “Taylor told me you’re being a little bitch.”
 
   “What?” I shrieked. “I’m the one being a bitch?” She really had some nerve. That dumb ho Sara was the real culprit.
 
   “Where are you?” he said. “I’m going to swing by and pick you up.”
 
   “I’m good. Go back to sleep.”
 
   “I’m coming for you whether you like it or not. Now tell me where you are.”
 
   “I don’t even know…”
 
   “Look around, idiot.”
 
   I turned back to the bar I was just in. “Tito’s…I think it says Tito’s.”
 
   “Did you go there because that’s where you caught Sara cheating on you?”
 
   How did he remember that? “I don’t know. I honestly don’t remember how I got here.”
 
   “I’ll come get you. Hang tight.”
 
   “I’m the bum sleeping against the wall.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll figure it out. You’ll be the only asshole drunk at five am.”
 
   ***
 
   Derek walked me inside the apartment, my arm around his shoulder. He supported my weight with his since my legs were Jell-O. I drank more last night than I had in my entire life.
 
   I was going to hurl.
 
   “Thank god.” Taylor helped him get me to the couch. “Thank you so much, Derek.”
 
   “No problem.” He dropped me on the couch then stretched his back. “That fucker weighs a lot.”
 
   I meant to flip him off but extended my forefinger instead.
 
   “Idiot,” Derek whispered under his breath.
 
   “Thanks for bringing him home,” Taylor said. “He wouldn’t tell me where he was.”
 
   “Bad fight, huh?” he asked.
 
   “She’s dumping me,” I blurted. “Fucking dumping me.” I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling, feeling my eyes close.
 
   “Uh…” Derek looked at her, assuming it couldn’t possibly be true.
 
   “We’ll talk about it later,” she whispered to him. “It’s complicated.”
 
   “Not really,” I said. “Her best friend is Sara. The same Sara I used to date. There. Pretty simple.”
 
   Derek’s eyes widened. “Wow…that’s a coincidence.”
 
   “Now she wants to pick her over me.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “She’d rather keep her best friend and kiss me goodbye. That’s some fucked-up shit, huh?”
 
   Derek stared at her again.
 
   “That’s not correct,” Taylor explained. “It’s just messy.”
 
   “Tell yourself whatever you want to hear.” I was being a huge ass but whatever. I could blame it on the alcohol.
 
   “I’m gonna go…” Derek headed to the door. “Let me know if he needs anything else.”
 
   “I’ll take it from here,” Taylor said. “Thanks for getting up.”
 
   “No problem. I’m going back to bed now.” He walked out. “Bye, Volt.” He shut the door without waiting for me to respond.
 
   I closed my eyes because I couldn’t stay awake anymore. My mind was in a cloud of confusion. 
 
   Taylor removed my shoes and socks then pulled my jacket off. She removed my pants next, unzipping them and dragging them down my hips. 
 
   “You aren’t getting any from me tonight.”
 
   “Shut up, Volt.” She got my pants off then removed my shirt. When I was just in boxers, she covered me with a blanket and placed a pillow under my head. Like old times, she grabbed two painkillers and set them on the table next to a glass of water. “I have to get ready for work.”
 
   “Good. Don’t come back.” Hatred flew out of my mouth, but I couldn’t stop it. I was so angry. I finally had what I wanted, and it was being taken away from me. “Take your shit and leave. I don’t want you anymore.” I couldn’t stop myself. I just kept going.
 
   Taylor hid the hurt look on her face and walked down the hallway. The shower started to run as she got ready for work.
 
   Instead of falling asleep, I just lay there. I hated myself for everything I just said. I hated myself for leaving last night. My sorrow took charge and put all my reasoning aside. 
 
   She walked to the entryway thirty minutes later, ready to head off to work. She had her big bag full of her books and notepads. She didn’t bother saying goodbye to me. She didn’t even look at me.
 
   If I didn’t say something now, I would regret it forever. “Baby?”
 
   Her feet flinched by the entryway. I couldn’t see her, but I could hear her. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any of that. I love you, and I don’t want you to leave. Not now. Not ever.”
 
   She didn’t move. Her feet remained glued to the ground. Maybe she would just walk out because she was sick of my shit. Maybe there was no going back. Maybe it was too late to apologize.
 
   Then her heels headed my way, tapping against the hardwood floor. She came to my side and sat at the edge of the cushion, her hair done in nice curls and her makeup looking natural.
 
   I looked up at her, hoping she still loved me.
 
   She placed her hand on my chest and rubbed me gently. Then she leaned in and kissed me. 
 
   In that moment, it seemed like everything would be okay. She still loved me. She still wanted me. At the end of the day, she would still come home to me. We could get through this.
 
   “Get some sleep.”
 
   “Okay. Love you.”
 
   “Love you too.”
 
   ***
 
   I just got out of the shower when she came home. My clothes smelled like booze and dirt, and even a session at the dry cleaner wouldn’t save my sport coat. That thing was ruined.
 
   I’d have to buy another one. 
 
   “Hey.” I greeted her at the entryway, grateful she still came home to me after my breakdown last night. When I was able to think again, I realized I acted out because I was scared.
 
   Scared of losing her.
 
   “Hey.” She set her things down and gave me a soft kiss.
 
   “Sorry about last night…and this morning.”
 
   “It’s okay, Volt. I know you didn’t mean the things you said.”
 
   Well, I meant the part about Sara being a bitch. “I got carried away with everything. I’ve lost you once, and I can’t do it again. I was just afraid, not that it’s an excuse.”
 
   “It’s a really stressful time for both of us. I know what you’re feeling.”
 
   Now we were back to where we started. The problem still loomed over our heads like a raincloud. It would hover there until it finally poured down on us. All the anxiety crept back into my veins, making me sick. “Just tell me we’ll work through this. Tell me it’s you and me. I can’t deal with this anymore unless I have that reassurance.”
 
   Instead of giving it to me, she just stared.
 
   “Baby…”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t know what’s going to happen. I can’t ignore this and hope it’ll go away. I can’t just pretend this isn’t a serious problem. Because it is. I don’t have an answer for you.”
 
   She was breaking my heart. “You’re actually considering ending this relationship?” It hurt just to say it out loud. In fact, it killed me. 
 
   “I’m considering everything.”
 
   I wanted to break the already broken coffee table. I wanted to demolish everything in the apartment. I wanted to scream until every window shattered. “How can you possibly even think that?”
 
   “Just listen to me.”
 
   I didn’t think I could listen to her insanity.
 
   “Sara has been my best friend my whole life—”
 
   “You’ve already told me that.”
 
   “Listen to me,” she snapped. “I can’t picture my life without her. We’ve gone through so much together. When I’m old and gray, she’ll still be my friend. She’ll still be there for me. She’ll be the godmother to my children. I know you don’t like her and can’t understand how much she means to me, but she means the world to me.”
 
   I had a mouthful of hateful things to say but I kept them back.
 
   “And then there’s you…”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “You’re my best friend. You’re everything to me. You’re the love of my life. When I think about my future, you’re always the man I see. Even before we were anything serious, I saw you at the end of my road. You’re the father of my kids. You’re the man I grow old with.” Her eyes tore up in sadness. “Don’t you see it?”
 
   “See what?” I whispered.
 
   “How important both of you are to me? The two of you are equals. How am I supposed to choose when I love you both so much?” She sniffed and quickly wiped her tears away, trying to mask her overwhelming sadness. “What am I supposed to do, Volt? If you have any objective advice, I’d love to hear it.”
 
   “I don’t. I just want you to choose me.” She was essential to my happiness. Without her, I was nothing. I thought I reached the end of the road with her. I thought I said goodbye to a life of bitterness and loneliness.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I need to think about it. I need some time.”
 
   “Okay.” I couldn’t sway her in either direction. I already tried but failed. 
 
   “I’m going to go back to my place.”
 
   What? “Why?”
 
   “I need to be alone for a while. I can’t think clearly when I’m with you all the time.”
 
   I hated this. Loathed it. I didn’t give her my blessing because she didn’t have it. I remained silent.
 
   “I just need a few days.”
 
   Even a single night was too long.
 
   “I’m going to gather my things…” She walked around me, being careful not to brush against my arm.
 
   I listened to her go, resisting the urge to grab her and force her to stay. It took all my strength not to fight her. It took all my strength to stand by and do nothing. 
 
   It took everything I had.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Taylor
 
   Being in my apartment felt oddly lonely.
 
   It used to be my home, my shelter. But now, when I thought of home, I thought of Volt’s place. I missed his king size bed and the king who slept in it every night. I missed the smell of his aftershave in the bathroom. I missed the sound of whiskey filling a glass.
 
   My apartment was just quiet.
 
   Now, it was too small even though it was just for me. My boxes were scattered around everywhere, and I spent most of my time drinking wine on the couch. I stared at the window at my crappy view of the adjacent building and tried to find the answer to my problem.
 
   Every time I picked someone, I couldn’t stick with the decision. I flipped back to the other person, making my justifications for that choice. But it kept shifting back and forth, never remaining permanent.
 
   I thought I could live without Sara. When I was happy with Volt, the person I spent most of my time with anyway, did I really need her in my life anymore? Would I be able to go on without having a best girlfriend to talk to? But then I pictured my wedding and how strange it would feel without her standing beside me. I pictured giving birth to my kids and how strange it would be not having her in the room with me. Could I really live that kind of future?
 
   But then I pictured my life without Volt. Sara would be there for me through anything, and she would be my maid of honor at my wedding. But whom would I be marrying? Would I be in love with him? Or would I just settle because I could never get over Volt? When I pictured my kids, they had his eyes and his good heart. How would that ever happen if I didn’t end up with him?
 
   There was no right answer.
 
   No matter what I picked, I lost.
 
   I would regret either decision I made.
 
   Sara texted me just as I finished my bottle of wine. Haven’t heard from you in a while. Are you okay?
 
   I didn’t text her back. I just stared at the message.
 
   I know you’re reading this. I’m going to call you in five minutes so be prepared.
 
   How did she know stuff like that?
 
   Right on cue, she called. “Hey.”
 
   “Hi.” I didn’t know what to say to her. I hadn’t made a decision yet so there was nothing to talk about.
 
   “You sound down.”
 
   “Well, I’m pretty depressed. Makes sense.” I shoved the glass into my face and took a long drink.
 
   “Did you break up with Volt?”
 
   I wanted to lie just to make her happy but I couldn’t. “No…”
 
   “When are you going to break up with him?”
 
   “I never said I was.”
 
   “It didn’t seem like it at the restaurant. We both agreed there was no other way.”
 
   I didn’t want to lose him. He was the perfect guy. “Sara, can you please just make an effort to make this work? If we’d just started dating, I would stop seeing him. But I’m already in love with him. Not boring love. Like, I want him to give me a big fat ring kind of love.”
 
   “Don’t make me the bad guy, Tay. I was in love with him too. I wanted to marry him too. You know how bummed I was when he left me. There’s no way you forgot about it that quickly.”
 
   “I haven’t…”
 
   “I didn’t just have a meaningless fling with this guy. I loved him. He loved me. You expect me to just get over that? To give you my blessing? No woman would be able to do that.”
 
   “And no woman can make a decision like this.”
 
   “Look, if you want to be with him, I can understand. He’s pretty great. I wouldn’t hold it against you. But I’d definitely have to bow out.”
 
   My heart sagged in sadness.
 
   “I can’t see you together. I can’t stand beside you on your big day and pretend to be happy for you. I just can’t.” Her sadness seeped through the phone. “I really wish I could, but I can’t. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay. I understand.”
 
   “But I don’t think you’d be truly happy with him without me. Every girl needs her best friend. Who would you go shopping with? Who would you do stuff with? When he’s not around, who will you hang out with? Our parents won’t be able to spend time together anymore either. And frankly, I’d be hurt if you picked a guy over me. We’ve been friends forever, and you’ve known him for, like, a year.”
 
   “It may be a short amount of time, but what we have is real.”
 
   “I know,” she whispered. “But…I always thought I was on a different level. You’re willing to throw away our friendship for him?”
 
   “I just… I don’t know.” This was so fucking hard.
 
   “You know what decision you should make. It’s just hard to do it. I get it.”
 
   “And what decision is that?”
 
   She sighed into the phone. “You need to break up with him.”
 
   ***
 
   After a week had come and gone, I finally went to his apartment. I was surprised he didn’t call me in that amount of time. Maybe he was dreading our forthcoming conversation.
 
   Maybe he knew what decision I’d made.
 
   I didn’t use my key to get inside. Instead, I knocked. I didn’t want to frighten him by barging inside. As far as I knew, I wouldn’t be living there anymore. The weight of reality fell on my shoulders, and I wasn’t sure if I could go through with this.
 
   I should just leave.
 
   Volt opened the door and allowed me inside. He didn’t greet me with a kiss or an affectionate embrace. He hardly looked at me.
 
   The apartment was dark like it usually was. We rarely turned on the lights, and the only glow came from the TV in the background. It was on mute, but the pictures danced on the wall. 
 
   A bottle of whiskey sat on the new coffee table, along with a bowl of ice. He’d been drinking himself into silence, doing what he did best when he was depressed. He wore jeans and a t-shirt, his hard body looking nice in the clothing. 
 
   I didn’t speak a word because I wasn’t ready to.
 
   Volt didn’t look at me. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared into his kitchen. “This isn’t happening.”
 
   I stared at his face and waited for an explanation.
 
   “I’m not stupid. You wouldn’t have knocked on the door like that unless you decided not to live here. And if you don’t live here, that means you live somewhere else.”
 
   He took the words right out of my mouth, but that didn’t make it less painful. He stripped the truth from me in silence without asking a single question. I wanted to say something to make this easier, but there wasn’t a single thing I could say.
 
   “You chose her.” His voice turned cold, maniacal.
 
   “Volt…I don’t have any other choice.”
 
   “But you do have a choice,” he snapped. “You’re really going to throw us away because I dated your friend? How is that right? She’s not a real friend to make you choose.”
 
   “But she’s right. This will never work.”
 
   “So, you’re just going to move on with some other guy?” he hissed. “You’re going to spend forever with someone else? How does that make sense?”
 
   “It doesn’t make sense.” Tears sprang from my eyes immediately, pouring out and trailing down my cheeks. I couldn’t keep them back because I was in too much pain. When I knew this conversation was coming, I prepared myself. I numbed myself. But now that it was happening, I couldn’t hold my feelings in check. They spilled out and cascaded down my body. 
 
   “Taylor, this is wrong. It’s a betrayal of everything we have.”
 
   “I know…but I don’t know what else to do.”
 
   “Forget about her.”
 
   “I can’t, Volt. She’s my best friend. I can’t walk away from someone I’ve known my entire life.”
 
   He stepped back, running his hand through his hair so he wouldn’t punch something. “This is unbelievable.”
 
   “If it makes any difference, this is so hard for me. I hate this.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t make a fucking difference,” he snapped. “How can you choose her over me when she cheated on me? How is that fair? She betrayed me. She walked away from me. She tossed me aside like garbage. No, she doesn’t get to treat me like shit and take away the woman I love. It’s not gonna work like that.”
 
   I stared at him through my tears, listening to his rampage. “Sara is the one who cheated on you?”
 
   “Yes,” he snapped. “I told you that.”
 
   I guess I hadn’t put the pieces together.
 
   “So how is that fair?” He threw his arms down. “She killed me once and now she’s doing it again. That woman is a fucking terror.”
 
   The fact that she cheated on him did make a difference. Volt left for a reason. If she hadn’t screwed things up, they might have ended up together. But she threw him away, and that was her fault. “I’ll talk to her.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No, what?”
 
   “Don’t tell her why I really left. I never want her to get closure. I want her to always wonder what happened between us. If you tell her, then my revenge is ruined.”
 
   “But what’s more important?” I asked. “Revenge or making us work?”
 
   He stared at me in silence before he released a deep sigh.
 
   “Volt?”
 
   “Fine.” He gave in. “Confront her.”
 
   “I will.” I stared at him and felt the distance between us. We weren’t officially over, but it felt that way. Even if she owned up to what she did, what difference would it make? But I had to try anyway. “I’ll go talk to her now.”
 
   “Okay.” He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the table. He turned his head away from me, not wanting to look at me as I left.
 
   Maybe this would just make things harder in the end, but I walked up to him and planted a kiss on his lips. I felt his soft mouth move against mine slightly. He didn’t want to kiss me back out of stubbornness, but he couldn’t stop himself. He breathed into me, all his longing and desperation evident.
 
   I pulled away before it turned into something more. I stopped it before he threw me on the table and took me right then and there. If that happened, I would be lost all over again.
 
   ***
 
   “What did you want to talk about?” Sara opened the door for me then fell onto the couch. She had a glass of wine with a half empty bottle on the coffee table. 
 
   I sat on the other couch, unsure how to bring up this awkward subject.
 
   “Did you break up with him yet?”
 
   It was the second time she asked me, eager for me to get it done. Clearly, she didn’t understand just how difficult it was. “There’s something I want to talk about. It’s about Volt.”
 
   She grabbed her glass of wine and rolled her eyes. “Girl, I know this is hard for you. But he and I are never going to make this work. It’s that simple.”
 
   “I get that, Sara. But Volt told me something that changes the situation.”
 
   “What?” She set her glass down, intrigued.
 
   “He said you cheated on him.” I watched her expression, waiting to see her embarrassment and shame.
 
   “What?” she shrieked. “I did no such thing.”
 
   “But he said—”
 
   “Taylor, he’s just saying what he needs to say to get you to stick around. I never, ever cheated on him. Why would I when I was in love with him? I swear to everything that’s good on this earth that I never betrayed him. I even swear on our friendship.”
 
   Her words echoed around in my mind, and she said it with such emotion I believed her. She even swore on our friendship. Maybe what Volt saw was a mistake. Maybe it was just a misunderstanding. 
 
   “Why would I cheat on a great guy? You saw how miserable I was when he left me? A year later, I was still miserable.”
 
   “Yeah…you’re right.”
 
   “I know you’re trying to find a loophole in this, but there isn’t one. I’m sorry.”
 
   I’m sorry too.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Volt
 
   When Taylor came back to my apartment, I hoped she carried good news. The fact that Sara cheated on me made all the difference in the world. She couldn’t have it both ways. She couldn’t treat me like shit then stop me from being happy two years later. “What happened?”
 
   Instead of being happy, she seemed just as depressed. “She denied it.”
 
   “What?” My temples immediately pulsed in ferocity. My muscles contracted like I was about to enter a cage match. My refrigerator was about to be pushed to the ground and smashed into pieces. 
 
   “She swore on our friendship she never did. And I believe her. I mean, she wouldn’t lie to me about that.”
 
   “But she did lie,” I snapped. “I saw her.”
 
   “Maybe what you thought you saw wasn’t what happened.”
 
   I clenched my hands into fists so I wouldn’t snap. I didn’t want to start a rampage when Taylor was so close to me. She was bound to get in the way and get hurt. I tried to control my body from striking, but it took all my strength not to. “I know what the fuck I saw.”
 
   “Volt—”
 
   “No, you listen to me. I’m not an idiot. I know what a cheating slut looks like. How dare you take her side over mine.”
 
   “I’m not taking her side. I just think you should have confronted her all those years ago. Maybe there was a simple explanation. But since you never said anything, you’ll never know.”
 
   “Well, I’ll just go back in time and do that then.”
 
   She didn’t have the patience for my sarcasm right now. “I don’t know what happened two years ago, but Sara wouldn’t lie to me.”
 
   “Why are you so sure about that?”
 
   “Because she wouldn’t. We never lie to each other.”
 
   “Did you ever think that maybe she’s lying just to get you to break up with me?”
 
   “What does she get out of that?”
 
   “Payback.”
 
   “What?” She wasn’t following.
 
   “She’s probably pissed that I left her and now I’m rich, even more sexy, and I treat you like a queen. She’s jealous, Taylor. Plain and simple.” It made perfect sense. She never understood why I left, and now that I’m giving someone else everything she ever wanted, she was pissed. 
 
   “But…she’s not vindictive like that.”
 
   “Snap out of it.” I snapped my fingers in front of her face. “I know you see the good in people, but pay attention to the bad too. This woman cheated on me so she has no problem lying to you. Why won’t you believe me?”
 
   “I never said I don’t believe you. It’s just hard for me to have an opinion about this when I wasn’t there. She looked me in the eye and said she didn’t cheat on you. What am I supposed to do? Call her a liar.”
 
   “Yes,” he snapped. “That’s exactly what you should do.”
 
   She took a step back, needing a break from this fight. “Volt, nothing has changed. It’s still so messed up.”
 
   My anger died immediately, but disgust replaced it. “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “It’ll still never work.”
 
   “You’re telling me that you’re choosing someone who lies to you over me?” This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be real. Sara broke my heart two years ago. I spent my life sleeping with anything that moved just to get over what happened. Then Taylor walked into my life and fixed me. Now Sara was taking that away too? This woman was the fucking plague. She killed everything good in this world and turned it to ash. 
 
   I fucking hated her. 
 
   “She didn’t lie to me, Volt.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t lie either.”
 
   “I’m not saying you did,” she whispered. “But maybe you didn’t see what you thought you saw.”
 
   “It’s pretty hard to see your girlfriend making out with some guy and then realize you were wrong—she was just giving him a high-five.” How stupid did Taylor think I was?
 
   “I’m sorry.” She headed to the door, walking away from me.
 
   “This is it? This is how this ends?” I couldn’t believe it. We were perfect just a few weeks ago. She was moving in with me. I was going to fucking marry her. And now she was walking out. 
 
   “Please don’t make this harder…”
 
   It was impossible to make this harder. It was already deadly. My soul had crumbled into shards and nothing else in my body worked properly. I had no hope for anything. All I had was the bottle.
 
   She didn’t look at me as she walked out, unable to give me a real goodbye. She shut the door with her back to me. The door clicked when it was shut. Her feet sounded a moment later as she walked down the hallway.
 
   Instead of going after her, I just stood there. I listened to her walk out of my life, taking every joy with her. My life had been ruined and I was doomed forever. I would never find happiness because I wasn’t meant to.
 
   I would always be alone.
 
   ***
 
   After an endless night of drinking, I knew I couldn’t give up. My life would be a bitter and sad story unless I did something to fix this. I would do whatever it took. I was a good man, and I deserved the woman I loved.
 
   No one was taking her away from me.
 
   I wasn’t sure if Sara still lived in the same apartment, but I had to give it a try. If not, I’d have to do some digging until I figured out exactly where she went. But fortunately, I found the right place.
 
   Sara opened the door to my cold expression. She flinched slightly when she saw me, afraid of me.
 
   I hated looking at her. I hated those stupid green eyes and that blonde hair. I hated the fact I asked her out to begin with. I should have just kept going and found a nice girl somewhere else. Instead, I slept with the devil. “Can I have a moment of your time?” My jaw was clenched tightly, and I spoke like a monster. It even scared me a little bit.
 
   “Uh…”
 
   I barged in without being invited and sat on her couch. Her apartment was exactly as I remembered it. We had sex on that couch a few times. And on the floor. And on the coffee table.
 
   Repulsive.
 
   Sara slowly followed me into the living room and sat on the other couch. She stared at me in surprise, unable to believe I was really there—in her living room. She kept her legs pressed tightly together and her hands in her lap. “What can I help you with?”
 
   I stared at her TV because I didn’t want to look at her. I hated her face. It wasn’t the past that bothered me. It wasn’t the fact that she cheated on me. I got over that. It was the fact that she was ruining the greatest thing that ever happened to me. “I saw you with Leo at Tito’s. You were making out with him against the bar. I watched you for two minutes before I walked out.”
 
   She held my gaze, and slowly her face paled and became translucent. It was the same color as snow and just as icy. Her green eyes dimmed when she’d been cornered, and as much as she tried to hide her fear, she couldn’t.
 
   “I didn’t confront you because I was so hurt. I just left the jewelry store because I bought you a fucking engagement ring, and then I see you making out with your ex. I was in so much shock I didn’t know what to do. So I left.”
 
   Her breathing picked up. Her chest rose and fell with heavy pants. A million thoughts swirled in her eyes. She couldn’t hide the panic exploding through her. She was deteriorating by the second.
 
   “I never told you because I wanted you to suffer. I wanted you to wonder why I left. I wanted you to be paranoid, to worry if I figured out what you were doing when you claimed to be at work. I wanted my absence to haunt you. And I think I succeeded.”
 
   She finally looked away, unable to hold my gaze any longer.
 
   “So stop lying to Taylor, and tell her the truth.”
 
   There was no reaction. She purposely looked away.
 
   “Tell her.”
 
   “I’m not telling her anything…”
 
   My skin prickled with unease. The threat was in the air. “Excuse me?”
 
   “I already told her I didn’t cheat on you.” Her voice was weak despite her defiance. She reminded me of a child, scared of discipline.
 
   “Then retract your statement.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Why the fuck not?”
 
   “Because…I can’t handle the two of you being together. It will jeopardize my friendship with Taylor, and I don’t want to see your face all the time.”
 
   “Too damn bad. Maybe you shouldn’t have cheated on me.”
 
   She turned back to me, the fire in her eyes. “How do you think I’ve felt for the past two years? I kept going over our relationship in my head, trying to figure out exactly what went wrong. I wondered if it was something I did or said. I wondered if I pushed you away somewhere. It was torture.”
 
   “Good.” I didn’t feel bad—at all.
 
   “What you did to me was way worse than what I did to you.”
 
   “Oh, really?” I snapped. “Because what you did to me cost me ten thousand dollars.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Your ring. I couldn’t take it back so I gave it to a bum. And you wasted a year of my life. I was so fucked up after what you did to me that I got lost. I lived my life by the bottle and by the women who slept in my bed. And then Taylor came in and changed my life completely. She fixed me. You don’t get to break my heart once and then do it again by taking her away from me.”
 
   She held her silence.
 
   “I’m a nice guy, so I’m going to give you an offer. If you really don’t want her to know you lied, tell her you’re okay with the two of us being together, that you want your best friend to be happy. You know, like all friends should be. I won’t tell her what we talked about, and we can forget the whole thing.”
 
   She looked away again. “No.”
 
   “No?” I hissed.
 
   “You ruined me for two years. I’m not helping you.”
 
   This bitch had a lot of nerve.
 
   “You told Leo, didn’t you?” she whispered. “Because he left me the same day.”
 
   I was surprised she had pieced the puzzle together. “Yep. I told him.” I went to him the day after I caught them together. Instead of punching him in the face like I should have, I informed him Sara was two-timing both of us. He didn’t know I existed, and he was just as pissed off for being played. We agreed not to tell her what we knew. We just dumped her. “And I don’t feel bad about it. Maybe you should open your legs for one guy at a time.”
 
   She didn’t react to the insult even though I knew she was pissed. “I’m not telling her anything. Payback is a bitch, ain’t it?”
 
   “You’re psycho, you know that?” How did I not realize how much of a freak she was? How did I fall in love with this insane person? “You were the one who started everything by cheating on me. I had every right to do what I did.”
 
   “No. You were spiteful.”
 
   “And what are you doing now?”
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest.
 
   “This is the bottom line. You’re hurting Taylor, the innocent person in all of this. She loves me and wants to be with me. How can you stand in the way of that? How can you hurt someone you claim to love?”
 
   “I feel bad for hurting her. But she shouldn’t be dating you at all. It’s still a conflict of interest.”
 
   “But this is entirely your fault. You were the one who snuck around.”
 
   “It shouldn’t matter,” she whispered. “I’m not letting you get what you want, not after what you did to me.”
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Her need for revenge was so twisted it was insane. One day, she would be locked up for murder, I was sure of it. The fact that Taylor trusted her so much was even more depressing. “Sara, I’m proposing to Taylor. I already have a ring. As soon as she’s finished moving in, I’m getting down on one knee. And I know she’ll say yes.”
 
   Her face contorted into a look of anger.
 
   “Don’t take away the happiest day of your best friend’s life. It’s not right.” 
 
   She refused to look at me.
 
   “Seriously?” I asked in shock. “You’re still going to lie to her? What happens when I tell her what we talked about?”
 
   “I’ll deny it. And she’ll believe me.”
 
   Wow. “You’re sick, you know that?”
 
   “Maybe,” she whispered. “But it looks like you’re single.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Taylor
 
   It was late in the evening when a knock sounded on my door.
 
   The only person who would visit me right now was Volt. I finally stopped crying an hour ago, and the puffiness in my eyes hadn’t quite died down. I fixed my face as much as possible before I opened the door.
 
   He walked inside, angry. His shoulders were tense like he was prepared for a battle. His eyes were darker than they’d ever been before. 
 
   “Everything okay?”
 
   “I talked to Sara.”
 
   The last thing I expected him to do was go to her. I wasn’t even sure what a conversation between them would be like. Until that point, I’d never seen them utter a word to each other.
 
   “I confronted her about the whole thing. She admitted to it.”
 
   “She did?” I asked in surprise.
 
   He nodded. “I told her I spotted her with Leo. I told her I later told Leo she was playing both of us, which was why he dumped her the same day I did. And I told her not to lie to you.”
 
   Would Sara really lie to me? I couldn’t believe it. “But I just asked her.”
 
   “She doesn’t want you to be with me, and she’s willing to lie to make that happen. She’s angry at me for hurting her. She’s angry with me for playing her so well.”
 
   “But…” I still couldn’t wrap my head around it. “I need to ask her myself.”
 
   “Isn’t my word good enough?” He asked. “I was just there. I just told you everything that happened.”
 
   “She’s my best friend, Volt. I want to hear it from her mouth.”
 
   He growled in frustration. “If you go over there, she’s just going to lie to you. That’s what I’m telling you. Why isn’t my word good enough for you? She’s playing us both.”
 
   “Your word is good enough for me,” I argued. “But I want to confront her myself. I’ll tell her you told me everything. How will she be able to get out of that?”
 
   He shook his head in anger. “Taylor, why don’t you believe me?”
 
   “I never said I didn’t believe you.”
 
   “You think I’m making all of this up?”
 
   “I didn’t say that either.”
 
   “Then accept my story and accept the fact that your friend is a lying psychopath.”
 
   I couldn’t accept that part. “Just let me talk to her.”
 
   He crossed his arms over his chest. “She’s just going to lie to you.”
 
   “I have to give her the benefit of the doubt.”
 
   “The only way it’s possible she didn’t lie is if I made up this entire story. You really think I would do that? If you actually believe that, then why were we ever together at all?”
 
   “Volt, that’s not what I said,” I snapped. “Just calm down.”
 
   “I’m not going to fucking calm down. I’ve been telling the truth this entire time, but you keep siding with that stupid cunt—”
 
   “Don’t call her—”
 
   “I’ll call her whatever the fuck I want.” He took a step forward, making me back up in fear. “I’ll never understand why you trust her so much. She’s a lying whore. You should believe me. I’m your best friend. I’ve never lied to you.”
 
   “She’s never lied to me either. Just let me talk to her.” We’d been friends forever. Not once in that time span had she ever lied to me. This situation was complex and didn’t make any sense. The only way to get to the bottom of it was by interviewing both sides. “I’m not saying you’re lying. I’m not saying she’s lying. Just let me talk to both parties so I can figure out what happened.”
 
   He stepped back from me, about to snap. He needed to put space between us so I wouldn’t get in the crossfire. “Fine. Whatever. Talk to her. But don’t expect me to wait around for the verdict.” He stormed out of my apartment without shutting the door behind him. I heard his heavy footfalls as he walked out, his anger echoing in the hallway.
 
   I grabbed my purse and keys and prepared to pay a visit to Sara. All my drive disappeared in that moment. Just a short while ago, I was happy. I had everything I needed. But now it seemed like a lifetime ago, something I would never see again.
 
   ***
 
   I walked into Sara’s apartment, and everything felt exactly the same.
 
   “Hey, what’s up?” She was in her pajamas with her hair in a bun. “I was about to head to bed. Everything alright?”
 
   If she just had a conversation with Volt, it didn’t seem like it. The TV was on, and she was watching her favorite reality TV show. A bottle of wine sat there, like usual. “Uh, Volt just came by my place and said he stopped by?”
 
   “Yeah, he did. He was only here for five minutes then he left.”
 
   “And what happened?” I didn’t make any assumptions because that would be wrong. She’d been my best friend forever. I was sure she had an explanation for what happened. And if she did cheat on Volt and lied about it beforehand, she would come clean now. I had faith. 
 
   “He said I cheated on him. Said he saw me in a bar with some guy. I told him that wasn’t me. He probably saw a woman who looked just like me. But it wasn’t me.”
 
   “Oh…what did he say?”
 
   “He kept repeating the same story, saying it was me. But I knew where I was that night. I was working late because I fell behind on one of the projects. I told him I would find my time card and show it to him, but he didn’t want to hear about it. He’s so fixated on the idea that I cheated on him that he won’t listen to any other explanation.”
 
   “Because he said you admitted it…” I was getting two completely different stories. 
 
   Someone was lying.
 
   Who was it?
 
   “No, he misunderstood me.” She sat on the couch and grabbed her glass of wine. “I said I understood why he assumed it was me. I mean, there are blondes everywhere. And I also understood why he left me, even if it wasn’t the right thing to do. But I never said I cheated on him—because I didn’t.”
 
   Maybe it was just a misunderstanding. Volt had a bad temper sometimes and maybe he was so frustrated by our situation he didn’t listen correctly. Maybe he just listened for things he wanted to hear and tuned everything else out. He didn’t lie to me. He just shared his side of the story. “Sorry to bother you this late at night. I just wanted to get the full story.”
 
   “I feel bad for him,” she whispered. “He’s trying so hard to make this work. I’m sure he’s willing to lie about it. I mean, it’s obvious how much he loves you. I can’t blame him for working so hard.”
 
   I knew Volt wanted to make this work, but I doubted he would lie to make it happen. Misleading people wasn’t in his nature. Never had been. But when times were desperate, people did desperate things. “Well, thanks for talking to me.”
 
   “No problem. Don’t be too hard on him. He’s a good guy.”
 
   When she was sweet and caring, how could I believe she would ever lie? It must have just been a huge misunderstanding. “I know he is.”
 
   ***
 
   After work the next day, I called him.
 
   He picked up but didn’t speak into the phone.
 
   “Volt?”
 
   “What?”
 
   I ignored his hostility. “Can I come by? I talked to Sara.”
 
   “No. I don’t have time for this.”
 
   “Time for what?”
 
   “You believe her.”
 
   “I never said that. Can I come by so we can talk about it? I’d rather not have this conversation on the phone.” I was walking down the sidewalk with people passing me. Voices carried to my ear, making it difficult to concentrate on what he was saying. 
 
   “Whatever.” He hung up.
 
   I sighed and shoved the phone into my pocket, knowing this conversation would be difficult. He was so upset he couldn’t see reason. I didn’t blame him. I’d been there before.
 
   I walked inside his apartment and saw him standing in the entryway, waiting for me.
 
   “What?” he barked. “Get this shit over with.”
 
   I set my bag down. “Why are you being a dick right now?”
 
   “Because you believe her. It’s bullshit.”
 
   “I never said that.”
 
   “What else did you come here to say? If you believed me, you would’ve had a very different reaction over the phone.” He crossed his arms over his chest, his facial hair coming in from not shaving for a few days.
 
   “I talked to her last night, and I think I know what happened.”
 
   “Oh, really?” His voice was full of condescension. “Enlighten me.”
 
   “She said she never cheated on you, but you still think she did. She even has an alibi, but you still didn’t believe her. It sounds like a misunderstanding on both parts.”
 
   Out of nowhere, he started laughing, high and maniacal. The piercing sound filled the apartment, hurting my ears because it was so loud. “Fuck, you’re stupid.” He kept laughing. “This is just…it’s so stupid it’s funny.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes, the insult hurting. “Excuse me?”
 
   “I said you’re fucking stupid.” He stopped laughing, giving me the coldest stare I’d ever seen. “I’m done with us, Taylor. I’m officially finished. I don’t want to work on this relationship. I don’t want to be with you.” He opened a drawer in his kitchen and pulled out a small device. It looked like a recorder. Along with it was a small, black box. It looked like a jewelry case. “I don’t want a woman who doesn’t trust me. I don’t want a woman who doesn’t believe a word I say.” He grabbed the recorder and set it on the kitchen table beside me. “I knew Sara was a lying cunt. So when I went over there, I recorded the entire conversation. I was afraid this would happen. I was afraid you’d pick her over me. And you know what? You did.” He peered into my face, nothing but hatred residing deep inside. “Listen to it. Then get the fuck out of my apartment.” He slammed his fist down on the table, making a sound so loud it made me jolt. He walked to the door. “Goodbye, Taylor. Hope you and Sara are very happy together.”
 
   ***
 
   “Sara, I’m proposing to Taylor. I already have a ring. As soon as she’s finished moving in, I’m getting down on one knee. And I know she’ll say yes.”
 
   Sara didn’t respond. There was just a pause.
 
   “Don’t take away the happiest day of your best friend’s life. It’s not right.” 
 
   Sara still didn’t speak.
 
   “Seriously?” Volt asked in shock. “You’re still going to lie to her? What happens when I tell her what we talked about?”
 
   “I’ll deny it. And she’ll believe me.”
 
   Oh. My. God.
 
   Volt’s voice was full of hatred. “You’re sick, you know that?”
 
   “Maybe,” she whispered. “But it looks like you’re single.”
 
   The recorder ended and went silent.
 
   I stared at it and waited for something else to happen. But nothing ever did. I looked at the box Volt left behind. Inside was the ring he bought for me, the ring I would never wear. 
 
   I couldn’t process what just happened. I wasn’t sure if I was more depressed that Volt left me or that Sara lied to my face—twice. She didn’t care about my happiness. All she cared about was herself.
 
   I felt stupid.
 
   I sacrificed my relationship with Volt just to give her the benefit of the doubt. I wanted to do the right thing by being pragmatic. I knew there was an explanation that showed them both in a good light.
 
   But I was wrong.
 
   Very wrong.
 
   I fell into the chair and tried not to give into the grief. I didn’t just lose Volt. I lost Sara too. She was my best friend, my family. And she stabbed me so hard in the back I couldn’t breathe.
 
   Now what did I do?
 
   I lost everything that mattered to me. The happy life I had once before disappeared like a puff of smoke. Everything I believed in had been shaken. Volt turned his back on me, and I knew I couldn’t blame him for it.
 
   I stared the box and felt my fingers tingle. I wanted to open it, to look inside and see what he had picked out for me. As soon as I finished moving in, he was going to ask me to spend his life with him.
 
   And I would have said yes.
 
   I couldn’t open the lid. If I saw the ring, it would just make this a million times harder. If I saw the special diamond he picked out just for me, the ring he imagined me wearing until we were old and gray, I would collapse then and there.
 
   I had to keep going.
 
   I left the kitchen table, leaving the recorder and the ring behind. This was the last time I would ever be in Volt’s apartment, so I gathered my things before I walked out. I didn’t want to come back there again. I didn’t want to look at him. If I did, I would just break down.
 
   I got my stuff and left.
 
   ***
 
   Sara opened the door, sweaty and in her gym clothes. She must have just got home. “Hey, I—”
 
   “I can’t believe you lied to me.” Now that I was face-to-face with her, I couldn’t control my rage. I never wanted to hit someone before, but I desperately wanted to slap her hard across the face.
 
   Shit, I wanted to bitch-slap her.
 
   She kept up her charade. “Taylor, I didn’t lie about anything. Volt is the one—”
 
   “I’m this close to knocking your teeth out.” I pushed her back, making her stumble until she got her footing again. “Volt recorded the conversation the two of you had. I heard everything you said. And don’t make up some bullshit about it being fabricated because I recognized your voice, and I heard Desperate Housewives in the background.”
 
   Sara’s face immediately changed. Her innocent charade disappeared once she’d been caught.
 
   And somehow that made things worse. “I can’t believe you did this to me.”
 
   “Taylor, let me explain—”
 
   “You don’t need to. I heard the recording. All you cared about was getting back at him for what he did to you. You were willing to sacrifice my happiness to make it happen.” I placed my hand across my chest. “Your best friend. What’s wrong with you?”
 
   “I…” She struggled to find an explanation but couldn’t. “I don’t know. I just… I didn’t want you to know I did that. You would think less of me.”
 
   “I would never think less of you for anything—besides lying. So yes, I think you’re scum now.”
 
   Her eyes flinched in pain.
 
   “And the fact that you would hurt me like that, turn me against Volt because you knew I blindly trusted you…makes me sick.”
 
   She dropped her face, shame in her eyes. 
 
   “Volt is gone. He left me.”
 
   She didn’t move.
 
   “He left me because I didn’t believe him. I insisted on giving you the benefit of the doubt, knowing there was some other explanation for what happened. He got fed up with me and left. He gave me the ring and walked out. I can’t go after him and try to make our relationship work because I don’t blame him for leaving. I’d judge him if he stayed. And that’s all your fault.” I poked her hard in the chest. I was so angry, tears formed in my eyes. I was frustrated for being punished for trying to do the right thing. I refused to choose my boyfriend over my best friend, and I refused to choose my best friend over my boyfriend. But I still got screwed in the end. “I’ll never forgive you for this, Sara. I can’t even look at you.” I was done with this friendship—or whatever the hell it was. Was any of it ever real? Did it ever mean anything? “Don’t contact me. I mean it.” I walked out of her apartment for the last time and shut the door.
 
   Once I was down the hallway, I felt the tears of sorrow drip down my face. I hated her so much for what she did to me, but I was still saying goodbye to a piece of myself. Sara was family to me, and now she was gone. I broke up with the two people I loved most in the same day.
 
   It was a miracle I was still standing.
 
   ***
 
   Volt never called me. And I didn’t expect him to.
 
   I unpacked everything back in my apartment and tossed the boxes in the trash. It looked just the way it did before I left, but it would never feel quite the same. It was where I lived now, but Volt’s place was still home in my heart.
 
   Going through his things and hiding them away was the hardest part. I knew he wasn’t coming back. From now on, I would sleep in my bed alone. One day, I would be well enough to start dating again, and a new man would sleep beside me. But the thought of that happening brought me even more sorrow.
 
   I really had to move on without him. 
 
   I was grateful it wasn’t summertime yet, and the kids were still in school. If I didn’t have work to focus on, the depression would swallow me whole. I did my best to concentrate on my students and give them the best education possible. They were actually helping me more than they realized. It was a safe place away from home, a place where I didn’t think about the man who left me. 
 
   The gang didn’t contact me or ask me questions about our breakup. They either knew and understood I needed space. Or they didn’t have a clue and would know soon enough.
 
   I didn’t want to talk about it.
 
   Sara didn’t call me either. She was smart enough not to reach out to me. If she did, I might actually slap her. My fondness for her slowly faded and hatred took over completely. I couldn’t believe I trusted someone so blindly. And then she backstabbed me the second I got in her way.
 
   Was anyone trustworthy?
 
   Volt immediately came into my mind. He was always loyal to me, right from the beginning.
 
   But I screwed that up.
 
   Over the span of two weeks, I lost a lot of weight. I wasn’t sure how it was possible since I didn’t exercise. But I didn’t eat anything so it made sense. When I felt like I would pass out, I ate crackers because that was all I could handle. 
 
   Every day seemed to pass slower than the last. Sometimes I wondered what Volt was doing, but I knew it was best not to think about it. He’d probably already had a few girls over, occupying the bed I once slept in.
 
   When the thoughts made me cry, I forced myself to stop.
 
   I had to move on.
 
   I had to keep going.
 
   Maybe, one day, if I were lucky enough, I would be happy again.
 
   Or maybe not.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Volt
 
   “Holy shit.” Derek stared at me with wide eyes. “I can’t believe that.”
 
   “Well, believe it.” I downed the shot then told the bartender to pour me another.
 
   She came over to me, her boobalicious chest on display for everyone to see. “Wow. You’re a drinker, aren’t you?”
 
   “I sure am, sweetheart.” I tapped my glass on the counter.
 
   She filled it to the brim before she gave me a smile. 
 
   I winked.
 
   She walked away and tended to the other customers. Before her shift was over, she’d probably give me her number.
 
   And I’d take it.
 
   Derek grabbed my shoulder. “What the hell? It’s really over?”
 
   “Yeah.” I clinked my glass against his. “I’m single again. It’s great.”
 
   He stared at me incredulously. “Are you high?”
 
   “High on life, maybe.”
 
   “Volt, give Taylor another chance. You’re being unfair.”
 
   “I’m being unfair?” I asked incredulously. “I told her what happened and she didn’t believe me—twice.”
 
   “She never said that. She said she just wanted to get the whole story.”
 
   “But she still dumped me—twice.”
 
   “It was a complicated situation. Cut her some slack.”
 
   “No.” I would never give her any slack. I gave that woman my heart, my body, my soul. And she didn’t give me anything. When it mattered most, she wasn’t there for me. 
 
   “Volt—”
 
   “No.” I made my decision, and I was sticking with it. “It’s done.”
 
   Derek stared at me with a sad expression. “I know you love her.”
 
   “Loved her. Past tense.”
 
   “Love doesn’t die overnight.”
 
   “It did for me.” I downed the glass and needed another. 
 
   “I don’t believe you. Just talk to her.”
 
   “She hasn’t tried talking to me. She’s given up.”
 
   “Or maybe she knows you don’t want to see her.”
 
   “Whatever. It doesn’t matter.” I waved the bartender over and ordered another round. 
 
   She happily obliged and poured the liquor. “I get off in an hour. You want to hang out?”
 
   “Absolutely.” I had to get back on the horse, pronto.
 
   Derek stared at me with disapproval. “I can’t watch this.”
 
   “Watch what?”
 
   He slid off the barstool. “Watch you throw your life away.”
 
   ***
 
   Penny and I left the bar and headed to my place.
 
   “Wow.” She squeezed close to my side. “You have a place by Park Avenue?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Ooh…I can’t wait to see your apartment.”
 
   I was getting laid. I knew it. “I think you’ll like my bedroom especially.”
 
   “I’m sure I will.” She tucked her arm through mine.
 
   We arrived at my building, and the second I looked at it, I suddenly felt ill. That apartment reeked of Taylor. Her spirit was ingrained in the walls, the floor, everything.
 
   And I immediately felt like I was doing something wrong.
 
   “What’s up?” she asked, wondering why we stopped.
 
   I had every right to do this but something was holding me back. “I just realized I have somewhere to be. I’m sorry.” I didn’t look at her as I said it, feeling guilty for flirting with her to begin with.
 
   “Uh…okay. Everything alright?”
 
   No. Nothing was all right. “I’m sorry. It was nice meeting you.” I pulled out of her grasp and walked away, heading right past my building. I kept going even though I had nowhere to be.
 
   I shoved my hands in my pockets and felt the liquor burn me from the inside out. It was easier to be drunk because it chased away the pain. But now it just amplified my feelings. I felt so alone. 
 
   I felt dead inside.
 
   When I looked up, I realized I was at the orphanage. My feet naturally carried me there. I didn’t even realize where I was going until I arrived. I looked at the second story window and saw Clay.
 
   He was sitting in the nook where I last saw him. He peered out the window like a bird in a cage, desperate to be free. He played with his pocket knife, trailing it across his palm slowly. 
 
   Looking at him gave me comfort. Just being close to him made me feel alive again. It gave me purpose. It gave me…something. I stood there on the abandoned sidewalk and wondered if he would notice me.
 
   Clay put his pocketknife away and prepared to leave the windowsill. He was either going to bed or finding some other activity to do. By a stroke of luck, he looked out the window.
 
   And saw me.
 
   I stood with my hands in my pockets, the cold surrounding me. The frost was even worse in the evening, and I could feel my knuckles crack from the dryness. But the pain was welcomed. Because all I felt was pain.
 
   Our eyes locked, and I stared at the face that brought me joy. I stared at the face I loved.
 
   His eyes were stoic as he looked at me, neither happiness nor hatred there.
 
   I felt my eyes water just from looking at him. I felt my body give into the turmoil of grief. I felt sick—deathly ill. Clay still hated me and would always hate me.  He would turn around at any moment and never look at me again.
 
   But he didn’t.
 
   He sat back on the windowsill and looked at me. The usual hatred in his eyes disappeared and concern replaced it. He watched me for a long time, understanding I was suffering. I was dying. I was fighting just to breathe. He did something I never expected and pressed his palm against the window. 
 
   My chest automatically sucked in a deep breath, taking comfort in the gesture. Despite what I’d done, he was still there for me when I was at my lowest point. He still cared about me when it mattered.
 
   He still loved me.
 
   ***
 
   I filled out all the necessary paperwork and met with the director of the orphanage. After a long conversation about my income, my household atmosphere, my drug test, and every other invasive procedure you could think of, I finally got approved. 
 
   I filled out the final signatures before I passed the papers back to Mathilda, one of the sisters who looked after the kids.
 
   “Mr. Rosenthal, there’s one last step of the procedure.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “A child can only be adopted by consent. If he doesn’t want to go with you, he doesn’t have to.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Then go talk to him and see how he feels.”
 
   This was the scary part. If he said no, I would die inside. All hope I had left would be gone. “Thank you.” I walked into the back room where the kids hung out. There weren’t as many today, probably because they were in their dorms or they were still at school.
 
   Clay was in his usual spot. He looked exactly the same with the exception of his hair. It was short because he just got a haircut. I walked over to him and pulled up a chair.
 
   He looked at me the way he did the other night when he spotted me outside. He searched my gaze and found my agony. No vicious comments left his mouth today. “Are you okay?”
 
   “No.” That was the honest truth. I wouldn’t lie to him.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I left Taylor—for good.”
 
   “Oh. Why?”
 
   It was a long and boring story. “Nothing worth mentioning.”
 
   He pulled his knees to his chest. “You seem pretty down.”
 
   “I’m a bit lost. I’ll admit it.”
 
   “Is there anything I can do?” He was being nice to me when I didn’t deserve it. 
 
   “No. But there’s something I want to ask you.”
 
   “What?” He put his pocketknife away. “I haven’t started on my college applications yet. Just haven’t had the chance.”
 
   “We’ll get to that soon. Don’t worry.”
 
   He stared at me in silence, having no idea what I was going to say.
 
   “Clay, I met with the director and filled out all the necessary paperwork. I’ve signed everything. I’m legally able to take you home with me—if you want to come.”
 
   His eyes widened but his face didn’t react in any other way. He couldn’t hide his shock over what he just heard. “What…what do you mean?”
 
   “I want to adopt you.”
 
   “You’re serious?”
 
   “Absolutely. You’re my family, Clay. We may not be related by blood, but that doesn’t matter. Water is thicker than blood sometimes.”
 
   “You…you want me to live with you?”
 
   I nodded. “If you want to come with me. You have a choice. You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to.”
 
   “No, I do,” he said quickly. “I just…didn’t expect you to do this.”
 
   “I should have done it a long time ago. I think about you every day. I always worry about you. I miss you… I love you.” Maybe I wasn’t ready to be a parent, but I was ready to be a guardian. This kid had changed my life in so many good ways. He should be home with me. He should be under my roof. 
 
   “I…I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “You don’t have to answer me right now. Take some time to think about it.”
 
   “No, I want to come,” he said. “I just want…to make sure that’s what you want.”
 
   There wasn’t a doubt in my mind. My house wasn’t a home without him. He would do better under my roof, succeed in ways he wouldn’t otherwise. And he was a part of my family anyway. “Absolutely.”
 
   He scooted to the edge, his limbs shaking with excitement. “I totally want to live with you. Can we go now? Do we have to wait? Should I get my stuff now? Get me out of here, Volt. I hate it here.”
 
   I chuckled. “Yes, you can come with me now. But there’s one thing we need to talk about.”
 
   “What?” Now he was anxious, ready to leave and settle into his new place.
 
   “I’m not your father, and I’m not trying to be. But I am your guardian. That means you need to listen to me. That means you need to obey. We can be friends, but I’m not your friend all the time. Do you understand?”
 
   He nodded. “I get it.”
 
   “Alright. Now go get your things.”
 
   He jumped off the couch and sprinted across the room, drawing the attention of all the other kids. His feet pounded against the hardwood floor as he took off at full speed. “I’m getting the hell out of here!”
 
   I laughed to myself and waited, happier than I’d been in weeks.
 
   ***
 
   Clay took the spare bedroom and kept his space clean. Without me having to tell him, he took care of his laundry, made his bed every morning, and when he used the dishes, he washed them and placed them in the dishwasher.
 
   I was impressed.
 
   When he came home from school, he worked on his homework at the kitchen table, where I usually helped him as we had dinner together. Adopting him was exactly as I pictured it would be, and I wished I’d done it sooner. He was happy.
 
   And I was happy.
 
   At least as happy as I could be at the moment.
 
   My parents kept blowing up my phone and asking what was going on with Taylor. I was supposed to propose a few weeks ago, and obviously, I never did. Her parents wondered what happened too. I’d deflected their questions long enough. Now there was no way to avoid them.
 
   Clay and I went to my parents place for dinner one evening. They didn’t know he was coming. They didn’t even know I adopted him yet. Tonight would definitely be an interesting evening.
 
   Mom immediately bombarded me with questions the second she opened the door. “Volt, what’s going with Taylor? Have you asked her? What happened?”
 
   I was dreading this conversation, but I had to get it over with. “I’ll tell you everything when we sit down. And it’s cool that I brought Clay along?”
 
   Mom looked at him in surprise. “Of course. Of course.”
 
   We walked inside, and I greeted my father. He was friendly with Clay like he was at Thanksgiving. They were both fond of him. Adopting him would probably make them happy—at least I hoped.
 
   “Clay, can you wash your hands before dinner? I need to talk to my parents in private.”
 
   “Okay.” He didn’t give me any attitude and walked off. Now that he lived under my roof, he obeyed me just like I asked. I was surprised by how easy it was. I could only assume he was afraid I would take him back to the orphanage if he was too much trouble.
 
   Which was ridiculous.
 
   Mom immediately asked about Taylor again. “Volt, what the hell is going on? We’ve been so worried.”
 
   “First of all, Taylor and I broke up.” Saying her name was still painful. I couldn’t sleep without her. I spent most of my time thinking about her, hoping she was doing okay. She didn’t take the ring with her, and now it was sitting in my nightstand. I didn’t have the strength to throw it away.
 
   “What?” Mom shrieked. “Why?”
 
   I told her the story about Sara. It was quite a tale, and I probably wouldn’t have believed it unless I’d seen it myself.
 
   “Wow,” Dad said. “That’s insane.”
 
   “I know,” I said. “We just couldn’t work things out.” I left out the part where Taylor didn’t believe me. I knew that made her look really bad. I had no reason to protect her, but I still felt obligated to. “And…I adopted Clay.”
 
   Now Mom was even more shocked. “You did what?”
 
   “Honey, keep your voice down.” Dad eyed the hallway, hoping Clay didn’t hear Mom’s outburst.
 
   “I adopted him last week,” I explained. “He lives with me now. Things have been good.”
 
   “Volt, adopting a child is a big deal,” Mom said. “It’s not something you should take lightly.”
 
   “I know,” I said calmly. “And I never did. I really thought about it before I made this decision.”
 
   “You should have consulted with us,” Dad said. “You have no experience being a parent.”
 
   “Well, thanks,” I said sarcastically. “But I’m a grown man, and I can make my own decisions.”
 
   “Volt,” Mom said fiercely. “You just did this because you’re depressed over Taylor. You’re trying to fill the hole she left behind. And that’s not fair to Clay.”
 
   I admit I was depressed about Taylor. Every day was a struggle just to get by. But that wasn’t the reason why I brought him into my home. “I adopted him because he’s family. And he should be living with family. That orphanage is not a place for him to learn and grow. I can give him a lot more.”
 
   “That’s very sweet of you,” Mom said. “You have a big heart. But this is a huge responsibility. I don’t think it was a good idea.”
 
   “I love you, Mom. And I don’t mean this in a disrespectful way. But, I don’t care what you think. Everything has been said and done. He’s staying with me and that’s final. He’s officially your grandson, and I hope you start treating him that way.”
 
   Mom and Dad looked at each other, and a silent conversation passed between them. Her eyes softened and his did a moment later. They turned back to me with warmer expressions, understanding it would be pointless to fight me on this.
 
   “We’ll love him like our own,” Dad said.
 
   “Of course we will,” Mom said. “He’s a very sweet boy.”
 
   “Thank you.” That meant a lot to me. I didn’t want Clay to be treated as an outsider to this family. He was like a son to me, and I wouldn’t tolerate anyone treating him otherwise.
 
   Clay returned to the room. We went shopping the other day, and now he had nice jeans and a long-sleeve shirt that actually fit him. When he cleaned up, he actually looked like a handsome boy.
 
   “Volt told us the good news,” Mom said. “We’re so happy to have you in our family.” Mom hugged him tightly, giving him a fierce bear hug like she gave me. Dad hugged him next, giving him fatherly love right from the start.
 
   “Thanks,” Clay said. “Volt is a really great guy. I know how lucky I am.”
 
   I smiled at him then wrapped my arm around his shoulders. “We’re the lucky ones, kid.”
 
   ***
 
   We watched TV on the couch together later that night before bed. Clay had a bowl of popcorn in his lap, and he tossed a kernel into the air, catching it in his open mouth. “Booyah.”
 
   “I’m impressed,” I said sarcastically.
 
   “This shit is hard.”
 
   I glared at him.
 
   “Sorry…no cussing.”
 
   I turned back to the TV.
 
   “So…what happened with Taylor?” He stopped tossing the popcorn into the air and placed piece-by-piece into his mouth. He kept his voice quiet, like that would lure me to answer.
 
   “She and I just didn’t work.”
 
   “Why don’t you just answer me?” he asked. “I’m almost an adult. I can handle whatever you’re going to say.”
 
   He wouldn’t stop asking questions until I answered. And he had the right to know. She was a part of his life at one time. “Basically, I tried telling her something, and she wouldn’t believe me. She took someone else’s word over mine. When I proved I was right, it was too late. I was so angry, I didn’t want to be with her anymore.”
 
   “Why didn’t she believe you?”
 
   “Her best friend was telling her side of the story. Taylor didn’t know who to believe.”
 
   “You broke up with her over that?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “It was worse than I made it sound.”
 
   He kept eating the bowl of popcorn, the kernels cracking and popping in his mouth. “I liked Taylor.”
 
   “Yeah…I did too.”
 
   “I miss her.”
 
   That just made me miss her more. “We’ll be okay, Clay.”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll never forget the way you looked at me through that window. You looked like you lost everything.”
 
   I remembered that night. It was just like all the others—impossible to get through. 
 
   “Can I say something?”
 
   “If I say no, you’re just going to tell me anyway.”
 
   “I think you’re being too hard on her. It’s okay to be mad…but to break up with her is a little harsh.”
 
   “How so?” Why was I listening to the opinion of a teenager?
 
   “Well…I was really pissed at you for contacting social services. It was a betrayal. I trusted you not to do it, and you did it anyway. It really hurt…but I understood why you did it. In time, I knew I was being unfair. I knew you were in a difficult situation and had no other choice.”
 
   I turned his way, touched by what he said.
 
   “It sounds similar. You’re hurt because she betrayed you, but you understand why she did. Maybe you should cut her some slack. I mean, if you love her, there should be no reason not to be with her.”
 
   His words sank into me heavily. They embedded in my skin and reached my heart. A kid who knew nothing about love just gave me a lesson in forgiveness.
 
   “Just don’t wait too long. You don’t want to miss your chance.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   Taylor
 
   After another god-awful day, I just wanted to go home and sit in my apartment. I wanted to be alone even though I was constantly alone. My apartment still held Volt’s presence, and sometimes, that comforted me.
 
   Sometimes, it broke me.
 
   My students forced me to put on a good smile and be whatever they needed me to be. But without that support, I fell back into a lonely person. My shoulders slacked, and I didn’t care about anything. I hadn’t gone grocery shopping in weeks, but I was so depressed that I didn’t care.
 
   I didn’t care about anything.
 
   I wanted to call Volt just to hear his voice. I wanted to talk like we used to, even if it didn’t go anywhere. If we just talked about the weather, I would be okay with that. Not talking to my best friend every day was dreadful. The fact that I would never talk to him again was just more painful.
 
   When I arrived at my door, someone was standing in front of it. With bright blonde hair and remorseful eyes, she looked at me with pure desperation. It reeked from her clothes.
 
   Just looking at her pissed me off. I used to find comfort in her smile. Now I just loathed her, hated her. There was no chance of forgiveness. My heart was too black, too cold, for that. “Get the fuck away from me.” The profanity flew from my mouth like it was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
   Sara cowered as if I slapped her across the face. “I know you hate me right now—”
 
   “No. I hate you all the time.” I pushed her aside so I could unlock my door.
 
   “Taylor, I’m so sorry. Please, just give me five minutes to tell you how sorry I am.”
 
   “I’ll pass.” I swung the door open and marched inside.
 
   “Taylor, come on. I hate myself for what I did—”
 
   I kicked the door shut and locked it.
 
   She didn’t knock on the door or turn the knob. She went quiet, accepting my dismissal.
 
   I set my things down and immediately went into the shower. The hot running water acted as a cocoon for my wounds. It wrapped me up tightly and kept me afloat. The sound blocked out most of my thoughts. When I cried, I couldn’t hear myself because everything was muffled. 
 
   This was my life now. Crying in the shower.
 
   This is what it’d come to.
 
   I had to start over. I had to stand on my feet and move on. I had to forget about the perfect life I threw away and continue forward. In theory, it sounded plausible. But in reality, it seemed impossible.
 
   All I could do was sit there—and cry.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Volt
 
   When I was alone, my thoughts swallowed me whole.
 
   There was no escape from the pain in my heart. Taylor’s face came into my mind’s eye, her beautiful brown hair contrasting against those bright, blue eyes. Her lips were full and curved like a bow. I remembered every detail because they were impossible to forget.
 
   I missed her.
 
   My anger was still prevalent, building inside me with bitterness. But sometimes, it would disappear altogether, and I would be left with longing. I would be left empty.
 
   Taylor hadn’t contacted me. I expected her to come by the apartment or at least send me a text. But she never did. When I left that ring there, she knew I meant business. She knew I would never ask her to marry me after the shit she put me through. She knew she was wrong when she listened to Sara. She knew she was wrong for doubting me.
 
   But I still expected her to fight.
 
   A part of me was disappointed when she didn’t.
 
   And the other part was just relieved. 
 
   When Clay first moved in with me, my natural instinct was to call her and tell her what I’d done. I wanted her support. I wanted her to tell me I could handle raising a teenager with no experience. I needed to know I did the right thing.
 
   But now I would never find out.
 
   I was sitting at my desk in my office when my secretary informed me I had a visitor. My first instinct was Taylor. Maybe she came to talk to me, cornering me in my office so I couldn’t simply run away.
 
   My heart pounded.
 
   Excitement rushed through me.
 
   I was suddenly out of breath.
 
   I told my secretary to send her in, remaining calm and collective. A poker face was important. Since nothing had changed in our relationship, I couldn’t give her any hint of hope. I had to remain strong—indifferent.
 
   The door opened, but Taylor didn’t walk inside.
 
   It was Sara.
 
   My mood evaporated like a wisp of smoke. I wanted to grab my desk and throw it at her. I hated this woman—loathed her. Somehow, I hated her even more every time I looked at her.
 
   I despised her.
 
   “Get the fuck out.” I pointed at the door, refusing to give her a chance to speak. She had nothing important to say to me. Even if she did, I refused to hear it. “Now. Or I’ll call security and have them throw you out.”
 
   She hovered near the door, afraid to come any closer to me.
 
   “Go,” I barked.
 
   “Just give me five minutes. Please.”
 
   “I don’t owe you a goddamn thing.” 
 
   “It’s about Taylor.” She found the strength to take a step forward, coming closer to my circle. If she crept too close, I could snatch her and carry her out. “Just listen to me, okay?”
 
   When she mentioned Taylor’s name, my body immediately tightened in concern. Maybe this was just a way to bait me, but it worked. “Is she okay?” My voice softened automatically, showing the love that wouldn’t die.
 
   “She’s…terrible.” She came closer to my desk now that my rage had been subdued. “She’s devastated.”
 
   “But she’s not hurt? Not sick?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve never seen her this low.”
 
   So they were still friends? Unbelievable.
 
   “I came here today to beg you to give her another chance. I’m the reason you guys aren’t together and that’s just wrong. She loves you. You love her. Please, forgive her. It’s not her fault.”
 
   “She put you up to this?” I asked incredulously.
 
   “No.” Her eyes fell. “She won’t talk to me…”
 
   At least Taylor learned something.
 
   “She said she never wants to see me again. She hates me.” Her bottom lip quivered. “We aren’t friends anymore.”
 
   “Good riddance,” I snapped. “Taylor deserves better.”
 
   She stared at the floor for a few seconds before she looked at me again. “Muriel—”
 
   “Don’t. Call. Me. That.”
 
   She nodded and cleared her throat. “Volt, please give her another chance. I tricked her. I lied to her. I manipulated her. I took advantage of her trusting nature and turned it against her. She didn’t do anything wrong. She just wanted to give me the benefit of the doubt…”
 
   “I can’t believe you lied to her like that.” I shook my head. “If I hadn’t recorded it, she never would have figured it out. You’re only talking to me because you think if I take her back, you’ll be forgiven. You never would have come clean to her. You would have gotten your way, and Taylor would have lost the love of her life anyway. This is entirely selfish. You think you’ll be forgiven if you make this right.”
 
   She clutched her hands together in front of her waist. “Taylor will never forgive me for what I did. Even if I pull off a miracle and you march over there and propose, she still won’t forgive me. It’s too late to save myself. What’s done is done. I have to live with the consequences forever.”
 
   It was the first time I stopped hating her, even if it was just for a second. “I don’t understand why you did this in the first place…”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t either. I guess I didn’t want to lose Taylor. If she married you, I would be tossed to the side. I would be constantly reminded that she got Prince Charming and I’m alone. I just… It didn’t work out in my favor.”
 
   Questions came to mind that I never asked before. There was never an opportunity to gain this knowledge. But now there was. “Why? Why did you cheat on me? I thought we were happy.”
 
   She flinched at the question, not expecting it. “I…I don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t know?” I asked incredulously. “Was I not giving you enough? Was I bad in bed?”
 
   “No, of course not,” she whispered. “Leo called me, and we started talking again. Old feelings flared up, and I couldn’t tell him about you. And then one thing led to another…it just happened.”
 
   I shook my head, disappointed. I was hoping she would have a reason. I was hoping I did something to make her betray me like that. But the fact that there was no reason just made things worse. When she told me she loved me, she didn’t mean it. When she made love to me, it was just an act. It was depressing.
 
   “Taylor would never do that to you. I heard her talk about you for a year before I realized who you were. Believe me, she’s over-the-moon in love with you. She thinks you’re the greatest guy on the planet. She’s hopelessly and pathetically in love with you. Please give her another chance.”
 
   “Why should I?” I asked coldly. “She didn’t believe me. If she loved me so much, she should have trusted me more.”
 
   “It was a difficult situation. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a good liar. I played you, and I played her… You know how easy it is to be misled.”
 
   Yeah, that was certain.
 
   “Volt, please. I know you love her. She loves you.” She placed her hands in front of her chest, begging me. 
 
   “Why are you doing this?”
 
   “I already told you,” she whispered. “I want to make this right for her. It’s the least I can do.”
 
   “And you want me to talk to her on your behalf?” She must want something. People like her didn’t do things for no reason at all.
 
   “No. You don’t need to do that. It won’t make a difference anyway.”
 
   I stared at her and saw the sincerity in her eyes.
 
   “Just think about it. There’s no reason strong enough for two people not to be together when they love each other. And love has never been a problem for either of you.” She silently excused herself and turned to the door. Her head was bowed, still covered in shame. 
 
   I watched her go without saying goodbye. The door clicked shut, and I was alone with my thoughts again. I lowered myself back into the chair and stared at my blank screen. The conversation played back to me in real time. I thought of many things. What should I do? What should I not do? Should I leave things the way they were? Or should I get my ass up and get back the woman I loved?


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Taylor
 
   I finally went to the grocery store and picked up a few things. If I didn’t eat something substantial soon, I would pass out and never wake up. I grabbed sandwich meat and bread, and a few cans of soup. My muscles had atrophied from doing absolutely nothing for the past few weeks, and I could hardly carry the bags.
 
   I still had my bag from school, and in each arm was a bag from the grocery store. My shoulders screamed from the weight because they lacked any strength. I took the elevator to my floor but even that was difficult.
 
   After the doors opened, I carried everything to my apartment. But the bag was tearing from the cans of soup. If I didn’t get there quick enough, it would rip and spill all over the floor. Then I would have to chase them down and carry each one individually.
 
   The bag stretched even more, and I knew I wasn’t going to make it. I practically ran to the door, my eyes on the bag. I didn’t make it in time and the bag ripped altogether, dropping five cans of soup as they rolled in every direction in front of my apartment. I stared at the ground and watched the carton of milk fall out with it too.
 
   All motivation died within me. It took weeks of preparation just to get me to go to the store in the first place. Now that I accomplished it, everything went to shit. I just didn’t care anymore. I screamed to myself then slid to the floor in front of my door. It was a stupid thing to cry over, but that’s what I wanted to do. Curl into a ball and just cry.
 
   Footsteps sounded and someone picked up every can. I didn’t look up but I watched his shoes. They were black Vans, something Volt used to wear once in a while. He grabbed each can then placed them on the floor beside me, next to the bag that was still intact.
 
   “Thanks…” My voice was so quiet he probably didn’t hear it. 
 
   He sat down beside me, sitting dangerously close for a stranger. “You’re welcome.”
 
   I recognized that voice. It accompanied my dreams. It was in my fantasies. It was the song I heard in my head when I walked to work. I turned my face slowly, not wanting to get my hopes up. If it was really him, I would cry. Cry harder than I already was. 
 
   My eyes locked to his, and I saw the man of my dreams. I saw the man I was still in love with. I saw the man I threw away. I quickly turned away because my eyes watered. I was a mess, and I was embarrassed to be seen this way. I couldn’t even carry groceries because I was so weak. 
 
   “Hey.” He grabbed my chin and forced my gaze back to his. 
 
   Our faces were close together, and his touch was divine. It was the first time I felt good in weeks. It was the first time I could take a full breath without shaking. “Hey.”
 
   His fingers rubbed my cheek gently, giving me the kind of affection he used to give me on a daily basis. “I miss you.”
 
   Instead of making me feel good, those words only hurt. “This is so hard for me, Volt. I’ve never been the kind of woman to cry over a man. I’ve never been the kind of person to give up living when someone walks away. I’ve never been the damsel in distress. But that’s exactly what I am. I’m barely holding on, and I’m not sure if I’ll ever recover. If this doesn’t mean anything and you’re just lonely, please leave. You’re making this so much harder on me.”
 
   His thumb moved down my cheek until it rested in the corner of my mouth. He gave me a look full of pity before he leaned in and gave me a soft kiss, a kiss full of agony. 
 
   Our lips hardly moved together. They just touched—barely. 
 
   “I am lonely,” he whispered against my mouth. “But I’m also miserable without you. And this does mean something.”
 
   I took a deep breath, the kind that actually hurt my ribs. Tears sprouted from my eyes, falling like drops in a waterfall. 
 
   He wiped them away with the pads of his thumbs. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be sorry,” I whispered. “It was my fault.”
 
   “I’m sorry for leaving. I should have stayed. I should have worked this out with you.”
 
   “No, you had every right to be upset. I was the stupid one. I was the idiot who believed everything that stupid cunt said.”
 
   Volt smiled slightly. “I’m glad that nickname is catching on.”
 
   It was the first time I laughed in weeks. The sensation felt good in my chest. It felt good everywhere.
 
   “And it’s okay. I should have been more understanding.”
 
   I shook my head in response.
 
   “I forgive you, baby. I want to work this out—if you’ll have me.”
 
   If I’ll have him? Was he insane? “Of course I’ll have you.” I moved into his chest and hugged him tightly, welcoming his scent as it washed over me. His shirt smelled like mint and winter. His body was warm like a personal heater, and it welcomed me like I belonged. 
 
   Volt rested his chin on my head and ran his fingers through my hair. “I’m sorry I took so long.”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   “I’m here now.” He pressed his lips to my forehead and gave me a deep kiss. “And I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   ***
 
   Volt made dinner for me then served me on the couch.
 
   “I’m not hungry.”
 
   “Baby, eat.” He sat beside me and handed over the plate. It was a grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup, just like the kind he made for Clay over Christmas break. “I can tell you haven’t been eating enough.” He eyed my arms, which were dangerously skinny.
 
   I took a few bites of my soup and ate slowly, not used to the action of chewing.
 
   Volt sat beside me, watching every move I made. “When you get your strength back, we can get to the good stuff.” He winked then gave my thigh a gentle squeeze.
 
   I ate faster, trying to down everything as quickly as possible.
 
   Volt chuckled. “You missed me as much as I missed you.”
 
   I set the empty plate on the coffee table and immediately moved into his arms. I didn’t care about sex, but I did want to cuddle. I wanted to be held forever and never be released. I wanted to sleep on his chest just the way I used to, to feel that comfort I once took for granted.
 
   He lay back on the couch and pulled the blanket over both of us. His hand moved into my hair and he watched me with concerned eyes.
 
   I was so happy to feel him underneath me I couldn’t breathe. “I’m so glad you came. I didn’t think you would.”
 
   “I’m sorry I took so long.”
 
   He had every right to be mad. I didn’t hold it against him. “I’m surprised you changed your mind. You were really upset.”
 
   His fingers stopped in my hair. “Well, Sara paid me a visit.”
 
   I flinched at the sound of her name. “What did she want?”
 
   “She asked me to forgive you. She said you really loved me and deserved another chance.”
 
   She did that? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.
 
   Volt heard my unspoken thoughts. “I was surprised too. She said you were a mess without me. And she said we should be together since we love each other. Nothing else matters.”
 
   “And why did she do that?”
 
   He shrugged. “I think she wanted to make things right for you.”
 
   “Because her plan backfired?” I hissed.
 
   “I think she wants me to put in a good word for her to you. But I’m not sure if I can.”
 
   “How can asking you to take me back make up for what she did?” I asked coldly. “If she got her way, she never would have told us the truth.”
 
   “No. Probably not.”
 
   “Like I would ever forgive her.”
 
   Volt fell silent, stroking my hair once more. “I have some other news. Not sure how you’re going to handle it.”
 
   If he slept with someone else, I didn’t want to know about it. I just wanted to forget the whole thing and pretend it never happened. We could pick up where we left off and move on. “What?”
 
   “I adopted Clay.”
 
   I heard what he said, but I couldn’t process it. I sat up and looked down at him, needing to see the confirmation in his eyes. When I saw it, I gasped. “You’re serious?”
 
   He nodded, a slight smile on his lips. “About a week ago.”
 
   “What made you do that?”
 
   He shrugged. “He’s my family. He should live with me.”
 
   It was an incredibly sweet thing to do. I admired him more for it. “You think you can handle it?”
 
   “I’ve been doing okay so far,” he said. “And besides, I’ll have help.” His hand moved up my back, and he brought me closer to him. “I have a sexy teacher who can give me some pointers about teenagers.”
 
   If he’d told me this beforehand, I probably would have warned him about the responsibility. Being the guardian of a child was much different than tutoring him for an hour a day. But since everything had already been said and done, there was nothing left to do but be supportive. “I’m sure you don’t need my help.”
 
   “I don’t agree with that. Clay never had a mom around. He needs a mother figure in his life.”
 
   “And you think I’m the best candidate for the job?”
 
   “Yep.” He pulled me closer to his chest. “You’re the only candidate for the job.”
 
   “Well, I’d be honored.” 
 
   “And maybe we’ll make a few of our own.” He waggled his eyebrows at me.
 
   “That sounds like fun.” I tried to treasure this moment as much as possible. Last night, I slept alone in my bed and tried not to cry. Now, I had my life back. I had Volt back. Somehow, it was sweeter than it ever was before. Somehow, it was more beautiful. I appreciated it more when I didn’t have it. And now that I did, I would never let go. “You want to practice now?” 
 
   His eyes lightened in excitement. “My moves have been getting rusty. We should probably test everything out.”
 
   Was that his way of telling me he didn’t sleep with anyone else? Because if he didn’t, it would just make things a million times better. But if he did, I didn’t want to know about it. I didn’t want to hear a single word about it.
 
   Volt read the hesitation in my eyes. “Only you.” 
 
   “Yeah?” My breath escaped my chest as a heave. I’d been holding my breath with dread, unprepared to hear the answer to a question I never asked.
 
   “Yeah. I met this woman in a bar, and she wanted to hook up but…I didn’t want to. So I just went home. I was so mad I thought I could do it. But my body still belonged to you—even if my mind was too pissed to understand that.”
 
   Music to my ears. 
 
   He saw the relief in my eyes. “I’m stuck on you, Taylor. You never have to worry about me looking for something else. Because I’m so hopelessly obsessed with you. I’ve been obsessed with you since the first time I looked at you. And I think I’ve been in love with you even longer.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Volt
 
   Taylor and I walked into the apartment, her bag of stuff over my shoulder. “Clay, I’m home.” The TV was on in the living room, and I distinctly heard the sound of cars racing. He must be playing a video game.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “It’s almost ten, Clay. You should be in bed.” I held Taylor’s hand as we walked into the living room.
 
   His back was to us as he sat on the couch. “Fine. Whatever.” He hit a few buttons on the controller and turned it off. “I was hoping you would be home later.” He rose from the couch and walked around to greet me. “Oh, wow.” He looked at Taylor with wide eyes. “You’re back.”
 
   “I am.” Taylor squeezed my hand. 
 
   “I took your advice, kid. I went out and got my girl,” I said.
 
   “Good,” Clay said. “I was sick of you moping around all the time.” He walked up to Taylor and gave her a hug. It was long and lingered for several seconds before he finally pulled away. “I’m glad you’re back. It wasn’t the same without you.”
 
   “Aww,” Taylor whispered. “I’m happy to be back—with both of you.”
 
   “She’s going to be staying with us for a while,” I said. “Are you okay with that?” I was the adult and could do whatever I wanted, but this was Clay’s home too. I wanted him to feel comfortable. 
 
   “Yeah, of course,” he said. “I’m glad my room is on the other side of the apartment.” He laughed then walked back into the sitting area. He put away his controller and cleaned up his area, returning it to how it looked before he used it.
 
   “Wow,” Taylor whispered. “You trained him well.”
 
   “Actually, I didn’t do anything.” He just did it on his own.
 
   “Well, I’m going to get ready for bed.” Taylor took the bag off my shoulder. “I’ll see you soon.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She gave me a kiss before she walked down the hall.
 
   I watched her go, grateful she wasn’t a ghost from a memory. 
 
   When the bedroom door shut, I turned to Clay. “Thanks for the advice.”
 
   He shrugged. “I’m wise beyond my years. What can I say?”
 
   I chuckled. “Yeah, I guess you are.”
 
   He put his hands in the pockets of his sweatpants. All his clothes were new, and I couldn’t get over how different he looked. A new wardrobe, a shower, and a haircut made him a new person. 
 
   “How would you feel about her living here?”
 
   “Like, forever?”
 
   I nodded. “Would you be more comfortable if it’s just us for a while?”
 
   “Volt, it’s your apartment. Do what you want.”
 
   “It’s our apartment, Clay. You get a say in everything now.”
 
   His eyes softened even though he tried to hide it. 
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “I like Taylor. I don’t mind having her around.”
 
   “You’re sure about that?” I asked. “Because I’m going to ask her to move in. If you aren’t ready, that’s totally fine.”
 
   “No, I want her here.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Okay. Then I’m going to ask her.”
 
   “I think it’s a good idea. She cooks, right?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Is that why you want her to move in? Because I cook for you.”
 
   “But I can’t eat grilled cheese every day. I’ll never poop.”
 
   Now I actually laughed. “Yeah, she’s definitely a better cook.”
 
   “Then have her move in tomorrow.”
 
   “Alright. I’ll ask.”
 
   He nodded then walked away. “I’m happy for you, Volt.  You deserve it.”
 
   My heart ached when he said that. “Thanks…”
 
   “I’ll see you in the morning.” He nodded to me then walked into his bedroom.
 
   I listened to his door shut before I went back into the bedroom where Taylor waited for me. She was already dressed in one of my t-shirts with just her panties underneath. She was thinner than before, but just as sexy. 
 
   “Everything okay?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah.” I stripped down to my boxers and crawled into bed beside her. Our legs wrapped around each other, and our arms latched on to anything we could hold. We were tangled together, glued.  Now that I had her, I intended to make love to her every night. I intended to cherish her and never let go. I intended to live happily ever after. “I asked him if it would be okay if you moved in with us.”
 
   She flinched in my arms, surprised and excited. “And what did he say?”
 
   “He said he loved the idea. Then he asked if you cook.”
 
   She chuckled. “I know my way around the kitchen.”
 
   “I think we both need you—but for very different reasons.”
 
   She stared at me, her face pressed close to mine. She waited for me to ask her in words, to make it official.
 
   “Baby, will you move in with me?”
 
   Instead of smiling like I expected, her eyes watered. A loud sniff escaped her throat and she turned to mush beside me. Unable to answer, she just nodded. 
 
   Without realizing it, I felt my eyes water too. I felt guilty for putting her through hell. And I felt like shit for going through hell myself. “It’s us from now on. It’s you and me.”
 
   She nodded, her eyes still full of tears. “You and me.”
 
   ***
 
   Clay lifted a box from the floor and groaned. “Holy shit. What’s in here?”
 
   “Clay,” I snapped.
 
   “I mean, holy guacamole. What’s in here?” He rolled his eyes at being berated for cussing.
 
   Taylor chuckled. “Shoes. It says it right on the side of the box.”
 
   Clay shifted the box against his chest, using his core to support it. “Where does it go?”
 
   “Put it in the office,” Taylor said.
 
   “What?” I asked. “Your shoes are going in my office?”
 
   “Well, they’re going in your office closet,” she said.
 
   My man cave was slowly turning into a women’s clothing store.
 
   “Or I can put them in our room,” she said. “But I’ll have to make room.”
 
   And then my stuff would be shoved under the bed or something. “Yeah, put them in the office.”
 
   “Alright.” Clay carried the box down the hall.
 
   “Baby, you have so much shit.”
 
   “Shh!” She placed her forefinger over her lips. “Clay will hear you cuss.”
 
   “I heard that!” Clay shouted down the hall.
 
   “Dammit,” I whispered.
 
   “I heard that too,” Clay snapped.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “That kid can hear crickets at night.”
 
   Taylor laughed then grabbed the next box in the pile. She examined the sides for a label, unsure what was inside.
 
   I remained quiet and watched her.
 
   “What’s in here?” She lifted the box and realized it was light.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “You packed it.”
 
   “I labeled all my stuff. So I didn’t pack it.”
 
   “Well, don’t look at me,” I said. “I didn’t bring that in here.”
 
   She ripped open the lid and tore through the tape. She had to use her muscles to tear it open because it was compacted so tightly. When she finally broke through, she stared at the Styrofoam inside. “Maybe it’s just extra packaging material.”
 
   I watched her.
 
   She stuck her hand inside and felt around until she grabbed something. “No. There is something in here. What the hell is it? Maybe I packed it a long time ago and just forgot.” She pulled out the small black box, the exact box I’d given to her once before.
 
   She held it in her hand and fell silent as she looked at it. Her hand shook silently before she supported the box with her other palm. She stared at it in shock, unable to process exactly what was happening.
 
   She looked at me with realization on her face. Her eyes knew what it was. She knew exactly what was happening. Her eyes watered right on cue as the moment hit her.
 
   I kneeled beside her and took the box from her hand. They were still shaking with tremors.
 
   “Oh my god…” She covered her mouth. “Oh my fucking god.”
 
   I positioned the box and flipped the lid open, showing her the diamond ring I bought for her months ago. It was perfect for her, plain and simple but classy. My hand didn’t shake as I held it out to her. The moment felt right. In fact, it felt out of place. I should have done this a long time ago. “Taylor Thomas, will you marry me?”
 
   “Ahh!” She screamed into her hands, her face changing with a flood of emotions.
 
   Without waiting for her to say yes, I pulled the ring out and grabbed her left hand.
 
   “Yes.” She sobbed as I placed the ring on her finger. “Yes. I’ll marry you. Of course, I’ll marry you.”
 
   It fit perfectly on her ring finger, nice and snug. The diamond sparkled in the light, showing a prism of color. Every time she moved, it dazzled. It looked perfect on her. It would look perfect on her for the rest of her life.
 
   She extended her hand and stared at it. “Oh my god, it’s beautiful. I love it.” Her eyes lit up like glinting treasure and the light that radiated there couldn’t be blocked out by any shadow. It was pure happiness, the same feeling that echoed deep in my heart. 
 
   “I’m glad.”
 
   She finally turned her gaze on me, so consumed with her ring I took a backseat. “I can’t believe this…”
 
   It was the perfect plan. Since I’d told her how I was going to propose when we broke up, I knew she wouldn’t expect me to do it. But I wanted to do it like that anyway. Nothing else was more perfect. 
 
   “I love you.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me.
 
   “I love you too, baby.”
 
   She hugged me tightly, squeezing me with her limited strength. She started to cry again, sobbing into my chest. “I can’t wait to spend my life with you, Muriel Rosenthal.”
 
   Despite the seriousness of the moment, I laughed. “Let’s stick with Volt.”
 
   “Whatever you want, fiancé.”
 
   I kissed her forehead and felt her shake against me. This was the beginning of a happy life together. I would never forget what she said to me when we first met. She saw right through my playboy act, saw that I was hurting deep down inside. “You’ve made me so happy that I’ve forgotten what it was like to feel anything less.”
 
   She pulled away and looked into my eyes, recognizing her own words. 
 
   “And that’s how I knew you were the one.”
 
   A new wave of tears emerged. 
 
   I never knew crying could be so beautiful. I always thought it was just annoying. But when she did it, it meant so much. When she cried in joy, it made me happy.
 
   Clay stood there with my phone in his hand. He recorded the whole thing without her knowing about it. “Wait, hold on. Your real name is Muriel?”
 
   My look of joy turned to one of irritation. I directed it on Taylor.
 
   A guilty grin stretched across her face. “Whoops.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
   Volt
 
   A crowd of five thousand people sat in the lines of chairs that faced the platform in front of the university. Students walked by, flipped their tassel, and then received their degree from the president of the university.
 
   “Clay Rosenthal.”
 
   We jumped to our feet from the front row and clapped. Dad put his fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly. Mom dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. “My grandson…”
 
   Taylor clapped harder than anyone. “Go Clay!”  Her parents stood beside her, cheering him on just as hard as she did.
 
   Clay shook hands with the president and received his diploma. Then he pulled his tassel over, officially becoming a graduate. He found me in the office and waved, a smile on his face.
 
   And then it hit me.
 
   I wasn’t an emotional guy.
 
   But I got mushy.
 
   My eyes sprang with tears because I was so immensely proud. He started off at the bottom and excelled to the top. Now he was walking across the stage with an honors cord around his neck.
 
   Keep it together, man.
 
   He walked off the stage and joined the other graduates.
 
   We sat down and watched the other students receive their diplomas, but I wasn’t paying attention to any of them. I was thinking about the day Clay left for college and how hard it was for me. I waited until he left to allow the tears to fall. And now here I was again, getting choked up.
 
   “Aww…” Taylor caught the moisture in my eyes. “So proud.”
 
   “The sun is hurting my eyes.”
 
   “Whatever you say, babe.” She patted my thigh.
 
   ***
 
   After the ceremony was over, we located Clay in the chaotic crowd. He was standing near the pond, at the outreaches of the university so we could track him down.
 
   When I spotted him, I felt the emotion creep up all over again. But I kept the reaction back, not wanting to act like my own parents. “Hey, graduate.”
 
   Clay walked over, as tall as me. He filled out as an adult, his arms bulging with muscle and his shoulders wide. When people saw us together, they thought we were brothers. “I did it. I finally graduated.”
 
   Finally? It seemed to pass in a blur.
 
   I gripped both of his shoulders and looked him in the eye. “I can’t tell you how proud I am.”
 
   Clay searched my expression, and the same look came into his eyes. He was vulnerable, everything pouring out. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”
 
   “Yes, you could’ve. But I’m glad I made it easier for you.” I squeezed his shoulders, feeling my heart ache with the love I had for this kid. He was my family. He may not be of my blood, but he was as good as. 
 
   “I wouldn’t be here with you.”
 
   I pulled him in for a hug and felt my chest cave with emotion. “I love you so much…”
 
   He squeezed me harder. “I love you too, Dad.”
 
   He’d never called me that before. I wasn’t even sure if I heard it right. I pulled away, searching his expression for confirmation.
 
   “You’re my dad,” he answered. “Can I call you that?”
 
   Now I couldn’t stop my eyes from watering. I couldn’t stop the emotion that choked me from deep inside. And I wasn’t even ashamed. “Of course. If that’s what you want.”
 
   “It is.” 
 
   I hugged him again, feeling like the proudest man in the world. He was a full-grown adult, but I hugged him like a child. I never knew him in his youth, but I felt like I’d known him his whole life. I was too young to feel this type of parental love. But I felt it nonetheless.
 
   “Stop hogging him,” Mom said. “We want a picture with our grandson.”
 
   I blinked my eyes quickly and pulled away. “You’re right. He’s all yours.”
 
   Taylor moved in next. Her pregnant belly was so big she was uncomfortable. I brought an umbrella for her so she could be in the shade at all times. Despite her enormous belly, she looked as beautiful as ever. In fact, she looked even more beautiful. “So proud of you, Clay.” She had to turn her body so her belly wouldn’t smash into him. 
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Your baby brother is proud of you too.” She placed her hand on her stomach.
 
   He did the same. “I’m sure he is. I can feel him kicking.”
 
   She kissed his cheek and gave him another squeeze. “Love you.”
 
   “Love you too, Mom.”
 
   Her eyes watered when he called her that. It was the first time she’d ever heard it. “We’re both so happy for you, son.” She patted his shoulder before she stepped away, her hand immediately moving under her belly because it was more comfortable for her.
 
   My attention turned to her now that Clay’s grandparents moved in for pictures. “Baby, you need to sit down. There’s a park bench right over there. How about some water?”
 
   “I’m okay, Volt.” Her eyes were on Clay. “I wouldn’t miss this for anything.”
 
   I wrapped my arm around her waist. “Yeah…we did a good job.”
 
   “No, you did a good job. You saved his life, Volt.”
 
   “No.” I didn’t believe that. “He was the one who walked into my office in the first place. He wanted a better life for himself. He showed initiative.”
 
   “But he walked away. And you hunted him down. Don’t downplay your role in this.”
 
   “I admit I helped. But he did all the work.”
 
   “You paid his tuition. Don’t forget that.”
 
   I shrugged. “A smart kid would have made it happen anyway.”
 
   She smiled, clearly smitten by my humbleness. “I’m glad he’ll be working in the city. We’ll be able to see him all the time.”
 
   “I know.” Now I understood how my parents felt when I moved back after college. They were thrilled to the point of tears. I pulled her closer against me, feeling so grateful that my life turned out so well. I had the woman of my dreams on my arm, and I had another son on the way. Could life get any better?
 
   “Can you take a picture of me and my dad?” Clay asked.
 
   I would never get tired of hearing him call me that. It fit so well. I walked away from Taylor and went to his side.
 
   Clay handed me his diploma. “You hold it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because this is all happening because of you.”
 
   Everyone watched quietly as they beamed in pride.
 
   I took it from his hand and held it up. 
 
   Clay put his arm around me and smiled for the camera.
 
   I smiled too but felt a lot more than joy. I felt a million things at once. I never knew I could love someone the way I loved Clay. I never knew someone could change my life so much—in the best way possible. He claimed I saved him, but he saved me too. He made me into a better man, made me into a guy worthy of Taylor. He prepared me for fatherhood, for my next son about to be born. He gave me so much without realizing it.
 
   When the picture was taken, Clay waved Taylor over. “Can I get a picture with both of them?”
 
   Mom held up the camera. “Of course. It’s your day.”
 
   Taylor walked to his other side. “I’m going to look like a cow in these pictures.”
 
   “A hot cow, maybe,” I said.
 
   “Mom, you look beautiful.” He wrapped his arm around her waist.
 
   She melted for him in a way she never melted for me. Her eyes locked to mine and an unspoken conversation happened between us. She had as much of a role in his life as I did, and together, we made a great team. We made a difference in the classroom, in the tutoring program, and with a boy who just needed help. 
 
   I thought Sara was the one, but she was just a placeholder until the right woman came along. Taylor was my other half, the woman I was destined to spend my life with. She was the only woman who could ever fix me, who could put my life back together. She stuck beside me through the hard times, and we made it to the other side. There was no doubt she and I were supposed to be together, to live happily ever after.
 
   Now I couldn’t remember a time when I was miserable. I’d been happy for so long I couldn’t imagine a different way of life. It seemed like it’d always been this way. I’d always been happy.
 
   And I would always be happy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Dear Reader,
 
   Thank you for reading Combust. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you could leave a short review, it would help me so much! Those reviews are the best kind of support you can give an author. Thank you!
 
   Wishing you love,
 
   E. L. Todd
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Want to check out my next series?
 
   Ray of Light is a fun romance, guaranteed to make you laugh and cry.
 
   Available Now
 
   [image: ]
 
   My brother is an idiot. He won the lottery and invested all of his money in a run-down bowling alley. Since he’s barely making it, he moved in with me.
 
   Great.
 
   Having him around the house isn’t the worst thing in the world, but he does make a mess like nobody’s business. My friends Zeke, Jessie, and Kayden keep me sane but there’s only so much they can do.
 
   And it’s definitely not the worst thing in the world when his old friend, Ryker, moves to town.
 
   The second I lay eyes on him, I’m hot under the collar. He makes my body burn in longing and freeze in desperation at the exact same time. When he talks, I don’t listen to anything he says because I’m staring at that hard jaw and those kissable lips like I already own them.
 
   But he’s a bed hopper. A playboy. A heartbreaker.
 
   I’m all down for some hot, sweaty, yummy sex even if it doesn’t have a fairy tale ending. I’ve been down that road before. I know the drill. But with Ryker, it’s different.
 
   Because I know I’ll fall in love with him.
 
   For now, I’ll steer clear of him and keep my hands to myself. It can’t be that hard, right?
 
   Or can it?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Want To Stalk Me?
 
    
 
   Subscribe to my newsletter for updates on new releases, giveaways, and for my comical monthly newsletter. You’ll get all the dirt you need to know. Sign up today.
 
   www.eltoddbooks.com
 
    
 
   Facebook:
 
   https://www.facebook.com/ELTodd42
 
    
 
    
 
   Twitter:
 
   @E_L_Todd
 
    
 
   Now you have no reason not to stalk me. You better get on that.


 
   
  
 




 
   I know I’m lucky enough to have super fans, you know, the kind that would dive off a cliff for you. They have my back through and through. They love my books, and they love spreading the word. Their biggest goal is to see me on the New York Times bestsellers list, and they’ll stop at nothing to make it happen. While it’s a lot of work, it’s also a lot of fun. What better way to make friendships than to connect with people who love the same thing you do?
 
   Are you one of these super fans?
 
   If so, send a request to join the Facebook group. It’s closed, so you’ll have a hard time finding it without the link. Here it is:
 
    
 
   https://www.facebook.com/groups/1192326920784373
 
   Hope to see you there, ELITE!
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